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Port Bruce – Public Washroom Building at the Harbour
North wall and east wall, each 109 square feet

Belmont library, above book drop 
to right of door, 60 Square feet 

Port Burwell – Fred Bodsworth Public 
Library, north wall, to the right of the 
window, 92 square feet.

Mural locations



Dutton - John 
Kenneth Galbraith 
Library, west end of 
north wall, to right 
of door.
128 square feet

Shedden – north wall of metal clad picnic shelter next to the 
Keystone Complex, includes the metal at the top of each post
226 square feet

Rodney Library, south wall 
below window and left of 
the book drop, 85 square 
feet

Mural locations



Elgin-St. Thomas Cycling and Hiking Trail Map

The museum is revising the ‘historic cycling routes’ 
to highlight historic sites. Eventually these routes 
will link the new murals together. 



Highlights from Elgin County’s Cycling Heritage

This slide show presents a survey of roads and modes of travel in the region 
from the first Talbot Road to the revival of cycling in recent times. 

It also provides a series of images providing a representation of how people 
travelled historically and what cycling looked like in an earlier time.

These images have been drawn, where possible, from the communities where 
the murals will be placed. 

Many other historic views of these communities can be found on the County’s 
archives database:   heritagecollections.elgin.ca

Times-Journal ad, 1920



“There was an exhilaration in the new method of locomotion that made all the 
riders enthusiastic devotees of the sport. Everywhere clubs were formed, 
uniforms were chosen, club rooms were opened, good roads were advocated and 
farmers’ horses were slowly educated in the knowledge that it was not necessary 
to jump into adjoining fields in order to escape the shining apparition.”

James S. Brierly, former editor of the St. Thomas Times, recalling his cycling days in Elgin County in the 1880s. 



St. Thomas Bicycle Club, 1882   
Elgin County Archives

The bicycle craze that swept North American in the 1880s and 1890s initiated a revolution 
in the way people travelled which continues to be felt down to the present. 



St. Thomas Bicycle Club, 1882 
Cameron Collection, Elgin County Archives 

It started with the importation from England to North America, in the 1870s, of the high wheel or “Ordinary” which today goes by a name 
later applied to it – the penny farthing – two English coins of markedly different size representing the size of the two wheels.



The high wheel arrived just as a generation of leisured middle- and upper-class men were reaching maturity. They took to it 
immediately organizing clubs, outings and races and even creating uniforms.

Two of the high wheel era’s leading figures were from Elgin County. 



James H. Brierly was the editor of the Journal – one of St. Thomas’s daily papers. He became the founding Secretary-
Treasurer of a national cycling organization – the Canadian Wheelman’s Association (CWA). The first meeting was in St. 
Thomas on July 1, 1881. The first meet was in London in 1882. Today this organization is known as Cycling Canada.

Early issues of the CWA newsletter can be found here: 
https://library.si.edu/digital-library/author/canadian-wheelmens-association

https://library.si.edu/digital-library/author/canadian-wheelmens-association


Perry Doolittle is thought to be the first person to build and ride a bicycle in Elgin 
County. Doolittle grew up near Luton (south of Aylmer) in the 1860s and asked a 
blacksmith in nearby Dunboyne to help build him a bicycle. A famous racer in the 
1880s, he served as CWA President in 1895-96. He graduated as an MD in 1885.
He became interested in the automobile in the mid-1890s, buying the first used car 
in Canada in 1899 (a one-cylinder Winton) and founding the Dominion Automobile 
Association (now CAA) in 1913. As CAA president he promoted improved road 
conditions, better signage and standardized regulations. 

Doolittle compiled and edited at least one of the touring guides the CWA produced in the 1890s.



Today Dr. Doolittle has been honoured with his own 
cycling route: the Highwheel Way – running up 
Imperial Road from Port Bruce to Aylmer – through 
Dunboyne and past nearby Luton where the farm he 
grew up on was located. 



A leading racer in the 1890s was C. H. Hepinstall, a St. 
Thomas jeweller.  He was the first in Canada to ride over 
100 miles in one day, following a route from St. Thomas 
to Fordwich – 11 hours of actual riding - in 1882. The 
worst section was Mitchell to Listowel where the road, 
being covered with deep parallel ruts, was “unridable”. 



Of course, not everyone could ride a high wheel, but it wasn’t long before Englishman John Starley developed the “safety,” a bicycle whose name 
reflected its major attribute when compared to the high wheel.

It took over and suddenly anyone who could ride, did. It was one of the first pastimes in which men and women could participate on an equal basis. 

Cycling gave rise to “bloomers,” a style of pantaloon that allowed women to ride in comfort.





In the mid-1890s William Devine of St. Thomas, was Elgin County’s champion 
road racer. He was sponsored by the Red Bird Bicycle Company of Brantford. 
His medals, above, are in the museum’s collection.  

William Devine poses with his Red Bird.



Even in rural areas, cycling became popular and the fact that early cycling on high wheels involved long distance riding meant 
that a greater focus was placed on the condition of roads than ever before.  

Before this time, roads were not a concern for travellers, most of whom relied on the rail network which was quite extensive 
by 1895, when, in addition to steam trains, electric trains started running on interurban or “radial” lines connecting many 
places through-out southern Ontario. 

As early as 1907, an electric trolley was running between London and Port Stanley. 

Trolley cars on Colborne St. on opposite corners of Bridge Street, c. 1910



Before this, the better roads were ones that ran directly from town to town and to the lake ports to facilitate the movement of Elgin’s two 
main exports - wheat and wood.

By the 1850s the promise of the railways was attracting a great deal of investment including much public money. Roads to ports such as 
Port Stanley, Port Burwell and Port Bruce were privatized and became toll roads. 

These roads were planked which meant surfaced with a construction of wood planks or gravelled which meant - as it does today - surfaced 
with crushed stone. 



Toll Roads

Many of the improved roads were maintained 
by private companies who were given the right 
to charge tolls from travellers for their upkeep. 
The era of the toll roads lasted from about 
1850 to 1900.

One such private road is still known as “Plank 
Road” running from Port Burwell to Tillsonburg 
and onto Ingersoll. A stage coach followed this 
route in the 1850s, driven by a key figure in the 
Underground Railroad - abolitionist Harvey C. 
Jackson - who brought many formerly enslaved 
people to Ingersoll where they found jobs 
building the Great Western Railroad. 

On the map at right from 1896, Plank Road and 
the original Talbot Road are shown with a cross 
hatch pattern denoting their improved surface. 

Tolls to Let! poster, 1868  Elgin County Archives



Part of the road between London and Port Stanley 
– later Highway 4 and now Sunset Drive - was 
leased to the Hepburns who placed at least three 
toll booths on it, including this one at Sandy 
Mount, just northwest of St. Thomas. 

The toll booth at Sandy Mount, c. 1900
Elgin County Archives



As the rail network grew, travel involving any appreciable distance was more often made by train. Stations appeared along a route 
north of the old Talbot Road and settlement and business moved to those towns. Three are on the mural route -Dutton, Shedden
and Rodney – each of which is located on the Canada Southern Railway, built in the early 1870s. Around 1900 another line – the 
Lake Erie and Detroit River RR was built along the same route and a second station appeared in each town.  

Michigan Central Railway stations at Shedden (c. 1910) and Rodney (c. 1920)  Elgin County Archives



The ports were sidelined by the railways as far as shipping goods but their beaches began to attract those whose jobs 
allowed them some time off, as well as church and company picnics, and the first summer cottages. 

Port Bruce, 1890s. 
Below: Catfish Creek with the Rocabore Inn towards the left with 
its two-storey verandah at what is now the corner of  Colin and 
Hale Streets.  Elgin County Archives

Left: one of the first cottages in Port Bruce. 



The continued growth of passenger railways and the beginning of the inter-urbans in the late 1890s put off 
the need for improved roads. Port Burwell was connected by rail to Tillsonburg in the 1890s and like Port 
Stanley it became a coal depot for the railway, in this case the CPR, as well as a destination for picnickers 
and beach goers. 

Memorial Park Beach, Port Burwell, c. 1930
Elgin County Archives



However, the cycling clubs needed better 
roads than they found while on their tours 
and they organized campaigns to encourage 
municipalities to improve their roads and 
streets and to lobby senior government to 
take on the responsibility for highways.

Initially, they were met with resistance, 
before the provincial government passed 
the Highway Improvement Act in 1901, 
which provided a subsidy for the 
construction of county roads, followed by 
the Ontario Highways Act in 1915. 

Some of the CWA’s members went into 
politics where they were able to carry out 
some of their aims. Andrew Pattullo, a 
newspaper editor from Woodstock and the 
town’s member in the Ontario Legislature 
led the Road Improvements Committee of 
the CWA until 1894 when he founded the 
Ontario Good Roads Association which is 
still in in operation. 

Andrew Pattullo

Old Currie road, north of Dutton, c. 1900
Elgin County Archives



These efforts towards the improvement of roads made 
the transition to automobiles easier, as did some of the 
technology that had been developed for the bicycle 
such as chain-driven wheels and inflated tires. Many of 
the early automobile inventors had been bicycle riders 
or mechanics including Henry Ford whose first car was 
his 1896 Quadracycle. 

Pneumatic tires, for instance, had been perfected by Scottish inventor John 
Boyd Dunlop in 1887 for use in bicycle racing. These made it possible for cars 
to be simultaneously fast and comfortable. Meanwhile, the Benz Patent-
Motorwagen — built in 1886 and generally considered to be the first car —
used spoked tricycle wheels, a bicycle chain, and a differential gear made by 
British bicycle creator James Starley. In a very real sense, the Benz (which 
would lead to the Mercedes-Benz company) was a tricycle with a motor 
attached.



Paving Furnival Road, looking north along the west side, Rodney, 
1928

After completing the paving of Highway 3 (Talbot Line today), the 
Ryan Construction Company of Windsor was contracted by the 
then Village of Rodney to pave a section of Furnival. It was paved 
with concrete mixed by the machine in the centre of the image. A 
half-holiday was declared to mark the street's reopening, which 
featured a boxing match, a beauty contest and a street dance. 

By 1920 there were 180,000 registered vehicles in Ontario and highway building began in 
earnest. County roads were now being improved as well with assistance from the 
provincial government. 



As cars became somewhat less expensive and easier to operate, beginning about 1910, auto touring took 
over from bicycling – which would return to its former popularity only in the later years in the 20th century.

In the meantime, municipalities jockeyed to get onto one of the newly designated King’s highways. In the 
1930s, Premier Hepburn, Elgin County’s member of the provincial legislature, opened three new highways 
running north from the Talbot Road (Highway 3) to respectively Rodney, West Lorne and Dutton. 

Below: Hepburn cuts the ribbon opening Highway 77 (Furnival Road) to Rodney.



Highway 3 took over most of the old Talbot Road, but followed Talbot Street North through Shedden rather than the original route through Fingal. 
This section had also been laid out by Col. Burwell. Running from Iona to Talbotville, it was once known as Back Street. Gas stations, motels and 
even car dealers began to appear on highways even in small villages like Shedden

Orchard’s Garage, 
Shedden, c. 1935
Once location on Union 
road, just north of Talbot,
now an empty lot behind 
the Medical Centre 
Elgin County Archives



Shedden, looking east on Talbot Line from Francis Street, 
c. 1925. At left is Brad’s Garage.  Elgin County Archives



Kirkpatrick’s Sunoco station and cabins, southeast corner of Talbot Line and 
Furnival Road, New Glasgow, c. 1950

Much of Highway 3 (now Talbot Line) was paved in the 1920s and it soon became 
an important tourist route between Windsor and Fort Erie. Talbot Kirkpatrick, a 
descendant of an early settler, opened a gas station, cabins and a motel in New 
Glasgow. 



The bicycle soon lost the road to the car. This Toronto newspaper article suggest it 
wasn’t safe then (1920) to ride on the streets. 
A revival was led by increased bicycle production in Canada in the post-war period 
followed by the importation of “10 speed’s” from abroad beginning in the 1970s. 

Beginning in the 1970s, there was a renewed interest in cycling as a hobby and a 
more environmentally-friendly method of transportation. In Elgin County, bicycle 
rodeos became popular as a way to teach cycling safety to children. Bicycle 
fundraisers like races and distance rides were also widespread.  

Times-Journal, April 21, 1973 
Uphill Drive for Cancer - The Ladies Great Ride For Cancer
Mrs. Norienne Macdonald, vice-president of the Elgin Unit and Mrs. Ruby 
Campbell, a director, try out a tricycle and high wheel from the Elgin County 
Museum Collection to promote the ride.

Times-Journal, June 29, 1974
The Bolt family, of 30 
Thompson Avenue all enjoy 
cycling. From left, Kenda Sue, 
6; Rick, 8; Mrs. Joanne Bolt, 
Ken Bolt and Mike, 4.

Times-Journal, June 19, 1969 
Safety Check - Members of 
the St. Thomas Optimist 
Club are conducting a week-
long bicycle safety check in 
co-operation with city police 
and St. Thomas public 
schools. (left to right) 
Optimists Jack Damphouse, 
Tom Kuglin and Alfred 
Austin.


