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We Made Melita 
 

NOTABLE PEOPLE FROM MELITA’S PAST 
 
 

HE THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE who have made 
Hartney their home over the years, since its inception in 
1892, have been a fascinating group, full of strength and 

wisdom, wit and vigour, kindness and foresight. 
 
Some of these people are also significant, key figures in our 
history. They have either come to define Hartney by their very 
being, or they have changed Hartney through their actions and 
decisions.  
 
This booklet recognizes and honours these people. 
 
On the following pages you will encounter the collection of 
Melita-ites who have made a real difference. The useful way 
we have chosen to explore and describe these people has been 
to focus on traditional occupations and avocations. With one 
key person typically defining each entry (a merchant, a school 
teacher, a brick-maker, etc.) we expect that the rich and deep 
experience of life and work in Melita can be effectively and 
succinctly defined. 
 
 

 
The people profiled in this booklet are special, but we have 
also endeavoured to feature others with slightly lesser claims to 
significance who help define or enhance a certain entry. And 
where possible we have also added information and details on 
certain occupations and avocations so that readers can come to 
fully understand and appreciate who these people were, what 
they did, and how they did it. 
 
This booklet was developed through a project called Notable 
People, an initiative of the Historic Resources Branch of 
Manitoba Culture, Heritage and Tourism. That project allowed 
us to develop a comprehensive inventory of potential 
candidates, and to carefully analyze and assess the relative 
significance of the 185 individuals profiled. We are grateful to 
the Province for this support and direction. 
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It is easy at the turn of the 21st century to forget the origins and 
qualities of Manitoba’s smaller communities. But at their 
beginnings these were very industrious places, with young, 
ambitious people, full of life, and with great dreams for their 
new home. It is also important to recall that these places were 
also self-sustaining, with nearly everything one would need 
made at hand. Much of what was required for daily life was 
manufactured here, from bricks to dresses, harnesses to flour. 
A place like Melita in 1900 was active, lively and fun. 
 
It is important to set the stage for the following stories, which 
come from our excellent local history, Our First Century, 
produced by the Melita-Arthur History Committee in 1983. In 
a foreword to that volume, entitled, “Some Sidelights of 
Melita’s Past,” Robert Livesely offers some advice that we 
adapt here: 
 

A difficulty in dealing with the more human and 
therefore more interesting feature of the progress of 
any community is that events of a century ago 
cannot be fairly read in the light of today. The 
reading public may not recognize the absolute truth 
of the phrase "Other times, other manners.” They, 
who so to speak, put Melita on the map, deserve the 
best that those who are the heirs of their efforts and 
successes or even failures can think of them. The 
occasion was great and they were men of the 
occasion. 
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Beginnings 
 
Melita is one of numerous Manitoba towns that had its original 
location abandoned when a nearby site was chosen by a 
railway company. In this case, the fledgling town of Melita had 
only a short way to travel. It is also one of dozens of towns that 
sprang up almost overnight when a railway station appeared in 
the middle of a well-populated farmland. By the time the 
current town of Melita appeared in 1890, the region itself had a 
long and interesting history.  
 
The settlement began in 1879 with the arrival of a few settlers 
from Ontario who traveled along the Boundary Commission 
Trail. As the first settlers established themselves, identifiable 
communities developed. Sourisford, situated near the mouth 
the Antler Creek, soon had a post office and a store. A town 
site. Souris City (alternately, “Souriopolis”) was created at 26-
2-27, which was briefly the location of the new Land Titles 
Office. Dobbyn City, a bit east of the current town at (32-3-26), 
was promoted by owner John Dobbyn, and lots were offered to 
speculators. It was one of dozens of speculative townsites in 
Manitoba during the Manitoba Boom of 1881-82. Although the 
“City” was short-lived, a post office, called Menota, did offer 
some basic services to the region.  
 
It was Manchester, a rival town promoted by Dr. Sinclair, that 
went beyond the paper stage and evolved into Melita, first by 
undergoing a name change, and then by moving a short 
kilometre or two to be alongside the Canadian Pacific Railway 
line when it finally arrived in 1891.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The old Melita School. 
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Before the first train whistle sounded, Mr. G.L. Dodds had 
moved his Hardware & General Store to the site of the new 
town and virtually everyone followed. By 1892 numerous 
business blocks lined Main and Front Streets. An interesting 
item from an 1891 edition of the Melita Enterprise states that: 
“Most of the houses brought into Melita this year have found 
ready sale.” Quite a few of those early buildings, including a 
few commercial structures, made it into the modern era, and 
although one might not recognize them, both the former 
Morrow Pharmacy and the McMaster Insurance Building 
(Sears) date from that time. The current Presbyterian Church 
also dates from 1892. 
 
In the early years of the twentieth century Melita consolidated 
its position as the primary trading centre for the region while to 
the east, Napinka, and to the west, Pierson, also prospered. 
Nearby Elva, Coulter and Tilston remained smaller service 
centres. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
James Duncan established his Blacksmith Shop at the Manchester site and 
was one of several businesses that moved to the new site of Melita. 
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It was predictable that Melita would grow quickly and 
confidently in that the vital rail link placed it at the centre of an 
already well-established agricultural base. There was no 
speculation or uncertainty about its importance as a service 
centre. 
 
Buildings were moved from the previous location just across 
the tracks or built quickly from readily materials readily 
available via the new rail line. Many of these building were 
substantial, but few survive today. Within a few years they 
were supplanted and replaced by more ambitious structures 
such as the Northern Bank, the I.O.O.F Hall and the Crerar 
Law Office, all of which continue to grace the Main Street. It 
was in that period that many fine homes were erected, of both 
frame and brick construction, some near the core area, but 
others on the perimeter. Owned by community leaders with 
names like Dobbyn, Duncan and Holden, several of these 
buildings have been well cared for and survive intact. 
 
As Melita looks forward to the century ahead it has taken steps 
to preserved important aspects of its past, including the 
preservation of the Melita School as of the Antler River 
Museum. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Early view of Melita. 
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Melita’s Notable People 
 
This list has been organized so that a sense of community 
development is expressed via the entries – thus beginning with 
pioneers, and then moving to merchants and services, and 
including along the way various other notable occupations and 
avocations that defined our community at this time. 
 

W.T Brockinton 

John Dobbyn 

G.L. Dodds 

Alfred Gould 

R.M. Graham 

Notable Families 

James Duncan 

Albert Cameron 

Robert Love 

Mrs. R.H. Richardson 

Edward Pettipher 

Charles Holden 

G.B. Barker 

Frank Morrow 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

R.N. Wyatt 

John and Mary Cobb 

John Crerar 

Thomas Shirley Loucks 

A.B. Estlin 

Pope Family 

Dr. Herbert Byers 

Rev. William Stocker 

Walter Thomas 

John Williams 

William Leslie 

Dave Lamont 

George Anderson 
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We Made Melita 
Pioneer 
 
Farmer W.T. Brockinton 
 

 
Mr. and Mrs. Brockinton 

 
MR. W. T. BROCKINTON was a graduate of Oxford 
University in England. He quit a position as an auditor for The 
Birmington Railway to come to Canada. He arrived at 
Woodstock, Ontario in the fall of 1881 with his wife and two 
children. They stayed that winter and met up with a group of 
young men who persuaded them to join their party, which was 
going west to homestead in Manitoba. They picked their 
homesteads from a Homestead Map in Woodstock and arrived 
at Brandon in the spring of 1882. At that time that was as far as 
the railway had been built. After stopping in Brandon to get 
organized and get supplies they started out to travel with oxen 
to find their homesteads, which were in Township Two, Range 
28, southeast of where Pierson was later located. 
 
Then they had about another 90 miles to go across country with 
only old Indian trails to follow. They went up past the sand 
hills at Lauder and then along the Souris River's west bank up 
to and past where Melita is now, on south along the river for 
another ten miles or so and then west about eight miles to 
where their homesteads were located. 
 
So after arriving and locating their respective homesteads they 
set up their tents and went to work to build, some with sod 
shanties and Mr. Brockinton with a lumber shanty which was 
much colder. The first winter all the young men left their 
homesteads and went back to Ontario for the winter. 
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It must have been quite an ordeal for people used to old 
England to winter alone. During February, with food supplies 
getting low, Mr. Brockinton took his oxen and drove about ten 
miles across the prairie to Mr. Dave Elliott's at Sourisford, 
where he had been told he might be able to buy a bag of 
potatoes. Arriving there alright he got his potatoes O.K., but a 
blizzard came up, although cleared up by ten o'clock with a 
bright moonlight night. Mr. Elliott wanted Mr. Brockinton to 
stay till morning but Mr. Brockinton said much as he would 
like to that he thought that as he had a wife and two children 
out on the prairie he had better start out.  
 
With the oxen plodding along Mr. Brockinton got colder and 
colder and then got feeling sleepy. He remembered reading that 
that was the last feeling one got before freezing to death, so he 
got out to walk but was so stiff that he had to hook one arm 
around the back of the sleigh and get dragged along for 50 
yards until he could walk. He finally got home with his bag of 
frozen potatoes. 
 
During the summer each one of about the six homesteaders 
took turns every two weeks going to Brandon, which was 100 
miles, via oxen, to get their mail and supplies. This was about a 
seven day, very trying, trip, what with mosquitoes, etc. It was a 
very unpleasant experience. 
 
He said if it hadn't been for the beaver-cut drift wood that he 
was able to get they could easily have frozen to death as one 
morning it was 20 below zero in their wood shanty. 

 
The second summer he was able to get a second homestead 
pre-emption on the NE 10-3-27 on the river flats where there 
was plenty of wood. He dug into the north bank of a ravine and 
by sodding up the sides he built a warm place to winter. He 
spent six months homestead duties there and six months on the 
other homestead quarter. In 1895, he had a stone house built on 
10-3-27 which is still standing today. He later bought W 11-3-
27. 
 
Mr. Brockinton was a very good violinist and taught music to 
the family and others who wished to learn the violin. Mr. and 
Mrs. Brockinton continued to live on their farm until their 
deaths. Mrs. Brockinton died in November of 1924 and Mr. 
Brockinton died in September of 1933 at 83 years of age. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 363, 444.  
 
 

 
Mr. Brockinton’s farm yard with the stone house. Now a noted archaeological site. 
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We Made Melita 
Pioneer  
 
Farmer John Dobbyn 
 

 
 

 
JOHN DOBBYN’S PARENTS, Richard Dobbyn and Maria 
Bobier were married by the Reverend Ormsby in the Town of 
Castledomer, Kilkenny, Ireland, April 20, 1815. He, at the age 
of 20, and she at 18 years of age. Shortly after their marriage 
they decided to come to the New World and seek their fame 
and fortune in British North America. After a series of 
adventures during which Richard was captured by a press gang, 
escaped, and was reunited with his wife, the couple started 
farming in Ontario, where Richard also taught school for 12 
years. They had a family of 11, four girls and seven boys. The 
eldest was John born February 8, 1820 
 
John Dobbyn and Jane Laird were married in 1847. With their 
children Richard John, Charles Sidney and Edward Francis, 
they all came to Manitoba in the early 1880s to take up 
farming. In 1881, John came to the Melita area and selected a 
homestead. He returned to Ontario in the fall and brought the 
family out the next spring. 
 
It was the general belief that a railway line would soon cross 
the district and Mr. Dobbyn estimated that it would cross the 
Souris River near his homestead.  
 
The years 1881 and 82 are remembered for the “Manitoba 
Boom.” Across the province rumours of rail lines prompted the 
creation of speculative cities, which were created on paper and 
aggressively marketed. Extravagant claims were made. Each 
site was to be the next big thing. By buying into one of these 
boom towns one was betting that the rail line would pass 
through and the paper city might well become a reality. 
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In the spirit of the times, Mr. Dobbyn had “Dobbyn City” 
surveyed on 36-3-27 in anticipation of a coming rail line. The 
railway did eventually come, but the river was crossed about a 
mile further north – and Dobbyn City was long forgotten.  
 
Mr. Dobbyn had long since focused on his farm, but the 
entrepreneurial spirit never did leave him. In 1905 at 80 years, 
he started the Melita Brick & Tile Co., after discovering red 
brick clay near the river. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 36, 377, 508 

 

Dobbyn City 
 
During the summer of 1880 the lands in this district were 
surveyed by the Dominion Government and settlers who had 
gone on land in advance of the survey, or squatters, as they 
were called, were allowed to enter for their claims, but the land 
was not opened for others until 1882. 
 
Among the first were A. M. Livingston, Dr. Sinclair and John 
Dobbyn who located themselves near where Melita 
now stands. 
 
Dr. Sinclair and John Dobbyn both got busy. And built cities 
(in their minds). The former had a townsite surveyed on the 
west side of the river. on NW 36-3-27 which he called 
"Manchester", and the latter, on the east side, on 32-3-26, 
which he called "Dobbyn City". Lots in both townsites were 
sold in Winnipeg, and no doubt as far east as Ontario. Keen 
rivalry existed between the two embryo towns. This was 
increased when a post office was established, near Dobbyn 
City called "Menota," and the river rose to flood proportions 
the following spring, giving the easterners an apparent 
advantage, but Dobbyn City died a natural death, and 
"Manchester," after it too had got a post office and built a ferry 
boat, lost both its name and location, and became "Melita" 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page  368, 36, 54 
 
 
 
  


