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We Made Melita 
Commercial Services 
 
Hotel Keepers John and Mary Cobb 
 

 
 

 
PRIOR TO 1880, JOHN COBB, who was born in Lechfield 
County, Quebec, was engaged in logging and the lumber 
industry in the Ottawa Valley. In 1880, along with his wife 
Mary and their ten children, he proceeded west to Winnipeg, 
where he obtained contracts to build rail-bed for the Canadian 
Pacific Railway, which was pushing its way west across the 
prairie at that time. During this operation the family was 
established at Gopher Creek, near Virden, where the children 
obtained schooling. At the conclusion of his contract work near 
Calgary, John Cobb returned to Virden and erected a hotel 
which he operated for a few years. In 1890, he decided to move 
his family to Melita, a new town that was springing up 
approximately 40 miles to the south. He sold the Virden 
enterprise to new owners with the intention of building a new 
hotel in Melita. 
 
It is to be remembered that the railway did not arrive at Melita 
until 1891, and so it was necessary to haul building materials 
for the hotel from both Virden and Deloraine for part of the 
construction with horse-drawn wagons over prairie trails. 
During the period of construction, the family, along with the 
carpenters employed at the building site, were housed in a 
double-decker tent. It was situated directly across the street 
from the site of the Metropolitan Hotel. A frame lean-to 
kitchen and two rooms housed the family, and from here they 
prepared the food which they served in the large dining room 
on the ground floor. Even at this time, two rooms on the upper 
deck were reserved for any travellers who might need 
accommodation. Upon the arrival of the railway, the hotel was 
completed, the pride of the village and the finest of its kind for 
miles around. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page  482  Submitted by Ken Cobb
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A Day in the Life of a Small Town Hotel 
 
“Running a small-town Manitoba hotel in the early 1900s was 
hard work. The hotel staff usually consisted of at least two 
chambermaids and a cook who worked from morning till night, 
cleaning the guest rooms, doing the laundry, and washing 
dishes. The maid's work day usually started at 6:00 a.m. and 
ended at 9:00 p.m. for which she was paid $10 per month, plus 
room and board. Porters not only assisted hotel guests with 
their luggage; they also washed dishes, milked the cows that 
supplied the milk for the hotel and did all the odd jobs. The 
upstairs maid also polished the silver and glassware and kept 
everything shining.  
 
All members of the hotel owner’s family had to share in the 
work of running the hotel. “One of the duties of the kids was to 
help with the housekeeping and at noon you had to take your 
turn at washing the dishes before going back to school. My 
sister, Irma, served as a waitress in the dining room when she 
was barely taller than the table tops.” “The years in the Hotel 
were busy ones for all of the family. It was the boys’ job to fire 
the wood-burning furnace. This meant rising about three a.m. 
and again at six to stoke the furnace. … We were responsible 
for bringing in blocks of ice and snow to melt for the daily 
wash. … We hauled our drinking water from the town well.” 
 
Wash days – usually Mondays – were an ordeal, especially in 
winter. Washing bedding and clothes was often a two-day 
proposition. Water had to be hauled and then heated in tubs the 
night before. Start-up time was set for five or six a.m. and the 
laundry process quite often ran into the afternoon. The next 
day, one of the maids would run the clothes and sheets through 
a mangle, a machine used to wring water out of wet laundry. 

Most hotels did not get running water until the 1940s or 1950s, 
so water had to be hauled from a well in the summer. In the 
winter, hotels used melted ice and snow, or water that had been 
collected in rain barrels during the previous summer.” 
 
© Joan Champ, 2011 
 
 

 
John and Mary Cobb’s Metropolitan Hotel, ca. 1914. 
Photo courtesy Manitoba Archives. 
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We Made Melita 
Professional Services 
 
Lawyer John Crerar 
 

 

 
JOHN CRERAR WAS BORN IN THE COUNTY of Perth 
near Stratford, Ontario on September 22, 1848. He was 
educated in grammar school, Stratford, Upper Canada College 
and Toronto University. From the latter he graduated in 1872, 
taking natural science as his honor course with silver medalist 
standing. 
 
Following his graduation, Mr. Crerar studied law in the office 
of Edington and Miskle, Stratford, for four years and was 
called to the bar in 1876. He came west in 1879 settling in 
Minnedosa, where he opened an office in May 1880. He was 
elected to the Manitoba Legislature at a by-election in October 
1881. He did not run for re-election in 1883 but ran 
unsuccessfully in the 1886 and 1899 general elections. He 
practiced for a time in Birtle before opening an office in 
Melita. 
 
In September of 1902 Charles Armstrong accepted a position 
with Mr. Crerar. They formed a partnership January 8th. 1903, 
which dissolved in December of 1903. In January 1904, F. 
Campbell practiced law with Mr. Crerar in the Odd Fellows 
Hall, while a new law office was being built. They moved into 
the new law office, which was (and is still) situated at the 
comer of Main Street and Souris Street, in July of 1904. In 
December of 1904, R. Cole Jr. began his study of law with 
the Crerar, Campbell partnership. The partnership dissolved in 
1907, and Mr. Crerar continued the practice on his own. In July 
of 1926, F. G. Barrett came into partnership with Mr. Crerar. 
This partnership dissolved in January of 1928, when Mr. Crerar 
retired, selling his interest in the partnership to Frank Barrett. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 393 
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We Made Melita 
Public Servant 
 
Reeve Thomas Shirley Loucks 
 

 

 
COVERED WAGONS may have figured prominently in the 
settlement of the southwest although seldom mentioned by 
early settlers. It was on a Sunday, July 8, 1900 that Thomas 
Shirley Loucks drove his covered wagon up the main street of 
Melita, to complete a long 600-mile journey from Forestburg, 
South Dakota. He first settled west of Melita. Of United 
Empire Loyalist descent, Mr. Loucks was born in 
Fredericksburg, near the town of Napanee, Ontario in 1871. In 
his 23rd year, he married Nellie May Brooks.   
 
He then decided to go west, and he and his wife and children 
set out by train, arriving at Dickey, North Dakota. They 
remained there for two years, returned to Ontario and again 
made the trip to the western states. This time they settled at 
Forrestburg, South Dakota, coming to Canada two years later. 
 
Their children, Melbourne and Anna, received their education 
at Peninsula and Melita Schools. In this period, Mr. Loucks 
served 18 years as secretary-treasurer of the Peninsula School 
district as well as branching out into the larger field of 
Municipal Councillor and Reeve. Altogether, he was connected 
with the Arthur Council for twenty-two years. He was a former 
president of the Arthur Pioneers' Association and passed 
through all the chairs of the Oriental Lodge A.P. and A.M., 
Melita. His first vote in the Dominion election was cast for Sir 
John A. MacDonald, Canada's first Prime Minister. His 
twilight years were spent in Melita. He died on July 1, 1956. 
His wife, Nellie May, predeceased him in August 1937. 
Several members of the family have remained in this southwest 
region. 
  
Adapted from Our First Century, page 616 
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We Made Melita 
Cultural Affairs 
 
Historian A.B. Estlin 
 
MR. ESTLIN’S NAME APPEARS throughout the history of 
Melita and Arthur. His main occupation was as the Wawanesa 
Insurance Agent from 1919-1936. Before that he seems to have 
been involved in several of the business undertakings in the 
community. He was a grain buyer and a contractor.  He served 
as Secretary of the Melita - Arthur Telephone Co. established 
in 1905. He built the Blackwell Block, which was originally at 
the Manchester site. He was the first local agent for the 
Wawanesa Mutual Insurance Company. He was very active in 
many aspects of community life. He belonged to the gun club. 
His name was often in the news.  
 
For example: a news article from 1899 indicates that he was on 
a committee to canvass town for fund to plant trees in the 
cemetery. From a 1900 report we learn that: “The first 
shipment of Russian Poplars arrived last night and the 
remainder have been shipped … they were ordered by A.B. 
Estlin.” 
 
However, his main service to his community was as an 
observer and chronicler. He was a charter member of the 
Melita Old Timers Association formed in 1926, and in that 
capacity prepared historical sketches, some of which much 
later provided essential background information for Melita’s 
first history book Our First Century. His personal 
reminiscence, combined with his research and curiosity have 

left us with a good record of the beginnings of the community. 
He has kept alive important details about the early history of 
the region, the first settlers, and the origins of the town, and 
about early influential citizens such as W.F. Thomas. 
 
We know little about Mr. Estlin’s origins. He was born on 
February 27, 1860 in Middle Burnham, Somerset, England. 
Vital Statistics tells us that he was married to Mabel Francis 
Flesher in 1893 in Deloraine, and that he died on January 7, 
1939 in Melita at the age of 78. It is only from Vital Statistics 
information that we learn his full given name: Alfred Bagehot 
Estlin. In local reports he was always just A.B. Charles Prior 
(C.P.) Estlin whose name also appears in Melita early history 
was his brother. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 205 
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We Made Melita 
Military Services 
 
The Pope Family 
 

 
 
Fred (Sr.) and Annie Pope 

 
 
Bob, Art, Fred, Bill & Pat Pope 
 

 
FRED POPE WAS BORN ON OCTOBER 2, 1881 in 
Thamesville, Ontario, the second youngest son of Septimus and 
Annie Pope, who arrived in Melita in the late 1800s. They 
homesteaded until his father’s death, at which time the farm 
was sold and his mother Annie moved the family into Melita. 
She purchased a general store, which she ran with the aid of her 
family until her death in 1936.   
 
In his early adult years Fred taught school in the Lyleton 
district, worked in the United States, and then homesteaded in 
the Mazenod district, southwest of Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan. 
At the start of the hostilities in 1914 he joined the army and 
went overseas with the 49th Regiment of the Canadian 
Expeditionary Force. While on active service in France he was 
wounded and invalided to the Birmingham Eye Hospital in 
England. Here he met a nurse, Annie Askew, his future bride. 
 
After the war they farmed for two years and in 1921 moved to 
Melita where Fred became the Customs Officer. Later, he and 
his family moved to the newly constructed Canada Customs 
Office at the port of Coulter. He held this position until 1937 
when ill health forced him to retire. He passed away on March 
17, 1941. Fred and Annie had five children, three of whom 
served in World War II. Fred, the eldest, served as an R.C.A.F. 
pilot overseas during the war. He later became a geologist. Bill, 
served in the R.C.A.F. as an mechanic. He later moved to 
Winnipeg where he established a retail hardware business. 
Arthur, after service in the R.C.A.F. as a wireless air gunner, 
began a five year career with Canada Packers before joining 
Air Canada. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 693 (by Art Pope)



44 
 

We Made Melita 
Medical Services 
 
Doctor Herbert Byers 
 

 
Cottage hospitals were the first centralized health care facility established in pioneer towns. 
 
 
 

 
DR. HERBERT P. BYERS was born near Sheffield, England, 
on September 17, 1860. He received his school education at 
King's Lynn and Manchester, and then commenced at Leeds 
his long association with medical practice. In 1882 he came to 
Manitoba, and for some years was active in the survey of 
western Canada.  In 1886, he married Ann E. Pruden of 
Selkirk.  
 
Resuming his medical studies, he graduated at the Manitoba 
Medical School with Gordon Bell in the class of 1890. He then 
went out to the new settlement of Melita, at that time a small 
collection of tents on the hill to the west of the present town. 
Here, save for six years at Selkirk, from 1895-1902, was the 
scene of his life's work. For many years he was a keen 
cricketer, excelling in his ability behind the stumps; indeed to 
him may truly be given the highest praise desired by an 
Englishman, that of having played cricket all the days of his 
life.  
 
True to his type, he seldom used the knife, but left the surgical 
treatment of his patients to those of his colleagues who were 
more recently trained and more accustomed to the art, but 
generations bless him for his skill in diagnosis, his wise choice 
of treatment, and of his ever-gentle and diligent care. No 
journey was too difficult for him, and pecuniary reward was his 
last thought. For many years he held the appointments of 
Health Officer to Melita and the Municipality of Arthur, of 
Coroner, and of Medical Officer to the Canadian Pacific 
Railway. He was a member of the Anglican Church and Sons 
of England. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 452 
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We Made Melita 
Clergy 
 
Reverend William Stocker 
 

 

 
THE FIRST ANGLICAN SERVICES in the Melita district 
were held in 1888 and usually only for the summer months. 
They were held in homes and in the Peninsula School. In 1890 
the Anglican Church in Melita was known as a Mission. About 
1894 a petition was presented to Archbishop Machray of 
Rupertsland to build a church. 
 
In 1897. under the direction of Rev. William Stocker, a well-
planned church was built on Main Street. Rev. Stocker himself 
was the architect. He also carved the fine communion table of 
solid oak, which is still in use in the church today. The church 
was dedicated on October 29, 1897, by Archbishop Machray. It 
became known as Christ Church. 
  
Adapted from Our First Century, page 80 
 
 
 
Early Ministers of Christ Church Melita 
 
1890 Rev. H. J. Watson 
1894-1898 Rev. Wm. Stocker 
1898-1900 Rev, A. R. Davis 
1904-1909 Rev. S. J. Roche 
1910-1913 Rev. H. S, Ram 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 80 
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We Made Melita 
Municipal Affairs 
 
Town Official Walter Thomas 
 

 

 
WALTER F. THOMAS WAS BORN IN QUEENSTOWN, 
Ontario, on November 3, 1856. Like many other Ontario boys, 
he left home and came west, to look for a job. His travels took 
him to Port Arthur, Winnipeg and Stony Mountain, before he 
stuck out towards the Souris River country. 
 
In 1879 Walter was one of three men who made their way from 
Winnipeg to the Boundary Commission crossing near 
Sourisford. They came overland via portage La Prairie, through 
the sandhills and along the Souris River. They pitched camp on 
December 1st of that year. The other two, James Kinley and 
Alfred Dugay, later moved on leaving Walter Thomas alone 
claim the honour of being the region’s first settler. On June 29, 
1929 Walter Thomas was photographed at the Pioneer Picnic 
with six other area pioneers, all of whom had been residents of 
Manitoba for 50 years at that time. When the Municipality of 
Arthur was formed in 1884 was appointed clerk, which 
position he held for nearly 50 years. 
 
He also was Secretary-Treasurer of the Pioneers' Association 
for over 30 years, being obliged to relinquish both offices on 
account of failing eyesight. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page x, 2, 5 
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We Made Melita 
Politician 
 
M.L.A. John Williams 
 

 
 

 
JOHN WILLIAMS WAS BORN IN THE WELSH mining 
village of Ysccifiog, Flintshire, North Wales, on July 3, 1860, 
the youngest of three children, born to Thomas and Hannah 
(Phillips) Williams. On May 26,1881, John Williams sailed for 
New York, much against the advice of the old miners who 
hinted he might be killed by lions or tigers in that "wild 
country." While not used to speaking English, it became 
necessary from then on to use it. 
 
In November of 1882, John came west to Brandon and walked 
to the Robert Russell homestead near Deloraine where he 
worked that winter. In December of that same year, he made a 
journey to the Souris River and on seeing the river valley and 
the hills, he picked his homestead through which the Souris 
River had its course, as it looked more like Wales than 
anything he had seen in Canada up to that time. 
 
John Williams was always interested in and took an active part 
in public and community affairs. He was present at the 
organization of the Peninsula School District, and acted as 
trustee and secretary. He was a councillor in the Greater Arthur 
Municipality and was the first Reeve of the present R.M. of 
Arthur after the division in 1905. He was elected as a member 
of the Legislature for Arthur Constituency in 1907, and was 
defeated in 1909. He was on immigration work in Wales in 
1911, and was re-elected as an M.L.A. in 1912. He held this 
seat until his defeat of the Norris Government in 1922. He was 
appointed as Minister of Agriculture in late winter of 1922 and 
remained as such until the installation of the Bracken 
government that fall. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 59, 788 
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We Made Melita 
Medical Services 
 
Veterinarian William Leslie 
 
“DOC” LESLIE CAME TO MELITA sometime before 1900 
and moved with his wife and daughter into the little house 
across the road from the United Grain Growers Elevator. This 
remained his home until his death in the early 1940s. Mrs. 
Leslie was a well-known teacher in Manitoba, becoming a 
member of the Senate of the Agricultural College which later 
became the University of Manitoba. 
 
Doc found that the veterinary practice would not support him 
when tractors and the depression both took their place in 
history. He then became a farm inspector for Osler, Hamilton 
and Nanton, the Credit Financier, and other firms that owned 
the farm land during the depression. This was not always a 
popular job as he often had to deal with the former owners who 
now were renting their own farms back and had to answer to 
the firms through Doc. However he traveled upwards to 200 
miles a day checking on farms and making needed 
arrangements so that farmers could continue working the land. 
He had a game leg and as a consequence he did not like to walk 
out into fields so he and his model A Ford often were seen 
going through the ditch, through a fence that Doc somehow 
never seemed to notice in time, across the field and to the spot 
where the farmer was working. Then with his conversation 
completed, he would reverse his way back to the road, and the 
farmer would stand there either purple with rage or shaking his 
head at the damage. He always drove a model A, for this had a 

high wheel base thus allowing him to drive over the grain etc. 
As a consequence he ran at least three model A's into the 
ground and seemed to have the current car always in for 
repairs. 
 
Doc told of the time that the bank was robbed and the robbers 
collected at the United Grain Elevator just below his bedroom 
window. He apparently stuck his head out to see what was 
wrong and gave one of his famous bellows at the men making 
all the noise in the middle of the night while Mrs. Leslie, with 
an equally strong voice shouted at him to get his head in or he 
would get it blown off. The Sure's store window on Main street 
still had the bullet hole in it during the thirties that was the 
result of the one and only shot that supposedly was fired during 
the robbery, although how this could have been the case when 
shells were left near the elevator office, was never explained. 
 
Doc Leslie was one of the characters of the town that seemed 
to have its fair share but he was good hearted, helping others 
where he could and although he was often rough and gruff, the 
twinkle in his eye gave him away. Doc was also very active in 
the Curling Club and his name appears often in connections 
with community activities. 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page  611 
 
  



49 
 

We Made Melita 
Tradesperson 
 
Garage Owner Dave Lamont 
 

 

 
DAVE LAMONT PURCHASED THE CARRIAGE making 
shop of George Lea in 1904. He built a new two storey brick 
building and established a blacksmith shop – with the upper 
floor used to build buggy wheels and make repairs. He also did 
wood working there. The blacksmith shop functioned into the 
1930s but Mr. Lamont soon branched out and moved with the 
times. 
 
In 1904 he built a 15 foot boat for W. R. Brockinton. In1906 
the Melita paper recorded that, “Mr. Lamont’s boat was 
launched Friday and made her maiden trip up the river.” 
 
In 1918 he established Lamont’s Garage, which sold Willys 
Overland Cars, Fords, and later became a GM franchise. This 
business became Cobb Motors in 1945. 
 
Mr. Lamont was very active in the community. In 1904 he was 
the overseer of the Gun Club. He organized the Auto Club in 
1913. In 1926 he was a charter member of the Melita Old 
Timers Association, formed with the purpose of collecting and 
preserving historical records and leaving the same with the 
secretary-treasurer of the town. To qualify as a member one 
had to have resided here for 25 years and pay a fee of $500. 
 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 283, 301 
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We Made Melita 
Recreation 
 
Curling Champion George Anderson 
 

 
 
Melita Curlers win cup at Brandon 1898.  
L.-R: Wm. W. Anderson, George M. Anderson.  
Seated: Wm. J. Cobb, John J. Anderson Jr. 

 
GEORGE M. ANDERSON, BORN IN 1869, was the son of 
John J. Anderson. He came to Melita in 1889 with his family 
and farmed for over fifty years beginning in 1897. In 1905 he 
married Eliza Helen Linton.  
 
George spent his leisure time skating, curling and playing in 
the Melita Band. He was especially skilled at curling and was a 
regular winner at bonspiels throughout the region. He was a 
founding director of the Melita Curling Rink Co. in 1903. 
 
His other interests included automobiles; he and Eliza 
participated in the Melita Automobile Club activities and tours. 
Gardening was another interest. He was one of several 
influential Melita landowners who realized that the treeless 
prairie the early settlers found could be made more suited to 
agriculture by careful management. He planted and tended over 
4000 trees on his property 
 
Adapted from Our First Century, page 409, 274 
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The Melita Curling Club 
 
At a meeting in 1892 a decision was made to build a rink for 
skating and curling. From Mr. Robert Livesley's notes it is 
recorded that for the next 11 consecutive years, the Melita Club 
won these district matches and that Melita curlers had 
successfully participated in various bonspiels throughout the 
province and in the adjoining area in Saskatchewan. Pictures of 
this curling are now on display in the Antler River Historical 
Society Museum in Melita. 
 
The first annual meeting of the Melita Curling Rink Co. was 
held November 17, 1903 and the following directors were 
elected: George Anderson, J. A. Blackwell, A. B. Estlin, W. J. 
Cobb. W. J. Graham, W. Leslie, and James McCallum. The 
officers elected were: President, A. B. Estlin; Vice President, 
W. J. Cobb, and Secretary-Treasurer, W. J. Graham. The new 
rink cost $2,500. Thirteen rinks of curlers were formed. That 
winter the first open bonspiel was held in the new rink. 
 
In 1904 for the fourth time since the Honourable Clifford 
Sifton, Minister of the Interior, began putting up gold watches 
as a prize for the Premier Event in the Brandon Bonspiel, these 
watches were won by Melita curlers. That year, Melita defeated 
the Watts rink from Alexander in a 13 end game. There were 
16 gold watches for Melita in four years. 
 
In March 1906. a well was put in the rink and two gasoline 
lamps were added to the lighting. The directors were now 
considering the erection of a skating rink alongside the present 
curling rink. This year also, Senator Scheffner of Boissevain 
presented a trophy for Challenge Competition in Souris 
Constituency. This trophy was to be a double rink competition. 

 
In 1907 a sheet iron skating rink was built under the same 
management and used for auxiliary curling at bonspiel time 
with four sheets of curling ice being used. 
 
In 1909 the Melita rink attending the Winnipeg Bonspiel, was 
honoured by its selection along with five other Canadian rinks, 
to play against six visiting American rinks. The Melita rink 
won its game by three points. The members of this rink were: 
W. J. Cobb (skip), J. W. Hewitt, W. J. Graham, and W. 
Leslie. 
 
In March 1912 the first Charity Bonspiel was held by the 
Melita Club. Half of those taking part were ladies and this was 
the start of ladies' curling in Melita. In 1914 this event was 
changed into a Red Cross Bonspiel and continued as such up to 
the spring of 1919. After this the annual spring event was 
called a Novelty Bonspiel. 
 
In 1916 the Curling Club arranged a bonspiel for high school 
students at the end of the curling season. 
  
In 1928 Melita had the distinction of having the second largest 
bonspiel in Canada, with an entry of 94 rinks. This was 
probably the largest bonspiel in Canada sponsored by a single 
club. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parting thoughts 
 
One of the pleasant things about small town life is that 

everyone, whether rich or poor, liked or disliked, has some 

kind of a role and place in the community. I never felt that 

living in a city – as I once did for a couple of years. 

 
— Edward Abbey 

 
 
History overflows time. Nothing is ever lost, and we are 

compacted together forever, even by our failures, our regrets, 

and our longings. 

 
— Wendell Berry 
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