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Accidents and strained relationships between employer and employee have 
existed from the beginning of human history. The Industrial Revolution with 
its machinery and factories brought a new importance to workplace safety. 
As one of the major manufacturing communities in Upper Canada, Cobourg 
must have had its share of incidents.

Edwin Guillet reports that the first workmen's meeting in Cobourg took 
place in the summer of 1836. The main concern, as expressed in a resolution, 
was:

That the number of hours which we now work is nothing better than 
domestic Slavery, is altogether derogatory to the improvement of our 
moral and intellectual powers and progress in the arts and sciences,    
and is one of the chief causes of vice and ignorance.

The outcome, for those employers who agreed to it, was a 10 hour work day: 
in summer 6am-6pm with two one hour meal breaks, and in winter 7am-6pm 
with one meal break.

About 1880, Major Laughlan Burwash, later a famous Arctic researcher, got a 
youthful start researching labour relations in Cobourg.

I, a small boy, was sitting on the roadside watching two local citizens 
digging a post hole. The hole completed, more men appeared and 
preliminary steps were taken to erect the pole. ... The boss, an 
outlander, spoke sharply to some of the gang and an argument 
followed which ended in two of the more resolute picking up their 
coats and informing the boss that they would “lift no poles for ten 
cents an hour."

Fires have always been a danger, especially with the frame construction of 
buildings and the methods of winter heating. Cobourg has had its share of 
fires resulting in both damage and death. In 1864 a fire severely damaged the 
Globe Hotel. Two men and a boy hung onto the window sills until being 
rescued by firefighters, but fortunately there were no fatalities. Much less 
fortunate were the three men who died when the Old Windsor Hotel was 
torched by an arsonist in 1878.

Mills, above all, seem to have 
been subject to destruction by 
fire. The contents of the mills, 
particularly the concentration 
of smut in grain mills, provided 
a ready source of spontaneous 
combustion. The mill at Elgin 
and Ontario Streets, variously 
known as Pratt's Mill and 
Perry's Mill and now simply the 
Mill, was destroyed by fire in 
the mid-1880s, and almost 
again in 1942.

An industrial fire, quite fresh in the memories of many, occurred in 2005 at the 
Horizon Plastics plant. Over 100 firefighters from 14 fire departments helped 
fight the fire. While many neighbours were forced from their homes,
there were no injuries.
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A more modern and less obvious danger related to buildings is the use of 
asbestos in their construction. Homes and other buildings, such as factories 
and schools, were regularly insulated using asbestos products. When 
asbestos fibres are breathed in they can accumulate and lead to serious 
health problems. A March 2003 headline in the Cobourg Daily Star reported, 
"Asbestos removal signals the beginning of the end for Diversey plant". Some 
studies suggest that asbestos related deaths now make up almost 31% of all 
workplace fatalities. But there remain experts who believe that the dangers 
are greatly exaggerated.

For a town built on streams and a lake, water provides another ever present 
danger. Early records tells us that in 1832 two men were washed off the 
gangway of the Steamship 
William IV. Both drowned. 
Heavy rains in 1864 took 
three lives when those in 
charge at Perry's Mill 
neglected to leave the 
waste gates open. When the 
banks of the dam gave way 
a vast volume of water 
surged down Factory Creek 
taking everything in its path, 
including two men and a 
boy.

Agriculture provides its own set of concerns regarding safety. However, one 
early farming accident brought positive results. As a young boy out tapping 
for sugar, Henry severed two of his fingers. Since he could no longer perform 
manual labour around the farm he was sent to school in Kingston. That 
education and the experiences which followed from it led in time to Henry 
Ruttan becoming a member of the Legislature, Speaker of the House, Sheriff 
of Northumberland and an inventor of renown.

But accidents rarely have such a happy outcome. In Canada between 1990 
and 2005, almost 15,000 people were admitted to hospital with farm-related 
injuries.

The story of the tanneries in Cobourg offer a prime, but not the only, example 
of industrial pollution in the area. Port Hope is still trying to deal with its 
problems of chemical and radioactive wastes from the federally owned 
Eldorado Nuclear Limited. The redevelopment of Cobourg's harbour lands had 
to deal with such contaminants as petroleum, hydrocarbons, creosote and 
heavy metals that are typical of port, railway and oil storage operations.

Remediation of the Diversey Water Technologies site at the harbour, bought by 
the Town for $2, cost $1,500,000. But there can be no estimate of the 
personal costs to employees of industries who, often in good faith, were 
exposed to industrial pollution of many sorts.
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The Northumberland Labour 
Council represents 2,897 
unionized members in our 
community. Those workers 
come from unions with the 
following acronyms: USW, 
UFCW, SEIU Local 1, CAW, 
OPSEU, CUPE, as well as 
the Carpenters and the 
Power Workers.

Labour throughout 
Canada acknowledges two special days, 
one being Labour Day and the other is the Day of Mourning, 
held every April 28.

"We mourn for the dead and fight like hell for the living. Over one thousand 
Canadians die each year because of their work and many more are critically 
injured or maimed."

When Mayor Brocanier was a manager at General Foods in Cobourg 30 years 
ago, a student working at the plant was crushed in machinery. It is something 
he’ll never forget. “We thought we conducted the proper safety training,” he 
said. “We realized we weren’t doing enough.”

One of the priorities of the Council is education regarding workplace safety 
and changes in regulations and social programs. These panels present a brief 
introduction to the early part of that story as it has played out in our 
community and 
our province. It 
is up to all of us 
to work hard to 
ensure that 
worker safety 
is not 
compromised 
in the effort to 
make more 
money or live 
more 
comfortably.
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NORTHUMBERLAND LABOUR COUNCIL
SMALL SELECTION OF EARLY
WORKPLACE LEGISLATION
IN ONTARIO

1872 Trade Union
Act

Made trade unions legal

1884 Ontario
Factories Act

Established inspectors to police factory conditions

1886 Workmen's
Compensation Act

Established conditions for employees to take legal action
against an employer

1888 Ontario Shops
Regulation Act

Limited hours for children and young people - 14 hr days/74 hr weeks)
Female employees must be provided seats

1890 Mining Operations
Act

Instituted rules over many aspects of mining. 
Also prohibited payment of wages where liquor was sold

1895 Shops Regulation
Act

Minimum age of boys in factories (other than canning) set at 14

1895 Factories Act
(Amendment)

Required guards on dangerous machines and employers
required to report fatalities and explosions

1904 Factories Act
(Amendment)

Required separate washroom for male & female employees.
Females required to keep their hair up during working hours.

1908 Shops Regulation
Act (Amendment)

Raised minimum age for children employed
in retail shops from 12 to 14

1911 Building Trades
Protection Act

Safety of tradesmen as well as passers-by is regulated

Safety rules continue
to be upgraded

Day of Mourning Memorial Rock Lucas Point Park Cobourg

Labour Day Parade Toronto - 1900s

Young boys working in a mill

Day of Mourning Memorial Rock Lucas Point Park Cobourg


