
We are in an age where Internet access is considered 
essential. If the power goes out, heaven forbid if we do 
not have a generator. We complain about small problems 
like that, but can you imagine how difficult your life on 
Halls Lake would be without all the modern conveniences 
we have today? To make a “go of it”, whether it was 
farming, or the lumbering business, it would have been 
backbreaking to say the least. Clearing trees, moving 
rocks, planting, and harvesting with work horses as your 
best friends. How on earth did they survive?

In some cases, they did not survive, as we know from 
Clayton Rogers’ book “Collection of Sketches, Early 
Settlement”. In the early 1860s, Isack Hunter one of the 
earliest white settlers in Stanhope township was found 
dead in his shanty near Cedar Narrows (Dorset) “As he 
(Isack Hunter) was some distance from supplies, and 
did not appear at the store for quite a long period, one 
of Sherbourne’s early pioneers, Zack Cole, went on 
snowshoes to investigate.  What he found was a grim 
sight. Hunter dead – apparently from starvation, frozen 
and partly devoured by mice. The wife and daughter 
were still alive, having survived by eating the mice or 
other small animals they were able to catch.

There are also incredibly sad stories of wives dying 
and husbands, like Isack Hunter having to transport 
the body in a canoe to consecrated ground Even in the 
clearing of the land, we know that accidents happened, 
as described in “The Backwoods of Canada”  

We had a glorious burning this summer after the ground 
was all logged up; that is, all the large timbers chopped 
into lengths, and drawn together in heaps with oxen….
we called (this) a logging bee. We had a number of 
settlers attend, with yokes of oxen and men to assist 
us… set the heaps on fire: and a magnificent sight it was 
to see…I was a little nervous at first on account of the 
nearness of some of the log-heaps to the house, but 
care is always taken to fire them with the wind blowing 
in a direction away from the building. Accidents have 
sometimes happened…

The following is a much more successful story. The family 
of James and Sarah Welch were some of the earliest 

pioneers on Halls Lake. They managed to make a life 
on Halls Lake and leave a legacy of descendants. James 
Welch’s arrival from England in Stanhope township in 
1871 at age 17, was no doubt because his uncle “Captain” 
William Welch had already settled here along with 
another ex-soldier of the Crimean War, Caleb Davis. In 
1873 James initially acquired 100 + 100 acre lots as a 
Free Grant through the Free Grant and Homestead Act 
of 1868 on the west side of Halls Lake. Other properties 
around Halls Lake were added at later dates.

James married Sarah Jane Grace Jones (one of Tom 
Jones’ nine daughters) on July 5, 1883 and proceeded 
to make Halls Lake his home for most of his 82 years. 
As birth records show, they had 10 children: Minnie, 
Ellen, Robert, Amy, Emma, Frederick, Charles, Henry, 
Edith, and William. With such a large family there was 
also an almost inevitable sadness. Little Ellen died at age 
5 and Emma lived only one month. Two sons, Charles, 
and Henry both gave the ultimate sacrifice, dying as 
young men just months apart in 1917 during WWI. It 
must have been truly heart-wrenching for James and 
Sarah Welch to receive messages with such sad news. 
Not a phone call, not a pair of officers at the door, just 
“deeply regret to inform you” telegrams. In 1930 James 
and Sarah had to bury yet another son. Their oldest son 
Robert died in a car accident at the age of 43. 

James & Sarah Welch and the Early Days of Halls Lake

Left to Right, top row – James Welch (1853-1935), daughter Edith,  
granddaughter Laura, and wife Sarah Jane Grace Jones Welch (1862-
1946), others unknown, June 1927. Courtesy of Nancy and Rick Lowes.

The view looking down at Halls Lake. Photo courtesy of Nancy and Rick Lowes, undated.
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the maples on the hillside, the farm wife knew it was 
time to pack her husband’s “turkey”with warm knitted 
stockings, mittens, etc.  After bidding a tearful farewell 
to the family he might not see again until spring, the 
farmer was off to the woods to earn cash to purchase 
necessities he could not produce on the farm. 

In some cases, the farmers never came back as we know 
from death notices like this one from the Ottawa Citizen 
on Saturday June 9th, 1900, regarding the tragic death of 
a lumberman, William Godwin:

Minden, Ont. June 8 – William Godwin, about 20 years 
of age, employed in the Rathburn Lumber Company’s 
drive now in Horseshoe Lake, fell from the crib, some 
time during Thursday night and being unable to swim, 
was drowned. His companions were asleep at the time 
and if he made an outcry it was unheard. The body was 
recovered yesterday afternoon.

Even if one did not go on the dangerous lumber drive, 
there were often accidents right at home, as this 
newspaper article confirms on June 2, 1909: 

Minden, Ont., June 1 – Duncan Prentice, aged 31 years, 
owner of a sawmill berth at this place, was struck on the 
head by a piece of board, which caught on a circular saw 
and almost instantly killed. He leaves a widow and three 
small children.

Would that they could have afforded expensive life 
insurance and/or a way to survive after the death of 
the family breadwinner! No compensation would have 
brought back his life, but it might have helped the family 
at such a difficult time.

Another heartbreaking story comes from Bev 
Coneybeare, whose grandfather, John “Jack” 
Coneybeare (1882-1947) had been a millwright for 
30 years and had a permanent home in Haliburton 
Village. For the final two years of his life he lived in 
Stanhope township and worked at the lumber mill on 
Halls Lake owned by C.W. Hodgson. On May 8, 1947 
while operating a saw, his clothing became caught in 
the revolving shaft. His fellow workers attempted to 
free him but could not. His left arm was severed, his 
left leg broken, and he received lacerations to his scalp, 
resulting in his death in 31 minutes. Horrific, to say the 
least! Safety standards did not exist in those days. What 
makes it even worse is that his widow, Bev Coneybeare’s 
grandmother, received a packet of cash and condolences 
from the mill owner, Clayton Hodgson. As if that was 
all that needed to be done! Once again, we are so lucky 
that times have changed, and that workplace accidents 
and deaths are not as common as they once were. Yet 
the reality is that the lumbering industry helped to clear 
the way for the farmers to settle the area. 

Early settlers also helped to make ends meet by working 
on the construction of roads. Nila Reynolds describes 
in her book “In Quest of Yesterday”, the county’s 
colonization roads, like the Bobcaygeon Road, as the key 
that opened the townships. As Nila writes: The tradition 
is prevalent that most of Stanhope’s first pioneers 
augmented the returns from their crops by construction 
work on these historic roads. 

If you know anything about the farming community, you 
already know that in these large families it was expected 
that everyone had to chip in to help around the farm. 
As Nila Reynolds writes “Even the children tended the 
crops with an enthusiasm which could only come from 
the knowledge that their winter’s food supply depended 
on their industry. Unemployment was never a problem 
for a settler was faced with enough work to last two 
lifetimes. The house and barns must be built and 
improved, fields must be cleared, fenced, and picked 
free of stone.

Edith (Welch) Russell, the daughter of James and 
Sarah described in an interview in 1996 her life as the 
youngest daughter, after her sisters had left the Welch 
homestead. Edith relates: Well, we had about seven 
cows to milk and all the cows to feed, and the pigs to 
feed. And I had to do all that. And then I had to put the 
cows away in the pasture, the first thing we know to 
be aware if the lock went. Then, as soon as I got back 
there was all those beds to make, four beds in one 
room, and bring all them lamps down, and fill them 
with oil. I never was idle a minute till noon time. By 
that time, my mother had maybe the potatoes peeled for 
dinner time.

When asked if they sold any of their produce in town, 
Edith points out that they’d have just enough for 
themselves. Edith also related to her granddaughter, 
Nancy Lowes, and her husband Rick, that there was 
always a pile of sand in the root cellar where potatoes 
and carrots were buried to keep from freezing. This 
was how one managed to put vegetables on the table 
until the next growing season. What about the meat and 
milk? How did they keep that from going bad? Edith 
explained that her father, James Welch and a few others 
would work together in the winter to cut blocks of ice 
out of Halls Lake, which they then stored in their ice 
shed all packed with sawdust.  Surprisingly, this ice 
would keep until the following fall and was how they 
managed to keep things cold in the “ice box”.

 It certainly would not have been easy to make a 
living. In fact, it appears that James Welch did all sorts 
of jobs to supplement the family income. As Edith 
recounts, her father was a butcher and even had a shop 
in Minden at one point. We also know that sometime 
in the early 1900s, James was a Damkeeper and was 
hired to oversee the maintenance of the dams (Hawk, 
Mud, Trout, Crab, Paint and Kennisis) for the lumber 
business. Some early settlers sold meat, such as venison 
to lumber camps. It is possible that James Welch would 
have done that too, as you did what you needed to do, 
to survive.

Lumbering in the off season was certainly a way of life 
for many local settlers, just to help make ends meet. 
Yet that too would have been so difficult on so many 
levels. As Nila Reynolds writes: As soon as the harvest 
was safely stored in the barn and the frost had kindled 

Charles Welch 
died January 17, 
1917 age 22

Harry Welch 
died May 9, 1917,  

age 19

Photo Courtesy of Nancy and Rick Lowes, undated

Lloyd Coneybeare, (on left) son of John “Jack” Robert Coneybeare 
(1882-1947), photo taken during WWII years. Photo courtesy of  
Bev Coneybeare and the Algonquin Highlands Heritage Project.

From “The Times Stanhope 125th Anniversary” edition, 1991.  
Courtesy of the O’Halloran scrapbook collection.
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Is it possible that every piece of art, every family 
story and every slice of our combined heritage has 
its ups and downs? That’s just life! So, it should 
come as no surprise that the life story of the 
carvings we know as Topple Art is not without some 
difficulty. Certainly, this much-loved piece of the 
Hawks is worth it!

While true totem poles are made by Tlingit and 
Haida carvers of the Northwest Pacific Coast 
First Nations1, the one that stands at the Narrows 
between Big and Little Hawk Lake is also a huge 
source of pride for our lake community. At the 
outset it is important to recognize that the art 
installation known as the Totem Pole on the Hawks 
was never intended to be an insult to the Tlingit or 
Haida Native Peoples. In fact, as Brook O’Halloran, 
who is of Nipissing First Nations descent said, it 
seems like the artists who first made this, wanted 
to celebrate this indigenous art form. Others might 
say it is a bit like sitting on the shoreline and 
creating an Inukshuk2 with the kids and then telling 
them all about why the Inuit make these markers in 
their native land. 

George Topple Sr and his brother-in-law Michael 
Cubitt were merely looking for something to do 
during a week-long holiday in 1958 with a log that 
had floated up on the nearby shore. Michael Cubitt 
was by all accounts an artist. As George Topple Jr 
described him, no one matched his artwork. At the 
time of the carving of the first totem pole, he worked 
for Kodak in Rochester NY as a photo engraver. 

George Topple Jr also described how his father and 
Michael Cubitt man-handled the pine log onto the 
land and that the carving of this original Topple Art 
was done while the wood was still wet. The carving 
was done for the most part with a chainsaw. The 
wings on this first totem pole were carved out of 
hardwood planks that George Topple Sr. happened 
to have around the place. The head was the body 

of an apple tree. From the photo below you can see 
perhaps the eyes of the Topple Hawk at the top of 
the totem pole. They came from a 1950 Ford and 
early on they did light up. Likewise, in the early 
years there was a revolving light that helped to act 
as a navigation marker. Some folks remember this 
light had a wire that reached all the way back to the 
Topple cottage.

Topple Art – The Ups and Downs of a Landmark on the Hawks

The second version of Topple Art was erected in 1997.  
Photo courtesy of the Topple Family
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We should be reminded that the 
Topple Hawk looks over the Hawk 
lakes and was meant by artist 
Michael Cubitt and the Topple 
family, who still own the land at the 
Narrows, to adorn this piece of land 
and act as a marker for all those 
navigating through the Narrows 
between Big and Little Hawk.

For thirty years that first totem 
pole art, done by Michael Cubitt, 
stood through all kinds of weather 
at the Narrows between Big and 
Little Hawk. Then in a 1988 
summer storm, the rotting carved 
pine gave way, and the beloved 
art was so destroyed as to be 
unrecognizable. For several years 
there was no replacement until, 
yet another storm brought down 
a large white pine on the nearby 
McIvor property in 1995. No doubt there are folks 
who remember that violent July 15th storm. The 
good news is that the large white pine was turned 
into the second Topple Totem Pole artwork in a 
form similar, if not exactly the same, as the first.

This time the carving was done by Fred Welbourn, 
a cottager whose place is close to the Narrows, and 
George Topple Jr’s good friend, Bill Wheeler, who 
happened to be a retired high school art department 
head. First, they had to round up a bunch of other 
cottagers to help get the big pine tree ready to be a 
log that they could get to the Topple property where 
it could be carved and later erected. This job took 
a whole gang of cottagers and quite a bit of effort 
to move the 1600-pound log down the hillside, 
avoiding the McIvor outhouse 
and other obstacles, and 
then floating it to the Topple 
property at the Narrows. 
George Topple Jr. is quoted 
in The Times Supplement 
in 1995, describing this part 
of the job, “It was quite an 
operation.”

Fred Welbourn was a long-
time cottager on Little 
Hawk, having purchased 
his property in 1955. His 
grandson Jay now owns that 

cottage property and still has in his 
boathouse a copy of Bill Wheeler’s 
drawing that Fred and Bill used 
to carve the second version of the 
Topple Art. 

As reported in The Times 
supplement7, Bill Wheeler says 
“the designs are all taken from 
the Haida Tlingit motifs. In the 
original totem poles, the animals 
on the pole would represent 
the clans within the tribe that 
had carved it. As Andrew Mine 
reported8 when he interviewed the 
two carvers at work on the Topple 
property in 1995, Bill pointed 
to the pole and his design, “you 
would have had the Eagle clan 
(the Topple Hawk is of somewhat 
uncertain species), dominant at 
the top here, and the bear clan, 

and the frog clan…. The eagle and the bear, he 
says, are from the original pole.”  He goes on 
to explain that he couldn’t make out on the old 
photographs the animal that was at the bottom of 
the pole, so the frog was his own touch, though also 
inspired by motifs on authentic poles.  

From Fred’s son Craig Welbourn, we know that 
his dad carved the wings in his basement in 
Hamilton during the winter. He started by using 
pine, which is a nice wood for carving, but he 
quickly realized that the wood would not last, nor 
would it be strong enough to remain horizontal 
over time. At that time, one of Craig’s brothers 
worked in a factory that made skids for steel coils. 
The skids, of course, had to be strong, so they were 

made using undressed 2”x12” 
oak (i.e., a full 2” deep). To 
support the weight of the 
steel coils, the boards had to 
be perfect, so any that had 
even a hairline crack were 
discarded. Craig’s brother 
was able to obtain some of 
this oak, which his dad then 
used to carve the wings. And 
they are still up there strong 
as ever after all these years!

This may be the upside of 
the story, or the downside, 

Long-time residents of the Hawk Lakes may 
remember that there had been carved “Creatures” 
and even a totem pole at “Fisherman’s Paradise”, 
right by Oakview Lodge3. When asked if that was 
the inspiration, George Topple Jr. said that he was 
not certain and perhaps Alpha Warren Pinch’s 
work4 did give Michael Cubitt some ideas. The 
“Topple Hawk” at the top may have been a take 
on the Eagle Clan. Certainly, the real elk horn that 
Michael Cubitt attached to the top of the hawk was 
his own personal touch. George Topple Jr. related 
that he called these “goat sticks”. From the photo 
below one can more clearly see the elk horns as 
well as the bolts that attached the wings. 

The Topple Hawk at the top of the pole was meant 
to represent this area of the Algonquin Highlands, 

which is understandable from the point of view 
that Little Hawk was known in the early 1900’s as 
Pipikwabi and Big Hawk, Kekkekwabi,5kwabi being 
an indigenous name for hawk. Under the Topple 
Hawk, Cubitt carved a bear and a frog. It should be 
noted that contrary to the modern idiom, the “low 
man on the totem pole” is not of lesser significance 
to the Tinglat and Haida carvers. 

“Interestingly the low end of the Totem Pole is 
very important. Totem Poles are carved, not by 
one carver, but by a chief carver and a number of 
apprentices.  The chief carver is well aware that 
the viewers of a finished upright pole, range in size 
from 3 feet (children) to about 7 feet (basketball 
players). So to be certain the Totem Pole looks 
professional and well-executed, the chief carver 
personally carves the bottom ten feet of the pole 
and allows the inexperienced apprentices to carve 
the higher regions.  The most intricate and best 
carved figures are usually placed on the bottom end 
with the story thinning out towards the top. Many 
poles (but certainly not all of them) are topped off 
with Thunderbird, sort of a generic caper figure, 
something like a Christmas star, who often has 
far less meaning than all the carefully thought out 
symbolic creatures carved into the lower regions.  
If anything, the lower figures on a Totem Pole are 
slightly more important.”6
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The original Topple Art Installation was meant to replicate styles of 
the Tlingit and Haida carvers of the Northwest Pacific Coast First 

Nations. Photo from the 1950’s courtesy of the Cubitt family

Photo courtesy of the Welbourn family

The Topple Hawk, version 3, wings carved by Fred 
Welbourn and the head by Bill Wheeler. Photo by Joan 

Hamilton, September 2020.Original 1950’s totem pole. Photo courtesy of the Topple family


