
 

The History Guy as Guest Speaker 
  

Call me if you need a guest speaker for your meeting. Tell me which story you would like to hear (see below) or let 

me pick one. Hope to hear from you! 

  

Call Dan Buchanan at 613-439-8992 or send email to danbuchanan@cogeco.ca.  

 

Here are some of the stories I can tell:  

 

The Batteau Railway 

 

The History Guy’s fifth book, “The Batteau Railway”, was re4leased July 16, 2026. This is the untold story of the 

small wooden railway that Asa Weller built in 1793 across the Quinte portage, known also as the Carrying Place. 

The Quinte portage was a narrow isthmus connecting Prince Edward County to the mainland and acted as an 

obstacle to traffic for flotilla of small boats, called batteaux, carrying people and baggage from east to west and back, 

between Kingston and York. Asa Weller collected a fee for each batteau carried across the portage and his 

entrepreneurial skills made the family wealthy enough to build a very big house which still exists today. During the 

War of 1812, the portage was a choke point for movement of whole regiments and their supplies to the battlefields in 

the Niagara region. The portage became obsolete in the 1820s with the development of stage wagons and 

steamboats, and the batteau railway was removed and largely forgotten. The story is told from the standpoint of the 

three first settler families on the Quinte portage, the Wellers, Youngs and Wilkins’, who built a community that has 

evolved into the village of Carrying Place.  

 

A History of the Murray Canal 

 

The fourth history book written and published by The History Guy of Brighton is called "A History of the Murray 

Canal". Released in February 2024, this is the only book dealing with the history of the Murray Canal. As a historian 

in Brighton, just down the road from the canal, I have been annoyed that there was no history of the canal. So, I 

decided to do it myself. My presentation on this topic starts with Lieutenant John Graves Simcoe stating clearly that 

he felt a canal should be built at the west end of the Bay of Quinte - in 1794! Why did it not get built until the 1880s? 

There were lots of reasons why it never happened as well as lots of reasons why it finally happened in the 1880s. 

Using a comprehensive set of documentation that has been languishing in archives for decades, Dan Buchanan 

brings the story alive with clarity and compassion. Yes, it is a story about boats and dredging and political influence, 

but it is also a story about people. Just ask the folks who live near the canal or anyone who had relatives working as 

bridge tenders or sailing schooners or barges on the busy canal in the 1920s. 

 

Around Town: History of Properties on Main Street in Brighton 

 

Around Town is a major project begun in 2023 to document the history of every property in the town of Brighton. 

As of January 2024, the properties on both north and south sides of Main Street have been completed, from 

Memorial Park to Ontario Street. Presentations were done at the Brighton Public Library in October 2023 and 

February 2024. Details are available on The History Guy’s web site and will be updated as sections of the work are 

completed. In the meantime, presentations can be done to highlight the work and provide fascinating insights into the 

people who settled in Brighton and how they all helped to developed the town. Lots of new information here! 

 

H.M.S. Speedy: The Tragedy and the Mystery 

  

My third book was published in August 2020, called The Wreck of HMS Speedy: The Tragedy That Shook Upper 

Canada”. This book provides a very different version of the story of HMS Speedy, including the events leading up 

to the loss of the ship and the search for remains of the ship in the 1990s. Very deep research into contemporary 

historical documents informs the story of HMS Speedy’s life and demise and a working relationship between the 
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author and Ed Burtt, the diver who believed he had found the Speedy, resulted in possession of a collection of never-

published documents that support the story of the search. Did they find the Speedy? Find out for yourself. 

  

38 Hours To Montreal: A Road Trip from Toronto to Montreal in 1840  

 

My second book 38 Hours To Montreal: William Weller and the Governor General’s Race in 1840 was published in 

2018. The Governor General was in a big hurry to get to Montreal in February of 1840 and he contracted with 

William Weller, the Stagecoach King, to do the job in under 38 hours. This Canadian history story takes us from 

Beverly House in downtown Toronto to the Exchange Coffee House in Montreal, changing horses 24 times and 

avoiding damaged bridges and mud holes. Find out how Mr. Weller could have accomplished this feat and what the 

Governor General accomplished when he finally got to Montreal.  

 

Murder in the Family: The Dr. King Story  

 

Based on my first book, Murder In The Family; The Dr. King Story, published in 2015, hear about the only person 

ever executed in Northumberland County and how the author is directly connected to the murderer. It is a family 

history story, so to speak, but is known around Brighton and Cobourg as local lore. Can you imagine 10,000 people 

attending a hanging in June 1859, at the old Court House in northwest Cobourg? Here is a true-crime story to match 

any you have seen – and it is real history!  

 

Journey to Murder in the Family 

  

In 2022, the History Guy provided a video series to describe his own personal journey toward the publication of his 

first book "Murder in the Family: The Dr. King Story". Now, hear the same story in the form of a presentation, from 

the horse's mouth, so to speak. If you have read the book, this presentation, or the video, will give you a much better 

understanding of why the book was written and how it was approached. It was a process, and not an event.  

 

George Gibson's Schooner  

 

The old story of the burning of George Gibson's schooner on Presqu'ile Bay during the War of 1812 gets a total 

facelift as a result of archival documents that tell a very different version of events compared to what local lore 

provided. George Gibson's schooner was burned, for sure, but why and by whom? Hear the real, documented facts of 

the story in the context of a fascinating time in Canada's history, during war with the Americans. As always, it is 

important to tell both sides of the story, and there is lots of information available after extensive research to fill in the 

situation from both sides of the lake.  

 

History of Presqu’ile Point  

 

Presqu’ile Point is the peninsula south of Brighton which is best known as the site of Presqu’ile Provincial Park. 

However, there is also a significant community of homes and cottages along Bay Shore Road which is part of the 

Municipality of Brighton. This presentation outlines the development of Presqu’ile Point from the first settlement of 

Europeans in the area, through the changes that led to it becoming known as a popular summer resort. See how this 

place became the go-to spot for summer fun in the early decades of the 1900s and into the 1960s, and how that led to 

the establishment of the park which receives thousands of visitors from around the world.  

 

Introduction to the Brighton Digital Archives (BDA)  

 

The Municipality of Brighton recently created the Brighton Digital Archives Advisory Committee as a full committee 

of council. This is a huge step forward for a group of volunteers who have given massively of their time and created 

a terrific web site to display archival collections for Brighton and area. See how this organization started with an idea 

and a few dedicated people, and evolved from one project to the other into a major community asset. Images from 

the web site will highlight the many unique collections we are lucky to have from Brighton’s history and the History 

Guy will use the images to explain the fascinating connections between people and events. The best thing is – the 

BDA just got started!  



 

The Tobey Book  

 

The Tobey Book is Brighton’s largest and most important single collection of historical information. It can be found 

in book form at the Brighton Public Library and in digital form on the web site of the History Guy. Two virtual 

events hosted by the library in 2021 featured Dan Buchanan explaining how The Tobey Book was created and how it 

can be used. Many examples of wonderful information from the pages of this unique document are used to illustrate 

the value of the resource. Lots more where that came from.  

 

The Breakaway: A Tsunami in a Creek  

 

On a rainy night in April 1852, a small lake north-west of Hilton broke through a gravel bank and cascaded down a 

narrow, steep valley. It can only be called a tsunami in a creek. One saw mill was destroyed and two men killed as 

the flood crashed through to the Trent River, leaving destruction for inhabitants along the way. Learn about these 

dramatic events from the point of view of the people who lived close by at the time and see how the disaster led to 

dramatic improvements that shaped Brighton Township for many years to come.  

 

Rum-Runners: The Story of Ben Kerr and Prohibition.  

 

An exciting and shocking story of the roaring '20s in Ontario where rum-runners challenged law enforcement and the 

storms of Lake Ontario to smuggle booze to the American side. Hear the story of Ben Kerr, the most notorious of the 

bunch, who ran his last load of booze out of Presqu'ile and ended up crushed by February ice west of Lakeport. 

Based on two books by C. W. Hunt, "Whisky and Ice" and "Booze, Boats and Billions.  

 

George Singleton  

 

The Story of George Singleton was presented to the United Empire Loyalists Association, Toronto Branch on June 

19, 2022 as part of Loyalist Day celebrations. It follows George Singleton as a soldier during the War of 

Independence, to his work immediately after the war as a trader at the location where the town of Belleville would 

be. His legacy was carried on my his wife who would evolve into the matriarch of Brighton. History has lots of 

fascinating connections and some surprises when we look deeply into the details.  

 

Rural Roots: This History of Farming (Brighton History Week 2018)  

 

The History Guy takes you from wheat mining in early settlement days to a farmer’s smartphone mooing at him 

when a cow is sick. There have been lots of changes along the way and here we can see the progression and 

development of both the technology of farming and the needs of society for food products. Rural Roots is focussed 

largely around the Brighton area but includes much historical context such as the World Wars and the Depression. 

Lots of pictures were provided by the farming community to make the presentation engaging and later, the History 

Open House provided a fascinating walk down memory lane for this agricultural community.  

 

Riding The Rails: Railway History of Brighton (Brighton History Week 2016)  

 

Presented for the first time at Brighton History Open House in February, 2016, Riding The Rails covers the building 

of the railways in the 1850s, the expansion and bankruptcies of the later 1800s, then touches on the emotions of 

going to war on the train. It shows how the railway supported the development of Brighton up to the 1970s when the 

smaller stations closed. Learn how Ralph and Eugenia Bangay saved the original Grand Truck Railway station from 

destruction, creating Memory Junction Museum. All aboard!  

 

Dance Hall Daze (Brighton History Week 2015)  

 

Presented for the first time at Brighton History Open House in February, 2015, Dance Hall Daze highlights the 

history of two beloved venues, The Brighton Opera House and Presqu'ile Pavilion. Both met their end in the 1970s 

but for many decades these two meeting places defined the cultural activities of the time, from travelling theatrical 



companies at the Opera House in the 1910s to Rock and Roll at the Pavilion in the 1960s. Many folks have 

emotional recollections of their experiences in these places and, well, it is just so much fun to reminisce.  

 

The 1850s in Brighton: Time of Change  

 

Imagine living in Brighton during the middle years of the 1850s when the Grand Trunk Railway was being built 

through the south end of the community and the Brighton and Seymour Gravel Road was being built from the 

harbour to meet the road from the north. Add in the fact that the lumber business peaked in 1853 and the large new 

commercial wharf was built at the southern terminus of the new road. The backdrop for all this activity was the 

creation of Brighton Township on January 1, 1852 and the destruction caused by The Breakaway only a few months 

later. And you thought Brighton was a dull place. Live and learn!  

 

The Old Percy Road  

 

Number 30 Highway is smooth and fast today but this road was built as a result of the disaster of The Breakaway in 

1852. Learn about the old road that existed before the Brighton and Seymour Gravel Road was built in the 1850s. 

Some of the earliest settlers in this area cleared land along the route of the Old Percy Road from Brighton to 

Norham. Find out how that old road helped to open up the area for settlement and provided transportation for people 

and produce for the very early timbering community at the south end of Percy Township.  



First Settlers of Brighton  

 

Obediah Simpson is said to be the first settler of Brighton in 1796, but when he came to this area there were other 

early settlers within a ten-mile radius who were getting established. Learn about the first mills built at Brighton by 

Alexander Chisholm, the first ship captains that settled at Presqu'ile, the Keeler Group at Colborne, Asa Weller and 

his bateau railway at Carrying Place, the Bleekers at Trent Port and the Dingman families at the south end of Percy.  

 

The Creation of Brighton Township  

 

Brighton Township had a very unusual beginning. Cramahe and Murray Townships were surveyed in the 1790s and 

Brighton Township was created in 1852 out of parts of these two. Why did this happen? How did it happen? When 

did it happen? Learn all about the conditions at the time and the people who were involved.  

 

The Latimer Photos  

 

The Codrington Public Library is host to a unique and amazing collection of over 700 photos of local folks who 

happened to stop at Latimer's General Store in Hilton during the late 1920s and early 1930s. The Brighton Digital 

Archives have been combined these photos with family tree and local history information to present a snapshot in 

time for the area. Meet the folks who drove up and down The Gravel Road, see the old cars and clothes and some of 

the characters of the community.  

 

Without a Trace (Hilton Hall Remembrance, 2015)  

 

Donald Goodfellow grew up on a farm at Mount Olivet, north of Codrington, and volunteered for the RCAF in the 

early years of WWII. He developed into an effective navigator and bomb aimer, hugging the floor of the Halifax 

bomber, gazing through the glass in the nose at the flack and exploding bombs over Germany during the Battle of 

Berlin. On their 13th mission, Donald’s Halifax failed to return and nothing was ever found of the men or the aircraft. 

The History Guy tells the story with an educated guess about what might have befallen Sgt. Goodfellow and his 

mates.  

 

VIMY: The Battle and the Monument  

 

The battle of Vimy Ridge is iconic in Canadian History and the 100th anniversary of the battle provided the 

opportunity to make this the topic of our annual Remembrance Event at Hilton Hall Heritage Centre on November 5, 

2017. The History Guy sets the stage for the battle and the great victory of the Canadians and outlines many of the 

reasons for success. Then, the Vimy Monument is the focus, from early plans to critical decisions to the actual 

design, then through the trials and tribulations of construction. Left to the elements, it was lovingly restored for the 

centennial of the battle. This is Canadian history, presented through the eyes and emotions of the people involved in 

great and difficult events. Vimy is part of what makes us Canadian.  

 

They Went Together  

 

Bill Nesbitt and Keith Roblin were buddies growing up in Brighton when World War One begin in 1914. Like many 

young men in Canada, they immediately enlisted and were with the group that was given a big send-off at the 

Brighton Town Hall in October. This presentation is based on the document “They Went Together” which was 

written by John Stephens of Brighton. It follows these two Brighton recruits as they made their way through 

training, travel to England, and deployment to battle. Each had their own battle experience, including injuries, 

although, gladly, these two lucky Canadians made it back to Brighton. 

 


