HENDERSONS PHARMACY: 70 YEARS OF SERVICE
by Alun Hughes
However, it is unlikely that Chewett ever saw his land,
let alone lived on it, and two years later he sold it to
Jacob Ball. Ball in turn sold the lot in 1808 to Daniel
Shriner, who farmed it for 18 years.
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After some early confusion about ownership
(the lot was claimed by both John Wilson and Jacob
Ball), it became the property of no less than William
Chewett, the Acting Surveyor-General of Upper
Canada, who received it as a Crown grant in 1805.
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Thorold Township came into existence in the
fall of 1788 when surveyor Augustus Jones laid out
the northern part of what was then Township No. 9
(it was not named until about 1794). Hendersons
store stands in Township lot 17, a 100-acre rectangle
extending north from Richmond Street to Ann and
Regent Streets (a distance of 50 chains, a chain
being 66 feet), and east for 20 chains from Queen
Street to a line between Front and Ormond Streets.
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In the 1780s the Niagara Peninsula was a
forested wilderness. The Neutral Indians who had
occupied the land were wiped out by the Iroquois in
1650, leaving the area uninhabited. The defeat of
the British in the American Revolutionary War,
which ended in 1783, created an urgent need to
provide land for thousands of displaced Loyalists,
former soldiers and other refugees, and the
authorities responded with a crash program of
surveys, starting in June 1787, to subdivide the
Peninsula into townships and the townships into
100-acre lots.
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Hendersons Pharmacy has been a fixture of
downtown Thorold since 1939, when Edward M.
Henderson opened what the St. Catharines Standard
called one of the brightest spots on Thorolds
main street. It was not a brand new store, however,
for Henderson had purchased an existing business
founded by William J. Macartney in 1872. This
means that a drugstore has occupied the same
building on the west side of Front Street for almost
140 years. Of course, the recorded history of the
location itself goes back much further again, to the
very beginnings of European settlement in the
Niagara Peninsula in the late 18th century.
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Hendersons Pharmacy, 15 Front Street South

Much of the surrounding land belonged to
George Keefer, who had come to Thorold from New
Jersey in the 1790s and lived in a frame dwelling on
the site of Maplehurst (now the Keefer Mansion Inn).
Keefer was the first President of the Welland Canal
Company, and in 1826 while the canal was under
construction he bought lot 17 from Shriner. This
was a shrewd move, for the canal route went directly
through the lot, and also through lot 9 to the north,
which Keefer already owned.
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Downtown Thorold

Though construction problems threatened
completion of the canal, Keefer went out on a limb
and built a stone grist mill in 1827 on the canal
route. That same year he laid out Front Street and
divided the land on either side into small lots, each
about one-fifth of an acre. This was the beginning
of the Village of Thorold. Keefers mill stood to the west
of Front Street at Mill (now Clairmont) Street. It was
demolished in the 1960s, but in November 1829
it echoed to three hearty cheers for the King
when the Ann and Jane and the R. H. Boughton, the
first ships to traverse the canal, passed through
Thorold on their inaugural voyage.
Hendersons Pharmacy lies in one of Keefers
lots, specifically Village lot 55 on the west side of
Front Street (so named because it fronted the
canal, which ran at the rear of the buildings on that
side). The lot extended 1 chain or 66 feet along
Front Street and 114 feet back to the canal raceway.
The Pharmacy occupies the southern part of the lot,
and Gypsy Alley (or the Stone Store, as the building
was originally called) the northern part, with an
alleyway separating the two.

George Keefer began selling off his lots in 1827,
the first being Village lot 2 on the east side of Front
Street, now the site of the Moose and Goose parking
lot. Lot 55 was not sold until 1839, when it was
bought by Godfrey Waud of St. Catharines for £24.
The following year Waud resold half the lot (the
portion next to the street) to William Murray of
Brantford for £174, a handsome profit by any
standards. Perhaps Murray saw himself profiting
from the building of the Second Welland Canal,
which began in 1841. If so, he was out of luck, for
he sold the land in 1842 to William and John Martin
of Thorold for only £93 10s.

The Great Fire of 1866
At about 2:30 in the afternoon on Sunday, April
29, 1866 disaster struck. A fire broke out in James
Millars tailor shop on the west side of Front Street,
just south of lot 55. The small wooden building was
soon enveloped in flames, which spread rapidly to the
buildings on either side, including the Florey and
Scott bakery to the south and John Martins grocery
to the north. Both buildings were destroyed, despite
the efforts of the Village fire company to douse the
flames using water drawn from the canal.

The Second Canal was completed in 1845, and
by 1850 a significant industrial corridor existed
along its banks in downtown Thorold, anchored by
John Browns cement works in the south (located
just inside the present entrance to Battle of Beaverdams
Park) and the James Beatty tannery near the brow of
the Escarpment in the north. In between were
George Keefers original grist mill, his son Jacobs
Welland Mills, the Thorold cotton factory, John
McDonaghs saw mill, and three other mills. In 1850,
with a population of over 1000, the community
was legally incorporated as a Village, and was
henceforth administered separately from the Township.
Headlines from the St. Catharines Daily Journal, 1866
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The situation quickly worsened. To quote the St.
Catharines Constitutional, The wind, which was
blowing freshly from the north-west, carried
immense showers of flaming shingles across the
street, setting fire to the stores on the east side in a
dozen different places; and now the conflagration
assumed awful proportions. All the buildings from
John Leppers dry goods store (approximately
where Home Hardware is today) up to Clairmont
Street were reduced to ashes. While most were frame
structures, they included three fine stone buildings by the
alleyway to the old market square (now a parking
lot between Front and Ormond Streets).
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At about 3 p.m. the alarm was raised in St.
Catharines, and before long firefighters from the
Saintly Town were braving the gorge of fire
that Front Street had become. They arrived just in
time to prevent the blaze spreading to the City Hotel
(now the Moose and Goose). Other premises along
Clairmont Street were less fortunate, and only a
change in wind direction saved St. Johns Episcopal
Church from serious damage. Over 30 stores and
tenements were destroyed, some 50 families were left
homeless and the total damage was estimated at
$250,000. Few of the property owners or tenants
were fully insured, and some had none at all.

Front Street from Thomas Keefers map of 1860

Meanwhile the rear portion of lot 55 was still in
Godfrey Wauds hands, and in 1853 he sold it to
Robert Martin. This meant that the entire lot now
belonged to members of the Martin family. It is
not known what they first used it for, but by the
mid-1850s Robert was operating a tavern from a
frame building where the Pharmacy now stands.
Called the American Hotel, it stood across the street
from the British Hotel (now the Summit House). By
the mid-1860s, however, it had become a grocery
operated by John Martin. The Stone Store alongside
was probably built in the late 1850s by William
Martin, who was a stone mason, and in 1860 it was
rented out to Rosetta McClelland for her drapery
business.

Of the two buildings on lot 55, John Martins
store  the former American Hotel  was burned
to the ground. But the Stone Store survived, partly
because of its stone construction and the alleyway
alongside, and partly because of the wind direction.
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The St. Catharines Daily Journal wondered if
Thorold would ever recover. But recover it did.
Front Street was rebuilt in the late 1860s and 1870s,
and most of the buildings we see today, constructed
largely in brick, date from this period. Indeed, by
1875 the Village had bounced back sufficiently that
it was incorporated as a Town.

In 1871 Macartney was licensed as a pharmacist
by the newly established Ontario College of
Pharmacy, and opened a drugstore of his own in
rented premises on lot 53 on the west side of Front
Street. In 1872 he bought the Pharmacy building on
lot 55, where he competed face to face with Browne,
who had rebuilt on the other side of the street.

Portion of the Act of Incorporation of the Town of Thorold

Macartney advertisement, 1875

So began almost 140 years of unbroken use of
the building as a drugstore, though from the start it
sold many other items, including toys, fancy goods
and steamship tickets, and served as an agency for
the Dominion Telegraph Company. (In the late
1890s, at the height of a worldwide bicycle craze,
Macartney even sold Stearns bicycles, in direct
competition with Thorolds own Cannon Ball
bicycle, made by local jeweller Thomas Jones.)

The Macartney Era
The Henderson Pharmacy building was one of
those erected after the fire. In 1869 lot 55 was sold
by John and Robert Martin to William Nichol of
Stamford Township for $50. The low price and the
nature of the transaction (a quit claim) may reflect
the destruction caused by the fire. Rosetta
McClelland continued to rent the Stone Store, and it
was probably Nichol himself who erected the
Pharmacy building in about 1870.

The population of the Town had continued to
grow steadily, from 1091 in 1851 to 1635 in 1871.
Five years later it shot up to 3673, due to the influx
of workers on the Third Welland Canal, built
between 1872 and 1881. The new canal bypassed
the Town to the east, and the Second Canal was no
longer used for through traffic. The stretch over the
Escarpment was closed, and the section behind the
Pharmacy building through Thorold was kept open
only to service the mills along its banks.

In 1872 he sold the building and the southern
part of the lot to druggist William J. Macartney for
$800. One wonders where Macartney got the money,
for he was only 22 at the time and there is no
evidence of a mortgage. Born in Brampton in 1850,
he came to Thorold when only 16 to train with John
E. Browne, who had a drugstore on the east side of
Front Street. But that was 1866, the year of the fire,
and Brownes store was one of those destroyed, so
how long Macartney remained with Browne is unclear.

In 1882 the St. Catharines, Merritton and
Thorold Street Railway opened along Front Street;
originally horse drawn, it became Canadas first
electrified street railway in 1887. A year later the
Niagara Central Railway (later the NS&T) began a
regular service to St. Catharines on tracks elevated
on a trestle just back of the Pharmacy building. The
two tracks, the High Line and the Low Line, shared
the same station at the head of Front Street.
The railways were a mixed blessing; they gave
Thoroldites easy access to the shops in St.
Catharines, but they did not help the merchants on
Front Street. Nor did the fact that the population of
Thorold actually declined, from 2456 to 2025,
between 1881 and 1901. But Macartney does not
seem to have suffered, and in 1885 he built an
elegant home that still stands at the intersection of
Ormond and Albert Streets.

Macartneys original pharmacists license, 1871
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William Macartney became a leading Thorold
citizen. Though never a member of Council, he was
founding President of the Thorold Board of Trade,
and in 1897 played a key role in a campaign to
bring what would have been Canadas first motor
car factory to Thorold. The makers of the Duryea
Motor Wagon had come to Ontario in search of a
factory site, and Macartney was one of two
Thoroldites sent to check company operations in
Massachusetts and New Jersey. Unfortunately for
Thorold, nothing came of it.
Portion of the first Henderson advertisement, 1939

Macartney was not just a pharmacist; he was also
a property developer, and according to his obituary
owned nearly 30 residences in town by the time he
died in 1911. He was succeeded in the pharmacy
business by his son Charles, who was a medical
doctor as well as a pharmacist. Charles continued to
run the store until his death in 1938.

The Hendersons have been responsible for
major changes to the property. In 1950 Edward
extended the store back into what had formerly been
living quarters, and in 1987 John added a large
extension at the rear across the land formerly
occupied by the High Line (which ran directly
above the present location of the pharmacy
counter). At the same time the front façade was
redesigned by noted restoration architect Peter John
Stokes, who also designed the new rear entrance.
Three notable features of the interior today are
the classic Toledo weigh scale at the front entrance,
installed by Charles Macartney in 1924, William
Macartneys beautifully painted safe, made by J. & J.
Taylor of Toronto, in a rear office, and the many
historical pictures of Thorold that line the walls.
From the very beginning the Pharmacy has been
family-owned, and a family member, whether
Macartney or Henderson, has always lived in the
building, either at the rear or upstairs. For a number
of years also, the business has been affiliated with a
drug marketing company. At the time of the
Henderson purchase it was Rexall, which was
succeeded by Guardian and Rx Central, and most
recently by Pharmasave.

The store decorated for George VIs coronation, 1937

The Henderson Years
In 1939 Charless three unmarried sisters sold
the Pharmacy to Edward M. Henderson, grandson to
Scottish-born John and Elizabeth Henderson, who
had settled in Wainfleet Township in 1833. The
change of ownership was greatly eased by
longstanding Macartney employee Charles Chuck
Thompson, who stayed on at the store. Henderson
became a prominent local citizen and served on
Thorold Town Council for 25 years. On his death in
1984 he was succeeded by his son John, the present
owner, who had been working at the store since
graduating from the University of Toronto in 1965.

The Pharmacy has had to contend with many
competitors over time. William Macartney competed
with Browne, and then with Brownes successors
James and Omar Johnstone. During the Henderson
period there was Vaughans just down the street
(where Elios is now), and Smallmans opposite; the
former became McQuillans, and the latter
continued under a succession of owners (Koop,
Paetkau and Berzowski) until it was finally closed by
Big V in the late 1980s. Throughout all of this
Hendersons has not just survived, but thrived, a
testament to seven decades of dedicated service to
the Thorold community.
Principal Sources (in addition to those cited in the text): Registry Office
land documents; federal and municipal census data; city directories;
assessment rolls; contemporary newspapers; township and other maps;
Heritage Thorold reports on the Pharmacy and the Stone Store;
Thompson, Jubilee History of Thorold; Don and John Henderson,
personal communications.
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Charles Macartney, Chuck Thompson and Edward Henderson
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