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Trenton: 100 Years of History 

Strike While the Iron is 
Hot….. that phrase is 

near and dear to the hearts 
of Trentonians since it can 
be found on the town logo.

But it’s more than just 
an adage. It has become a 
way of life or a mantra for 
everyone who now calls 
Trenton home, or who has 
ever called Trenton home.

Like coal mining or steel 
forging, the little town 
gets in your blood.  And 
Trenton is now marking its 
centennial – 100 years since 
becoming incorporated.

Known as the ‘birthplace 
of steel’, it is Pictou County’s 

youngest town that can 
claim being the location of 
the first pouring of steel in 
British North America. 

While the youngest, and 
smallest, of the towns in 
the municipality, Trenton 
can  boast a history rich in 
industry: Hope Iron Works 
eventually developed into a 
world class steel and railcar 
industry that changed 
hands several time and, 
after serving its time on an 
international stage, caught 
the attention of South 
Korean manufacturing 
giant Daewoo Shipbuilding 
& Marine Engineering Ltd. 

which plans to use decades 
of the plant’s knowledge 
and determination to 
manufacture wind turbines. 

It was also home to 
several glass manufacturing 
companies who saw the 
potential of the mighty 
town; numerous retail and 
grocery stores; canteens 
and Tibbetts Paints. Today, 
Nova Forge and Nova Scotia 
Power call the town home.

The town has one of 
the province’s largest 
municipally owned parks 
that attracts people all 
year long, and claims the 
municipality’s only airport. 

Rich in civic pride, 
residents of this town 
continue to see the glass 
as half full and have reason 
to celebrate 100 years of 
incorporation – ten decades 
of highs and lows.

Read on to discover 
a little more about the 
Birthplace of Steel and 
how the town will mark the 
occasion…

Hon. Peter 
MacKay

MP for 
Central Nova

Congratulations 
to the Town of 

Trenton on their 
100th anniversary!

Happy Centennial
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In March 1911, 
Trenton became an 
incorporated town 
with its own mayor 

and council. 
The decades of debating 

the pros and cons of amal-
gamation and incorporation 
were over. J.B. Strickland 
was elected the first mayor, 
and Allan J. MacDonald, J.F. 
Hughes, Robert McNabb, 
James Powell, John C. Reid, 
and David Evans were sworn 
in as Trenton’s first council-
lors at the mayor’s home. 

The first meetings were 
held in a basement room in 
William Wood’s store, but by 
May of that year, a town hall 
was built at a cost of $288 
north of the present post 

By Don Cosh

Editor’s note: The Advocate 
extends heartfelt thanks to 
Don Cosh, author of  Tren-

ton: The First Hundred Years, 
for his contribution.

office. This proved to be too 
small so a larger one was 
built beside the first one at a 
cost of $2,700. This building 
became the town hall  and 
included council chambers, 
a court house, police office 
and a jail in the basement.   

In 1929, council decided 
to purchase the Bank of 
Nova Scotia building for 
a town office and council 
chambers. This building had 
previously been the business 
of A.A. Clay, situated on the 
west side of Main Street in 
the Steel Works parking lot, 
and was moved to Hampson 
and Main. 

With the opening of East-
ern Car and the subsequent 
northward development of 
Trenton, the bank, having 
to move its building anyway 
since the lease on the land 
ended, decided to follow 
that trend.  In 1964 Trenton 
Council bought the J.B. 
Strickland property, had it 

demolished, and the new 
civic building was opened in 
November 1966.

The Hope Iron Works lo-
cated in New Glasgow 

was doing very well in 1877, 
but land adjoining the plant 
was not available to accom-
modate expansion. A new 
site was needed. Graham 
Fraser and Forrest MacKay 
made the decision to relocate 
to Smelt Brook. The Nova 

Scotia Forge Company was 
established in 1878, and the 
stage was set for another 
town in Pictou County.

The Nova Scotia Glass 
Company followed in 

1881, and soon after, Hum-
phreys and Lamonts glass 
production began. 

In September 1882, the 
Eastern Chronicle wrote that 
Trenton was to be the name 
of the new town laid out by 
Harvey Graham. He had estab-
lished a 68-lot section of the 
new town, some with houses 
already built. Half of these 
lots were sold at auction in 
two hours! Many believed the 
town would grow to be as big 
as Trenton, New Jersey. 

Businesses began to 
emerge to provide 

the new residents with sup-
plies needed. The first store, 
owned by Jane Henderson, 
opened at the foot of Oak 
Street in 1881. By 1892, the 
Eastern Chronicle listed the

Continued on page 4

Trenton Town Hall that 
included council  

chambers, court house, 
police office and  

a jail in the basement

First Bank of Nova Scotia 1910 and later 
town hall, 1929

Alex Chisholm’s store
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Continued from page 3

following grocery stores 
operating in Trenton: A. Ch-
isholm, James Leadbeater, 
Harvey Torey, Jane Hender-
son, D. Shaw. 

 

By 1883, a mere five 
years after the 

re-location of the forging 
business, there were 16 
businesses in operation. 
Groceries, dry goods, hard-
ware stores, tailoring and 
barbering services were 
available to the people liv-
ing in Trenton.

 

In 1889 Alex Chisholm 
had a new house 

built in what was regarded 
as the “north end”. This 
very large house would 
have a store in its lower 
floor. Before six years had 

passed, he was building a 
new store across Chish-
olm’s Corner, which later 
became a pop manufactur-
ing business. 

Also in 1889, J.C. Hari-
val, from Stellarton, built 
a store which was located 
on the opposite corner to 
J. B. Strickland’s general 
store which had opened 

in 1895. 

 

At first, the residents 
of Trenton were 

required to travel to New 
Glasgow for church ser-
vices, but by the summer 
of 1883, Reverend Mc-
Curdy was holding ser-
vices under the shade of 

the trees. By autumn they 
moved to a loft at the steel 
works office, then at the 
school when the weather 
got colder. 

Within three years the 
Sons of Temperance had a 
spacious hall built on Main 
Street. This building be-
came the focal point of the 
community with religious, 
social and political groups 
using it on a regular basis 
day and night. It stood 
there well into the 60s until 
it was torn down to make 
way for a new fire station. 

The Presbyterians built 
their own church in 1890. 

 

It was a significant 
event when tram 

service came into service 
in 1904. By 1912, when 

Eastern Car Company was 
established, land north of 
Chisholm’s Corner began 
to be developed. Lots were 
sold on Caroline Street, 
Grandview Avenue and 
Duke Street, which was 
called the Narrows Road. 

In the largest, Logan’s 
sub-division, the streets 
were numbered because 
Trenton obviously was go-
ing to be a very big town.  

 

It was just one year 
after incorporation 

that Mayor J.B. Strickland 
decided it was time for a 
moving picture theatre. It 
could seat between 250 
and 300 patrons. The up-
stairs became a boarding 
house.  

It became a garage 
operated by Max Scott in 
1928, and was torn down 
in 1964 by its owner, the 
Irving Oil Company. N.W, 
Mason had a second 
theatre built in 1916. This 
one was called the Tren-
ton Academy of Music. It 
became the fire station in 
1938 when the fire station 
had to be torn down to 
make room for the new 
post office.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

J.C. Harival

Main Street showing Temperance Hall

J.B. Strickland’s store

First Presbyterian 
Church, 1890

Tram, 1904

Trenton Theatre 1912
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For almost every year 
of Trenton’s centen-

nial, a Cornish has been there 
to serve the community.

Today, it’s Rene Cornish 
and his wife Mandy who own 
and operate Cornish’s Rite 
Stop.  But it was his grand-
parents, John and Melania, 
who got it all started.

The year was 1916 and 
John had found work at the 
Nova Scotia Steel and Coal 
Company, which left Melania 
looking for something to 
call her own. Soon after, 
she found that calling – one 

Business grows with community
By Jeff Gill that’s spanned three genera-

tions.
“My grandmother was no 

slouch,” said Rene. “There was 
opportunity and she grabbed 
it. Trenton was growing and 
my grandparents believed they 
could meet a need.”

That’s when John and Mela-
nia opened Cornish’s Variety, a 
humble convenience store that 
off ered the necessities of the 
time. The couple operated the 
store until their son Bill took it 
over. Bill continued the family 
tradition until 1972 when the 
original Cornish’s Variety was 
destroyed by fi re.

Choosing not to rebuild and 

continue running the family 
business, Bill opted instead 
for retirement, which opened 
the door for another Cornish 
couple.

“My parents, Nick and 
Edna, took over the business 
at that time, rebuilt and used 
that opportunity to expand,” 
said Rene. “They basically 
created what you see today. 
Before Dad actually took over 
the store, I think many people 
back then will remember 
Dad selling his popsicles. He 
actually sold them all over the 
county until the store burnt. 
They were pretty popular.”

With his parents now 
operating the store, Rene 
was slowly introduced to the 
business world. When the 
opportunity arose in 2000, he 
and Mandy became the next 
Cornishes to assume owner-
ship of the family business.

They made a number of 
changes themselves, includ-
ing the expansion of their 
product line, creating one of 
the largest candy counters in 
the county and using locally 
grown organic meats in their 

sandwiches. Then there is 
the home baking, something 
many in the community look 
forward to. In fact, many 
travelling from Halifax and 
other areas outside of Pictou 
County also make it a point to 
call ahead and order Mandy’s 
popular biscuits and fudge. 
Even county residents work-
ing or visiting family out west 
make sure they’ve packed 
some of the home baking 
items off ered at Cornish’s.

Another noticeable 
change made by Rene and 
Mandy was to the name 
of the store. While it’s still 
known by many as Cornish’s 
Variety, approximately three 
years ago Rite Stop became 
their majority supplier – a 
move Rene said was defi nite-
ly for the best.

 “Mandy and I just con-
tinue to build the business 
up. The majority of our profi ts 
go right back into the store. 
That’s the way my parents did 
it and it’s the way we’re doing 
it. It’s how you keep your 
customers happy. You go that 
extra mile.”

 Mandy and Rene Cornish 

CORNISH’S RITE STOP
at the TRENTON CONNECTOR

YOUR ONE-STOP MOM & POP SINCE 1916
HUGE Candy Counter

Fireworks

Baked Goods

Sandwiches

Local Produce in Season

Ice

Bait

Lotto
We Also Have:

• ATM • Lunch Time Grab & Go • Hunting/Fishing 
License • Propane Exchange • In Store Specials

(902) 752-7500
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Congratulations Trenton on 100 years and
for continuing to build on your history!

For 20 years PRDA has worked to bring people, businesses and
community organizations together for greater prosperity.

www.pictouRDA.ca

Continued on page 7
Customer service is proba-

bly one of the only things that 

hasn’t changed in the busi-
ness since 1916. Through 
family stories and his own 
experiences, Rene says it’s 
fun to look back and recall 
a much diff erent time for 
convenience stores.

“When I was growing 
up, there was a store every 
three blocks,” he laughed. 
“The other diff erence 
was everyone walked, so 
that’s what made them 
convenient. But the 
thing I remember about 
having a store every 
three blocks 

is that everyone 
survived. No one 
was making a lot of 
money, but people 
were surviving and it 

was enough back then.  There 
were no electronic cash regis-
ters or calculators. Everything 
was fi gured out on paper.”

Of course, store owners 
and employees were dealing 
with much smaller numbers in 
those days. A pack of tobacco 
cost $0.38 and a loaf of bread 
$0.18.

“You certainly didn’t have 
the variety you do today,” 
said Rene. “You sold very little 
frozen food. In fact, the only 
thing I can really recall is ice 
cream, and it came in those 

large metal buckets.”
Though they have no im-

mediate plans to step back, 
Rene and Mandy both realize 
that day will come. While the 
business has been in the family 
for approximately 95 years, 
Rene isn’t sure how much 
longer that will last.

“The work has its rewards. 
Our customers are some of the 
most gracious and thoughtful 
people we know. When the 
time comes, it’s going to be 
them we miss the most,” said 
Rene.

hasn’t changed in the busi-
ness since 1916. Through 
family stories and his own 
experiences, Rene says it’s 
fun to look back and recall 
a much diff erent time for 
convenience stores.

up, there was a store every 
three blocks,” he laughed. 
“The other diff erence 
was everyone walked, so 
that’s what made them 
convenient. But the 
thing I remember about 
having a store every 
three blocks 

is that everyone 
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Grant Thornton LLP. A Canadian Member of Grant Thornton International Ltd

New Glasgow
Suite 270, Aberdeen Business Centre
610 East River Road
B2H 5E5
T (902) 752-8393
www.GrantThornton.ca
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Congratulations to the Town of Trenton on its 
centennial anniversary. Grant Thornton LLP 
is honoured to provide professional services to 
the Town as it continues to grow and rise to the 
challenges of the future.

For more information about our services or to 
contact a Grant Thornton adviser near you, please 
visit our web site at www.GrantThornton.ca.

In Nova Scotia. Across Canada.

One hundred years young, 
and proud of it.

Audit • Tax • Advisory

The Steeltown. It’s been 
a second name for Trenton 
for years, but what about 
Glasstown?

While it doesn’t have 
the same ring it was, for a 
few moments in time, true.

In the late 1800s, glass 
manufacturers saw Trenton 
as an opportune location to 
set up shop.

The Nova Scotia Glass 
Company was the fi rst to 
begin production in 1881. 
It continued to operate for 
11 years. In that span, the 

By Jeff Gill

Glass makers see town’s potential
Lamont Glass Company also 
established itself in Trenton. 
Opening in 1890, Lamont’s 
would outlast the Nova Scotia 
Glass Company by seven 
years, closing in 1899. Both 
were bought by the Dominion 
Glass Company as part of a 
large merger.

Perhaps the most recog-
nized name to manufacture 
glass in Trenton was Hum-
phreys’ Glass Company Ltd. It 
was formed after fi ve broth-
ers – John (Jock), Edward, 
Ephriam, Edgar and Ben 
wanted to start a business in 
their hometown in 1890.

Though the glass 
company is long gone, the 
Humphreys name isn’t. 
Lane Humphreys, grand-
son of John, actually lives 
close to where the original 
Humphreys’ Glass Company 
building stood.

“My grandfather actu-
ally travelled to Pittsburgh 
where he learned to blow 
glass,” said Lane. “He 
brought back that knowl-
edge and joined his brothers 
in business. The fi rst factory 
was located between Main 
and High Street, behind the 
current post offi  ce kiosks. 
It was pretty small and only 
lasted a couple of years be-
fore they tore it down.”

Using the same land, a 
much larger building was 
constructed and production 
resumed. In 1901, tragedy 
struck when the building 
was destroyed by fi re. 
While they had the option 
to rebuild for a second 
time, the decision was 
made to purchase property 
on Glass Street, where the 
other two glass companies 
were located. Another large 
building was constructed 
and opened for business in 
1903.

“This building featured 
a steel frame and steel sid-
ing,” said Lane. 

Continued on page 9

 Lane Humphreys with items that were manufac-
tured at Humphreys’ Glass Company Ltd.
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“They made sure it wasn’t 
going to burn this time. It 
was also a larger building. 
The furnace could actually 
hold 75 tons of melted glass. 
They would start the furnace 
in the fall and run until late 
spring when it was too hot 
and they had to shut down 
for the summer months.”

Humphreys’ Glass 
Company actually became 
the leading bottle manu-
facturer in Nova Scotia, 
with Minard’s Liniment 
Company becoming one of 
their biggest clients. Major 
liquor dealers and bever-
age companies would also 
become good 
clients. Their 
products, 
aside from 
a variety of 
bottle sizes, 
include 
lamp 
chimneys, 
lantern 
globes, ink 
wells and 
fl y traps.

Facing competition from 
the Dominion Glass Com-
pany, the Humphreys began 
looking for other options 
to once again give them 
the leading edge. In 1917, 
the company shut down 
its Trenton operations and 
relocated to Moncton, N.B., 
looking to capitalize on the 
natural gas boom and better 
access to rail and shipping 
facilities.

Completed in 1918, the 
one-storey building was 
home to approximately 30 
employees. Many of them 
worked in the Trenton plant 

and 
made the jump to 
Moncton to stay on with the 
company.

Unfortunately, by the 
fall of 1918, restrictions and 
rising natural gas prices 
began to take their toll. With 
competition increasing and 
having to cut back on their 
natural gas consumption, 
the brothers made the deci-
sion to close their facility in 
1920.

Items made by the 
Humphreys plant are hard 
to fi nd these days, accord-
ing to Lane. He has a small 
collection of items in his 

Trenton home and the 
Museum of Industry 
in Stellarton also has a 
display.

While there are no 
buildings left in Trenton 
reminding residents of a 
booming glass industry, 
Lane often gets a fl ash-
back about his family’s 
history once a year.

“Usually in the spring, 
when I go out and rake the 
yard, I’ll fi nd some of the 
left over glass pieces,” he 
said. “I’ve got quite a few of 
them now. All it takes is for 
the sun to hit the right spot 
and you can’t miss them 
sticking out of the ground. 
It’s a good reminder for 
me.”

 The staff  of Humphreys’ Glass Works about 1907.   

Facing competition from 
and 
made the jump to 

Trenton home and the 
Museum of Industry 
in Stellarton also has a 
display.

buildings left in Trenton 
reminding residents of a 
booming glass industry, 
Lane often gets a fl ash-
back about his family’s 
history once a year.

 Humphreys Glass Company, 1890.
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Trenton: Birthplace of steel 

►The Trenton plant as it stands 
today, is a direct descendent of 
the Hope Iron Works founded 
in 1872 by two blacksmiths, Gra-
ham Fraser and Forrest MacKay 
who made iron forgings for use 
in wooden ships.
►The market for iron forgings 
was expanding rapidly  and in 
1878 a new plant was built at 
Trenton under the name of the 
Nova Scotia Forge Company.  
To satisfy the growing need 
for steel the Nova Scotia Steel 
Company was established in 
1882.
►During 1883, the first steel 
to be made in Canada was 
produced at the Trenton plant 
by the siemens process in an 
open-hearth furnace.  
►The new steel furnaces 
at Trenton were fed with 
scrap metal, and with pig iron 
imported from Scotland. Scrap 
was then in short supply and by 
1888, arrangements had been 
made to build a blast furnace at 
Ferrona, Pictou County, which 
would be supplied with iron ore 
mined in the area.
► The new blast furnace, oper-
ated by the New Glasgow Iron, 
Coal and Railway Company,  
ran into operating difficulties 
brought about by the high 
manganese content in the local 
iron ore.  That same year, 1895, 
the company merged with 
Nova Scotia Steel and Forge 
Company to form the Nova 
Scotia Steel Company.
►  Coal mined in Pictou County 
was unsatisfactory for making 
coke so the company began to 
make coal purchases from the 
Sydney area.
► As an economy measure 
the smelting operations were 
moved and set up at Sydney 
Mines. In 1900, these facilities 
were merged with the coal 
and iron ore interests to form 

the Nova Scotia Steel and Coal 
Company.
►The blast furnace at Ferrona 
was subsequently closed down 
and the last steel poured in 
1904. But although basic steel 
making left Trenton area at 
that time, two rolling mills were 
added to the steel plant in 1910 
and the next year, equipment 
was installed to manufacture 
and machine heavy forgings.
►In 1912, the Nova Scotia Steel 
& Coal Company formed East-
ern Car Company and set up 
a factory adjacent to the steel 
operations to make railway 
cars.  At the time it was built the 
new plant was reputed to be 
the largest in Canada under one 
roof.  That same year, Dominion 
Wheel Foundry established a 
cast iron railway wheel business 
on the site, operation of which 
continued until 1961. In 1913, 
a bolt and rivet factory was 
added and parts of both these 
works and the rolling mills were 
still in evidence as late as 1943.
►Early in World War I,  Trenton 
branched out into shipbuilding.  
Six steam cargo ships and one 
sailing vessel were built totaling 
10,395 tons. The first of these 
ships was “War Wasp.”  
►Toward the end of the war,  
Dominion Steel Corporation 

merged with the Nova Scotia 
Steel and Coal Company to  form 
the British Empire Steel Corpora-
tion. In 1928, the assets of this 
company were in turn acquired 
by Dominion Steel and Coal Cor-
poration, Limited, among them 
being the factories at Trenton.
►During World War II, part of 
the Eastern Car Company plant 
was taken over by the federal 
government for the production 
of gun mounts and, just as in the 
First World War, shells were also 
manufactured. At its inception in 
1941 this business was known as 
Trenton Industries Limited.
► Hawker Siddeley Canada Inc. 
came into the picture in 1957 
when its predecessor company, 
A. V. Roe Canada Ltd., acquired 
a controlling interest in Domin-
ion Steel and Coal Corporation, 
Limited, including the Trenton 
plants.
► Following the sale of Dosco’s 
Sydney steel mill at the end of 
1967, Hawker Siddeley Canada 
shareholdings in Dosco were 
purchased by Sidbec, a Quebec 
Crown corporation. Hawker 
Industries Limited was then 
formed to acquire from Dosco 
certain interests and operating 
units, one of which was Trenton 
Works. Hawker Industries 
Limited and Hawker Siddeley 

Canada amalgamated under the 
latter name in 1979.
► In 1987, Hawker Siddeley 
Canada decided to sell off  Tren-
tonWorks.
► On April 1, 1988, Lavalin 
Industries, part of the Lavalin 
Group, purchased the Trenton 
plant and renamed the opera-
tion Trenton Works Lavalin Inc.  
► With the demise of the 
Lavalin Group in December 
1991, Trenton Works became an 
orphan and operated indepen-
dently from January 1991 to 
February 1995 under the name 
Trenton Works Inc. 
► On March 9, 1995, Trenton 
Works was purchased by a joint 
partnership of Canadian and 
American businessmen with the 
latter, Greenbrier Company of 
Lake Oswego, Oregon acquiring 
the majority interest. The plant 
was renamed TrentonWorks 
Limited and became part of the 
Greenbrier Companies.
► TrentonWorks Forge was 
sold to Forged Products Inc., 
Houston, Texas, in 2004 and re-
named Nova Forge Corporation. 
The forge continues to operate 
on TrentonWorks property and 
houses the largest open-die 
forging press in Canada, with 
a capacity of 7,000 tons (6,364 
tonnes.
► Greenbrier announced on 
April 3, 2007 that they would 
be closing the plant at Trenton. 
The last railcar was produced 
in May 2007. In early 2008 the 
plant went into receivership 
and then bankruptcy.
► On March 5, 2010 it was an-
nounced that DSME (Daewoo 
Shipbuilding & Marine Engi-
neering Ltd.) of South Korea 
had signed a letter of intent to 
purchase the facility. Takeover 
of the former TrentonWorks 
facility was finalized July 13, 
2010.

In 1883, history was made in Trenton when the first steel in the Dominion of Canada was made at the town’s 
steel plant. Over the years, the “plant”  has changed hands several times.... 


