
Stop at the corner of Muskoka Road S. & Royal Street. 
Look west down Hotchkiss Street: 

 

All of these houses on Hotchkiss from Muskoka 
Road to John Street burned. So did St. James An-
glican Church but not the tower that stands to the 
left.  

Cross Royal Street and continue south on Musko-
ka Road to stand in front of the present-day TD 
Bank. (210 Muskoka Road South) 

This was the site of Cooper’s Royal Hotel: Em-
manuel Cooper’s 3-storey hotel included the usual 
guest rooms, dining rooms and drive shed.  It also 
featured a black bear to be wrestled by anyone 
who was drunk enough to do so. 

 

 

WHAT THE PEOPLE DID AS THEY RAN… People 

fled screaming headlong to the south carrying their 

children and their most precious belongings trying to 

outrun the inferno. Many veered west and headed for 

open ground to stop and gulp breaths of smoke-filled 

air and pile their few belongings. People were in night-

clothes, their faces blackened by smoke. 

Look across the street at 325 Muskoka Road 
South (second building south of the intersection). 

This was King’s Butcher shop with the first ani-
mals of the hunt hanging ready, and just beside it, 
H.H. Marter’s harness shop and undertaker busi-
ness. 

 

Proceeding south we can only imagine the cries 
of the people: Where will it end? Look across the 
street to the NW corner of Muskoka Road at  

Phillip Street, 395 Muskoka Road South. 

 

Clipsham’s Carriage Works:  Clipsham’s was the 
only carriage maker north of Orillia for many 
years. Established in 1877 there was a blacksmith 
shop, a carriage shop, paint shop and showroom. 
They employed 10 skilled men who produced 
carriages, wagons, millwork, and were black-
smiths as well. Look just behind the carriage 
shop to see J.E. Clipsham’s home which survived 
the fire and continues to this day.at 180 Phillip 
St. West . 

THE FIRE BURNS ITSELF OUT JUST SOUTH OF CLIP-
SHAM’S, BUT NOT BEFORE IT HAS DESTROYED 45 

HOMES AND 50 BUSINESSES – THE ENTIRE CORE OF 
GRAVENHURST – IN A FEW SHORT HOURS. 

The local Gravenhurst Banner newspaper stated. “The 
fire swept like a hurricane down Muskoka Road, car-
rying everything before it. In about 3 hours from the 
commencement of the fire, not a business or hotel 
was left standing.”  
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THE UBIQUITOUS PRESENCE 

OF FIRE; THE UBIQUITOUS 

PRESENCE OF WOOD 

It is hard to imagine a world dominated by fire 

and wood. Every conceivable task seemed to 

involve or require live fire –candles or lanterns 

lit the school room on dark winter days; they lit 

your way to bed at night. Simply making tea 

required fire. Baking 7 or 8 loaves of bread a 

week in every home, boiling meat and vegeta-

bles for meals, getting hot water for the weekly 

bath and to wash the clothes --  everywhere a 

person turned, wood was burning to get tasks 

done. It is therefore not surprising that fire 

plagued every city, town and village throughout 

history.  

Follow along as we retrace the path of the Great 

Fire of Gravenhurst at midnight, 22 September 

1887 as it smoldered, then ignited, and then 

raced through the core of our town. 

We begin our journey at the corner of Harvie Street 
and Muskoka Road North, one block north of the 
Albion Hotel 198 Muskoka Road North. Go back in 
time to 22 September 1887 when every building on 
Muskoka Road was made of wood.  

 

You are standing at the site of the Harvie family 

 home. This entrepreneurial family owned all  

the stagecoaches making the 22 km run from  

Washago to Gravenhurst since the early 

1860’s. Their home, along with 45 others, was  

completely destroyed by the Great Fire  

 

Look across the road (165 Muskoka Road 

North) and envision Mowry’s Foundry. The  

building itself is quite large, and the yard  

around it accommodates wagons and horses.   

Mowry’s made tools and implements for logging 
and farming and at times had employed as many 
as 40 men. The hub of any foundry was of 
course the forge, a live fire where coals burned 
blue all day and implements were made with 
sparks flying everywhere. Although these men 
were very careful, on the night of the Great Fire 
a spark or two had escaped the forge and had 
been glowing in a bin. It will soon catch, and the 
breeze from the north which grows into a wind 
will soon transform a foundry fire into a rapidly 
spreading inferno.  

Moving south, to your right, we stop beside the Albi-
on Hotel.  

You are standing beside the ‘new’ Albion Hotel, re-
built in 1888 after the Great Fire. The original Albion 

Hotel constructed of wood was a large building 

with 30 rooms for travelers, a dining room and a 
beverage room. Its balcony provided a vantage 
point for all events in town. Every traveller car-
ried a candle to their room at night. 

Across the street from the Albion, was another 
hotel (Post Office, 101-1 Muskoka Road North) 
–the Steamboat & Stage Hotel owned by 
Dougald Brown, which by 1887 had become the 
Fraser House owned by David Lafranier.   It too 
was wooden, had about 30 rooms, and behind 
was a commodious barn to hold conveyances 
belonging to guests. An ostler was on duty to care 
for the horses. 

Cross Bay/Brock Street and head south. Stop in for of  

the first business on the corner. (100 Muskoka Road  

South) 

 

    In 1887. it is estimated that the population of  

    Gravenhurst was about 2100 people, hence the  

     many businesses and services in the core of the 

     town. 

 

Beside us, on the east side of the street (100 Muko 

ka Road South), was W.A. McKim’s General  

Store, one of 12 such stores in Gravenhurst at that  

time. McKim specialized in millinery and dress  

goods but carried a complete line of other goods. 

 Just to the rear of McKim’s, was J.P. Cockburn’s  

Store which also housed the Post Office & the Tel 

graph Office. This is the original site of A.P 

 Cockburn’s Montreal Store.  

 

Now look across Muskoka Road to the SW corner (101 
Muskoka Road South) 

In early days, the Railroad Hotel occupied the SW  

corner site. Built in 1865-6 by Edward Cannell, it  

burned to the ground one year after the Great Fire  

when the owner’s four-year old son found some  

matches to play with. 

 

Continue south on the east side of Muskoka Road. 


