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CROSSWORD ANSWERS

Karen Knox remembers that the adventure-filled bike 
rides from her family’s cottage on Big Straggle Lake to 
Agnew’s General Store on Allen Lake in Harcourt Park 
began in the mid-1960s, around the time that her brother, 
Kent, was nine, and she was seven. 

“Back then our parents didn’t know where we were 
most of the time, and we were always safe,” she told the 
Echo. “Not just my parents, everyone’s parents – there 
were no telephones.” 

That smaller store was open simultaneously for a time 
with the Agnew family’s flagship shop in Wilberforce, 
where Knox’s parents bought big, juicy T-bone steaks 
when visiting their cottage from their home in Scarbor-
ough. But the treat that Knox remembers is the penny 
candy – the blackballs and pixie sticks, black licorice 
cigars and Lik-m-aid candy powder, all washed down 
with Orange Crush and Tahiti Treat - worth the bicycle 
ride she actively participated in to get to it. 

“We’d buy candy and ride home,” she wrote on the 
Agnew’s General Facebook page. “Kent peddling and 
steering and me sitting on the back carrier. I’d jump off to 
push when necessary.”  

While Knox’s nostalgic memories reflect her own 
childhood, the presence of Agnew’s General Store in 
Highlands East has long held a place in the hearts of both 
residents and cottagers – this year, the historic landmark 
celebrates 100 years since Fred G. Agnew took on the 
store in 1921.

Fred had come to Canada from England solo, as a 
16-year-old.

“It wasn’t unheard of at the time, it was what you did, 
I guess,” Cathy Agnew, Fred’s granddaughter, said to 
the Echo in retelling his story.

He ended up in the Lindsay area, doing a number of 
jobs that included logging in the lumber camps and on 
the river drive, leading him to working for the railroad. 
His position as station agent in Gooderham gave him 
the opportunity to meet the woman - Mary Ellen (Mae) 
Dixon - who would become his wife in 1913, and then 
acquire a job as a travelling train agent on the Bancroft to 
Howland Junction route.

“He got to know the towns along the way, on the 
stops, and that’s how he ended up knowing Mr. Reyn-
olds, here in Wilberforce,” said Cathy.

The history as to how Fred ended up working with 
S.W. Reynolds at his store after the railroad job, is part of 
the Agnew family lore, passed along by Fred’s children 
to their children.

“We kind of feel that he left the railroad because he 
had an accident one night on the side car, which he 
wasn’t supposed to use after dark, and took it out on 
the railroad tracks,” said Cathy. “He was transporting a 
child who needed medical attention. Anyway, there was 
an accident and he lost his sight in one eye. He started 
working for Mr. Reynolds, and that’s how he ended up, 
eventually, the owner of Agnew’s General Store.”

The history page on the Agnew’s website said the 
store, originally a boarding house, exchanged hands with 
“no more than a verbal agreement and a handshake.”

“Reynolds decided to eventually retire, and the story 
goes that he said to Fred, ‘there’s not enough money here 
for the two of us, why don’t you take over the business?’ 
and then Reynolds left town on the train, and Fred took 
over running the business for Reynolds, and eventually 
ended up buying the business from him,” said Cathy. 
“We also heard that Fred didn’t tell his wife until Reyn-
olds was already gone, that they were now running the 
store.”

By all accounts, Cathy said, Fred was an affable type.
“He was very easy-going, he took to people,” she said. 

“Mae probably had more of a business head on her than 
Fred.” 

Numerous people have told the Agnews over the years 
about the generosity of Fred as a shopkeeper, ensuring 
that nobody went without proper clothing or adequate 
food supply. 

“Back in those days, everybody ran lines of credit, eve-
rybody had credit,” said Cathy. “But Mae would get to 
the point where she would cut people off of credit - she 
was the authority figure in the store, I think. And we’ve 
been told that Fred would then sometimes slip out and 
catch up with the person and slip them a bit of money, 
eh?, to get them through.”

The store, a general store then as it is today, sold eve-
rything from dried goods and cooking pots, everything 
that you might need in a house. In March of 1938, it 
burned in a fire, and the rebuilding of the store just down 
the street with a warehouse and house attached to it - the 

post office would come later - cost about $300, “so we’ve 
been told,” said Cathy. During construction between 
March and November that year, the store temporarily 
operated in the Orange Hall. 

“But for years, they didn’t have any furniture in the 
house,” said Cathy. “There was nothing. Uncle Ross, 
who died a few years ago, he remembers when they built 
the house, them not having any furniture in it. They had 
four hard chairs, dining room chairs, and a table. It was 
years down the road before they could afford to furnish 
it.”

The store was built with a 16-foot counter at the 
back, running across the store, which customers would 
approach with a list for the shopkeeper to fill. The coun-
ter was fitted with large drawers where flour, sugar, bak-
ing soda, raisins, dates and the like were stored. 

“Ross got tired of walking out of the house, behind this 
counter, all the way to the end of it to get to the other 
part of the store, so one day he got the idea to cut it in 
half and make a walkway halfway down,” said Cathy. 
“We still have part of that counter in the store here, that 
we use to this day. That’s kind of a treat. We’re happy to 
have this piece that we still have right now.” 

Cathy said that in those days, she was told everything 
came in on the train, which came through three days a 
week.

“The roads weren’t open in the wintertime and were 
very poor quality in the summer,” she said. “Everything 
had to come up in sleighs in the wintertime and carts in 
the summertime.”

Popular tubs of ice cream would come from Silver-
woods Dairy in Lindsay on those trains.

“It would come packed in dry ice, up on the train, 
and then they would put it in the freezers,” said Cathy. 
“There was no hydro here then, so you would have to 
chip at the blocks of ice that came out of the lake in the 
wintertime, and store it in the ice shed packed in saw-
dust. That was part of Ross and Murray’s job, to go out 
and chip the ice off these big blocks, and bring it in and 
pack it in around the tubs of ice cream to keep it frozen. 
They said it was an awful job doing that, but at the end 
of the day, the treat was that you could have some ice 
cream.” 

Fred Agnew died in 1945, at the age of 59, when his 
youngest son, Gary, was only 10 years old. After that, 
Murray Agnew received a discharge out of Trenton to 
help his mother run the store. Mae Agnew died a few 
years later, in 1951, at the age of 55. 

Murray continued running the family business, with 
Gary finishing his schooling and joining to help at the 
age of 16.

“I know that he [Murray] was offered several different 
jobs over the years, but felt that this was his place,” said 
Cathy, his daughter. He was the postmaster, as well, a 
job now managed by his eldest daughter, Mary Barker. 

On Sept. 1, 1952, Murray married Eileen Taylor.
“The wedding had to be on Labour Day because that 

was one of the few days the store was closed,” notes a 
history of the store’s succession. 

Murray carried on the legacy of his dad, bringing the 
community together and looking out for residents both 
inside and outside the store, occasionally going to bat for 
people who needed advocacy on political issues. Gary, 
who worked as the butcher at Agnew’s, ended up join-
ing council himself.   

“Dad was such an outgoing and gregarious person. he 
loved to talk, and knew everybody,” said Cathy.

Janette Packard, who lives on Wilbermere Lake, wrote 
on the store’s anniversary post on social media that she 
remembers the post office in three different places, and a 
conveyor belt coming up from the basement.

“If you couldn’t find it on the shelf, someone would go 

upstairs or downstairs and 99 per cent of the time come 
back with what you needed in hand, or something that 
would do,” she wrote. “There was a big book at the cash 
with all the accounts or tabs that people mostly paid on 
payday, but no one went without. Definitely a true gen-
eral store and heart of the community. If they didn’t have 
what you needed, no one did.”   

Ross Agnew, Fred and Mae’s eldest son, ran a Gooder-
ham store [now the Lucky Dollar] in the early 70s, before 
selling it and moving back to Wilberforce.

The park shop on Allen Lake in Harcourt Park that 
Knox rode her bike to for penny candy was open for 
about four or five years, Mary remembers, and was run 
by Mary and Cathy’s mom, Eileen Agnew, and their aunt 
Bev, Gary’s wife.

“It was promoted to the women as their chance to ‘cot-
tage,’ while running a store six days a week and caring 
for six kids in very cramped living quarters attached 
to the more expansive store footage,” said Mary. “The 
store closed on Thursdays. Wednesday night we came 
back to town. By Thursday night we were headed back 
to the park with a station wagon crammed full of gro-
cery boxes and us kids packed in around them. If we 
hurried to unpack and got all the merchandise priced 
and on the shelves we got to stay up and watch ‘Spine 
Tingler,’ on a snowy TV and go to bed scared out of our 
minds. It was probably the birth of two more kids that 
made the women put their foot down and say they had 
had enough ‘vacationing’ in Harcourt Park.” 

Growing up, Cathy said, it was unique to be connected 
to the store.

“You always had a job, there were always things to 
do after school,” she said. And then, laughing: “I have 
to admit, as a teenager, I did not work here because you 
had to work weekends. No, thank you. During summer 
break, I would find a different job.”   

In 2018, the store changed hands, from the Agnew 
family to Frank Meurer, who shares the initials F. G. with 
Fred Agnew. He had started coming to the area a few 
years prior to that for an interest in rockhounding. On 
one of his first visits to the store at that time, he said he 
walked around, “amazed at everything they had here … 
this is a real general store.”

“When it was for sale - and three years left before the 

Mae (Mary Ellen) and Fred Agnew. /Submitted

The original store, owned by F.G. Agnew since 1921. It 
burned down in 1938 and was replaced with the building 
still standing today./Submitted 
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100 years of Agnew’s General Store having what you need
SUE TIFFIN
Staff Reporter



14   THE HALIBURTON COUNTY ECHO   •   Tuesday, February 23, 2021

BUILDERS & CONTRACTORS

• Cottage lifting
• Perimeter Walls

• Basements
• Concrete Slabs

G. Rowden Building
Specializing in 

(705) 457-2168

WE HAVE 
INSURANCE 
TO LIFT YOUR BUILDING

CHIMNEY SERVICES

BUILDING SUPPLIES

*Insulated Concrete
Forms (ICF)

(insulation, vapour barrier 
and studs in one form)

Everything you need 
for an ICF Build

(Block, rebar, foam, bracing, 
zip ties and more...)

Guided installs and 
experienced local 
builder referrals

Bill Wood
Cell: 647.236.WOOD (9663)

Office: 705.489.2258
Toll Free: 1.866.383.9663

Web: everythingicf.ca
Email: info@everythingicf.ca

1039 Heron Landing Rd., Algonquin Highlands

Here’s My 
Card

FLOORING SERVICES

D & K Epoxy Solutions
Epoxy coverings, the future of durability, style 
and quality we stand behind...

• Professional Grade Products For Residential And Commercial 
• Floor Grinding, Polishing, And Repairs. 
• Decorative Coatings 
• Metallic Epoxy Floors 
• Chips And Quartz Floor Systems 
• Indoor And Outdoor 
• Cover Plywood, Concrete, Decks And More... 

Derek Rowden
705-754 0466

dandkepoxy@hotmail.com | www.dandkepoxy.com

WSIB Coverage | Fully Insured

kegelheatingandcooling@hotmail.com

HEATING & COOLING

A Satisfi ed Customer
 is the Best Business
Strategy of All!

Celebrating Over 40 Years
in the Haliburton Community

Info@sharpelectric.ca   705.457.2640         sharpelectric.ca

Pole Lines
Hydro Poles

Electric Heat
Service Upgrades & Repairs

Back-up Generator Systems

COTTAGE • HOME
COMMERCIAL • INDUSTRIAL
Electrical Contracting & Services

Celebrating Over 40 Years

Pole Lines
Hydro Poles

Electric Heat

ESA Licence 
7002795

ELECTRICAL SERVICES

Building Your Dream 
Home or Cottage?

We specialize in residential electrical 
systems uniquely customized to fit 

YOUR needs.

CALL TODAY FOR A FREE ESTIMATE!
KEVIN BUCKLEY 705-286-1134

ECRA licence # 7000397

20 YEARS 
IN BUSINESS 

5 STAR GOOGLE 
CUSTOMER RATING

RESIDENTIAL

DEPENDABLE

LED

Building Your Dream
Home or Cottage?

We specialize in residential electrical systems 
uniquely customized to fi t YOUR needs.

CALL TODAY FOR A FREE ESTIMATE!
KEVIN BUCKLEY 705-286-1134

ECRA licence # 7000397buckleyelectric.com

COTTAGE SERVICES
Norm Barry

Cottage Check
& Maintenance

Property Maintenance • Security Checks
Weekly/Bi-weekly Cottage Surveillance

Cottage Opening/Closing • Dock Installation/Removal

Norm Barry 705-754-1078 • Cell 705-457-0153
info @normbarry.com • www.normbarry.com

“Relax ... Let me do the work”

• Snow Removal of Docks/Walkways

EMMERSON
LUMBER

When in 
doubt roll it

63 Maple Ave., Haliburton     Phone: 705-457-1550     Fax: 705-457-1520     www.emmersonlumber.com 

You’ll find a complete line of floating 
docks & dock accessories  

at Emmerson Lumber

· Dock Leg Kits
· Styrofoam Billets
· Ramps & Plastic Drums
· Rubber Bumpers

· Bumper Corners
· Decking Rings & Ladders
· Anchor Chains & Harps
· Concrete Anchors

®

Out!
newEMMERSON LUMBER

63 Maple Ave., Haliburton 
Phone: 705-457-1550 • Fax: 705-457-1520

Out of Town Customers Call: 1-888-339-3325
email: information@emmersonlumber.com • www.emmersonlumber.com

Custom 
home & cottage 

design

15492 Hwy #35, Carnarvon 
Phone: 705-489-2212                 Toll Free:1-844-308-4212

 www.cottagecountrybuildingsupplies.com

&

EMMERSON
LUMBER

When in 
doubt roll it

63 Maple Ave., Haliburton     Phone: 705-457-1550     Fax: 705-457-1520     www.emmersonlumber.com 

You’ll find a complete line of floating 
docks & dock accessories  

at Emmerson Lumber

· Dock Leg Kits
· Styrofoam Billets
· Ramps & Plastic Drums
· Rubber Bumpers

· Bumper Corners
· Decking Rings & Ladders
· Anchor Chains & Harps
· Concrete Anchors

®

Out!
newCottage Country Building Supplies

100 years - and I loved the store myself as 
a customer, I went OK, is this possible to 
do?” said Meurer. “I lucked out.” 

Despite the sale, sisters Mary, Cathy 
and Wynne are still very much involved 
at the store. 

“When I purchased it, I made sure 
that the agreement came with it that the 
Agnews’ family had to stay,” he laughed. 
“This is Agnew’s store and I need your 
touch, your feel …Everybody’s been very 
supportive, the community has accepted 
me and likes me - just because I haven’t 
changed things.” 

“When I say hi to the Agnew girls, 
they still remember me,” said Knox, who 
ended up buying the family cottage in 
1994. 

“It’s interesting to watch the commu-
nity grow and change,” said Cathy. 

Despite the years going by in the com-
munity - Cathy notes the setbacks of the 
current pandemic, and also the loss of the 
lumber industry - she said she is hoping 
it will continue to grow; she has noticed 
more and more young people have been 
moving to the area.

As times have changed, so has the store 
– from what is sold, to the method in 
which goods are sold, and even how peo-
ple shop, doing so with more independ-
ence now although visiting with other 
shoppers and a genial closeness to store 
employees still very much occurs. Meurer 
said it’s common for people to share sto-
ries, and to hear “I remember when …”

“They’ll be chatting and I love hear-
ing the laughter,” said Meurer. “I can just 
hear the laughter at the front end, from 
the customers interacting with the peo-
ple who work here. That’s another thing 
I love about this place, everybody who 
works here is really a part of the store, 

they’re not just an employee of the store. 
One of the people here told me she loves 
working here, and to me, that means eve-
rything.” 

A website to allow for online sales is 
being developed, and clever merchan-
dise posts on the store’s Facebook page 
virtually draw in customers old and new. 
A future look-back on the store’s history 
will see that despite the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Agnew’s thrived at being the gen-
eral store the community needed when 
so much else had shut down, working to 
provide the essential service of mail dis-
tribution but also providing a town cor-
nerstone to keep face-to-face greetings 

- even behind masks - going in the rural 
area. 

“We need to service this community 
and that’s definitely something we strive 
to do in the best way possible,” said 
Meurer. 

“It’s very heartwarming,” said Cathy, 
of the customers who care about the 
store and share their memories of it with 
the staff. “People are genuinely happy 
that it’s still operating and there are peo-
ple who make a point of coming in and 
spending their dollar here, because they 
want it to stay here. That’s really, really 
heartwarming.”

“Agnew’s General Store has been at the 
heart of downtown Wilberforce for 100 
years and hopefully it won’t miss a beat 
over the next 100,” said Mary. 

Centenary celebrations will be held 
throughout the year, spreading events out 
so the community can help mark the mile-
stone occasion year round. 

For more information about Agnew’s 
General Store, visit agnews.ca or stay up-
to-date with anniversary celebrations via 
https://www.facebook.com/agnews.
wilberforce. 
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Customers happy beloved general store is still standing


