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A Guide to Victor ia  Hall 
Cobourg’s Tow n Hall 

W rit ten short ly after  the com plet ion of renovat ion in 1 9 8 3  

I NTRODUCTI ON  
Victoria Hall is one of the m ost  historic buildings 
in Canada. 
 
I t  was conceived in the m inds of som e of 
Cobourg’s prom inent  cit izens during the late 
1840s and 1850s when enthusiasm  ran high that  
Cobourg m ight  even becom e the capital of Upper 
Canada and hence a building in keeping with 
such am bit ion should be built  to house the 
potent ial governm ent  and it s services. 
 
The first  plans were drawn up in 1852 for a 
building to cost  £5,000 but  enthusiasm  soon 
out ran this proposal. Winner of a contest  for 
such plans, the renowned Kivas Tully was 
engaged as architect  and the cont ract  was let  t o 
Messrs William  and David Burnet  t o build the Hall 
for  £16,000, the final figure being £22,000 which 
was not  paid off t ill 1938 ( in 1850 dollars, this 
was about  $110,000) .  
 
The architectural style is Palladian, nam ed for 
Andrea Palladio whose style involved a return to 
the Greco-Rom an tem ple front  with a port ico or 
roofed porch supported by colum ns. The 
ent rance to Victoria Hall is of this type with the 
speaker’s plat form  supported by four Corinthian 
pillars. To the rear of these are six pilasters. The 
m aterial was Cleveland freestone facing on three 
sides with white brick on the fourth, the lake or 
south side. The form  of the building is E-shaped 
with the east  wing basically housing the Town 
Offices;  the cent ral core, com prising the 
Court room , based on the Old Bailey Court room  
of London and the Concert  Hall two stories above 
it , and the west  wing Provincial Family Court  
offices and Art  Gallery. There were twenty-six 
offices in the original lay-out  and ninety-six 
windows on the east , west  and front . 
 
Outside if you have looked up from  the st reet  
you will have not iced the towering crown-
topped-cupola with it s four clock faces 
surm ounted by a gilded weather vane and the  

four cardinal com pass points. The top of the 
weather vane is 120 feet  above King St reet .  The 
roof is of slate. I n the 1880©s the roof line was 
raised several inches and a shingle roof was 
added. This was m oved with the renovat ion and 
the roof- line is now the original. Above the two 
ent rance doors are the em blem s of England, 
I reland and Scot land, the rose, the sham rock 
and thist le. On the ceiling of the ent rance port ico 
is the original crest  of t he Town. 
 
The original cornerstone to the left  of the m ain 
ent rance and below ground level was to have 
been laid by Sir Allan Napier MacNab on 
Decem ber 18th, 1856 but  was postponed unt il 
the 30th. 
 
I t  was re- laid on Friday, June 24th, 1977. Four 
years were consum ed in the const ruct ion of the 
building. On Septem ber 7th, 1860 H.R.H. the 
Prince of Wales officially opened the Hall, nam ed 
in honour of his m other,  Queen Victoria, and a 
Ball in celebrat ion was held in the Grand Concert  
Hall. Such was the beginning of Victoria Hall. 
 
As the years went  by a m inimum  of m oney was 
spent  on the m aintenance of the building unt il,  in 
1970-71 an engineer©s survey declared the 
building unsafe, especially because of the dry rot  
in the support ing beam s in the Concert  Hall and 
wet  rot  where beam s entered the foundat ion 
walls. Thereupon, a group of civic-m inded and 
history-conscious cit izens form ed the Society for 
the Restorat ion of Victoria Hall with Donald F. 
Philp as president . I n 1976 Lieut . Col. Cedric P. 
Haynes succeeded him  and has been filling this 
office very capably since that  t im e. The year 
1983 saw the culm inat ion of the renovat ion 
which has been done in three phases, first  the  
rem oval of all dam aged and unsafe m aterial, 
second the restorat ion of m ain and third floors, 
and finally the restorat ion of the Grand Concert  
Hall and the second floor. 
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The Foyer 
The foyer is now restored to it s original size. I n 
the late 1800’s part it ions were put  in to provide 
offices for  the police departm ent , the tax 
collector and later,  for use of the Cham ber of 
Com m erce. These have been rem oved and you 
see the foyer as originally designed although a 
sprinkler system  has been installed for fire 
protect ion. On the east  wall is a fire alarm  panel 
which shows various areas of the building which 
will sound an interm it tent  alarm  and light  up 
showing the part icular area of fire.  There is also 
a device to signal for evacuat ion of the building.  
 
This foyer has witnessed over the years m any 
town events such as nom inat ions for t own 
offices, bazaars held by ladies of the various 
churches, presentat ions to deserving cit izens and 
other sm all civic funct ions. I t  has been nam ed in 
honour of the late Mrs. Lenah Field Fisher who 
served as Deputy Reeve for 15 years and was a 
devoted and enthusiast ic supporter of the 
restorat ion, leaving the bulk of her estate to this 
cause. 
 
Court room  
This room  is m odeled on that  of the Old Bailey in 
London’s crim inal courts. The first  thing you 
not ice is the Royal Coat  of Arm s as painted by a 
Germ an art ist  nam ed Moser, which seem s alm ost  
three-dim ensional.  
 
I n front  of this is the dais for the Judge;  below is 
the court  clerk;  at  the foot  of the stairs is the 
prisoner ’s box facing the judge. The jury used to 
sit  on the left  but  there are no jury t r ials now. 
Provincial Court  is held here on Mondays and 
Thursdays.  
 
Two port raits of fam ous Cobourg jurists by Sir 
Wyly Grier  are hung here. To the r ight , Judge 
T.M. Benson;  to the left , Chief Just ice J. D. 
Arm our. The room  has seen som e m em orable 
t r ials -  to nam e one of t hem  -  that  of Sir Arthur 
Currie’s act ion for libel against  the Port  Hope 
Guide in that  he needlessly sacrificed m en on the 
eve of the Arm ist ice of World War I .  He was 
vindicated and granted dam ages.  
 
This room  has been restored under the aegis of 
the At torney General’s departm ent  as the Fam ily 
Court  and has it s offices off the west  hall from  
the foyer.  Robing cham bers and secretarial 
offices of the Provincial j udges are in room s 
behind the Coat  of Arm s where the prisoner ’s 
cells used to be.  

The present  cells for holding prisoners in custody 
are in the basem ent  beneath the Fam ily Court .  
 
The original ceiling of this court  room  was 
plaster. I t  deteriorated and was replaced by a 
wooden one in 1879. Under restorat ion 
requirem ents, this was rem oved and the present  
drop ceiling was put  in, covering ductwork etc. 
 
The Mayor’s Office. 
The Mayor’s office at  one t im e was at  the end of 
the hall to the east  side but  he now occupies this 
room . I t  is furnished to som e degree with period 
furniture. The ant ique chairs, the chest  of 
drawers and the telephone table cam e from  Mrs. 
Fisher’s estate;  the wardrobe was a gift  of Miss 
Lenore Kennedy;  the large bookcase was 
donated by the 33rd Medium  Regim ent  R.C.A. 
Note the dropped ceiling does not  interfere with 
the lovely curve of the windows, note too the 
wooden shut ters with their shiny brass fit t ings. 
The Barlet t  prints on the east  wall are the gift  of 
Mrs. J. Pewt ress, som e of her collect ion of about  
150 which she donated to the Town. This room  
will likely be nam ed the William  Weller room  
after  Cobourg’s first  Mayor in 1850. 
 
Tow n Council Cham bers 
This room  has been set  up as the m eet ing place 
of the Town Council by a generous grant  from  
the McLaughlin foundat ion. Before this the 
Council m et  in a room  below this at  the King 
St reet  end where it  was very noisy.  
 
Before the restorat ion this room  had seen 
various uses:   
 

• As an arm oury for  No. 1 and No. 2 
Com panies of the 40th Northum berland 
Bat talion 

• The Cobourg Branch of the Red Cross used 
it  for assem bling parcels during the two 
World Wars;  

• The Cobourg Dram a Club used it  as a lit t le 
theat re with a stage on the north and opera 
seats from  the old King George theat re on 
the south end.  

• The m ost  recent  use was as a Lodge room  
for the ladies of the Order of the Eastern 
Star. 

 
There are m ore Bart let t  prints on the walls of the 
Council room . Above the Mayor’s dais is 
Cobourg’s new Coat  of Arm s painted by Louis 
Stover a nat ive of Cobourg. Mrs. Fisher was  
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inst rum ental in adopt ing the Coat  of Arm s. 
The form er fire hall, 100 years old in 1983, 
can be seen to the south. At  the north end of 
the Council room  there is a sm all lunch area 
and from  this is the ent rance to two 
com m it tee room s, one containing port raits of 
form er m ayors of the Town. 
 
The Grand Concert  Hall  
(80ft . long, 45ft . wide, 35ft . high)  
This m agnificent  room  is the core of Victoria 
Hall. I t  had a wooden floor (not  on springs as 
at  one t im e claim ed)  supported by pine beam s 
bolted together, each about  6 inches wide and 
about  20 inches deep spanning the width of 
the hall. Now the floor is reinforced concrete 
with an overlay of hardwood.  
 
The beaut iful painted ceiling was originally 
done by Mr. Moser as were the walls and the 
curved freize. The redecorat ing of this hall has 
been done by Mr. Rom an Svoboda, and follows 
very closely the original design, as a 
considerable port ion of the original painted 
ceiling was intact  above the 1880 wooden 
ceiling. The tubular cribwork support ing the 
lights can be disassem bled and stored away. I t  
is raised/ lowered by m otors above the ceiling. 
 
The plaster ceiling began to deteriorate after 
about  20 years and was replaced by a wooden 
ceiling about  5 feet  lower in 1880. The stage 
was enlarged, the m ain floor was changed to a 
sloping theat re type floor and a double 
balcony was added. This curtailed the use of 
the hall to chiefly theat re and m usical use. 
Under the restorat ion program m e the hall had 
to be changed back to it s all-purpose use, with 
the floor again level.  
 
This room  has seen a great  variety of 
funct ions:  
 

• I t  began with the Ball for the Prince of 
Wales in 1860. 

• The loyal Societ ies, St . Andrew’s, St . 
George’s, St . Pat r ick’s,  have had m any a 
concert  and entertainm ent  here. 

• Prof. Koerber,  Marie Dressler’s father,  
conducted concerts and tableaux here;  

• it  has seen "Uncle Tom ’s Cabin" twelve 
t im es;   

 

 

 
Victoria Hall as it  is today 

 

 
Close up show ing Ontar io, Canada and 

Cobourg flags f lying at  Victoria  Hall 
 

 

 

 

Cobourg Flag 
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• "Ten Nights in a Barroom " was dram at ized 

in this hall;   
• various churches held soirees here to swell 

their funds;   
• it  was used as a t raining and dem onst rat ion 

area for the devotees of the new craze of 
velocipedest r ianism ;  

• the Cobourg Hort icultural Society held it s 
Sum m er and Fall exhibit ions here;  

• the m idget , General Tom  Thum b, and his 
com pany perform ed on stage in the hall;  

• old Victoria College held it s convocat ions 
and conversaziones in this hall;  

• the Marks Brothers vaudeville t roupe and 
the Guy Brothers Minst rels also put  on 
shows here;  

• num erous have been the polit ical rallies to 
rouse party enthusiasm ;  

• The Dum bells Concert  Party, the Cobourg 
Dram a Club, the Cobourg Opera and Dram a 
Guild have all played to enthusiast ic 
audiences in this hall;  

• the West  Northum berland Agricultural 
Society held their Fall shows here.  

 
Som e of these funct ions, of course, only took 
place when the floor was level. Now that  the 
floor is again level it  is expected that  the all 
purpose funct ion of the hall will bring about  a 
return of such a variety of perform ances. The 
room  now has a m ovable stage, stacking 
theat re- type seats, a concert  grand piano 
provided by the Victoria Hall Volunteers, and also 
an upright  piano.  
 
To the rear of the hall is a storage room  for 
propert ies. Above it  are the dressing room s, 
sewing room , ballet  pract ice room  and wardrobe 
room , showers etc.  
 
Whereas the Hall was or iginally heated by box 
stoves it  is now heated by gas and has also an 
air condit ioning system . Before the advent  of 
elect r icit y it  was lighted by gas. 
 
The Cit izens’ Forum  and Archives Room  
This area was form erly used by the Count ies’ 
Council. I t  is expected that  the Archives room  
will have displays of item s of an historical nature 
pertaining to Cobourg and the County of 
Northum berland. The Forum  m ay be used for  
m eet ing of sm all groups, recept ions and ret ir ing 
room  during interm issions of perform ances in the 
Concert  Hall.  

Behind the sm all kit chen area is an office for the 
director of the Art  Gallery and a room  for storage 
of the perm anent  collect ion. 
 
Art  Gallery of Northum ber land 
This is the hom e of the Art  Gallery of 
Northum berland which has been accorded the 
honour of being a Nat ional Exhibit ion Cent re by 
the Nat ional Museum  of Canada. Originally it  was 
used by the Sons of Tem perance who had m any 
a m eet ing and lecture here and also in the 
Concert  Hall. I n February 1873 the Sons vacated 
and Masonic Lodge leased this area unt il 1971 
when an engineer ’s study forced them  to vacate 
this area. Now it  is the m ain Gallery.  
 
At  the front  and to the r ight  is a sm all gallery 
nam ed after Paul Kane, the fam ous Canadian 
Art ist  who was m arried to the daughter of F. S. 
Clench a prom inent  cabinet -m aker of Cobourg 
who lived in a building on King St reet  West  
opposite the West  Collegiate. 
 
The Honourable  Jam es Cockburn Room  
This room  is nam ed in honour of Cobourg’s 
Father of Confederat ion, Jam es Cockburn. Born 
in Scot land in 1819 he cam e to Canada with his 
parents when he was fourteen. He at tended 
Upper Canada College, t hen studied Law, and at  
the age of twenty-seven was called to the Bar 
following which he began to pract ise law in 
Cobourg. He becam e a prom inent  lawyer in the 
Town where he had his offices in Victoria Hall.  
 
Six years before Confederat ion he had been 
elected to the Legislature of Ontario and at  age 
fort y- five was appointed Solicitor-General. He 
at tended the pre-confederat ion conferences and, 
when the Dom inion of Canada was form ed he 
was elected the m em ber for  the r iding of 
Northum berland West  in the first  Dom inion 
Parliam ent . When the first  session of the new 
Dom inion’s Parliam ent  convened on 7 Novem ber 
1867 he was proposed as Speaker by Sir John A. 
Macdonald supported by Sir George E. Cart ier 
and was unanim ously elected Speaker which 
office he held for seven years. His health 
deteriorated and, at  the age of sixty- four while 
engaged in supervising the consolidat ion of the 
Dom inion’s laws he died in 1883.  
 
The room  is fit ted up as it  m ight  have looked in 
the 1860s and 1870s when he had his legal 
office in Victoria Hall.  

 


