
Pump House Steam Museum at Kingston  

A Tercentennial Project Shrouded in Mystery 

By Henk Wevers 

 

From 1969 to the end of 1972, the Frontenac Society of Model Engineers restored an abandoned 

water works building with most of its Victorian steam pumping machines in place, and magically 

transformed it into a museum that attracted worldwide attention from its conception. The 

location was on prime former industrial lands, minutes west of City Hall in Kingston, Ontario. 

 

Engineering professionals of all ages and members of the trades collaborated thousands of hours 

to restore the historic beauty of the machinery and the Romanesque sandstone and brick building 

designed by the well-known architect Joseph Powers in 1889. The volunteers made their 

contributions with the permission of City of Kingston, legal owner of the former Kingston Water 

Works since 1886. 

 

The unbelievable enthusiasm of the FSME members was in part due to the aim of making the 

restoration a 1973 Tercentennial Project to be gifted to the City on behalf of her citizens. The 

volunteer Curator, Jack Telgmann, a tireless worker among an equally tireless executive and 

membership, reported on a “sneak” preview and unofficial opening of the museum in 1972. 

During the latter part of the summer and fall the museum was attended by 1400 families and at 

the Open House on December 31, 1972, and January 1, of that long weekend, 2600 people came 

through the museum.
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Early 1973 the preparations for a whole season and the planning for the official opening and 

hand-over of the restored building and machinery as a museum to the City of Kingston, were in 

full swing.  

 

On March 22, Cam W. Jones, President of the FSME discussed a fee schedule with Parks and 

Recreation Property Committee. He proposed: $1.00 entrance fee for an adult, $0.50 for a child 

and a family ticket at $2.20. Parks and Recreation decided to set this at $0.75, $0.35 and $1.50 

respectively.  

 

In a note dated March 1973, Jack Telgmann submitted his estimates for the coming year based 

on the attendance of the “sneak preview” of 1972. He submits: “1873 students already booked, 

while Travelway, the local bus company, is talking about 5000 students. So far, sixteen school 

buses from Toronto with 1600 students confirmed, two bussed from Ottawa, one from Cochrane 

and one from Rochester, NY. Not yet completed: bookings from Frontenac County.” He adds: 

“A museum is a cultural part of the community that is maintained by visitors from outside the 

community,” as to emphasize the fact that the museum is well known already beyond its 

immediate borders and has the capacity to attract visitors from afar. 
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With all the optimism and anticipation of a great Tercentennial year, Cam W. Jones writes a 

letter to Alderman Grant Timmins, Chair of the Parks, Recreation and Property Committee, 

stating, “The official opening of the Pump House Steam Museum is scheduled to take place on 

June 4, 1973. Details of the function should be planned now and invitations printed and sent to 

those Municipal, Provincial and Federal dignitaries that we might decide to invite. The Society 

would be pleased to meet with you and assist in working out the details. Signed, Yours very truly 

(sic), C.W. Jones, President, Frontenac Society of Model Engineers.” The letter shows a formal 

letterhead “The PUMP HOUSE Steam Museum” and at the bottom, “Restoration of the 1849 

Pump House is a civic Tercentenary Project – A Tribute to Kingston’s Place in the Age of 

Steam.” 
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The reference to 1849 is based on the incorporation of the private water works in Kingston, the 

second one in the Province of Ontario; Montreal and Toronto were slightly ahead in the building 

of municipal waterworks and Hamilton was the third in Ontario. The limestone buildings of that 

early pumping station were partly incorporated into the new 1889 facilities of the Kingston 

Water Works. 

 

However, the great celebration on June the 4
th

 comes and goes. Nothing happens until June 18
th

 , 

two weeks after the intended hand-over of the museum to the City, when Alderman Timmins 

writes a memo to Mayor Speal. He refers to a letter by Mr. Cam Jones written in March which he 

received on June 15
th

, 1973. He writes, “It appears that this letter had dropped behind a filing 

cabinet at city hall (sic) and was only discovered last Friday. Mr. Jones was inquiring as to the 

possibility of having an official opening of the Steam Museum this year, invitations, costs, 

speaker, etc. I spoke to Mr. Jones today and he is still very much interested in having the official 

opening. Maybe you could talk to Doug Fluhrer about it as I feel such a venture should be the 

municipality’s responsibility. I will deliver Mr. Jones’s (sic) letter to you on Wednesday at the 

Finance Committee meeting.”  

 

Doug Fluhrer is the Director of Parks and Recreation and overseeing the restoration on behalf of 

the City. 

 

The proposed official opening on June 4, a date which is then long passed, is not mentioned in 

the correspondence between Alderman Timmins and the Mayor; instead an official opening “this 

year” is suggested… 
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The copy of the letter from Jones dated March 26, 1973, has some hand written notes on it: 

“Mayor Speal, from G. Timmins, June 20, 1973” and at the bottom a note in different 

handwriting, “Spoke to Doug F. He will make arrangements in fall.” Doug F refers to Doug 

Fluhrer, the Director of Parks and Recreation.  
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There is no evidence that Jones made inquiries when his letter from March 26 remained 

unanswered well past his chosen date for the ceremony, namely June 4th. It is clear that the City 

wishes to control the planning for the event and since more time is needed it is set for the fall. 

 

In the meantime, at the end of July, 1973, B. C. Cousens, City Treasurer and Deputy 

Comptroller, writes to Telgmann expressing concern about the large difference between the 

museum’s door receipts, budgeted at $12,800, compared to the real admission fees in the period 

from January to the end of July, detailed in the letter as: “$1221 at the end of June and $3021 at 

the end of July, totaling $4,242nd to the end of July.” 
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There are more problems on the horizon.  

 

On September 4, 1973, D. G. Currie, P.Eng., Registered Engineer, writes to Mayor Speal. In the 

letter he refers to a previous document dated August 28, 1973, about violations of the 

Environmental Protection Act 1971. The museum’s boiler has no certificate of approval and 

emits No. 5 density smoke in violation of Section 8, Regulation 15, R.R.D., 1970 under EPA. 

Immediately following this correspondence, Fluhrer assures G. A. Thom, P. Eng., at the Ministry 

of the Environment that “the boiler will remain shut down”.  Apparently complaints from the 

neighboring apartments has alerted the authorities to the activities at the former Kingston Water 

Works and resulted in closing down the boiler for an undetermined period. 
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This is followed up by a strongly worded letter from Fluhrer to Telgmann dated September 6; 

Fluhrer writes to Telgmann that there is a need “for strict rules”. Apparently, Telgmann had 

contacted officials about the boiler problems by-passing City staff. While this would have been 

typical for Telgmann, who knew many of the key professionals in the ministries, it must have 

acted as a red flag on City staff. 

 

With the Comptroller of the City complaining about not meeting the budget for 1973 and the 

officials investigating emissions from the oil-burning boiler, it is no wonder that the planning of 

the official opening ceremony was seemingly lost in time. 

 

Founding directors of the FSME, who were contacted for this paper, did not recollect any official 

museum hand-over ceremony during 1973. It must be assumed that had there been a grand public 

tercentennial event with the elected officials from the local, provincial and federal governments 

present, as proposed by the Jones letter in June, the officers of the board of directors of the 

FSME would have remembered the event? This is not the case; the former founding president 

and secretary who are in their early retirement years, do not recall any grand ceremony at which 

the museum was presented to the City of Kingston as a Tercentennial Project. 
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The only evidence that there was an official hand-over of the restored water works, now the 

Pump House Steam Museum, to the City is contained in a letter from the Kingston District 
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Chamber of Commerce, dated November 15, 1973, to the Mayor.
8
 It refers to members of the 

Chamber having been present at the official opening of the Pump House Steam Museum. It is 

written in support of the museum after a newspaper article mentioned the reluctance on part of 

the City to accept the museum’s year-end financial statement and its liabilities. The Chamber 

president, E. J. Hartnett puts in a good word for the museum based on feedback from tourists and 

they point out that “this type of attraction does not gain popularity immediately but rather on a 

long term basis.” The letter continues,” We understand that the museum qualifies for certain 

government grants for improvements and therefore, we would hope that the city would look 

upon this museum as a considerable asset and nurture and preserve it for all time.” 

 

The reference to the September official opening of the museum is as close as research has come 

to solve the mystery of the proposed June ceremony and its delay to September, a month of 

considerable problems between the City and the museum volunteers. The September issues of 

the Whig Standard do not mention an official opening, the only article published about the 

museum is titled “Pump House visitors, ‘Steamed up’ about steam.” It mentions that the museum 

“ …closed the season with a rush of visitors as impressive as say (sic) rush of steam through the 

boilers, pipes and valves.” The article referred to “a busload of visitors from Washington, D.C., 

New York, New Jersey, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire and other U.S. cities with a 

sprinkling of Canadian cities, bore down on Curator Jack Telgmann and his staff by 

appointment. They were as enthusiastic as a family of hungry bears in a blueberry patch…” 

 

From this article it is clear that whatever issues the City had with the museum, Telgmann was as 

enthusiastic as ever. In fact with a changeover from oil to natural gas, and a brand new boiler 

certificate, the museum was humming with live steam and visitors the next season in 1974. Over 

the following years it developed into a very popular museum and tourist destination with visitors 

peaking at between 15,000- 20,000 in 1984. 
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Could it be that the official opening Jones anticipated was scheduled in September of 1973 with 

only some dignitaries and senior members of the FSME present? In the archive there is a 

prepared speech by the President of the FSME that might shine a little more light on the phantom 

ceremony. It is shown here in its entirety. 

 

“Some Notes on the Pump House Steam Museum” 

 

I am very proud indeed to have the privilege of representing the Frontenac Society of 

Model Engineers on this momentous occasion and to witness the fine condition of the old pumps 

and the building and to see the many fine pieces that have been collected over the  past 3 years. 

  

I became involved in the project because if my interest in industrial archeology and 

model construction. I have always felt that we overemphasize the warlike stores (sic) created by 
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our ancestors at the expense of the industrial equipment which played such a great role in 

developing our country. The thought of developing a steam museum and preserving these unique 

pieces of equipment was, therefore, more exciting. 

 

 In order to fully appreciate what has been done in the last three years, it would really 

have been necessary for the assembled gathering to have seen the condition of the building and 

equipment at that time. A moulding, musty heap of junk, mainly old theater props with pieces of 

rusty equipment poking through here and there and the tops of the flywheels and their peeling 

paint rising above it all. It was pretty discouraging. There was talk of running the Killy (sic)-

Cross Compound with an electric drive and scrapping the Inglis Cross Valve motion unit. I 

couldn’t bear the thought of such an approach. It just had to be a live steam museum, and the 

Inglis unit, which is the last survivor of its kind, held priority for restoration to my mind. 

 

 It was most gratifying to find that my fellow society members fell in with my thinking and 

pitched in to the job with determination. In all, they have contributed 2,160 man hours in 

accomplishing that which is before you. Evenings, Saturday’s, Sundays, much of the work being 

done under cold damp conditions. They deserve a lot of credit for their perseverance. In spite of 

this spirited approach by the membership, I was still very worried that we would not have the 

dob completed by 1973. It was very discouraging up to the time when the Local Initiatives 

Programme was announced. This project seemed to me to be a natural.  It would help turn a 

sadly neglected, fine, old brick structure into an architectural show piece, and it would preserve 

the finest examples of our industrial heritage to be found anywhere in Canada. Fortunately, our 

application was approved, and the 17,640 man hours of labour that it provided was our saving 

grace. 

 

 Apart from the L.I.P. grant, many other organizations and individuals saw merit in our 

project and contributed in cash and kind. The Ontario Heritage Foundation contributed 

$4,500.00 towards building repairs, such as pointing the brickwork, a new door and roof 

coating. 

 

 The Canadian Museum Association has recognized the value of our work and has 

arranged for a $3,000.00 grant. 

 

 The National Museums of Canada have sponsored students of museology to the extent of 

$4,500.00 in wages. 

 

The City of Kingston Parks, Recreation and Property Department has made grants in the 

amount of $9,500.00. 

 

The many gifts of steam artifacts, building materials and supplies represent a further 

$109,000.00. The largest single item in this category is the boiler presented to the city by 

Canadian Liquifuels. The sum total of all this amounts to $182,117.00 

 

I might add here that a very close working relationship has been established with the 

National Museum Corporation and the National Science Museum in Ottawa, who have loaned us 

model steam engines which you see on display. These organizations are very interested in seeing 



this museum developed as an official Federal Exhibition Centre, and we are hopeful that the 

Museum Corporation will see fit to approve our application for a grant to enlarge the facility to 

provide more exhibition space as well as storage and working area.  

 

Finally Mr. Mayor, before turning the product of our efforts over to you as a 

Tercentenary Gift of the Frontenac Society of Model Engineers, I want to commend to you our 

Curator, Mr. Jack Telgmann, without whose unbounded enthusiasm and energy this project 

would not have been possible. He has worked and lived Pump House Steam Museum since the 

idea was conceived, and has been the inspiration of our society. 

 

Mr. Mayor, I take great pleasure in presenting you with this, the deed of gift of our 

Tercentenary project.  

           

C.W.Jones, President, Frontenac Society of Model Engineers. 

 

There must have been more representatives from the City beside the Mayor who is mentioned in 

this speech. The letter from the District Chamber of Commerce refers to the ceremony stating, 

“We were privileged to have been in attendance …”
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 It is almost certain that Doug Fluhrer, 

Director of Parks and Recreation, was present; he worked closely with the museum volunteers 

and was very much supportive of their work.
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Of course Jack Telgmann was there and while there were many problems in that first year of 

1973, one would expect several members of the FSME present. Yet nobody who has been 

contacted, including some of the very first directors of the society, has any recollection of a 

formal festive official opening. Since the speech by Jones is not dated, we don’t know if it was 

written shortly before the proposed date of June 4, or that is was written for the official opening 

that occurred much later in September 1973.  

 

For now the extent of the official opening remains shrouded in time… 
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