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FiGURE S1. Ontario Game and Fish permit #168, 23 April 1936, authorizing W.H. Robinson to collect clam shells by hand
from the Grand River. Provided to Michael King by Jack Robinson, son of W.H. Robinson.




2 THE CANADIAN FIELD-NATURALIST Vol. 138

A Short History of Clam Digging on the Grand River
by W_H Robinson

The continuation of my education was the result of two unrelated events. I applied for a
scholarship at the Ontario Agricultural college at the same time another student applied.
The award was to go to the one with the higher marks and T was in this position. But the
final say on the matter was in the hands of a Mr. Skinner, the Agnicultural Agent for
Haldimand County. He decided. for what reason I never found out, that the other student
would get the award. My dad was not a little put out about this and somehow scraped
together the fee required to pay the first year's tuition and board. This was the princely
sum of $225.00. So I got registered at the college in the year 1934. One of the Flowers
bovs named Sturdee James and two other boys from Caledomia High School. Cecil
Johnson and Bert Howden, also started at the college that same vear. Sturdee and I
finished the four years but Cece dropped out after the second year as I remember.

The only way I could have continued at college was through a unique occupation
which as far as I am aware was never carried on i any other place in Canada although 1t
was common on the Mississippr Raver and some of its tnbutanes. This was the collection
of clam shells from the Grand river, These shells were used in the production of pearl
buttons for use on all sorts of clothes. An American by the name of Jesse Bowman started
the operation, but he was required to have a license to gather this Canadian resource so he
approached my dad to obtain it since an American could not hold such a license.

1 The Clam Shell Pile (original picture)

FI1GURE S2. Memoir of the Robinson Grand River clam fishery by W.H. Robinson. Provided to Michael King by Jack
Robinson, son of W.H. Robinson.
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Eventually the operation became a Robinson one and was carried on by the family with
the exception of George and Gar who were working at their jobs. The year that Gar left
Canada for the U.S.A. he spent the summer digging clams’. He and lus fanuly lived along
the river in a house trailer for the summer.

The clams which grew well in the river were literally dug out of the gravel bottom by
hand and tossed into a flat bottom boat which was attached to the digger by a rope and
floated behind or at his side. When the boat was loaded it was taken to the clam camp
where a metal bottom, tank sitting on a fireplace, was filled with the clams and the clams
were boiled until they opened and the clam meat as we called 1t was separated cleanly
from the shell. The shells were then piled for later shipment to button factories in the
state of Iowa. Sometimes they went to Muscatine and some times to Davenport. Once we
sold them to a button factory in Montreal.

The tonnage varied according to the weather and the water height but ranged from
thirty to sixty tons in a summer. It was a summer operation and only possible when the
weather and the water warmed up. This was from about the nuddle of June to the nmuddle
of October. Those working at the job camped along the niver and lived outdoors during
the working season.

2 The Grand River (recent picture)

' Note added by Jack. I believe this was 1947

FIGURE S2. Continued.
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The price varied from thirty five dollars per ton to one hundred dollars per ton. I took a
coloured movie of the operation and 1t 1s still available, 1996. One summer Lloyd
Newth's father asked if his son could work for us for the summer’. Lloyd became a
bonafide “clam digger.” I think he learned that working with the hands was not the way
to wealth and later he acquired his accountancy degree. Our relationship has continued
and he now has a cottage in Turkey pomt along side Amnold.

I still remember the names of some of the clams, such names as muckets, pocketbooks,
pigtoes, threeridges, squawfoots, sheepnose. Perfect pearls ere occasionall found in the
clams. Vera has a ring with a fresh water pearl taken from the Grand river at Caledonia
and I have a quart of imperfect pearls known as slugs still m my possession from the last
year that Oscar and Amold and Huck and I dug clams.

Frank or Huck as he was universally known had become a very good sofiball
pitcher and played for a long tume 1n the leagues around Hamulton and Mount Hope and
later on 1n Guelph, as did Bill and Ron, hus boys. He was also the best clam digger due to
his long arms and strong muscles. During the off times he became almost a legend as a
fisherman in the Grand River. I remember eating sturgeon caught by him in the river. It
was seventy-two pounds in weight and nearly six feet long. It fed the fanuly for a few
days and was excellent tasting. Every Spring when pickerel came in season we dined on
fish quite often I see pickerel fillets now sell for nine to ten dollars per pound. They have
come up a long way in the price scale.

The money we eamed in clam digging was a real boon in those times of depression.
It was responsible for me being able to go on to post high school education. About this
time also my father was awarded an army pension for the disabilities he suffered from
being wounded and gassed in the first world war. This was a welcome boost to our
standard of living.

The house we lived in was mortgaged to a man by the name of Bertrum and in
1936 he decided to call for his money. As I recall the Mortgage was for $1100.00 and the
interest was at 3%.The house was worth about the mortgage money so we made the bold
step to move to Guelph. We had a family powwow and decided that the cost of the room
and board I was to pay at the college would finance the rent of a house in that city so we
moved hoping that jobs would be available for those old enough to work. George, Gar
and Frank (Huck) obtained work soon after moving. So we found that our hopes were
realized but looking back at it the move it must have seemed to many to have been a leap
1n the dark. It turned out that it was a start in the direction of a much more prosperous
situation for the family as time went on. To have remained in Caledonia would have
linated the outlook of mne children who were willing and able to work to get ahead. To
have stayed in Caledonia with its lack of opportunities would surely have stifled any

* Lloyd may be able to give a first hand account. Phone him at: 519-750-1332

FIGURE S2. Continued.



2024 HAYES MORRIS AND MORRIS: HISTORICAL ONTARIO MUSSEL HARVESTS

budding ambitions.

We moved to Crimea street (picture) in Guelph. George and Gar went to work at
the Gilson Manufacturing Co. and Huck obtained work at the Guelph Stove Co. a plant
run by the T. Eaton Co. The first winter we spent in Guelph at 23 Crimea Street was one
of few luxuries for it took a few months to locate work. For two years there was little
money to use for carfare to the College on the hill so I became a good fast walker. One
vear the year book made mention of Blacksmuth Bill striding rapidly over the hall.

Dad became ill in the winter of 1936-37 and was taken to the veteran's hospital in
London. He died there in the early spring of complications brought on by his war injuries
(shrapnel) wounds and gas damage to his lungs. Oscar and I cammed on the clam digging
for a few years until he got a job in Toronto. When the second world war broke out and
I was called for military service. I registered as a conscientious objector. This resulted in
my "voluntarily” donating more than half of my pay to the Red Cross. Having just bought
the house at 53 Abigail Avenue and having one child I had to find some source of income
to pay the bills. Once agam the clam digging came to the rescue and I obtained a hicense.
I spent every Saturday. holiday. and some Sundays as did Huck and Amold and Gar?,
working in the river. The money we earned was split among us. It prevented the loss of
our newly purchased house and bought our first dining room set which cost the sum of
one hundred and fifty dollars. It 1s still serving 1ts purpose in Dorothy's home.

Excerpt from Memories by W.H Robinson

W.H. (Bill) Robinson and his Clam Boat

FIGURE S2. Continued.
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Fi1GURE S3. Correspondence between Grand River shell fisherman W.H. Robinson and Henry Umlandt, president of the
Automatic Button Company of Muscatine lowa, 16 May 1944. Provided to Michael King by Jack Robinson, son of W.H.
Robinson.
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Ficure S4. Correspondence between Grand River shell fisherman W.H. Robinson and Carl Jungbluth, president of the
American Pearl Button Company of Washington Iowa, 26 May 1944. Provided to Michael King by Jack Robinson, son of
'W.H. Robinson.
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F1GURE S4. Continued.
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F1GuURE S5. Correspondence between Eileene Stewart and William G. Stewart, 23 January 1992, containing text of an article
purportedly written by G. Frank Neeley and published in the London Free Press in April 1945. A search of the London Free
Press archives through Library and Archives Canada failed to turn up the published article during the specified period (3
March—7 May 1945). Letter available in the archives of the St. Thomas Field Naturalists held at the Elgin County Archives
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William G. Stewart
& Yarwood Street.
St.Thomas, Ontarie.

Jamuary 23, 1962

Re: FRelference Article by Mr. @, Frank Neeley (1945) in the
Bibliography of " Freshwater Mollusce of Elgin County.
Ontario. “: Archives of The 5t _Thomas Fisld Maturalist Club:
Entry MNo. 204

Enclosed is a photocopy of the article by Mr. Hesley
entitled = Important Button Industry " which appeared in the
London Fres Press. BApril. 1945. The article came to us through
the Talbot Button Club of 5t.Thomas. and due to its being passed
arcund between the membera, unfortunately. the exact date became
illegible dus to wear,

In an atte=mpt to obtain the sxact date of the article., on
Feb. 5, 1963, a letter was written to Mr. HNeeley of which a
copy of the reply iz enclosed. Unfortunately. during the interim
period. Mr. NHeeley had passed away but Mre. Neeley. in her reply.
stated that the probable year of the article was 1343,

In an added effort to determine the axact date of the
article, we contacted the London Free Press, bubt weres told that
their Archives only dated back to about 1955, ten years later
than wa were interasted in and that no previoua records wers
avalliabils,

(accession number 2010-09).
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I‘Hﬂﬂﬂﬂ!‘ BUTTON [EQHQIEI
The London Free Press, 1945,
Londen:Qnt.

Thousands of industrious clamg, as busy as their
ancestors in the days before Columbuas, are working frantically in
the Thames River, down below the Muncey Reserve, to end the critical
shortage of buttons in America.

The fact came to light,reports an article in the Echo,
when G, Frank Heely, 36 Duke S5t.,appealed to city councillors, to
put & halt to pellution of the Thames by sewage. Reaearchers for a
button company in Quttenburg,lowa, were set to the task of finding
out why the best Thames River clams,with a stainless record,are
turning cut inferior shells. Even the goed old Black Sand clams
whose shells have always had a pearly white inside have been
troubled with a purplish patchy discoleration. So have the Muckets
the big round Pocket Book clams and the Pig Tees and the Nigger
Heads. These have been the mainstay of the button industry and none
in the whole of North America could hold a candle to a Thames River
elam when things were going right. The button men were not surprised
at some of the others for inferior workmanship has always marked
the shells of the Squaw Foot clams. The Three Rldge clams could
streteh six Inches long and better but the color inside has been
far from satisfactory. The Warty Backs are just naturally purplish
and hence inferior.

But the good old clams on which people have relied
for buttons for all their vital fastenings are getting the
worst of it,the research men say. First the researchers reported
to Mr. Neely that his clam shipments were deficlent because of
pollution which they expected came from a paper mill perhaps 50
miles up stream. Since the Thames has no paper mills in either
Perth or Oxford they took another loock at the situation. They still
blamed paper but sald it comes to the Thames from London's disposal
works. That is what Council will be asked to remedy.
. It came as a surprise to some city officals that one
of the best clam beds in North America is in the Thames near
Muncey Reserve, perhaps 25 winding miles west from the foot of
Dundas St. But all along the Thames good ¢lams are conatantly and
dilligently making more clams. Soms of the best of the clams can
be counted upon to produce 10,000 more clams a yesr, =ays Mr, Neely

FIGURE S5. Continued.
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which of course is barring strikes,lockouts,and events beyond the
cotrol of the clam in gquestion

Nr, Neely can claim a place in the London race for strangest

oecupations. For years he has held a government permit to harvest

clams from the Thames from Putnam to Chatham. For this he pays

a royalty of 25.00 a ton.He usually ships about a hundred tons

a year,40 bushels of clam shells to the ton, for 4000 bushels.”
The Strange thing about the business is that Canada buys

most of her supplies from China and Japan. The U.5. has tariflf

bars against the same scures,and buys her raw clam shell material

from Canads and makes her owm buttons. Mr. Neely locks forward to
the end of a wartime ban on pearl buttons as a luxury item in
Canada and expects to market some of his output in Kitchener where
an important button company operates.

Mr. Neely sald " We will get busy agaln in May as soon
as the water is warm encugh to work in. I hire Indians on a piece
work basis. We work from small scows in hip boots. There is an
in exhaustible supply of clams in that bed,buried down as deep as
15 feet in the clay of the river bed. We dig them with farm forks
like potatoes. I have taken out as many as 13 elams in one ferk
full,”

" "The Indians dump them into scows and bring them ashore.
There we set up a big pan, filled with boiling waterand we boil
them,six bushels at a time.Next they go into a cold bath. We sort
out the meat. I don't care for clam meat mysell but I had one
button company official at Kitchener who used to ask me to bring
him six gallons every season.He said they were the best in the
world.”

Down around Boston the tourist routes are plastered with
signs offering clams as a table delicacy at 504 a bushel, But Mr.
Neely does not intend to develop that end of his industry. He
howaver has orders this year for quantities of clam meat to be

fed to mink in nearby fur farms.The mink thinks clam is good eating.

ol sort out the shelleg in different types," Mr. Neely

explained. "We bag them up and take them away in trucks for shipment

to the button companies.™
Mr.Neely produced a small but waluable collection of a

strange by-product of his business--fresh water pearls. One nearly

as big as a fair-sized pea has one flat side but its beautiful

FIGURE S5. Continued.
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irridescent lustre is stiking.

"I shewed it to one of London's best known diamond and pgen
Jewellers,” he sald,"He said at first it was too fine to be natural,
He gave it close examination,polished it and sald he had never seen
a finer pearl from any source in his long experience. I watch cars-
fully for pearls and slugs when sorting out the clam meatin the cold
bath and find an average of one and a half cunesto tha ton. Tha slugs
are irregular shapes, some of them an inch leng or better. These are
in demand in Qale,Morway and Stockholm,5Sweden and I understand are
used o decorate ceremonial trappinge made thers far tha Zasrad
elephants of the rajahs of India.

"The pearls are found in the mouth of the clam, and the slugs
in the back of the shell. Slugs are worth 825 an ounce. Many of them
are good ornaments for rine jewelry. I have been inveatigating the
posaibllities of installing machinery and cutting buttona here. Thers
is alse a good market for ornaments made from the shalla. The pearl
can be dyed in many beautiful colors and some of the most attractive
buttons sold over North America are cut from clam shells from the
Thames arcund Londen,

"Ressarchers say a clam will travel a mile in about a hundred
and ten days. People apeak of a clam's tongue hanging from the shell,
It isn't his tongue. It's his foot. He puts it out and pushas himmelf
aleng. Often L have followed the track he leaves in the mud, and at
the end of the trail picked up the clam. His sense of direction ian't
very good, because he often wears hintelr:ﬁiltin; in eireles. You
could leok at the bed of the river and never suspect his presence,
but thousands of thesm are buried in the mud from a few inches down
to 15 feot deep. When the water goes down suddenly I have seen them
pop up to the surface in seach of a now location. One day after the
dam was opened at springbank 1 went along the shore and picked up
300 bushels of ¢clams in two days.®

This business was started in 1935. Indians are employed
at 45¢ a bushel and they dig as many ae 25 bushels a day.

Promt
Efleene Stewart,
& Yarwood Street,
3t.Thomas, Ontario.
NSF 273

ﬁ;t

FIGURE S5. Continued.
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F1GURE S6. Correspondence between A.Z. Neely and Eileene Stewart, 10 February 1965, discussing Neely’s recollections
of her husband’s (G. Frank Neely) shelling operation on the Thames River. Letter available in the archives of the St. Thomas
Field Naturalists held at the Elgin County Archives (accession number 2010-09).



