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Point Alexander 
and 

McMartin’s Point Post Offices
Ferdinand Bélanger

This article first appeared in French in 
the Bulletin d’histoire postale et de 
marcophilie, no. 121, pp. 18-21, 2013. 
Translated by Robert C. Smith.

In the mid-1820s the Outaouais be-
came the driving wheel of the forest in-
dustry in North America. This region over-
flowed with red and white pine, and there 
was a strong demand for squared timber 
destined for England. After 1850 interest 
arose in construction lumber for shipment 
to Montreal and the United States. In this 
era, from a geographical point of view the 
lumbermen considered that the north and 
south sides of the Ottawa Valley constitut-
ed a single economic territory, since the 
payment to the federal government for 
cutting rights allowed them to cut wood 
on any unsurveyed land in the valley1. It 
was probably for this reason that two post 
offices, opened in forestry establishments 
along the Ottawa River, were transferred 
from one province to the other. We shall 
try to form a clearer picture of this.

The Point Alexander Office
The Point Alexander post office saw 

the light of day at the beginning of the first 
phase of the forestry industry, between 
1855 and 18742. Given that in those years 
it was necessary to look toward Timiskam-

ing to get squared lumber due to exhaus-
tion of the forest resources, it is very prob-
able that this forestry establishment had 
opted for the production of construction 
lumber. 

The postmastership card for this office 
in the Post Office archives shows that in 
the course of its existence it was located at 
two different sites (Fig. 1). On its opening 
date in 1853 it was situated in the Quebec 
canton of Esher. Later on it moved to the 
opposite shore of the Ottawa River to the 
Ontario township of Rolph in Renfrew 
County (Fig. 2). Benjamin McConnell was 
postmaster at the time of this relocation.

There is another reason to believe that 
the office operated in two different prov-
inces. If we consult the PHSC’s website, we 
note that four different datestamps have 
been reported for this office3. It is notable 
that the first instrument had “L.C” (Lower 
Canada) at its base (Fig. 3). This confirms 
the fact that the office was initially in Low-
er Canada as mentioned on the postmas-
tership card. The subsequent dater was or-
dered from Berri in England4 on July 27, 
1860. It showed the abbreviation “C.W” 
(Canada West) at its base (Fig. 4). The 
last two stamps showed the abbreviation 
“ONT.” These facts also seem to corrobo-
rate the information shown on the post-
mastership card.
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Fig. 1 Postmastership card for the Point Alexander post office. [LAC http://www.collectionscana-
da.gc.ca/databases/post-offices/001001-119.01-e.php?&isn_id_nbr=3542&interval=24&&PHP-
SESSID=j9ksfa7gkme80pc0a2bge1uln5 ]
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Fig. 3 Strike of the POINT-ALEX-
ANDER / L.C datestamp [Courtesy 
Christopher Anstead]

Fig. 2 Map showing the location of 
the Point Alexander office and the 
Township of Esher [Walker & Milnes, 
New Railway and Postal Map of the 
Province of Quebec, Dominion of 
Canada, Walker & Milnes, Toronto, 
1875]

Fig. 4 Strike of the POINT-ALEXANDER / C.W datestamp 
[Courtesy Michael Rixon]
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When did the move from Quebec to 
Ontario take place? There is not much in-
formation on this subject on the card; for 
an answer we must consult documenta-
tion of the era. Maclear & Co.’s Canadian 
Almanac of 1857 tells us that the office 
was then still in Esher Township. This in-
formation comes from the corrected list 
of post offices produced before September 
1, 18565. On the other hand, the official 
Post Office publication List of Post Offices 
in Canada of September 1, 1856 informs 
us that the Point Alexander office was lo-
cated in the Ontario Township of Rolph6. 
In light of these observations we are led to 
believe that the change took place during 
the course of the summer of 1856.

Given that this office was originally 
located between Fort William and Rapid-
es-des-Joachims, it’s a good bet, at least 
during its existence on the Quebec side, 
that the contractor for carrying the mail 
was Frederick Faries7, an 1848 retiree from 
the Hudson Bay Company8, who had won 
the mail contract for the period from April 
1, 1853 to March 31, 1857. This postal route 
had been established in anticipation of the 
opening of the office at Rapides-des-Joa-
chims, which occurred on April 6, 1853. 
The courier’s work consisted of travelling 
the 28 miles separating the two locations 
once a week. He left Rapides-des-Joachims 
on Friday afternoon at 3 pm, reached Fort 
William at 10 am the next morning, and 
returned at 3 pm on Saturday. The means 
of transport mentioned in the report was 
either on horseback or by light carriage. For 
this work the courier received an annual 
salary of £30.

The McMartin’s Point Office
As time passed, in order to obtain the 

pine required to produce squared timber, 
the forestry industry had gradually to go 
north toward Timiskaming. For this reason 
a large number of timber camps appeared, 
mainly in the neighbourhood of Lake Kip-
pewa, during the second phase of forestry 
exploitation between 1874 and 1890. In 
this period it was decided to establish a 
post office at McMartin’s Point on the On-
tario side of the Ottawa River banks, with 
Peter McMartin as postmaster. The McMar-
tin family had settled in this region around 
1860-709. There is no doubt that this ham-
let was a forestry establishment.

If we look at the postmastership card 
for this office, all seems evident (Fig. 5). 
We see that it was located in the Nipissing 
District of Ontario. However, it seems that 
this was not the case. In fact, it was in On-
tario when it was established, but moved 
to the Quebec side several years later. 
Frank Campbell expressed the same opin-
ion in his work10. Referring to this office he 
wrote: “It was in Nipissing District, Ontar-
io, then it moved to Pontiac, Quebec, with 
the same postmaster.” Let us try to learn 
more about this.

In the Canada Official Postal Guide in 
the period from 1875 to 1878 the office is 
listed as being in Ontario. Subsequently, up 
to 1885, it is shown as operating in Pontiac 
County, Quebec11. Furthermore, if we con-
sult the Report of the Postmaster General for 
the years running from June 30, 1875 to 
June 30, 1878, we verify that the revenues 
of the McMartin’s Point office appear with 
the Ontario accounts. It thus seems that 
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the Quebec postal administration took over 
the responsibility for this office from July 1, 
187812. These two official Post Office pub-
lications show clearly that the McMartin’s 
Point office operated successively in the 
two provinces.

The next step is to pinpoint the loca-
tions at which this office operated. First, a 
check made on the Ontario toponymy site 
showed nothing; there is no mention cor-
responding to this name. This is probably 
due to the fact that the office bore the name 
of the postmaster and that it was only in 
operation in Ontario for a few years. We 
next consulted several almanacs of the 

Fig. 5 Postmastership card for the McMartin’s Point post office [LAC http://www.
collectionscanada.gc.ca/databases/post-offices/001001-119.01-e.php?&isn_id_
nbr=2704&interval=24&&PHPSESSID=dfphvfshtgme4solfeolqcas83 ]

era and found nothing concerning a place 
which could have been called McMartin 
or McMartin’s Point. However, research 
was more fruitful on the site of the Top-
onymy Commission of Quebec13. A place 
called Pointe McMartin exists, and is locat-
ed to the south of Lake Timiskaming in the 
Township of Tabaret (Fig. 6) – a beginning. 
Finally, in going through Lovell’s Gazetteer 
of British North America of 1881, we found 
information both pertinent to and descrip-
tive of this location: “Settlement located in 
Quebec, in the county of Pontiac, on Lake 
Timiskaming, 50 miles from Mattawa with 
a population of 100”14. It’s a good bet that 
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when the post office was opened, it would 
have been in the same neighbourhood, 
but on the Ontario side of the river.

What did the postmarking device 
look like? Knowing that upon its open-
ing the post office was located in Ontar-
io, it seemed a good reason to consult the 
PHSC’s website. A check confirmed the ex-
istence of this office as well as the availabil-
ity of a scan of a postally-used strike. The 
name of the office is found listed with the 
offices of the Nipissing District. Further-
more, an impression dated September 10, 
1882 is available, and thanks to Gus Kn-

ierim, this is shown in Fig. 7. It should be 
noted that the date on the postmark falls 
in the period during which the office was 
operating in Quebec. It seems therefore 
that even after moving the office from On-
tario to Quebec, the first datestamp with 
ONT at the base continued in use.

The routing of the mails must have 
been simple, since the office was situated 
on the postal route between Lake Timiska-
ming and Mattawa15, as shown by the Mat-
tawa datestamp on the reverse of Gus’s 
cover. The main contractor responsible for 
the transport of the mails in the period of 

Fig. 6 Map showing the approximate location of the McMartin’s 
Point office [LAC http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/atlas-elec-
toral/032001-119.01-f.php?image_id=e000835634&prov_page_
nbr=132 ]
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McMartin’s Point was Colin Rankin (1827-
1921). A native of New Brunswick, Rankin 
was a Hudson’s Bay Company agent who 
worked at the Lake Timiskaming post. He 
retired in 1898 and died at Montreal on 
April 20, 192116. His first contract was in 
1876, and he ended this appointment in 
1886. The mail was despatched every two 
weeks at the opening of the office, and 
from 1876 it was delivered weekly. The 
salary paid was about $900 for travelling 
a distance of approximately 125 miles. In 
spite of the fact that in 1875 the means 
of transport was optional, it could well be 
that the same means were used as at the 

establishment of the route, on foot or by 
canoe17.

In light of the data on the facing 
page, it seems that the office was of minor 
importance.

Editor’s Note. While we highlighted Kevin 
O’Reilly’s “how to” article (see page 12) as 
a primer on how to do postal history re-
search, much is to be gained from most of 
the articles that appear in this publication. 
Take special note of this article in particu-
lar and read it for the methodology used as 
well as for the content. e

Fig. 7 Strike of the McMARTINS-POINT / ONT broken circle postmark
(Courtesy of Gus Knierim)

continued on page 40 
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