Chapter Twelve

The Bellmen
Personally I remember munching on fresh lobbies, being fired, being re-hired, white Russians and pool at the
Portside, sweeping and vacuuming, being a bit of a slob, duty meals in the coffee shop, parking nice cars, being stiffed
by government employees, discovering tennis, ordering Room Service food only to pig out on the fire escape exit, the
character of the bell closet, writing night reports, and more. . . . Take ’er easy boys, see you all next year . . . right? —
Scott Nicholson, Night Duty Book, 1984

ehind-the-scenes heroes work throughout the hotel in every department, all of which are
essential to its everyday functioning; all are staffed with worthy individuals; each has its own
traditions, stories, and dignity. That said, there is something uniquely colourful and symbolic
about the Algonquin bellmen. The most visible staff members, they are seen by the guests upon their first
arrival and upon their final departure. Their domain is the entire hotel, not just any one part of it. Prior to
the 1930s, there is only scattered mention in the local paper about the Algonquin bellmen, or bellboys as
they were called originally. They went on strike in 1900, and the next day four of them returned to Boston,
where, in those days, under American ownership, most of the staff hailed from. In 1901 a bellboy smashed
several pitchers over the head of an accountant who chose an inopportune moment to castigate him for
some error in conduct; the bookkeeper was found to be at fault and dismissed. In 1911 the bellboys were
chased out of their trundle beds on the top floor of the Painter Wing when the big water tank overflowed
in a rainstorm.
A 1921 photograph of Gordon Williamson is the earliest available picture of an Algonquin bellman.
John Williamson, his son, who became a beach boy at Katy’s Cove in the 1950s and was later involved in
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the sale of the hotel to the province, remembers that his father took some
ribbing for his outfit. On work days he would wear it to school, and his classmates, who at that time wore jodhpur-like pants called breeks, would chaff
him about the long trousers.
Earl and David Caughey, of St. Andrews, each did a stint at the
Algonquin while paying their way through university. Earl, now deceased,
studied law at Osgoode Hall at the University of Toronto and came back
to St. Andrews to practice in 1930. He was later appointed to the bench. In
an interview in 1989, on the occasion of the Algonquin’s hundredth birthday, he was persuaded to share some of his memories of the times in the
mid- to late-twenties when he worked at the hotel. The pay as bellman was
pretty meagre in that first summer at the hotel, he remembered. It was $12
a month, and they were charged $15 for their uniform. The outfit was of
plum-colored broadcloth, and the pants were the only part of it that could be
used after the job was over. He saved his first paycheque of thirty-five cents
and kept it in a frame until he received a letter telling him to either cash the
cheque or not to bother showing up for work the next summer.
His younger brother, David, worked first as a caddy then as a Casino attendant. He got his position on the bell staff when another of the bellmen
ran off with a chambermaid. In his years, the pay went down from $15 to
$12 a month, but they received tips on top of that. Unfortunately in the early
1930s very little tip money was distributed among the bellmen, so there was
a certain amount of competition among them to collect as many tips as possible. They found Sir Thomas Tait notoriously stingy. He would call late
in the afternoon for a bellman to bring him ice water. “Now he tipped ten
cents,” recalls Caughey, “and when you were delivering his ice water, the fellow who was next to you would step up and take a call, which would pay him
seventy-five cents. So you learned that you didn’t go back there to the bench
and take your automatic turn when you knew he’d be calling. Well, this kind
of manipulation you learned over a period of time. You knew when the wellpaying people were to arrive at the hotel for the summer, and you made sure
that you were the one who greeted them at the door. And the first thing you
did was to say, ‘Would you like me to look after you this year, sir?’ And you
and your partner, who was on the other shift, would look after them completely.”
Several of the bellmen made extra money bootlegging. This was after
Prohibition had ended in both Canada and the US, but while government
regulation was still strict. There were no bars in St. Andrews at the time, and
guests who arrived after the government liquor store had closed either went
without a drink or sought out the bellmen, whose supply was sometimes cut
fifty percent with water and sold at double the store price. Around four in
the afternoon there would be a rush for cracked ice in the guest rooms. The
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ice was split in the basement out of huge blocks delivered down a chute from one of the town’s ice houses
and rushed in pitchers to the rooms free of charge, but
the service usually occasioned a good tip. Neither of the
Caugheys bootlegged, and, finding the practice objectionable, David quit after a year and took a position as
private gardener at one of the nearby summer cottages
at a fraction of his former wages.
Gerald Mitchell started working at the Algonquin
as a Casino attendant and made the jump to bellman in
1940 when he was fifteen. He remembers getting $12
dollars a month but from that was taken the cost of his
uniform, room and board so that each cheque was only
$6. “This one time I got my cheque,” he says, “the Red
Cross was around collecting, so I took out my cheque,
endorsed it, and she said, ‘Oh, thank you, very, very
much; you’re donating your whole paycheque.’ I said,
‘Read the amount.’ She looked at it. ‘Oh.’” Either tips
were markedly better than in the 1930s, or Mitchell
was a very parsimonious individual. He would leave in
the fall with anywhere between $1,200 and $1,500 for
two and a half month’s work.
Eugene “Cuddy” O’Brien was, along with Lila
Haughn, one of the hotel’s most long-standing and
venerable institutions. Like Mitchell, O’Brien began as
a Casino attendant in 1939 and the next year graduated to the bell staff. O’Brien headed the bell staff and
the department of information services for the next
thirty years, more or less, working at the Algonquin
in the summer and the Royal York or other hostelries
in Florida and the Caribbean in the winter. Eventually
he managed some of these hotels full-time. He always
kept his seniority with the CP and continued to work
at the Algonquin in one capacity or another until the
early 1970s.
A Milltown boy by birth, O’Brien returns from
Florida each summer to his small trailer at Todd’s
Point on the St. Croix River. Sporting bathing trunks
and a very brown tan, a bottle of beer in hand, O’Brien
is instantly familiar, eternally talkative, and disarmingly enthusiastic about any project which could re-
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tell something of the memorable years he spent at the
Algonquin. He comes equipped with many memories
of life there, has stayed in touch with many of the staff
over the years, and loves to gab about the good old
days.
“We had all kinds of ladies and sirs,” says O’Brien,
opening his photo album on the little card table while
the wind riffles the blue waters of the St. Croix. “Sir
James Dunn—I used to meet him. Sir James Dunn
would come at the end of the season and give me seventy-five dollars to divide amongst the boys. The bellboys all had to march in through the lobby, and they
had to line up, and I would check them before they
came on duty. Check their shoes. Black socks they had
to wear, and get a haircut. And I’d go behind them and
hit them behind the ear with a pencil and tell them
to get a haircut. Well, one boy, he didn’t get a haircut.
So he came on and stood in the line-up, and I said, ‘I
thought I told you to get a haircut.’ I was tough on
them, and I said, ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You go back
over to your dormitory and you stay there until eleven
and you come back and work the night shift. And tomorrow morning you get up and you get a haircut.’
That was punishment for them, and that’s the way I
used to treat them. But they would march in, all in a
line-up, eight bellmen, and they marched right through
the lobby, and it was like a showcase, they’d come in
the lobby and make a line, and in those days they had a
bench which would seat four boys. The other ones had
to stand up. We’d call that standing on post. One had
to stand over the door; one had to stand over the desk
for guests checking in. If they had coats or wraps, they
had to take their coats and wraps out of their hands
and fold them over, and make sure that when they got
on the elevator, they’d let the guests go in first. I trained
them. Then, when they got up to the room, they made
sure they’d put their baggage in the right way so they
could open it up, adjust the windows if they wanted the
windows open. That was the routine in which I would
train them, put them through. They were quite good
that way. I was only about sixteen or seventeen. I ran
them like a drill sergeant. They had to come in with
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