Chapter Three

Selling the Algonquin
“I shall be glad to answer any inquiry that may be made as to the beauty and healthfulness of St. Andrews and you
have permission to use my name as a reference.” — Prime Minister Sir John Thompson, 1892

s the owners of a first-class hostelry, the St. Andrews Land Company made a pitch to attract a first-class clientele. In its 1889 pamphlet it serves notice that, “The summer population
of St. Andrews is happily free from the boisterous element so common at seaside resorts near
large and populous cities. Though not exclusively an intellectual or aristocratic gathering, shining lights in
all professions are there aplenty, and the whole is like an excellent salad, where each condiment is just sufficiently represented as to be apparent, yet of not too strong a flavour, and the whole a delight to the most
Epicurean taste.”
The company’s efforts paid off. A CPR poster for 1893 depicting what seems to be stereotypical residents of its various stopping places shows the representative of St. Andrews decked out in a pinstriped
suit and monocle, obviously very much one of the “better class.” This poster draws heavily on the presence
in town of Sir Leonard Tilley and Sir Charles Tupper, but also on the Algonquin’s redoubtable clientele,
which indeed did include captains of industry, Harvard professors, editors of major newspapers, distinguished surgeons and judges.
One of the most ostentatiously wealthy vacationers who patronized the Algonquin in its early years
was Louis Cabot of New Hampshire. He arrived for the summer of 1895 in his own Pullman with a man-
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servant, a maidservant, and two negro boys to care for his railway car while
it accumulated parking charges of fifty dollars per day at the station. It was
estimated that Cabot paid the equivalent of eighteen fares for his vacation
at the Algonquin. Another guest, Charles Bonaparte, an Algonquin diehard
from the beginning, was the grandnephew of Napoleon I, a member of the
Teddy Roosevelt cabinet as secretary of the navy and as attorney general,
and an overseer of Harvard University. With all these credentials, he still
found time to put up his feet at the Algonquin almost every summer until
his death in 1921.
Prime Minister Sir John Thompson and his family visited the Algonquin
in 1892. His youngest daughter Frances, nicknamed Frankie, was possessed
of a vivacious and winning personality but afflicted with an obscure illness
which required her to use a cane. One day she seemed suddenly on the point
of death, and a telegram was sent to her father in Ottawa. A doting father
and devoted family man, Thompson arrived as fast as train wheels could
turn, remaining by Frankie’s bedside for several days until the crisis had
passed. The incident was recalled movingly upon Thompson’s death two
years later.
Robert Borden stayed at the hotel on a number of occasions, the last
during his tenure as prime minister. His visit was marked by an emergency
as well, a pale green one. During a tour of the golf links he was possessed of
some sort of malady, perhaps brought on by the stress of the job. In a piece
that seems to have been some sort of attempt at humour, the Saint John Times
reported that at the seventeenth tee the Prime Minister looked up to see a
“pale green emergency” staring reproachfully at him from the woods. “The
great man’s knees were loosened. He was greatly shaken, and after a hurried
consultation it was decided to cut out the seventeenth and eighteenth holes
and to play the ‘nineteenth’ three times to make up for the others. Later
news from the scene of this untoward occurrence will be awaited by the public with some anxiety. It is feared there will be no rest for the Prime Minister
while the Emergency remains at large.”
There is a tantalizing but unproven story that Ellen Terry, a contemporary of Sarah Bernhardt and Isadora Duncan, and the greatest
Shakespearean actress of her day, was “stabled” at the Algonquin by her
lover, a CPR executive. There are other juicy bits of gossip, and it would be
easy to multiply names indefinitely because the list of summer guests at the
Algonquin was a gossip column in itself. Local people would have been familiar with those names before they came to St. Andrews and would continue to follow their careers long after they left.
The Algonquin welcomed millionaires but it also made provision for
less affluent clients as well. Rooms were divided into four categories, accord-
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ing to size and view and whether they had a fireplace
or closet. The biggest and best rooms were located either on the first floor, near the dining room and parlour, or on the second and third floors, where they had
either a veranda or a corner view over the bay or the
cove. The less expensive rooms were the small rooms
on either side of a hallway upstairs. The fourth floor
was the equivalent of steerage, with slanting ceilings
and no washroom facilities. There was a sliding rate
scale for all classes of rooms, broken down into single
and double occupancy per day or longer period, with
lower rates during the September off-season. The 1889
brochure notes that local livery services could be had
for “phenomenally low rates,” and provides the average price for a fishing excursion, two dollars per day
“for canoe and Indian.” The hotel was not above putting overflow clients up on cots or even outdoors, as it did during a sudden boom in
August 1890.
Among those looking for less
expensive accommodations were
excursionists, often working-class vacationers who bought group travel and
lodging packages. Unlike the wealthy
Cape Arundel resort development on the
Maine coast, which stated bluntly in its 1886
promotional literature that it had taken every precaution “to guard against an invasion of excursionists,” the
Algonquin was never so elitist. One of the excursion
groups it hosted most frequently was the Raymond
and Whitcomb group of Boston. The group took a
three-week swing through the Maritimes in the summer of 1889, including the Algonquin in its itinerary
and praising it as a modern hotel with all the improvements. The Raymond group returned almost every
year for several decades and seems to have been at the
high end of the excursion market. The group travelled
in Pullman palace cars, which probably did not have
the tiny towels and unlockable washroom doors complained about by travellers on the New Brunswick and
Canada Railway.
Day trippers from Eastport and Calais made up

another form of excursionist. They would come down
in the Rose Standish or Arbutus, stroll through the town,
and lunch at the Algonquin or Kennedy’s. Some of these
groups were four hundred strong and some were accompanied by a band. The assumption that the excursionists were not visitors of the most refined taste was
illustrated humorously in an 1891 anonymous piece
to the Pittsfield Sun titled “The President’s Vacation:
His Travels, Pleasure and Adventures.” The voyage described began at Calais, aboard the Rose Standish with a
cargo of eager pleasure seekers and a load of huge granite blocks. The President was entranced by the bay,
which he likened to the Bay of Naples, though disappointed that it should be called the “Pesaka,” his misconstruction of Passamaquoddy. He would have called
it “Holiday Haven.” After a lazy stroll up to the hotel
and lunch on the Algonquin piazza, where the
blue of the bay mingled with the blue of
his cigar smoke and the strains of the
orchestra floated out from the parlour, the President regretfully took his
leave. “A very good dinner indeed,” he
remarked to Captain Ryan of the Rose
Standish, as he talked with him about the
Algonquin. “I should say so,” returned the
captain, “and if you will be kind enough to sit
in the middle of the boat she will not be so apt to run
on one wheel.” The President had indeed eaten well at
the hotel, but he resented the imputation that he had
weighted himself to such an extent that he could be
used as ballast for a big ship.
From the beginning the Algonquin hosted meetings and conferences. An important July 1890 event
was the annual meeting of the New England General
Passenger and Ticket Agent’s Association, whose
membership was a who’s who of railroad men and included several St Andrews Land Company executives,
among them F.E. Boothby and Robert S. Gardiner. An
excursion party of Massachusetts pressmen met at the
hotel in 1893. The Association of Maine Druggists, 350
strong, sojourned at the Algonquin in 1912 for three
days, and in the same summer the Appalachian Club
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of Boston, 150 strong, stayed for six days.
Local people also came to the hotel. Although the Algonquin was created mainly to cater to New England vacationers and in the first decade of
operation over sixty percent of its business came from south of the border,
the Algonquin attracted many visitors from neighbouring communities
such as Fredericton, Saint John, and Eastport. Local people had been coming to the town in increasing numbers since the railway was built and local
business picked up in the 1870s. By the time the Algonquin opened there was
also substantial demand from the weekend tripper.
The promoters of the Algonquin cast their nets as widely as possible,
welcoming various economic classes and also special interest groups such
as nostalgia tourists. Developing alongside industrial expansion, with its
noise, pollution, and class strife, was a keen interest in the quaint and oldfashioned. This sometimes led to a search in the summer months for “old”
New England. Some tourists were content to see in poverty and economic
failure signs of a simpler time in harmony with nature, a kind of antidote to
the malaise of modernity. Only a few years earlier, writes Dr. Dona Brown
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