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Ontario Hydro’s “Museum of Electrical Progress”, 1963-77 

 

1.  1963: Kennedy and Dietrich plan a museum 

In the fall of 1963 members of Ontario Hydro publicly announced the creation of a new 

museum, the “Museum of Electrical Progress”, often referred to as the (Ontario) Hydro 

Museum. This museum would collect and display a wide variety of historic electrical artifacts, 

from the domestic to the industrial, chronicling the history of Ontario Hydro and the 

development of electrical power and its associated technologies. It would stand as a testament 

not only to Ontario Hydro, which was instrumental in the electrification of the province, but to 

the progress made through modern advances in electrical technology and the potential 

developments that the future may hold.1 

From the beginning, the principal advocate and chief driving force behind the Museum was Lt-

Col. Albert Arnett Kennedy (1905-1981), one of three Commissioners of Ontario Hydro at the 

time of the Museum’s inception and a former president of the OMEA (Ontario Municipal 

Electric Association).2 According to museum coordinator Dietrich, Kennedy “revived” the idea of 

a Hydro Museum sometime around the summer of 1963. His personal connections and 

boundless enthusiasm were critical to the Museum’s early support within Ontario Hydro as well 

as among the OMEA-AMEU (Association of Municipal Electrical Utilities) and the province’s 

numerous regional public utility commissions. 

Closely accompanying Kennedy was Theodore (Ted) E. Dietrich, a Public Relations division 

manager in the Ontario Hydro Services Department who had worked with the Commission since 

the late 1930s, with the exception of the war years, when he served with the Royal Canadian Air 

                                                           
1 While the Museum of Electrical Progress was the most advanced attempt by Ontario Hydro to create a museum, 

it was not the organization’s first effort to collect and preserve the material history of electrical technology. 
Notably, Dr. Percy Dobson, the head of Ontario Hydro’s Research Division during the 1930s-40s, made efforts to 
acquire and preserve key historical artifacts. According to Dietrich, Dobson once proposed the establishment of a 
museum. A significant number of artifacts were also acquired, and, to some degree, preserved during the 
province-wide switch from 25 to 60Hz in the 1950s. 

2
 A native of Owen Sound, Kennedy first became involved in public utilities shortly after WWII, when he was 
elected chairman of the Owen Sound Public Utilities Commission, although, as a member of the Kennedy family 
business (William Kennedy and Sons), he had been involved in the business community there for some time. In 
1953 Kennedy was elected president of the OMEA, a post he held until 1955, when he became Commissioner of 
Ontario Hydro. Kennedy retired from his role as Commissioner in early 1973, having previously resigned his role 
as member of the Owen Sound PUC in 1966. 

  In addition to his years of service to the electrical industry Kennedy was a decorated officer in the Second 
World War. Kennedy’s achievements in the Italian campaign included escaping from a German prisoner of war 
camp to command the Hastings and Prince Edward Regiment (the “Hasty Ps”) in battle at the Moro River. He was 
subsequently awarded the Distinguished Service Order for “gallantry in action”. “Biographical Information on Col. 
A. A. Kennedy”, W. P. Dobson Collection, Box 19, File 31. 
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Force. Dietrich became the Museum’s coordinator at the onset of its development and worked 

to serve it until his retirement upon its closure in 1977.3 He worked closely with Kennedy and 

appears to have been largely responsible for much of the development and operation of the 

Museum. Although press reports occasionally mentioned other “permanent employees” 

working at the museum, no other current employees of Ontario Hydro appear to have been 

nearly as involved as Dietrich, if indeed any were truly involved in a serious manner at all. 

Support for the Hydro Museum was drummed up as early as in the summer of 1963 among 

Ontario’s regional public utility commissions and at district meetings of the OMEA and joint 

meetings of the OMEA-AMEU. Kennedy used these meetings to rally support for the Museum 

and called for the establishment of local OMEA historical committees, which would assist the 

broader project through regional actions and acquisitions. Critically, on June 27, 1963, Kennedy 

secured financial backing for the preservation of historical material through Ontario Hydro’s 

approval of a two-year program with a budget of $73,500 (over half a million in 2014 dollars), 

which was to be devoted to the acquisition and refurbishing of historical objects relevant to the 

development of electrical technology and the power industry.4 The expenditure of these funds 

was overseen by a Planning Committee composed of, in addition to Kennedy and Dietrich, H. J. 

Sissons, Ontario Hydro’s assistant general manager of its Services Department; E. B. Easson, 

secretary of the Ontario Hydro; R. M. Laurie, Ontario Hydro manager of the Western Region; 

and W. R. Mathieson, manager of the AMEU. Eleven technical committees were also struck, ten 

of which were chaired by an employee of Ontario Hydro (one was chaired by an employee of 

Toronto Hydro). However, with the exception of the chair of the lighting committee, Grant E. 

Davidson, there is no indication that these chairs were seriously involved in the Museum 

project.5 

                                                           
3
 Dietrich was named Ontario Hydro’s museums administrator in 1971, a position that made him officially in charge 
of administering “the collecting, refurbishing, and display of historical electrical artifacts” as well as responsible 
for long-range planning related to the Hall of Memory at Niagara Falls. Hydro News, September, 1971. 

4
 Present value given by the Bank of Canada Inflation Calculator. 
http://www.bankofcanada.ca/rates/related/inflation-calculator. Accessed March 2014. 

5
 The eleven technical committees and their listed chairmen were: 

- Transformation:  W. E. Taylor, Stations, Engineer, Engineering Division 
- Transmission and Distribution:  M. Faresso, Transmission and Distribution Engineer 
- Generation:  J. S. Crerar, Generation Design Engineer 
- Metering:  J. M. Vanderleck, Supervising Engineer, Electrical Standards and Metering Section, Research Division 
- Control Equipment and Protective Devices:  M. P. Osburn, Relay and Communications Eng., Stations Dpt., Eng. Div. 
- Electric Motors:  K. L. Bellamy, Chief Electrical Inspector 
- Home Wiring and Electrical Appliances:  A. E. Hayward, Manager, Appliance Dpt., Toronto Hydro-Electric System 
- Farm Electrical Equipment:  J. Moles, Manager, Farm Sales 
- Lighting:  G. E. Davidson, Illumination Engineer, Electrical Research 
- Early Pioneers and Inventors:  W. F. LeClair, Manager, Editorial-Graphic Department 
- Hydro’s “Hall of Memory”:  W. S. Preston, Chief Statistician, Comptrollers Division 
‘’Organization of Proposed “Museum of Electrical Progress”’, W. P. Dobson Collection, Box 19, File 31. 
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2.  Early planning and uncertainty 

Despite Hydro’s public announcement of their intention to create a Museum, and the many 

reports in print media to this effect, the ultimate purpose of this funded two-year program was 

officially undetermined. This was a cautious move on Hydro’s part and is reflective of much of 

the senior management’s apparent reluctance to formally and seriously commit to the Museum. 

Nevertheless, insight into Kennedy and Dietrich’s ultimate goals can be gained from an eight-

page outline for the Museum that was sent to the Secretary-Treasurer of the North York Hydro-

Electric Commission in late 1963.6 In this document, the establishment of a “Museum of 

Electrical Progress” is argued for (largely as a pedagogical and public relations opportunity) and 

described. The Museum would contain exhibits tracing the evolution of all sorts of electrical 

equipment through the ages, describing the operating principles of machinery when relevant 

and showcasing working equipment when possible. In addition, it would contain models of 

hydro-electric, thermal, and nuclear generating stations, showcasing the history of Canadian 

electrical power, as well as highlighting the achievements of famous electrical inventors and 

scientists. The proposal also outlines plans for a “Hall of Memory” which would honour notable 

Ontario engineers and administrators, as well as a possible library and space for lectures and 

demonstrations. As is discussed below, a Hall of Memory was ultimately erected in Niagara Falls 

in celebration of Canada’s centennial; it was the only portion of the originally envisioned 

Museum to be completed. 

Although not mentioned in the proposal, the Committee also considered mobile displays, 

reminiscent of the Adam Beck Circus of the early 20th century and the more recent Ontario 

Hydro demonstration coach, launched in 1959, developed for the “Live Better Electrically” 

advertising program that dominated the early 1960s. These displays, capable of bringing 

elements of Hydro’s past to municipalities around Ontario, likely found appeal among 

individuals that lived outside of Toronto as well as those who were concerned by the potential 

cost of a full-fledged museum. However, while the possibility of mobile displays were publicly 

entertained, it appears that the idea was never seriously considered by Kennedy and Dietrich, 

at least not nearly as seriously as a permanent museum. Regardless, no matter what sort of 

displays were considered, everyone agreed upon at least one thing: that the material collected 

through the funded program would be used in some way to showcase the development of 

electrical technology for the upcoming Canadian centennial. 

Ontario Hydro’s official indecisiveness on the ultimate purpose of their growing collection was 

accompanied by a second key point of uncertainty: the location of the proposed Museum. 

Publicly, no location for the Museum was announced until 1971, when the Museum was finally 

                                                           
6
 “Outline for Proposed Museum of Electricity”, Toronto Archives, Fonds 412, Series 1776, File 73. 
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“opened” on 26-28 Advance Rd. in Etobicoke. Ontario Hydro’s silence over which sites were 

under consideration for the Museum resulted in several proposals by local politicians and 

members of regional public utility commissions, accompanied by a handful of opinion pieces in 

local newspapers, to host the Museum in their hometowns. In addition to Toronto (which, 

curiously, received nearly no editorial support), Niagara Falls (a natural choice, supported even 

in the American Niagara Falls Gazette), Kitchener (the first city to receive power from Niagara 

Falls), and London (the home of Sir Adam Beck) were proposed and defended as options for the 

Museum. However, all this was likely to little avail, since, according to Heinz Peper, the Museum 

was always intended to be situated in Toronto, an observation supported by a statement made 

by Kennedy at a district-level OMEA meeting on November 13, 1963, where he asserted that 

the Museum would be located “somewhere in the Metro Toronto area.”7 Like the concept of 

mobile displays, this uncertainty, fueled by the simple fact that there was no guaranteed 

location for the museum in Toronto, undoubtedly helped to drum up support from those 

outside the city. 

 

3.  Notable donations and volunteers 

Despite all the uncertainty, the response to Ontario Hydro’s proposed museum was, initially, 

quite enthusiastic. Several high-profile acquisitions were showcased in various newspapers, 

including the recently de-accessioned original cobalt bomb of the London Cancer Clinic 

(installed 1951), 85 tons of electrical equipment including a discontinued 35-ton generator 

(installed 1899) from the Edward Dean Adams power generating station in Niagara Falls NY, and 

some antique household appliances. Objects were acquired from local electrical commissions 

throughout Ontario and from small but extant collections such as the Toronto Hydro-Electric 

System’s museum. The general public was also called on to donate electrical appliances – 

“electrical antiques” as one local add referred to them – a call that was evidently answered by 

more than a few Ontarians. 

In addition to individual donations of specific artifacts the Museum quickly acquired an 

impressive number of objects from existing collections, two of which are of particular note. The 

first of these collections belonged to Heinz J. Peper (1930-), a Waterloo resident, teacher at the 

Kitchener-Waterloo Collegiate Institute, and electrical enthusiast. Peper, whose private 

collection of electrical machinery was profiled in the March 1961 volume of Ontario Hydro 

News, had been acquiring and restoring historical electrical artifacts since around 1950; by the 

early 1960s he had accumulated enough objects to “fill two small barns”. In the fall of 1964 

                                                           
7
 “Proposed Electrical Museum Receives Support From District #4 Ontario Municipal Electric Assoc.”, Toronto 
Archives, Fonds 412, Series 1776, File 73. 
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Peper was convinced to sell much of his collection to the Museum for $6,100. He also offered to 

refurbish the equipment at the cost of $4/hr, although he later stated that he restored 

equipment for the Museum for several years on a volunteer basis. Curiously, some of the 

artifacts in Peper’s collection were salvaged from the Manby Service Centre, the very home of 

the Museum collection from 1963 until its move to Advance Rd. in 1971. Peper, who remained 

active in public education about electrical machinery for many years, appears to have been 

intermittently involved in the Museum throughout its duration and was present at its close. 

The second notable collection was received from Edwin Stoddard Lincoln (1885-1973), a retired 

consulting engineer and resident of Brattleboro VT, who was, by the 1960s, a well-known 

author and respected senior figure in the electrical industry.8 Lincoln, a key member of the 

Electrical Historical Foundation, an American group established in the mid-1950s devoted to 

promoting electrical engineering and industry and preserving and displaying its past, had some 

years earlier drawn up extensive plans for an “Electric Museum”. Perhaps to this end, the 

Foundation had collected a significant quantity of electrical instruments since 1957, mostly 

from academic institutions within the United States, but also from some within Canada. Upon 

becoming interested in and subsequently involved with the Hydro Museum, Lincoln arranged 

for a number of objects (207 items, according to one document) in the possession of the 

Foundation to be shipped to Toronto in the summer of 1964 at a cost of $4,861.11, a price that 

covered their transportation as well as some expenses incurred by the Foundation in obtaining 

these artifacts. At least one other shipment from Lincoln to the Museum was made: 22 boxes, 

valued for customs at $3,500, made their way to Toronto in the spring of 1967. An inventory 

dated several months later suggests that some 522 items were (or were intended to be) 

donated to the Museum. Lincoln continued his involved with the Museum throughout the years 

and remained in contact with Dietrich until at least as late as 1971. 

The first Museum artifacts arrived in 1963 and were stored in the A. W. Manby Service Centre 

on Kipling Ave in Etobicoke, a location that acted until 1971 as the Museum’s warehouse. There, 

the Museum’s acquisitions were identified, catalogued, and, at times, restored to the best of 

the Museum’s workers’ abilities, a group consisting of a handful of enthusiastic volunteers, 

most (if not all) of whom were former hydro employees. 

The most notable Museum volunteer was Arthur G. Plumpton (1892-1971), a former 

supervising technician for Ontario Hydro’s Research Division’s Illumination Section. After a 

forty-four year career at Ontario Hydro, Plumpton retired in 1958, only to find himself back at 

the Commission several years later, working, according to Dietrich, “every day”, drawing on a 

                                                           
8 Birth and death dates for Lincoln are taken from wc.rootsweb.ancestry.com. 

http://wc.rootsweb.ancestry.com/cgi-bin/igm.cgi?op=GET&db=geer_family_tree&id=I341773. Accessed March 
2014. 
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lifetime of experience to catalogue and describe over two thousand lamps acquired by the 

Museum. Plumpton’s tireless efforts were celebrated in 1967 on his 75th birthday by the 

Commission’s decision to officially name the collection he worked so fervently on the “Arthur G. 

Plumpton collection of electrical lamps”. 

Aside from Plumpton, whose achievements were well publicized, and Peper, who, at the time of 

this report, is still alive, it is difficult to produce from the available material an exact record of 

who worked (or, more accurately, volunteered) at the Museum, for how long, and what their 

contributions were. In published articles the following people are mentioned as being involved 

with the Museum in a non-administrative manner: Wally Goodspeed, a retired Ontario Hydro 

employee, and Norm Galloway, both of whom refurbished large motors (a photograph exists of 

Goodspeed working on the famed “Wright” motor, possibly the first electric motor in Canada); 

A. W. McMullen, who worked on instruments and was likely stationed at the Manby Service 

Centre; Cecil Jones, who was involved with the creation of a display showcasing the steps 

involved in the production of electric light bulbs; and Reg Jones, a former distribution engineer 

who catalogued the Museum’s library.9 At one point it also appears that students from a nearby  

technical school were enlisted to help with some light restoration work. In any case, the 

number of workers (paid or unpaid) at the Museum was small – one article written in 1965 

numbers the staff under Dietrich at “six permanent employees and several volunteers”. The fact 

that another article, written in 1974, also lists the number of workers under Dietrich at six, 

indicates that while the Museum’s collection continued to grow, the size of its staff, most of 

whom were likely pensioners volunteering their time, did not.10 

 

 

                                                           
9
 It is known that Goodspeed and R. Jones, both pensioners, remained active in the collection into the 1970s, as did 
Plumpton, who worked daily with the collection until his death in early 1971. 

  A series of pictures from the December 1963 Ontario Hydro Staff News depict a relatively younger woman, 
Lois Reburn, “investigating” certain objects. Unfortunately, her role is in the collection and her position in Ontario 
Hydro are unclear. “Preserving our Electrical Past”. Ontario Hydro Staff News. December, 1963 (12-13). The 
Dobson Chronicle. p. 1141. W. P. Dobson Collection, Box 5. 

10
 It is unclear precisely how many of the individuals discussed here were employees of Ontario Hydro at the time 
and how many were “pensioners”. Several sources suggest that most individuals concerned in the Museum 
project were retired at the time, and it is indeed quite common for retirees to be among the most active 
participants in constructing and researching historical collections. 

  A photograph published in Hydroscope, taken May 7, 1964, shows a number of “pensioners” (Norm Lake, 
Reg Jones, Col. Tom Howlett, and W. P. Dobson) standing alongside Grant Davidson, chairman of the museum’s 
lighting committee, examining a selection of electrical lamps. The image’s caption asserts that an upcoming 
pensioners association meeting will be held at the Manby center in order to study museum plans and identify 
equipment. It is unknown what came of these plans. The Dobson Chronicle, p. 1144. W. P. Dobson Collection, Box 
5. 
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4.  1967: A change of focus: the Hydro Hall of Memory 

Despite the Museum’s small number of workers, who were quickly overwhelmed by the 

admirable volume of donations, many items were catalogued (especially through the steadfast 

work of the tireless Mr. Plumpton) and others still refurbished. New acquisitions were 

occasionally featured in local newspapers and collection pieces were shown off at public 

functions, such as the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto, the annual “steam fair” held in 

Milton. However, as the two years of initial funding drew to a close in 1965 it had become 

apparent that the establishment of a Museum was unachievable by the centennial and would 

have to remain a long-term goal. With this, the focus of Ontario Hydro and the OMEA-AMEU 

shifted away from a permanent museum to the more achievable Hall of Memory, which was 

officially opened on February 25, 1967, and made available to the public free of charge. 

The Hall of Memory, a joint project of Ontario Hydro and the OMEA-AMEU spearheaded by 

chairman of the centennial committee Dr. V. S. Wilson of Etobicoke Hydro, was stationed at the 

“old” Sir Adam Beck Niagara Falls generating station No. 1. It was an expensive piece of 

nostalgic institutional propaganda, produced at a cost of over $100,000 (over $700,000 in 2014 

dollars). The Hall of Memory contained plaques commemorating past and present officers of 

Ontario Hydro, the OMEA, and the AMEU; a series of panels tracing the development of 

electrical power in Ontario since Confederation; displays depicting the impact of electrification 

on domestic, agricultural, and industrial technologies; art, photographs, and models; historical 

artifacts including lighting equipment, electric motors, and electrical domestic technology; a 

large map of Ontario whose municipalities, each represented by a light, became illuminated as 

viewers traced the expansion of the Hydro network since 1910; and the obligatory bust of 

Ontario Hydro founder Sir Adam Beck.11 

However, despite this refocusing, efforts to showcase the collection and the Museum 

persevered, especially in print media. Hydroscope’s 1965 Annual Report Supplement featured 

large images of Plumpton and Goodspeed working on the collection and positively described 

the museum’s progress.12 In August, 1966, a full-page special feature on the Museum titled 

“Genesis of World’s Most Unique Museum Taking Place in Etobicoke” was published in the 

Etobicoke Advertiser-Guardian, showcasing the Hydro’s efforts to create a museum. Here, the 

Hall of Memory was called “stage one” of the Museum’s development, and, while its location 

had not yet been decided, made it perfectly clear that the creation of a “Museum of Electrical 

                                                           
11

 A full-length article on the Hall of Memory can be found in “The Trail Blazers”. Ontario Hydro news. April 1967. 
pp. 5-7. 

12
 “A Roundup of Other Developments Which Took Place During the Year”. Hydroscope, 1965 Annual Report 
Supplement. W. P. Dobson Collection. Box 19, File 31. 
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Progress” was still the ultimate goal. The article noted that the collection had even been visited 

by Margaret Weston, head of electrical engineering of the British Science Museum, who was 

“most impressed” with it.13 Many other sources indicate that, both before and after the 

opening of the Hall of Memory, the collection continued to grow, receiving donations from as 

far away as Europe and Australia, and continued to be endorsed at district meetings of the 

OMEA, no doubt through the tireless efforts of Kennedy and Dietrich. 

 

5.  1971: a new home for the collection 

In the spring of 1971 the collection was moved to 26-28 Advance Rd. near Kipling Ave., a 

building leased by Ontario Hydro that lay only a short distance away from the Manby Service 

Centre. A former factory and warehouse, the two-story Advance Rd. property provided the 

Museum with an ample 16,850 square feet of space. The move was enthusiastically announced 

in several local newspapers, which (misleadingly) characterized it as the Museum’s opening, 

although both the move and its “opening” appear to have gone unmentioned in official Hydro 

newsletters. Dietrich eagerly announced plans to partially open the Museum to visitors as early 

as June and to arrange for school visits by the fall. The quantity of objects in the collection, 

which by now included a library, numbered well into the thousands, and “some 60 large flat-

bottom, tandem truck loads” were required to transport the totality of its material to the 

Museum’s new location. 

By this time several displays had been developed, including some for a small segment of the 

extensive lighting collection and a large glass case that housed a giant 50kW electric lamp 

weighing 35 pounds. Suggested text for an undated handout pamphlet for the new location 

boasted of its collection of electrical household appliances for the ladies, electrical machinery 

for students, its nostalgic appeal to seniors, its extensive collection of lamps (artfully exhibited 

as a “Tree of Light”), and its numerous “special interest” sections. Other internal documents 

emphasized targeting younger visitors and developing educational programs for schools. 

However, despite the progress, the Museum’s hopes to finish its displays and to publically open 

never materialized, although tours of the half-built museum were provided for special events, 

such as the 1974 “Etobicoke Day Festival”. Three years after moving in, the museum’s ground 

floor was described, in one reporter’s words, as “a combination of complete display units, 

displays under construction and piles of materials”: a sure sign of progress and of the existence 

of some funding set aside for the museum, but hardly a completed museum ready for the public. 

Despite Dietrich’s (by now familiar) promises to open in a matter of months, it was clear, 

                                                           
13

 Margaret Weston visited the collection once more in 1974, as Director of the Science Museum. According to 
reports, she was once again “very impressed”. 



A History of the Ontario Hydro “Museum of Electrical Progress” 10 

especially to senior Hydro management, that the Museum would require substantially more 

time and funding if it was to ever truly open its doors. 

6. 1974-1977: Debate and closure 

In late 1974 an investigating committee was struck to decide the fate of the Museum. 

Apparently dissatisfied with the present rental situation on Advance Rd., Ontario Hydro’s 

director of public relations J. J. Durand supported moving the museum to a Hydro-owned 

location, such as the Toronto Power Plant at Niagara Falls, as well as restructuring it as a non-

profit organization, funded through a combination of electrical industry and government. In 

response, the committee estimated the cost of maintaining the Museum in the Power Plant to 

be prohibitively high: over two million dollars, over half of which would be dedicated to the 

“rehabilitation” of Museum’s 37,000 sq. ft. share the building. The annual operating costs, 

including staff, were estimated to be $700,000. The letter describing these costs ended with the 

committee imploring Durand and “other executives concerned” to visit the Museum so they 

may come to appreciate its worth. It is unknown these executives ever did.14 

There are no letters or articles describing the situation of the museum from 1975 until 1977, 

when it was decided that the Museum was to be closed and that the majority of its collections 

would be given to the Canada Science and Technology Museum (although, according to Heinz 

Peper, several objects found their way to the eager hands of scrap dealers). In contrast to its 

opening, its termination was a subdued affair, unnoted (as far as I have been able to find) in 

public newspapers. Its closure was announced in only one Hydro publication, the March edition 

Hydroscope, publically spun as a “museum on the move”, a salvaging  of a near-abandoned 

collection rather than the irreversible dissolution of a decades-long dream. The  Museum’s 

shuttering was also was noted in the 1977 AMEU minutes for their June 1 meeting, where it was 

stated that “with the cut-backs in Ontario Hydro finances the Museum which had been acquired 

by Hydro in the last ten years, had been turned over to a Federal Association – the Museum of 

Science and Technology.” It was also reported that Hall of Memory “was being “moth-balled” 

until such a time as it was appropriate to re-open.”15 

Ultimately, the Museum’s cause of death was simple: budget cuts. The optimism and economic 

promises of the 1960s, and the substantial deficit borrowing that had accompanied Ontario 

Hydro’s corresponding investment in infrastructure, had given way by the 1970s to an ethic of 

conservation, buttressed by the rising popularity of environmentalism, and severe cutbacks. 
                                                           
14

 The possibility of mobile displays and “satellite museums”, diffused throughout Ontario, were also considered by 
the committee at Durand’s behest. Dietrich discussed both options in a letter to Durand, arguing against the 
former and responding lukewarmly to the latter. He ended the letter by recommending the status quo, at least 
for the time being, asking that “we complete our experiment in Islington”. 

15
 “Association of Municipal Electrical Utilities (AMEU) Executive Committee meeting minutes”, Toronto Archives, 
Fonds 418, Series 1799, File 80. 
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Energy rates soared, driven upwards by the 1973 oil crisis and years of runaway, double-digit 

inflation. This trend that did not go unnoticed in the Provincial legislature, which began more 

closely scrutinizing the practices of Ontario Hydro, which became a Crown Corporation in 1974. 

In 1975 the Provincial Treasurer requested that Ontario Hydro drastically reduce its capital 

program and placed restrictions on its public borrowing. This move affected 11 major projects, 

reducing capital expenditures by at least 6.4 billion dollars until 1985.16 Even the long-running 

Hydro periodical, “Hydro News”, which was published continuously in one form or another for 

over thirty years, was terminated. The title of the first article found in the final edition of Hydro 

News, describing the sorry state of Hydro’s finances, says it all: “Austerity begins at home”.17 

In such a climate of extreme cutbacks the closure of the Museum, perennially under-funded 

and under-staffed as it was, was almost surely inevitable, especially in the wake of the 1974 

investigating committee’s findings that the Museum would require an ongoing commitment of 

millions of dollars. It is unlikely that Kennedy’s departure and Plumpton’s death in 1973 helped 

the situation, although it is doubtful that even Kennedy could have done much to save the 

Museum by this point. In the end, the Museum of Electrical Progress ended its life as a still-born 

institution, partly-formed thanks to the efforts of Dietrich and a handful of devoted pensioners, 

but still very far from its originally envisioned grandeur. 

Nevertheless, in the wake of its quiet demise and the collective forgetting that such an 

institution had ever existed, it is worthwhile to recall the excitement that once accompanied 

the notion of the Museum of Electrical Progress, the enthusiasm that once sparked a minor 

bidding war between different cities as they vied to host an institutional monument to the 

glorious past, present, and future of an electrified Ontario. To this end, let us recall a quote by 

Lincoln, one of the Museum’s most fervent supporters, quipped in the 1965 article “Portraits of 

Power”: 

This is going to be the biggest, finest and most complete museum of its kind in the 

world… I’ve seen all the similar institutions in the United States but never anything 

like this. Ford has nothing like it, neither has the Smithsonian. This is going to be a 

great tribute to the Dominion of Canada, a wonderful thing. I prophesy you’ll have 

engineers coming here from all over the world to see this display. 

                                                           
16

 “Ontario Hydro Annual Report 1975”, W. P. Dobson Collection, Box 22, File 29. 
17

 “Viewpoint: Austerity Begins at Home”, Hydro News (1916-1976: Final Issue). 
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 “Preserving our Electrical Past”. Ontario Hydro Staff News. December, 1963 (12-13). The 

Dobson Chronicle. p. 1141. Box 5. 

  “A Roundup of Other Developments Which Took Place During the Year”. Hydroscope, 

1965 Annual Report Supplement. Box 19, File 31. 

 “Ontario Hydro Annual Report 1975”. Box 22, File 29. 

 “Biographical Information on Col. A. A. Kennedy”. Box 19, File 31. 
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Research performed 

 

CSTM material (Ottawa) 

The archives of the Museum of Electrical Progress, likely collected and maintained by Ted 

Dietrich, were given to the Canada Science and Technology Museum (CSTM). This is, by far, the 

best resource for museum-related material, as it contains some correspondence, original copy 

and photographs, a substantial collection of press clippings, and so on. Relevant information 

from the CSTM archives was photographed on a one-day visit in January, 2014. 

It has since become known to me that there is more information related to Ontario Hydro in the 

CSTM library. That information was not personally accessed, but some relevant portions of it 

were examined and forwarded to me by Sean Tudor. 

 

Archives of Ontario (Toronto) 

While there exists a good deal of material related to Ontario Hydro in the provincial archives, 

little of it (less than 10 reference codes worth) originates from Ontario Hydro itself. No material 

in the archives, regardless of its originator, appears to relate to the Museum, Kennedy, or 

Dietrich, at least none that is readily discoverable through its online descriptive database. 

Further research and a telephone conversation with one of the research librarians at the 

Archives did not suggest this to be a resource worth following up on. 

 

City of Toronto Archives 

I spent one day in the City of Toronto Archives and found this to be sufficient. While this 

archives does not have material from Ontario Hydro, it does contain some documents donated 

from the OMEA and AMEU and other files originating from local municipal public utility 

commissions. Of particular interest was an original outline for the Museum, sent from Kennedy 

to the Secretary-Treasurer of the North York Hydro-Electric Commission, in 1963. 

 

Toronto Public Library 

Through the Toronto Public Library system I was able to access old newspapers and glean some 

marginally useful information from them. However, not all of their newspapers are online, and 
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without a proper index for them I was not able to complete certain further research – for 

example, while I was able to find some further information on A. A. Kennedy, my efforts to find  

any further information on Museum coordinator Ted Dietrich, such as an obituary, proved to be 

difficult since his date of death remains unknown to me, as well as to anyone I have spoke to 

about this project. 

However, a particularly useful resource was found at the Toronto Reference Library: a near-

complete collection of Ontario Hydro News (this periodical is, according to their online 

catalogue, also available at York University). Researchers should note that this periodical is 

named “Ontario Hydro News” and “Hydro News” for different portions of its run. 

 

The Dobson Collection, Queen’s University Archives (Kingston) 

Queen’s University Archives holds the “W. P. Dobson Collection”, a large donation provided by 

David Young, a former employee of Ontario Hydro who devoted a significant amount of time to 

recording the history of its research labs. Young’s central achievement is the creation of a series 

of binders, dubbed the “Dobson Chronicle”, an edited, annotated scrapbook history of Ontario 

Hydro and the research performed there, a short chapter of which is devoted to the Museum of 

Electrical Progress. The Dobson Chronicle and other material collected by Young was donated in 

2013 to the Queen’s University Archives. 

I spent two days in Kingston examining the Dobson Collection after speaking with Young on the 

phone. There is some information in this collection regarding the Museum, but not as much 

new information as one might hope – much of it, useful as it is, can be found elsewhere, 

especially in the CSTM archives. However, the Collection was nevertheless useful for its 

background information on Ontario Hydro, including its assemblage of Ontario Hydro Annual 

reports, and its extensive biographical information on both Arthur Plumpton (who was once 

employed by Ontario Hydro’s research labs) and Commissioner A. A. Kennedy, which was 

difficult to find elsewhere. 

 

Dispersed Ontario Hydro Collections 

The archives of Ontario Hydro have become divided since its break-up in 1999 in some manner 

between the companies it was reorganized into: Ontario Power Generation (OPG), the Ontario 

Hydro Services Company (Hydro One), the Ontario Electricity Financial Corporation, the 

Independent Electricity Market Operator, and the Electrical Safety Authority. This dispersion has 
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made what little information may (or may not) be available on the Museum in these collections 

difficult to track down. 

I contacted individuals responsible for the archives at the OPG and Hydro One, inquiring into 

whether or not their archives contained any material relevant to the Museum. Both 

organizations asserted that they did not have (or, more likely, did not know of) any material 

relevant to this subject. This is unsurprising, since, as a footnote in the history of Ontario Hydro, 

archival material relevant to the Museum is not likely to be labeled as such. Further 

complications also stood in the way of researching these documents: for example, Hydro One’s 

records have been moved offsite into a storage facilitate, accessible only by internal staff. 

It is very likely that there exists information relevant to the Museum contained in these archives, 

buried deep in managerial documents and budgets, largely devoted to discussing other subjects. 

However, due to the closed and fractured nature of these archives, and the relative abundance 

of information found elsewhere, I did not further pursue research into these holdings. 

 

Heinz Peper 

I enjoyed a conversation with Heinz Peper on the phone in February. Mr. Peper was able to 

provide me with some candid, first-hand insight of the museum, such as that the Museum was 

always planned to be located in Toronto, and that, despite Kennedy and Dietrich’s enthusiasm, 

the Museum was perpetually plagued by a lack of funding or a long-term commitment from 

senior management regarding its establishment. I thank Mr. Peper very much for his time and 

assistance. 
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Images of the Museum (November 16, 1976) 

 

Among the documents contained in the CSTM archives are three contact sheets, found in the 

“Correspondence” folder in Box 3. These sheets contain photographs (80 in total) taken of the 

Museum on November 16, 1976 by photographers R. Brown and G. Smith, likely at the behest 

of Dietrich. I scanned these contact sheets at a resolution of 600 dpi and was able to achieve 

some reasonably good images from them. 

The following images constitute a representative selection of the photographs found on these 

contact sheets. They depict the Museum in (or perhaps very near) its most advanced state, less 

than a year before it was dispersed. In these photographs you will see parts of the Museum in 

various states of completion, although even the most “complete” displays often do not appear 

as such against the backdrop of the warehouse. Contained within these images are two 

individuals whose identities are unknown (neither person appears to be Dietrich, Kennedy, or 

any pensioner that I have been able to identify). 
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These images display the most completed section of the Museum, a room containing turn-of-

the century electrical technology situated against the backdrop of a street scene, complete with 

electric streetcars running alongside automobiles and horse-drawn carriages. 
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The above image depicts (at least one of) Sir Adam Beck’s “Circuses”. The bottom image depicts 

an exhibit labeled “High Voltage Demonstration”. The Ontario Hydro logo can be seen on the 

bottom exhibit. Can you spot it? 
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Many completed (or nearly completed) displays showcase the Museum’s variety of electrical 

lamps. The top image depicts the Museum’s “Tree of Light”, which portrayed different electric 

lights as branches across the spectrum, corresponding their frequencies to everyday uses. The 

bottom image depicts a variety of fluorescent lamps. Not pictured are a display titled “The 

Arthur G. Plumpton Lamp Collection” and another titled “Electric Lighting Through the Years”. 
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The bottom image depicts a collection of electrical household cleaning appliances. The circle 

that the appliances stand upon divided into thirds, each third showing similar appliances 

through the years. 
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The above image contains the display case housing the enormous 50kW lamp. The rightmost 

object in the bottom image is the first dynamo installed by Thomas Edison in Canada, originally 

installed in Corwall in 1883. These two objects were some of the Museum’s most prized pieces. 
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The Museum contained several completed cases like the ones shown above. Given the 

advanced state of some of its displays the Museum must have received some funding and 

support, although it was ultimately far too little. 


