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C AKEWALK 

Florence Hines, undated (circa 1890–1905) 
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Saturday, April 21, 1894, Academy of Music, Toronto 
The curtain rises, and a Black woman steps onto centre stage. 

Florence Hines is dressed as a man. And not just any man but 
a young white dandy, arrayed in the latest fashion, with a fask in 
his pocket, a fedora hat set at a jaunty angle on his head, and a 
cane in his elegant hand. 

Florence begins the show with her latest hit song, “Hi Waiter! A 
Dozen More Bottles!”: 

Lovely woman was made to be loved, 
To be fondled and courted and kissed; 
And the fellows who’ve never made love to a girl, 
Well they don’t know what fun they have missed. 
I’m a fellow, who’s up on the times, 
Just the boy for a lark or a spree 
There’s a chap that’s dead stuck on women and wine, 
You can bet your old boots that it’s me. 

Hundreds of audience members raise a cheer for the star of Sam 
T. Jack’s Creole Company. 

One of them sits in the ffteen-cent stalls. Thirty-two-year-old 
Clara Ford, an impoverished Black woman, works as a tailor in the 
slums of downtown Toronto. Tall and striking, she is well known 
to the ushers because she, like Florence Hines, is notorious for 
wearing men’s clothes. Her sartorial choices have nearly gotten 
her arrested more than once, and they’ve given her a reputation 
for being eccentric and possibly insane. But whether dressed as a 
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o V E rT U r E  5 

woman or a man, Clara prides herself on looking neat. Her close-
ftting hunter green Eton jacket is on its last legs, but there are no 
loose threads. She holds in her lap a dashing black fedora with 
ribbon and feather, a new kind of hat that can be worn by both 
women and men. 

Next to Clara is her fourteen-year-old daughter, Flora McKay. 
Flora works as a servant in a boarding house. Her grey plaid tam-
o’-shanter cap pays tribute to her Scottish name and ancestry. 
Her long curly black hair is held back by a brown comb. Flora is 
lighter-skinned than her mother and considered conventionally 
attractive (sexualization begins young for nineteenth-century 
Black girls). Some people have told her, as though it’s praise, that 
Flora could “pass for white.” Both wear black crepe sashes on their 
arms to signify mourning. Jessie McKay, Clara’s mother and Flora’s 
grandmother, died a month ago, after a long illness. 

Six months later, in November 1894, Clara Ford will be arrested for 
the murder of a rich, young white man, Frank Westwood, and will 
hit levels of fame only dreamed of by Florence Hines. In a year, 
after giving the performance of her life, she’ll be acquitted, even 
though she confessed to the crime the night she was arrested. 
Three months after that, she’ll step onto a stage as a member of 
the chorus in Sam T. Jack’s Creole Company, and she’ll dance the 
cakewalk. 

Clara is about to set impressive precedents. The frst woman – 
and only the second person – to testify on her own behalf in a 
Canadian trial, she will successfully convince a jury of twelve 
white men that she was forced into a false confession by the po-
lice. During the trial by the media that preceded her day in court, 
she will become the frst person described by a North American 
newspaper as “homosexual” – in a two-day, multipage spread de-
voted to her alleged perversions, no less. Clara will triumph over 
near-universal vilifcation to become a working-class heroine. 
An impromptu parade on the streets of downtown Toronto will 
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6 C L a r a  aT  T H E  D o or  W I T H  a  r E VoLV E r  

follow her acquittal. And then she will disappear, and liars will 
take her reputation and stomp all over it again. 

Clara loved the dramatic arts. After a late dinner at her boarding 
house, she’d disappear into her room to read novels, and on 
Saturday nights, she and Flora would treat themselves to a show. 
She sang in a church choir on Sundays until the minister, Charles 
Ingles, dismissed all women and replaced them with choirboys. 

Florence Hines was a role model for Clara. Hines had been a 
stand-out success since Sam T. Jack’s Creole Minstrel Show began 
touring North America in 1891. Newspapers referred to her as an 
“excellent male impersonator” and “the greatest living female 
song and dance artist.” Little is known about Hines (including 
where and when she was born) or her path to becoming “the high-
est paid Black woman on the stage.” We do know that Florence’s 
on-stage performances included flirting with women, which 
probably refected her off-stage sexuality. In 1892, she got into an 
on-stage fght with a fellow performer named Marie Roberts. The 
Cincinnati Reporter said: “The utmost intimacy has existed be-
tween the two women for the past year, their marked devotion 
being not only noticeable but a subject of comment among their 
associates on the stage.” 

There was a delicate balance on stage between exploitation 
and challenging societal stereotypes, as Clara would have known 
watching the show. Sam T. Jack, the producer of the show, was 
white. His show was advertised, that spring evening in Toronto, as 
featuring scantily clad “genuine Creole maidens from the balmy 
shores of Louisiana.” One headline attraction was Mademoiselle 
Fatima, a supposed “Cairo girl” who’d introduced belly dancing 
at the Chicago World Exhibition’s midway stage in 1891. She, like 
the rest of the company, was an American-born Black actor play-
ing a role. In many ways, Jack was continuing the tradition of 
the minstrel show: exoticized and degrading portrayals of Black 
people as objects to be laid out for the white gaze. What we now 
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o V E rT U r E  7 

call “Orientalism,” a fetishization of the Other, could be seen in 
full glory across North America in the 1890s. The competing 
travelling attractions at Toronto’s two other main theatres that 
Saturday night were A Trip to Chinatown at the Grand Opera House 
and The Soudan at Jacob’s and Sparrow’s. 

But Jack did something that no white producer had done be-
fore (at least publicly). He hired Black women and men to write as 
well as perform their own material. Among the performers Clara 
watched that night were the Mallory Brothers, who created some 
of the earliest ragtime music for the troupe. Hines herself would 
later be considered a pioneering blues singer, an inspiration to 
artists such as Big Mama Thornton and Bessie Smith. Madame 
Flowers, another performer in the company, was the great gospel 
voice of her time. Bob Cole and J.R. Johnston, songwriters and per-
formers in the show, also penned some of the best-selling sheet 
music of the 1890s. (Their most famous song today, one of the frst 
hit records in 1902, is “Under the Bamboo Tree.” It remains popu-
lar despite its dated lyrics about Zulus and their ways of express-
ing attraction.) Inspired by A Trip to Chinatown, Cole and Johnston 
had started work on what would be one of the frst full-length 
Broadway musicals, A Trip to Coontown. 

On the night that Clara Ford sat in the audience, after Hines 
sang her song, the corps de ballet performed a cakewalk, set to 
ragtime music. The cakewalk was the dance craze of the day. In 
1892 in New York City, one performance drew over a thousand 
audience members. J.R. Johnston’s brother Charles Johnston and 
Charles’ wife, Dora Dean, were the most famous performers of the 
cakewalk, and they’d continue to be stars for three more decades. 

The cakewalk originated in the plantations of the southern 
United States, where enslaved Black people developed the satiric 
dance by mimicking the manners of white slaveholders. In the pro-
cessional march, dancers throw their heads back in pride, and their 
exaggerated mincing movements mock stately dances such as the 
minuet. Occasionally, a performer steps out for a dance specialty. 
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8 C L a r a  aT  T H E  D o or  W I T H  a  r E VoLV E r  

In flm capture of the cakewalk from the frst decade of the twen-
tieth century, there are echoes of Soul Train a century later. 

The cakewalk became a signature dance of the minstrel show, 
a musical genre where white performers rubbed burnt cork on 
their faces and “sentimentalized the nightmare life of a plan-
tation.” Occasionally, Black men joined minstrel troupes and 
“blacked up” their own faces, but they had no say over the script or 
the production. 

Sam T. Jack’s Creole Company show, which shed the term 
“minstrel” not long after it began touring, was a step forward. It 
had the same format as a minstrel show (which would go on to 
infuence the next phase of popular entertainment, vaudeville). 
In the frst act, an interlocutor, or master of ceremonies, began by 
introducing a circle of performers, who told jokes, performed 
dances, and sang. The second act, called an olio or entr’acte, 
usually satirized events of the day and had a “star turn.” The third 
act was a short musical drama. The Creole Company show had the 
same format, but the interlocutor was a Black woman, Black song-
writers published the syncopated rhythms of ragtime under their 
own names, and it supported a new “a comedic tradition … that 
was racially grounded but resisted stereotypes.” 

Florence Hines was riffng on the tradition of Zip Coon, the 
Black city slicker who was a staple of the minstrel show, along 
with his country cousin, Jim Crow. But the lyrics of Hines’s songs 
explicitly mocked rich white “swells” with more money than brains. 
Hines and other Black performers such as Bob Cole, who played 
the red-whiskered Willy Wayside, a comedic hobo who was a fore-
runner of Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp, were in whiteface. They 
played recognizably white characters and didn’t need to chalk 
their faces to get the point across. The audience laughed with 
them, not at them. In Hines’s case, satirizing the dominant group 
involved gender and race subversion. 

The social origins of the cakewalk were “black people imitat-
ing white people imitating black people imitating white people,” a 
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o V E rT U r E  9 

dizzying level of cultural complexity. Perhaps it’s better to focus 
on the fact that the theatre was a relatively safe space in a deeply 
racist, sexist, homophobic, and transphobic world. It took courage 
for Florence to wear men’s clothes, mock white people, and firt 
with women on stage, but she was thriving. 

After the show, the performers and many audience members 
left the theatre and entered a city, Toronto, where they were just as 
much second-class citizens as their counterparts in the United 
States, where women got arrested for wearing men’s clothes and 
Black people could not book a hotel room. Outside the theatre was 
a world where Florence Hines would eventually get sick, disappear 
from the public eye, and die poor and obscure in the 1920s. But on 
that Saturday night, in April 1894, the audience had paid to enter 
her world, and she got to set the rules. 

Just over a year later, on a Friday afternoon in May 1895, twelve 
white jurors entered a world that Clara created, at least for the 
three and a half hours it took to make them believe her word over 
the testimony of four white police offcers. She made it look easy, 
like a cakewalk. It wasn’t. 

It’s been well over a century since the murder of Frank Westwood, 
and since then the trial of Clara Ford, his putative killer, has been 
written about extensively: first by reporters and participants, 
then by legal scholars and historians. There has been at least one 
play and one radio drama, and a book was published in 2005. 
Clara’s story still crops up on websites and in newspaper articles. 
All of these works rely on the memoirs of Hector Charlesworth, 
a viciously racist journalist who boasted of publishing fake news 
to boost his newspaper’s circulation. His description of Clara Ford 
refects more about him and the moral panics of his time than re-
ality. Yet it’s his words, not hers, that have endured. 

In this book, I take a different angle. I am less interested in the 
trial itself than in the intertwined lives that preceded, and pro-
duced, the crime. I want to describe Clara’s life and circumstances 
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10 C L a r a  aT  T H E  D o or  W I T H  a  r E VoLV E r  

as a working-class Black woman as best I can, to examine her city 
and society. Clara lived most of her life below the poverty line. 
Except for a wild six-month period when her name was in news-
papers around the world, she led an obscure and purposefully se-
cretive life. Yet newspaper reports reveal more about her circle of 
friends, her everyday life, and her personality than is available 
about most other contemporary Black and working-class people. 
She lived at a time just before the popularization of the gramo-
phone and the cinema, a time when photographs were rare and 
mainstream newspapers wrote about Black women only when 
they got into trouble. We can listen to her words (and what other 
people think of her) in a way that Florence Hines is lost to us. 

Clara got stuffed into boxes that didn’t ft her – Tragic Mulatto 
Girl, Angry Black Woman, Temptress, Perverted Monster – to 
satisfy the bigoted imaginations of white people. No one – repor-
ters, police, or lawyers – cared enough to explore Clara’s allega-
tions of sexual assault and racial harassment against Frank 
Westwood. Toronto police offcers had to be spectacularly corrupt 
and incompetent before a Black woman’s word would be believed 
over theirs. The obvious suspect – a white man with motive, 
means, opportunity, and a serious criminal record – was shielded 
by the police and reporters. To me, these are the most interesting 
aspects of the murder of Frank Westwood. 

Where to begin? There are only two facts we can say with cer-
tainty about the relationship between Frank Westwood and his 
accused murderer, Clara Ford. One: this rich white boy and im-
poverished Black woman were neighbours, for a time, in the 
Toronto suburb of Parkdale. Two: Frank and Clara didn’t get along. 

Clara’s world was shaped by the rules of the stage she loved. 
Clara danced the cakewalk with power and elegance. She was, 
above all, a survivor. She was ferociously intelligent and laugh-
out-loud funny, an introverted performer with a strong sense of 
the absurdity of her own situation. I hope you enjoy her story, 
wrapped up in a murder mystery that persists to this day. 
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On the day he was fatally shot, Frank Westwood woke up feeling 
a bit under the weather. His father, Benjamin, the managing direc-
tor of the Toronto branch of a successful fshing-goods manufac-
tory, would spend the day in bed with a bad cold. But Frank, the 
second son, had recently graduated from high school and had just 
obtained his frst job. There were rules, no less clear for being 
unspoken. 

So Frank got dressed in a three-piece grey suit and starched 
white collar. After breakfast, he wrapped himself in his warm tan 
overcoat. The forecast for the day, Saturday, October 6, 1894, was 
for light showers followed by fair autumn weather. He checked 
himself in the hall mirror and then walked two blocks up Jameson 
Avenue to the South Parkdale train station. 

Four years earlier, The Mail had commissioned a centenary celebra-
tion of the establishment of Upper Canada, the British colony that 
would become the province of Ontario. Frank’s father, Benjamin, 
was one of a hundred notables whose careers and stately homes 
were illustrated in this memorial volume. Like the four hundred 
New Yorkers who crowded into Caroline Astor’s ballroom in 1892 
to signify their election into that city’s elite, the inclusion of West-
wood and his Parkdale villa, Lakeside Hall, in Toronto, Old and New 
must have given some quiet satisfaction to a self-made man. 

The Westwoods had bought Lakeside Hall in the summer of 
1889 at a bargain price, after the original developer and another 
speculator failed to sell the property because of the worldwide 
banking panic that had occurred that year. Although journalists 
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T H E  m U r DE r E E  15 

would later call it “an isolated mansion,” the long, narrow house – 
two and a half storeys with four bedrooms on the second foor 
and an attic bedroom for the maid – was hardly ostentatious. It 
did have a spectacular location. The ground foor’s parlour bay 
window overlooked a private boathouse on Lake Ontario on the 
lakeside boardwalk. 

The Westwoods loved boats, as was only ftting for a family 
whose livelihood depended on the water. Frank had a canoe and 
a third share in a sailboat. Along with his closest friends, he was 
a founding member of the Maroons Canoe Club, based at Dean’s 
Boathouse on Sunnyside Beach, a quarter mile to the west. Frank 
spent much of the summer of 1894 messing about in boats, in-
cluding a camping trip along the Etobicoke River in June, where he 
and his chums had, scandalously, been spotted swimming nude. 

Benjamin was born in Redditch, northern England, in 1845. 
Redditch was known throughout the British Empire for its manu-
facture of needles and fshing tackle, and Benjamin received a 
thorough education in that feld as a youth. He moved to Toronto 

Benjamin Westwood 
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16 C L a r a  aT  T H E  D o or  W I T H  a  r E VoLV E r  

in 1867 to establish the Toronto office of the leading English 
manufacturer of rods, nets, and other fshing necessities, Allcock 
and Laight. He married Clara Bonnick, another emigrant from 
northern England, in the Toronto suburb of Yorkville in 1870. 
After a brief sojourn in the United States – where Benjamin and 
Clara’s oldest child, Charles Herbert (known to family and friends 
as Bert), was born – the Westwoods returned to Toronto in 1873. 
By 1894, Benjamin had been the managing partner in the Toronto 
branch of Allcock, Laight and Westwood for a decade, and their 
aLW fshing rods would remain a Canadian icon well into the 
twentieth century. In the terminology of the time, the Westwoods 
were very comfortable, indeed. 

The family expanded. Frank was born in 1876, followed by 
William two years later. A daughter, Emily, rounded out the family 
in 1882. 

The Westwoods were pious. Benjamin had been a Methodist 
lay preacher from the age of eighteen and was on the building 
committee for the impressive Parkdale Methodist Church, which 
seated 1,600 congregants on its completion in 1890. 

The Westwoods were close-knit. Bert Westwood, who was in 
training to take over the family business, lived with his wife, 
Maggie; their child, Harry; and Maggie’s father, the baby’s name-
sake, Henry Nafe, four blocks from the Westwoods on Maynard 
Avenue. 

On the Saturday in question, the Westwoods planned to have 
tea the following afternoon, after attending church together, as 
they always did. 

On that drizzly autumn morning, Frank waited for the 8:40 a.m. 
train to Union Station. It was a short trip – only twelve minutes 
over three miles. 

Before a wave of amalgamations absorbed the suburb of 
Parkdale in the late 1880s, Toronto had been a trim grid that 
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T H E  m U r DE r E E  17 

stretched three miles from south to north and fve miles from 
east to west. But even with suburban expansion and a population 
of almost two hundred thousand, every street in the city could be 
walked in a day. Like fortunate suburbanites before and since, the 
Westwoods had physical proximity to Toronto along with psycho-
logical distance. 

The photograph of Lakeside Hall that appeared in Toronto, Old 
and New – with the equally impressive Clark residence behind it, a 
private boathouse in front, and Thornhurst, the substantial home 
of George Magann, the railway-parts manufacturer, in the dis-
tance – gives the impression of a remote country estate. And, in-
deed, writers in early twentieth-century Toronto promulgated a 
myth of Parkdale as a wealthy residential suburb with residents 
such as the Westwoods who exemplifed a now-vanished patri-
cian charm. According to a description of Frank’s murder written 
in purple prose in 1926, Parkdale in the 1890s was “graced with 
stately dwellings, overspreading trees, crystal waters, glimmering 
lawns, the soft footstep, the gentle voice, the contentment, the 
prosperity, the peace.” 

Parkdale had been developed as an exclusive “fowery suburb” 
of “charming villas,” according to one of its earliest promoters. 
And, indeed, from the frst, many company owners were lured to 
this new suburb just west and upwind of the industrializing city. 
With an undeveloped lakeshore, it was close to High Park’s hills 
and streams to the west and the grounds of the Toronto Industrial 
Exhibition to the east. The independent village, then town, of 
Parkdale promised lower taxes, cleaner water, fresher air, and a 
morally salubrious atmosphere. According to one journalist, the 
town fathers “ostracized the saloon keepers, frowned on negro 
minstrels, erected several churches, established a pound, built a 
schoolhouse, decorated her dead walls with placards of church 
meetings, tea-parties, temperance socials, sacred concerns and 
theological lectures, and became pious in good style.” 
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What does “frowned on negro minstrels” mean in this con-
text? Black Canadians were certainly advocating against the ra-
cist stereotypes of the minstrel show. But it’s far more likely that 
Parkdale’s political leaders were legislating against working-class 
entertainments and the people associated with them. 

Lakeside Hall had a small shack behind it, where a family of 
four lived from 1888 to 1892. Three of the Ford-McKay household 
were Black. Did they belong in the suburb of Parkdale? Some 
people, including Frank, defnitely didn’t think so. Not long after 
the Westwoods had moved to Parkdale, in May 1890, thirteen-
year-old Frank and twenty-eight-year-old Clara engaged in a 
public shouting match on the veranda of the Clarks, the West-
woods’ next-door neighbours and Clara’s landlords. 

Four years later, Frank hadn’t forgotten. In late August 1894, 
the summer before his murder, he leaked a story to The Telegram 
suggesting that the arrest of a male impersonator – Clara Ford – 
was imminent in Parkdale. 

Frank’s actions notwithstanding, the forces of exclusivity were 
losing. Toronto’s westward expansion, like that of Canada’s, was 
relentless. In 1879, Parkdale barely had the 250 residents re-
quired to incorporate as a village; ffteen years later, the suburb’s 
population approached ten thousand. The men who shared the 
railway platform with Frank ranged from clerks and salesmen to 
professionals and business owners. 

Parkdale was also home to several large institutions. The Cath-
olic Magdalen Asylum for unwed mothers and other disreputable 
women sat just north of Queen Street, Parkdale’s main commercial 
strip. Three blocks east of the Westwoods, the Home for Incurables 
housed three hundred residents. Half a mile farther east was a 
conglomeration of bogeyman institutions: the Toronto Central 
Prison, with its associated Mercer Reformatory for Women, and the 
Ontario Lunatic Asylum. Most frustrating for the Westwoods, the 
Clarks had recently sold their property to the Salvation Army for a 
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T H E  m U r DE r E E  19 

Home for Wayward Girls. For all of the Westwoods’ piety, having 
this charitable institution next door was too close for comfort. 

Across the street from Lakeside Hall, new houses lodged trav-
elling salesmen. These men hopped the train downtown to pick 
up samples from brokers and then rode west to sell their wares in 
the agricultural settlements of western Ontario. A third of Park-
dale’s residents were labourers and engineers, as skilled labourers 
such as machinists were then known. They walked to huge indus-
trial buildings along the four railway lines that converged between 
Parkdale and downtown Toronto. 

By the time Toronto annexed Parkdale in 1889 and it became 
St. Alban’s Ward, its claim to being the Floral Suburb had been 
eroded. Parkdale Town Council had once refused to grant liquor li-
cences, but by 1894 Queen Street had four “hotels,” taverns with 
rooms to rent upstairs. A similar attempt to bar industries failed. 
The Toronto Stove Manufacturing Company on Dufferin Street 
had one hundred employees, and the Gutta Percha Rubber Com-
pany, which manufactured hose and belting just north of Queen 
Street, was the largest rubber company in Canada. The Canadian 
Pacifc rail yards also employed numerous locals. 

The area between Parkdale and downtown, along the rail line 
Frank took to work, was Canada’s growing industrial heartland. 
The Massey-Harris factory, which had over seven thousand em-
ployees constructing agricultural machinery sought around the 
world, was merely the largest of the smoke-spewing factories 
fuelling Toronto’s rapid growth. Next to the factories and insti-
tutions sat the city’s main slaughterhouse. From cows to com-
bines, all businesses relied on the trains that blocked off access to 
Toronto’s waterfront. 

Parkdale, like most western suburbs in the Northern Hemi-
sphere, was protected from the stench by prevailing winds that 
blew to the east. Three of four main railroads turned north at the 
eastern border of Parkdale, leaving the lakeshore and its breezes 
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20 C L a r a  aT  T H E  D o or  W I T H  a  r E VoLV E r  

relatively unspoiled. But the dirty realities of Toronto’s industrial 
wealth were all too proximate to rich Parkdalians, as were the 
people who worked in those industries. 

Residences, industry, institutions, parkland … There was 
one more element of Toronto’s lakeshore between Parkdale and 
downtown that would assume increasing importance in Frank’s 
afterlife as a murder victim: national pride and defence. Each au-
tumn for two weeks, three hundred thousand people gathered 
at the Toronto Industrial Exhibition, just east of Lakeside Hall, to 
view the “displays of Toronto and Provincial manufacturers, art 
exhibits, Canada’s finest breeds of horses and cattle, and the 
bountiful array of her horticultural and agricultural products.” 
Adjacent to the Industrial Exhibition was the “New Fort,” where 
Canadian militia stood vigilant against American invasion. Fur-
ther east, the ruins of the “Old Fort” reminded Torontonians of 
when the Americans invaded in 1812. This array of buildings sym-
bolized both Toronto’s pride in the new Canadian nation and its 
fear of being overrun by foreigners. Canada would be free from 
pernicious Yankee infuences. It would keep tight control over its 
religious, linguistic, and racial minorities. It would provide new 
“virgin lands” for British migrants to exploit, emptied by the dis-
placement and extermination of Indigenous peoples. In 1891, 
when prominent politician Goldwin Smith spoke at the National 
Press Club in Toronto on the potential of annexation by the 
United States or independence from the British Empire, Police 
Magistrate George Denison rose and shouted: “If ever the time 
came that either should have to be seriously discussed, I would 
only argue it … on horseback with my sword.” The New Fort occu-
pied a seemingly impregnable cliff over Lake Ontario, surmounted 
by a twelve-foot-high fence with barbed wire on top. It stood on 
guard for Canada First. 

Frank was on his way to work as a clerk at Henry Smith’s depart-
ment store, which sold “Family Goods, Musical Goods, Sporting 



Whitzman_final_10-24-2022.indd  21 2022-10-24  3:11:02 PM

   

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 

  

 

 
 

           
 
 

T H E  m U r DE r E E  21 

Goods Etc.” and was located across Wellington Street from his 
father’s establishment, one block from Union Station. A clerkship 
in a thriving business was a good entry-level position, especially 
during the economic recession of the early 1890s, and, of course, 
his family connections had helped. Frank kept up the ledgers, 
addressed correspondence, and assisted Smith as he learned the 
basics of business and prepared to follow in the footsteps of his 
father and older brother. 

After the shooting, when Henry Smith was approached by re-
porters to discuss his dying employee, he provided Frank with a 
typical nineteenth-century boilerplate positive reference: Frank, he 
said, was “always well behaved … I know of nothing derogatory to 
his character. He was punctual and most industrious in perform-
ing his duties.” 

To female employees at Smith’s shop, Frank must have ap-
peared handsome, with his sandy blonde hair, striking pale blue 
eyes, and pouty mouth. Frank was a little young for marriage at 
eighteen, but his prospects as a future match were certainly good. 
He was physically ft, conventional in his manners and opinions, 
and popular with his contemporaries: “a sturdy, fine-looking 
young fellow, free of all visible vice, and a favourite in the circle 
where he moves.” Defned by the absence of negative rather than 
the presence of positive qualities, Frank “drank no strong liquors, 
kept good company, and never stayed out at night later than about 
10.30 o’clock.” 

At lunchtime, Frank only had to walk one block west to en-
counter a different world from the solid brick commercial estab-
lishments of Bay Street. There were four “negro-owned” eating 
houses on York Street, the centre of Toronto’s small Black com-
munity since the 1840s. Frank’s former neighbour Clara Ford 
lived above one of those restaurants. York Street and the exten-
sion of Bay Street above Queen Street, then called Terauley Street, 
were the commercial strips of the Ward, Toronto’s principal slum. 
There, you could find tailors and laundries, second-hand and 
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pawnshops, restaurants and taverns that served both the middle 
class and the working poor. The Ward was where the outsiders – 
Jews, Blacks, Italians, a smattering of Chinese migrants, and 
Indigenous people – could be found. 

By the 1890s, the Ward, like Parkdale, was under threat from 
relentless economic expansion. Wooden shacks, including the one 
in which Clara spent her early years, had been torn down for what 
would be Toronto’s third city hall, under construction at the corner 
of Queen and Terauley Streets. Two department stores – Eaton’s 
and Simpson’s – were thriving at the corner of Yonge and Queen 
Streets, and canny real estate entrepreneurs were purchasing and 
demolishing small shops, with housing above or behind them, to 
make way for prestigious commercial expansion along Queen. 

After work, Frank might have missed the 5:20 p.m. return train 
and instead boarded the King streetcar, a slower and more 
crowded but less expensive journey. He ate dinner with his family, 
served by live-in maid Bessie Stephen. His mother, Clara 
Westwood, discussed plans for her forty-fourth birthday in the 
coming week. After dinner, twelve-year-old Emily played on her 
new piano, which had been delivered that afternoon. The family 
sang along. 

At around 7:30 p.m., Frank again donned his overcoat and met 
up with his two closest friends. Ed Lennox was the son of Isaac 
Lennox, a local alderman and a manufacturer of excelsior, those 
wooden shavings so essential to packaging and insulation in the 
nineteenth century. Like Benjamin Westwood, Lennox was prom-
inent in both the Parkdale Methodist Church and the Liberal 
Party. Temple Cooper was the son of the late Charles Cooper, a 
wholesale shoe and boot distributor, and lived next door to Frank’s 
brother on Maynard Avenue. 

The three young men wandered along Queen’s retail strip. 
They visited Dr. Griffn, whose medical practice below his home 
on Macdonell just north of Queen was open on Saturday nights. 
There, Frank procured a prescription for liver pills, which he flled 
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at Gray’s drug store around the corner. Liver pills, according to ad-
vertisements of the day, relieved fatigue and fatulence and in-
duced cheerfulness. 

At some point in the next ninety minutes, the young men 
dropped by Mrs. Mitchell’s, a grocery store a mile to the east on 
King Street West and Niagara, and ordered a pipe. Frank’s father, 
aside from being an avid prohibitionist, didn’t approve of Frank’s 
penchant for tobacco, so the purchase needed to be made furtively 
and at a distance. When Frank and his friends returned to Park-
dale, two more young men joined the group: Isaac Anderson, the 
son of a local lawyer, and William Andrew, another clerk at a 
downtown jewellery store. The fve men perhaps retired to one of 
the four taverns in the area, but if they did, the secret was never 
betrayed by Frank’s friends. 

Just before 10:00 p.m., they were spotted sitting on a fence 
near Queen Street by Constable George Baird, who told them to go 
home. They walked to Cowan Avenue, where Temple lived. Frank 
parted with the other three at the corner of King and Jameson 
Avenues and then continued south. 

When he got home, the light was still on in the front parlour. 
His father and the younger children were in bed, as was the maid, 
but his mother had stayed up, waiting for him, her favourite 
child, to return. They chatted for about twenty minutes, then they 
turned off the gas lamps and went upstairs. Frank kissed his 
mother goodnight and headed for the south bedroom, which he 
shared with his brother Willie. By the chiming of the hallway 
clock, it was 10:45 p.m. 

A few minutes later, Clara heard her son go downstairs again. 
She wondered whether Frank was getting a snack from the icebox. 
She didn’t hear the doorbell ring, but that wasn’t unusual; she 
was slightly deaf, and the bedroom she shared with her husband 
was at the back of the second foor. 

Frank lit the gas lamp in the hallway and unhooked the door 
latch. He held the door partway closed with his foot as he greeted 
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the late-night visitor. His mother heard a sound like glass break-
ing, then the terrifying thump of a body falling. She rushed to the 
landing and looked down. The front door was closed, and Frank 
was propped against the wall clutching his stomach. Blood seeped 
between his fngers. “Mother, I’ve been shot,” he cried. 

“Ben! Bring your revolver, there are burglars in the house!” 
Clara screamed as she ran downstairs. 

Benjamin, woken by the shot, joined her, still wearing his py-
jamas. They could smell the residue of a gunshot. The door was 
closed but not latched. Frank must have slammed it shut after 
being shot. Benjamin tried to open the door, but Clara told him to 
stop, that the burglars might still be outside. He ran upstairs and 
threw on trousers and an overcoat. He grabbed the revolver he 
kept in his locked secretary desk and headed back downstairs, 
where Clara was telephoning their family doctor and friend, Adam 
Lynd. Benjamin opened the door and shot his revolver into the air, 
partly to scare off burglars but mostly in the hope that a police 
patrolman might hear. 

Meanwhile, Frank staggered upstairs. Willie, still half asleep, 
asked whether it was morning and what the fuss was about. Frank 
said that he’d been shot and threw off his bloodstained jacket and 
vest. As Willie leaped from the bed, Frank collapsed on the foor. 
Willie grabbed a pillow to put under his head. When their mother 
joined them, Willie began to cry. 

Downstairs, Benjamin phoned the police and two more doc-
tors. He glanced at the clock in the hallway – it was just before 
11:00 p.m. He wondered whether the burglars would catch the 
11:10 p.m. train out of Toronto. 

Within ffteen minutes, three doctors, one police detective, and 
two more police offcers arrived on the scene. Frank was still con-
scious, but all the doctors in Parkdale could not cure an internal 
wound of that nature. Even if they’d removed the bullet from 
where it lodged near Frank’s spine after piercing his liver, peri-
tonitis (blood poisoning) had already begun to spread through his 
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body, and penicillin had yet to be invented. When the initial shock 
of the injury gave way to agonizing pain, they gave him opioids. 
Remarkably, Frank was still semi-conscious. Detective Charley 
Slemin asked him, for the frst of what would be many times, to 
describe his attacker. All Frank could or would say (or at least what 
was reported to the newspapers at the time) was that his assailant 
had been a medium-sized, relatively heavy-set middle-aged man 
in a dark overcoat and fedora. He had a thin moustache. Frank 
didn’t recognize him, and no words were exchanged. 

Clara and Willie sat with Frank, who slept fitfully, while 
Benjamin tried to console Emily. Outside, reporters gathered on 
the grounds as dawn broke. It was Sunday, October 7. Day 1 of the 
Parkdale mystery. 
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