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Meet Clifford Pennock '

C lifford Pennock was born near Elgin in 1880, and lived in the town for 65 years. During his life he
became a barber, and with his wife - Ella Driscoll - ran a barbershop, a beauty parlour, and a
utility store out of their home. They had no children, so he also boarded students from around South
Crosby who attended the Elgin Continuation School. Cliff was a slim man, of medium height, with a
swarthy complexion, a prominent nose, thinning hair, and a cigarette or pipe constantly in hand. He
worked long hours in his barber shop which was open from 8 am until 11 pm most days. The shop
was usually filled with people wanting 25 cent haircuts, and his patrons often stayed late into the
evenings, socializing and playing games of cribbage. Cliff welcomed people from all walks of life. His
business became known as a place without prejudice. Cliff was also a talented director of plays at
the local Elgin theatre. The performances were usually 3 act farces, and they often toured to
Newboro, Toledo, and even Kingston as fundraisers for worthy causes.

1 - Acknowledgments to articles by Don Warren and Neil Patterson for biographical information on Clifford Pennock

A Passion for Photography

B ut in spite of all this, Cliff’s real passion was photography! By 1904 he had become skilled in
the operation of glass plate cameras, had his own dark room, and over the years took over
1300 photos of people and places in South Crosby. Thanks to the efforts of Neil Patterson and
others in the community, most of Cliff’'s photographs have survived and many are stored in archives
at Queen’s University and Parks Canada.

In 2021 the Elgin and Area Heritage Society (EAHS) sponsored the creation of several historical
poster boards in Newboro and Elgin that feature much of Pennock’s best photography. | have had
the privilege of doing the photo restoration and graphic designs for these projects, and in the
process have become familiar with the genius of Pennock’s art. Here are some thoughts on his
amazing body of work.
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The Newboro Canning Factory

W e first encountered this image in a collection of about 300 photos taken in and around Newboro.

It was a small, faded, low resolution shot, with some degradation. The composition was
interesting, but it was repeatedly rejected due to the poor image quality. And yet... over the course of
the next few months, it kept resurfacing! Eventually we saw the light, and after a great deal of
restorative work, it became the central image in the Newboro poster. The photo captures an amazing
swath of humanity spread across the full width of Main Street, looking north towards the Newboro
Canning Factory. The people in the street display a fierce determination. They are surrounded by the
buildings, tools, animals, and conveyances of their times, circa 1900. This heroic group raises endless
questions about who they were and what they did. How did Cliff Pennock manage to gather them all
together for this stoic portrait? This seemingly humble photo is an example of how masterpieces,
even degraded ones, always manage to push their way to the top of the list!
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The Portraits

P ennock captured hundreds of striking portraits of children, men, women, and families during his
time in South Crosby. Here are a few favourites:

Young Boy and His Catch

This young fisherman is only a bit larger than his catch. We know that he did indeed catch the fish
himself because there are other photos of the lad actually wielding his fishing rod! In spite of his big
prize, he seems a bit blasé and indifferent to the whole affair. Ho-hum... another day, another fish to
clean...

Crew Cut Man

Pennock would often have his subjects pose in natural settings along lakeshores, in grassy meadows,
or in lush forests. This young man reclining in his well tailored suit is a classic Pennock pose. His
clothing suggests that the photo was taken in the early 1900s. And most notably, the gentleman sports
a crew cut, a style that was likely not too common in South Crosby in those days. On the other hand,
Pennock was a well known barber, and no doubt the gentleman was a customer of both Cliff’s
grooming and photo services.

Ladies In the Parlour

The hair styles and clothing suggest the 1890s which means that Pennock was most likely just at the
beginning of his long photography career when he captured this image. And yet, even at this young age
he shows great skill in arranging his subjects, lighting, and the supporting backgrounds. The ladies,
engrossed in their book, seem calm, poised, somewhat reserved, and perhaps even secretive. Which
leaves the viewer curious about who they were and what they were about on this day...
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Everyday Life

P ennock travelled widely throughout South Crosby in pursuit of his photography. As a result, he
recorded a variety of scenes of everyday life in the township.

The top left image captures the intensity of the hunter and his dog in pursuit of their prey.

The top middle image shows a well dressed couple, their daughter, and an exquisitely crafted
model sailboat in front of an austere looking building. Is he the craftsman and is this his shop? If
this is their home, it seems at odds with their fine attire.

The top right image is a south looking view down Kingston St in Elgin, showing a group of
children walking in a fresh snowfall. It’s a very ordinary picture, yet Pennock’s composition has a
way of drawing us into the scene.

The bottom image captures the hard work and anticipation of a family working in their sugar
bush, perhaps looking forward to a sweet reward of maple taffy at the end of the day.
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Fishing !'!

A round 1904 Clifford accepted a part time position at the Opinicon Hotel at Chaffeys Lock as their
resident barber and photographer. During this time he also continued to run his shop and other
activities in Elgin. The Opinicon was (and still is) a major sport fishing destination for anglers from
Canada and the US. So it was inevitable that Pennock would amass a vast collection of guest photos
featuring anglers and their catch. He favoured the classic fishing rack pose, with the proud
sportsperson(s) standing behind rows of fish lined up on the rack. Surprisingly, people seemed to dress
up for the occasion! Suits, vests, ties, dresses and fancy hats abound in these photos. As you can see
from the ones above, Pennock manages to capture the unique personalities behind the fishing rods and
the fish.
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Landscapes

(= -
Bk, o b i
o N

H ere are two fine examples of Pennock’s landscape photography. The top image was taken on the
Great Stone Arch Dam at Jones Falls. At the time of its completion by Colonel By and his team in
1831, it was the highest dam in North America at a height of almost 60 feet. Pennock manages to
capture the sweep and scale of the structure through his compositional framing, and by placing his two
subjects a good distance from the camera. Because of its simplicity, the image looks contemporary, as
if it were taken in modern times. The bottom image uses the somber figure on the right to convey the
sense of solitude and perhaps even loneliness of the lake and the land she sees before her. Pennock
often used single subjects to connect the viewer to the rugged beauty and wilderness of South Crosby.
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A Master Beyond His Times

rom what we know of Clifford Pennock’s life, it seems that he lived it to the fullest. He was

actively involved in his South Crosby community. He served people through his businesses, his
theatrical pursuits, his support of local students, and especially his prolific photography. And yet
Clifford probably did not appreciate the future impact of his photos. For sure he would have seen
that his pictures were successful and appreciated by clients, but this was just one of many useful
things that he did in society. Pennock probably did not grasp the breadth of his artistry, nor would he
have anticipated that his images would endure far beyond his lifetime, well into the next century. But
as we collect and curate more of his work, we can see his bigger picture. And that picture is one of
an amazing visual artist who brilliantly captured the life and times of his community. And in spite of
all the odds, that picture has endured...
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