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Original photograph images have been shared by Norwich and District Museum and
Archives, from the Alma Clutton collection. Thank you to Janet Hilliker, Archivist.
The following is an excerpt from 'Outstanding Women of Oxford County', The
Oxford County Board of Education, 1979.

Alma Clutton, the first woman photographer of Norwich, chose a unique profession
for her time in the late 1800s. It was unusual for a woman to be involved in any
profession outside of the home, especially one requiring the technical training and
skill of photography. Still, this did not prevent Miss Glutton from opening a photo
studio in Norwich.

Unlike today’s era of instamatic cameras and home movies, almost a century ago
cameras were not at all a part of the family life-style. The pictures that were taken
would be done by professionals in a studio. Cameras were too complicated for the
average person to use. Besides they were much too expensive to own.

Therefore, it was a special occasion to have pictures taken, especially if they were
done in the home! Whether it was the family portrait or a baby’s picture, everyone
dressed up in their Sunday best. Imagine how exciting it must have been to enter a
studio prepared with backdrops, lights, and marvellous gadgets that were all new to
you!

on the Otter Creek by Alma Clutton
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Alma learned of photographic technique &
portraiture from Schaldenbrand of Detroit

In the late 1800's, under the direction of F. W.
Schaldenbrand in Detroit, Miss Clutton studied
photography. There, she learned how to use her
talents to the fullest; her eye for colour, and her
artistic skill were very valuable. For a young woman
to travel to an unknown city to learn a professional
trade was a considerable undertaking.

Fortunately, Alma was encouraged by her mother,
and a member of her family seems to have aided her
financially. Returning home, she set up her own
studio with a large sloping window for lighting, on
the second storey of a store on Norwich’s Main
Street.

Once recognized in the Norwich district as a
competent photographer, Alma Clutton soon became
popular for her photos— especially those of young
children and babies. She had many patrons
throughout the year, but during the Christmas season
business really boomed. Miss Clutton's photos have
provided valuable insight into Norwich's history by
providing portraits of former residents.

However, because of ill health, Miss Clutton was not
able to expand her business and her studio was not
moved or enlarged. Perhaps it was her heavy
workload which overcame her, because she was said
to have had a nervous breakdown early in life. In the
determined manner which had characterized her
early studies, she recovered from this setback and
continued her work successfully.
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Alma Clutton Photography Studio
18 Main St W, Norwich, ON
Second level

denoted by yellow arrow

18 Main Street W, Norwich, second floor studio of Alma Clutton,
indicated by yellow arrow.
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Alma’s deep sensitivity and
generosity is revealed by her
charitable involvement in the
community. She helped several girls
with financial loans to further their
education in such careers as nursing,
and she took on photography
apprentices.

A young girl named Jean Gainfort
Merrill who was interested in
photography apprenticed under
Miss Clutton for a three-year
period. She later moved to Toronto
and opened her own studio,
becoming the first female member
of the Canadian Press
Photographers Union.

Another indication of Alma's
interest in the local community was
her contributions of antiques to the
newly- opened museum. Her
collections, with some help from a
certain Miss Mott, helped to start
the original museum above the post
office, thus founding the first
Historical Society of Norwich.
Today, although the styles and
techniques of photography have
changed dramatically, Miss Alma
Clutton provides an example for
women wishing to enter a
profession which is still
predominantly

men.

Alma Clutton, self portrait,

Pelee Island, Lake Erie.



News photography—
Feminine Version

F SHE IS tough physically, willing to
I work long hours and is not too ad-
dicted to high-heeled shoes, news-
photography offers an exciting field for
the girl who wants a career, according to
Jean Gainfort Merrill, one of the very
few women news photographers in Can-
ada.
If a girl is a clinging vine who needs
somebody to help her carry her flash-
bulbs and her cameras and who expects

Jean Gainfort Merrill of Toronto is one
of few women news photographers in
Canada. She finds it exciting work.

her co-workers to wait on her, she might
as well forget the whole business.

It is unlikely that there are more than
five women news photographers in the
whole of Canada, and most of them, like
Miss Merrill, learned the hard way. The
years of apprenticeship are paying off
now, but she still is working hard and on
more than one occasion has fallen asleep
in the middle of a good show which she
went to for relaxation.

For those who want a photography ca-
reer, Miss Merrill suggests they learn the
business properly—in the darkroom. In
her home town of Norwich, Ontario, she
went to work for a photographer, Alma
Clutton, after she finished high school.
She started by learning retouching and
spent three years in the darkroom. She
gradually worked into taking portrait pic-
tures for Miss Clutton.

With money she had saved she took
off for Winona Lake, Indiana, and spent
a month at a school run by the Photog-
raphers’ Association of America. Back
she went to Norwich, where she managed
the studio for a year, and then decided
to try her luck in Toronto.

That was back in 1937 when jobs were
hard to get. “I walked miles hunting for
work,” she recalls, “and finally ended up
doing retouching in a coupon studio at
§18 a week.” It was good experience, but
December, 1947
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Norwich train station platform photographed by Alma Clutton
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Alma Clutton's border crossing documentation,
visting her mother in Detroit, 1917



Remembrances from Joyce Hoover Clark, a cousin of Miss Alma
Clutton.

We called her Cousin Alma. She felt being called an aunt sounded older. She was my
mother's third cousin. The story goes that her father liked to drink and Alma's mother, Jane
Anne Moore Clutton, (Granny, we called her) did not think that children should be brought
up this way. So Mr. Clutton moved to Detroit and sold furniture.

Granny was brought up as a Quaker (Society of Friends). So that is why Cousin Alma went
to Detroit to go to school in photography. Her only brother, Ernest, had a farm on Pelee
Island and was the first to experiment in growing tobacco there; and the first in Ontario to
grow soybeans.

| do not know when she graduated, but my father said she was the best photographer of
children. She had many different toys in her studio that made sounds to get your attention.
Her camera was a big box under a curtain on a stand that rolled to wherever you wanted.
Cousin Alma took over the business from a man who'd retired (and inherited his glass
negatives).

We had many photos taken of us. When | was older she would invite me down to the studio
to learn about photography. Alma Clutton trained two girls from around Norwich in
photography, and | know one [later] worked in Toronto.

After graduating, Cousin Alma travelled to Europe and Egypt (about 1921?). | have seen
photos of hers of the pyramids. She visited the Cluttons in southern France and by this
introduction is how my mother, Lettuce Clutton, came to Canada to the Cluttons in
Norwich and later married Douglas Hoover.

| remember Cousin Alma was like the movie 'Auntie Mame', always wanting us to learn
something different. She took Alma Sutton (a cousin) and myself to Toronto to see a ballet;
stay in a hotel overnight; to a soup kitchen to see the less fortunate and eat cabbage soup,
and home again on the train. [That] was really something back in our day!

When Mother took us down to visit them in Norwich, Cousin Alma always made a cake and
would get a block of ice cream from the store. That was really a treat for us farm children.

| do not think she made much money but she enjoyed her job. When Cousin Alma died, her
brother, Cousin Emest Clutton [1876-1960], sold the big camera.

With the help of Miss Mott, a high school teacher in Norwich, Alma started a museum.
They collected things people did not want, or bought items they thought should be saved,
and stored them upstairs over the post office.
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