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ABSTRACT

This study challenges several common assumptions about the War of
1812. Most writers have stressed that the inhabitants of Upper Canada
played a large role in the defence of the colony and that the conflict
created a greater sense of unity among an already cohesive population.
Some authors have even suggested that the war was responsible for
Confederation since it produced a wave of anti-Americanism that "knit
together" British North Americans. In economic terms, it is usually
claimed that the colonists benefited from military spending and that the
war set the province on a course for future prosperity.

Before the war, however, Upper Canada was a fragmented and
pluralistic community. Colonists were divided by racial, religious,
linguistic, and class differences. Most settlexs had no strong ties to
either the United States or Britain and few appeared eager to fight for
either government. The atomistic nature of Upper Canadian society made
concerted action against an invader an impossiblity and a majority of
Upper Canadian males avoided service altogether during the conflict.

A computer-assisted study of 2,055 claims submitted by
inhabitants for war damages reveals that British soldiers and their
Indian allies were responsible for much of the. damage done to private
property. That information explains why there was little increase in
anti-Americanism after the conflict. Most wartime destruction was

restricted to the Niagara region and areas to the west and residents in
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eastern Upper Canada lost little by the fighting. Some merchants in
that area made small fortunes by breaking laws relating to currency or
by taking advantage of civilian and military customers but many other
inhabitants saw little benefit from increased spending by the British
army. While a handful of shopkeepers gouged the public, other Upper
Canadians who stole or traded with Americans were bramnded as rebels and
eight "traitors" were hanged for such activities.

Upper Canada was ill-prepared to deal with the legacy of the
fighting. The economic depression which gripped the colony for almost a
decade was, in part, a result of the damages and dislocation caused by
the war. The creation of a reform group in the Assembly can also be
linked to issues that arose out of the conflict. Disputes over
compensation, militia pay, land grants, pensions, and medals for heroism
enlivened post-war politics for many years. War damage claims, for
exanple, were not liquidated until 1837. The assumption of that debt
helped drive the colony into bankruptcy and it was this fiscal
embarassment, not unity arising from the war, which led to the union of
Upper and Lower Canada.
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I

"A PAGE OF GLORIOUS HISTORY": 1812 AND THE CREATION
OF A USABLE PAST

An American politician, Hiram Johnson, once said that truth was
the first casuvalty of war. Like many conflicts, the War of 1812
confirms the maxim. Accounts of the struggle often are riddled with
intended mistakes or deliberate misrepresentations, particularly when
the subject concerns Upper Canadian reactions to the conflict.
Nineteenth—century author William Foster, for example, a Toronto
barrister and member of the nationalistic "Canada First" movement, told
his readers that in each home "the rusty flintlock was taken from the
rack above the fireplace" as young and old alike answered the "call to
arms."! wWhat Foster neglected to mention was that the rifle, and evexry
other valuable possession, probably was buried immediately under the
woodshed. Later, the owner likely turned a deaf ear to any militia
summons, preferring instead to work his fields. Yet miles away at
military headquarters Isaac Brock would sit composing speeches which
praised Upper Canadians for their universal display of loyalty. A few
months later, after making the ultimate sacrifice, the Major-General
became the "immortal Brock". He was considered a hero by most
inhabitants because his forces had defeated the Americans but he had
given the credit for those victories to the people of the province.

The cenduct of the colonial population during the struggle has
"“never been adequately examined. The effects of the war on the province
also remain unclear because of insufficient study. If the topic is
raised at all, there is a tendency to focus only on the favorable
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results of the conflict. In most works the war is seen as having been a
boon to the ecoromy, a stamp which impressed a British character on the
province, or a "crucial step in the emergence of an undefended border."?‘
In place of discussions of the destruction and waste which accompanied
the American invasions one finds detailed reports of various military
campaigns. Many writers appear very reluctant to admit that the war had
any injurious impact on the colony, even if a few have acknowledged that
the exaggerated accounts of the value of citizen-soldiers probably led
to the continuance of an inadequate militia system long after
hostilities had ceased. Yet even the militia myth is seen as
beneficial. After all, it did create a "common national heritage"
around which all Canadians could unite.3

Some of these distortions are the product of a priori
conclusions. Others are also the result of attempts to create a heroic
and martial past where none exists. In accounts of militia activity, or
in discussions of the economic, political or social effects of the war,
the contrast be:ween myth and reality is often astounding. Nineteenth-
century writers, for example, were fond of claiming to their readers
that the population of the province was largely responsible for its
successful defence. In 1862, Gilbert Auchinleck, one of the editors of
the Anglo-American Magazine, noted that with the help of "a mere handful

of British troops the Canadian militia achieved the expulsion of the
invading foe." Auchinleck felt that all Canadians should be thankful
that earlier colonists, with "true hearts and strong arms," had managed
to preserve the British connection.? Those sentiments were echoed two

years later by William Coffin, a Canadian soldier and civil servant.

Coffin's book, 1812; The War and Its Moral, was published in 1864 when




it appeared that the Civil War in the United States might lead again to
invasions of British North America. Like Auchinleck he stressed that
the inhabitants had gladly shouldered the burden of military service:

They thronged to the banner of Brock. The Province rose

as a man. Numbers for whom arms could not be provided,

return=d disappointed to their homes. The rest did their

duty nobly...
Those men had shown that the successful defence of the region was
possible and Coffin believed that Victorian Canadians should remember
the war "as an example and a warn:l.ng."5 Both Auchinleck and Coffin
asserted that all Upper Canadians had taken an active part in the
struggle on the British side and that the most important result of the
war was that the province had remained a part of the British Empire.

Later nineteenth-—century writers elaborated on those views.
Egerton Ryerson, the "father of the Ontario school system," believed
that the war had created a united populace. In 1880, he wrote that it
had forced Upper Canadians of various backgrounds to forget "former
distinctions and jealousies" so they might fight "as one man in defence
of the country." The exploits of the Upper Canadians, like those of the
warriors of ancient Greece, assumed epic proportions:

The Spartan bands of Canadian Loyalist volunteers, aided

by a few hundred English soldiers and civilized Indians,

repelled the Persian thousands of democratic American

invaders, and maintained the virgin soil of Canadg

unpolluted by the foot of the plundering invader.
One of the descendants of those "Loyalist volunteers," Matilda Ridout
Edgar, also believed every Canadian should be aware of the role played
by the militia. She suggested that anyone seeking a sense of pride in
their country look no farther than the actions of the "brave little band

of heroes" who had "saved the land in its hour of need."7



The number of publications that dealt with the War of 1812
increased as the nineteenth century progressed. During the 1850s the
death of the first generation of Loyalist settlers prompted a number of
authors to undertake works dealing with the early history of Ontario.
Egerton Ryerson, for instance, noted that it was the death of his father
in 1854 which led him to begin colleting information on the province's
earliest 1;::i.om=.‘e1:s.8 The next year Gilbert Auchinleck wrote the first of
a series of articles that were collected into the form of a book in
1862.° The increased attention paid to the War of 1812 was part of the
growth of a more general interest in provincial history. The first
local historical society appeared in Torontc in 1861 and by 1900 at
least fifteen organizations were operating throughout the province. A
concern to preserve documents, and to a desire to celebrate Loyalist
accomplishments such as the victory of 1812, were shared by all these
groups. There was also an educational aspect to the works of these
local historical associations. The Women's Canadian Historical Society,
for example, stated that its primary goal was to inform other Canadians
of the “heroic past" of their country.'C |

Although the number of articles and books dealing with the war
increased over time, there were certain periods of intense interest.
Early in the 1870s, a perceived need to instill a sense of national
unity among the newly joined provinces of Canada led men such as William
Foster to stress that all Canadians could take pride in the War of 1812.
A decade later, in 1884, the celebration of the one-hundredth anniver-
sary of the arrival of the first loyalists in Ontario brought about a
flurry of publications dealing with the conflict. Both the centennial
celebrations of the official founding of the province, and the patriotic




fervour excited by the South African War, prompted another spate of
anthologies and commemorative collections in the 1890s. 1

Few of the writers of these early works paid any attention to the
injurious effects of the war and most authors were content to observe it
had not resulted in the severance of the British connection. Others,
however, went on to suggest that the struggle had a dramatic impact on
Canadian history. Jennie McConnell, for instance, a member of the
Women's Canadian Historical Society of Ottawa, believed that the war
fostered a new sense of unity among the British North American pro-
vinces. That feeling, she wrote, grew "secretly but steadily" until
Confederation was acl'x:i.ever:l.12 BEven some authors whose roots lay outside
Ontario believed that the War of 1812 was the most significant event in
the history of Canada. John Castell Hopkins, for instance, was born in
the United States but came to Ontario while only a boy. Years later, as

an associate editor at the Toronto Daily Bmpire and a supporter of the

Imperial Federation movement, Hopkins believed that the war had laid an
"invisible foundation" for the federal union of 1867 and that Canada
could serve as the centre of a rejuvenated Enpire.13 Laurence Burpee,
born in Halifax, Nova Scotia, of Loyalist stock also thought the war in
Upper Canada was of national importance. In an article published in
1914, Burpee declared that a "deep-rooted and ever-increasing spirit of
Canadian nationality" emerged out of the war. This sentiment prompted
Confederation and led to the acquisition of western Canada. With the
admission of that territory came the "transcontinental railway--the
final link in the chain of western settlement."'? Some early twentieth-
century writers attributed everything from federal union to the Canadian
Pacific Railway to the War of 1812.



It is easy to understand how these assessments of the conflict
developed. Early Canadian writers made use of the public pronouncements
of British and colonial officials as their primary source of information
about the conduct of the war. In these statements they found evidence
vwhich seemed to support their fathers' and grandfathers' memories of
wartime events. Many of those statements, however, were part of a
simple propaganda campaign initiated by Isaac Brock and perpetuated by
those commanders who followed him.'® British officials, surrounded by
evidence of desertion and treasonable conduct on all sides, decided to
lie to the public. It was hoped that fabrication might reduce disaf-
fection and prevent a breakdown of morale. Brock's speech before the
House of Assembly on 28 July 1812 was an example of this approach. He
claimed that the number of disaffected was few and that the militia had
responded to the recent American invasion with conduct “"worthy of the
King whom they serve."1® 1n private discussions with the Executive
Council, however, Brock admitted that the militia was "in a perfect
state of insubordination." His whole purpose in addressing the Assembly
was to acquire a partial suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act. Once that
was accomplished, Brock intended to begin wholesale prosecutions and he
hoped the arrests would "restrain the general population from
treasonable adherence to the enemy."” Understandably, it was Brock's
public statements, however, not his private discussions, which
nineteenth-century writers most readily found.

For many Upper Canadians propaganda remained the major source of
information about battles that often occurred hundreds of miles away.
If they themselves remained loyal they had no reason to disbelieve the
official reports emanating from military headquarters at York or




Kingston. Those not taking an active part in the conflict would assume
they were members of a minority. Once the war was over a few of those
who had served in the militia would go so far as to write memoirs
detailing their part in great events but shirkers would remain silent.
The struggle to acquire compensation for losses incurred during the war
and for recognition of militia service also ensured that only favorable
accounts were printed in the public press for more than a generation.
Every few months during the 1820s a new appeal for militia pensions or
for payment of war losses would be composed by the Assembly and each
would emphasize the role played by Upper Canadians in the defence of
their colony.

The appeals drafted by the Assembly usually stresed that the
struggle had been foisted on the province by outside powers since Upper
Canadians had not asked to be involved in this war but their connections
to Britain ensured they would be. In such an atmosphere even small
exertions assume an aura of importance and many colonists were angered
that the war had been brought to them through no fault of their own and
they resented any suggestion that they had not done enough for the
defence of the province. That feeling was strengthened when it appeared
that the mother country was reluctant to commit itself fully to the war.
During the confliat, therefore, a certain amount of anti-British
sentiment emerged and this attitude could be found even among loyal
Upper Canadians. By explicitly extolling the virtues of the provincial
militia the colonists were implying that Britain's efforts were less
than adequate. John Strachan was one of the first colonists to give
expression to these sentiments and in a sermon delivered on 22 November
1812 he predicted that future historians would tell of the herocic



exertions of a militia that "saved the country" with the assistance of
only a "handful of regular t:coops."‘8

It was not simply the accessibility of propaganda accounts or the
repetition of inherited misconceptions which led to the perpetuation of
the militia myth. Many of Ontario's early historians were of Ioyalist
background, and at its most basic level the maintenance of the legend
that citizen-soldiers "saved" Upper Canada was a form of ancestor
worship.19 By asserting that it was the colonists who threw back the
American invaders these historians proclaimed their forefathers'
heroism. On one level, the facts seemed to speak for themselves. 1In
1812 large American armies had invaded a province defended by fewer than
two thousand regular troops. In almost every battle militiamen had
played some role and their contributions had been regularly praised by
British commanders. In the end, the American armies retreated, having
failed in their attempt to conquer the colony. By noting only those
obvious skeletal points, writers such as Jennie McConnell could announce
that the militia "came out of the war covered with glory." 20

Still a conscious decision to ignore evidence that was at
variance with this view must have been made by some of these authors.
Accounts of desertion and treasonous activity during the war were simply
too numerous to have been missed by every writer. The desire of
Canadian historians to create a heroic past where none existed before
must therefore be considered. To many of these nineteenth-century
writers the early history of British North America must have seemed a
rather infertile field for the production of nationalistic works. The
two founding peoples had known only defeat in the late eighteenth
century. French Canadians had been conquered in 1760 while the




Loyalists had been on the wrong side in the American Revolution. Since
the War of 1812 seemed to contrast with these defeats it was a topic
eminently suitable for those seeking to create a heroic past. Many
writers came to feel that the struggle should be considered the true
starting point for the study of Canadian history. John Murdoch Harper,
a Scottish-born educator and advocate of Imperial unity, wrote in 1905
that the war was "the baptism of fire of a new nationhood at. its
birth."2! It was now understood that the country's origins were not to
be found in embarrassing defeats. Like all great nations, Canada could
boast of a blocod-soaked victory. John Castell Hopkins even assured his
readers that the War of 1812 was as crucial to Canada's past as the
Revolution was to American history. Hopkins was convinced that the war
had been a "blessing in disquise" because it had "produced a page of
glorious history" which all patriotic men could cherish.22

This version of Canada's past was particularly treasured by turn-
of-the—century English Canadian imperialists. Colonial advocates of
imperial unity believed that the War of 1812 strenthened the claim that
the Dominion should have a greater say in the workings of the British
Empire. During the war it had been the colonists who had prevented the
destruction of that institution. In 1905 James Hannay wrote that the
struggle “ought to be regarded as Canada's first and greatest
contribution to the work of empire building." Hannay was a native of
Richibucto, New Brunswick, and both his parents were from Scotland.23
Like many other English-speaking Canadians he took pride in the
victories of the War of 1812 and he found in the conflict what he wanted
to find. English Canadian imperialists had no reason to look further
than propaganda accounts since such investigation would undermine the
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notion that Canadians, because they had saved the Empire in the past,
had a right to determine how it was to be run in the future. The
knowledge that may have come their way that the majority of inhabitants
had managed to avoid military service altogether during the struggle was
information that most early chroniclers of Ontario's past could do
without.

Less exaggerated accounts of the role of the militia have been
written in more recent years. 1In 1963, G.F.G. Stanley, a World War Il
veteran and deputy~director of the Canadian Army's Historical Section,
argued that British requlars should receive much of the credit for the
successful defence of the province. At the same time, however, Stanley
felt that the actions of the citizen~soldiers should not be considered
less valuable. He argued that the militia played an important part in
the contest by transporting provisions, by constructing fortifications,
and by providing fighting men, especially during the first year of war.
Unfortunately, like his predecessors, Stanley also failed to note that
those who took an active part in the war were not typical Upper
Canadians. By continuing to focus only on those who did serve during
the struggle, Canadian historians have missed the point that voluntary
service was aberrant behaviour. Stanley and others who discuss the role
of the militia also maintain the fiction that the defeat of the American
invasions "proves both the activity and efficiency of the aid
rendered. "24

A closer examination of wartime events suggests otherwise. Most
Upper Canadian males, although obligated to fight, did not do so. The
squads of volunteers and those forced to do their duty, while sometimes
useful, could rarely be relied upon for more than a few days at a time.
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Many inhabitants exhibited little enthusiasm to shoulder arms and they
employed an amazing array of excuses and tricks to evade military
service. That is not to say that these men were immoral or worthless;
rather they made rational and pragmatic decisions. It is perhaps one of
the greatest ironies of Canadian history that had colonial Upper
Canadians been as eager to fight and die as historians have said they
were, it is unlikely that the militia myth would have proved so durable.
There would have been few descendants to write nationalist works had
those colonists been so intent on martyrdom.

Discussions of the financial effects of the war have also
suffered from partisan examinations. Jennie McConnell, for instance,
spoke only of the disastrous impact which the fighting had on the
economy of the United States. With a note of satisfaction she observed
that American foreign trade had been ruined and that their merchant
marine was destroyed by the British navy.2® In 1913, Adam Shortt
offered an assessment of the economic effect of the struggle on Canada.
The first Canadian historian to employ empirical methods, Shortt
observed that the war years represented the "greatest era of prosperity"
ever enjoyed by the province until the 1860s. Settlers were able to
find financially rewarding employment either through militia service or
by provisioning the troops. He did acknowledge that there were certain
drawbacks to this supposedly exceptional period of prosperity: he felt
that some people were unequipped to deal with this new found wealth and
so "drunkenness and other forms of vice flourished". All the same, he
believed that the introduction of army bills during the conflict served
only to benefit the province. The use of this "efficient and reliable"
currency made people accustomed to cash transactions. Thus, according
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to Shortt, when the war ended the inhabitants were in a "proper frame of
mind for the establishment of banks."2®

The axmy bills have been described by other writers as a
"financial triumph" since they "cracked the psychological barrier" that
the inhabitants had put up against paper mney.27 In general, later
historians have followed Shortt's view of the economic impact of the war
but have been even more prone to gloss over any harmful effects. While
some might refer to the dislocation of business in certain sections of
the province all agree that heavy British expenditures more than
compensated for such isolated occurrences.28 Bray Hammond, in a 1967
monograph on banking in Canada before Confederation, wrote that the
gains to the provincial economy were "immediate and unqualified!* The
only exception to this rule was along the New York border where "the
housewives suffered some loss of teaspoons...to the ungentlemanly
invader."2?

Like discussions of the role of the militia these examinations of
the financial effects of the war are inadequate too. The army bills
proved far less useful in practice than supposed and much of the money
spent in Upper Canada during the conflict served only to benefit a
select group of merchants. Those whose businesses were destroyed and
whose farms were the site of pitched battles saw no "immediate and
unqualified" benefits. The destruction in the Niagara region and in
western Upper Canada left a large proportion of the province's
population in penury. In economic terms, the colony was in no way
prepared to deal with the legacy of war and the Upper Canadian
government simply did not have the means to assist the victims of the
fighting. Widows and orphans, the disabled and homeless, saw no
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benefit from the expenditure of funds on military projects. Nor was it
the destruction of some mystical psychological barrier that led to the
introduction of paper currency in the post-war period. The deep
economic depression that followed in the wake of the departing British
troopships was so severe that the colony was forced to send all its hard
currency out of the province to pay debts. Because of that insolvency,
Upper Canadians had no choice but to create a new medium of exchange.

The immediate economic impact of the war, therefore, was far from
universally beneficial. In the long-term, moreover, the conflict had a
significant influence on future financial developments. Fear of further
American invasions led to lavish expenditures on projects like the
Rideau Canal system that were destined to remain military "white
elephants.” At the same time, the decision to prevent renewed American
immigration meant that the province was deprived of one of its most
important sources of ready cash. The money borrowed to pay pensions and
compensation for victims of the conflict eventually contributed to the
complete bankruptcy of the colony. Any discussion of the true economic
impact of the struggle must involve more than a discussion of how much
the British military spent in the province during the three years of
fighting.

The conflict also changed the political atmosphere of the
province. As early as 1880, Egerton Ryerson noted that "elements of
discord" had bequn to appear after the cessation of hostilities. He
attributed this to the numerous appointments of discharged British
officers to positions formerly occupied by Loyalists.3° That over-
simplified explanation of post-war discontent has not been greatly
expanded on by other writers. Over one hundred years later, for
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instance, G.F.G. Stanley would point to issues that arose out of the war
but offered no explanation on how these "seeds of political discontent"

served to complicate provincial affairs.>

More in-depth accounts about
the compensation question, or on militia land grants and pensions, is
difficult to find even in works devoted to post-war politics. Only
Ernest Cruikshank and W.R. Riddell had attempted to link post-war
discontent to political issues and they restricted their works to
article-length monographs.32

Any attempt to remedy the limitation in the historiography of the
war and the subsequent political conflict should start with an
assessment of the principles and assumptions upon which the colony was
established. Various provisions in the Constitutional Act of 1791 would
have led to discontent whether war had come or not. The reservation of
one-seventh of all the surveyed land in the colony for the support of
the Church of England, for example, would have eventually brought about
heated debate if only because most colonists were not Anglicens. It was
not until after the War of 1812, however, that serious objections were
raised about this practice. Colonists seeking compensation for damages
incurred during the struggle demanded that the lands be sold and the
proceeds used to meet those outstanding claims. In the case of the
clergy reserves, therefore, the conflict served as a catalyst in
hastening the onset of political opposition. But the war also created
new controversies: disputes over militia land grants and the alien
qﬁestion, for instance, would haunt colonial politics for many years
after peace was declared.

Despite the political unrest, most writers have claimed that the

War of 1812 brought a new sense of unity to provincial society.
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According to Egerton Ryerson, the conflict served to "cement the people
together"” so that all "classes were Loyalists.” 33 J.M.S. Careless
believed the struggle had acted as a "screening process" which filtered

34 Others have

out enemy aliens and left behind only a loyal residue.
suggested that the war made Upper Canadians even more anti-American in
sentiment than they had been before.3> That attitude led to the turning
kback of immigrants from the United States, which helped to confirm the
provincial connection to Britain. Farms that would have been occupied
by Americans were instead given to newcomers from the British Isles.
This renewed sense of loyalty to Britain was a common bond that enabled
the "so-called Family Compact" to rule over the province for more than a
<;;enen=.1tion.36 Thus the likelihood that the region would be absorbed by
the United States was reduced and the "permanent survival" of an
independent British North America was made nuch more probable.37

There is evidence which suggests that this historical composite
is unsound. Far from uniting the province, the war actually created new
divisions among the colonists. For instance, those who neglected their
farms while serving in the militia were indignant that others had
managed to stay home and profit by the war. Some of the non-combatants
were large landowners who had announced that they were Americans and
could not be forced to fight against their fellow countrymen. The idea
that the war intensified anti-American feeling among all segments of the
population has already been called into question and it seems likely
that a simple hatred of all things American was a sentiment primarily
restricted to members of the ruling clique at York.3® The conflict also
did not bring a complete halt to immigration from the United States
- although the number of arrivals was greatly reduced. Most Upper



Canadians were actually in favour of a continuation of the old "open
door" policy since many were counting on land sales to recoup some of
the losses suffered during three years of fighting. The failure of
British officials to heed this advice contributed to the post-war
economic depression since the vacuum created was not immediately filled
by immigrants from Britain. By the 1820s, when 0ld World conditions
brought about the start of a mass exodus, Upper Canada had missed a
crucial "window of opportunity." Many Americans who might have settled
in the province had been forced “0 go to the Ohio region instead. The
province that British newcomers settled in, therefore, was far less
prosperous and stable than it might have been.

The decision to exclude Americans did not make the colony "more
loyal." Those who had been turned away were interested in land on good
terms and not in the export of revolutionary ideals and the decision
certainly did not make colonial politics any less acrimonious. Indeed,
in the ranks of those newcomers from Britain were volatile individuals
like Robert Gourlay and William Lyon MacKenzie.

Upper Canadians were eventually knit together by the war but that
did not occur until the 1840s when the detrimental aspects of the
conflict were less apparent. As old veterans passed away, the first-
hand knowledge of hardship, jealousy, and disaffection was replaced by a
new appreciation of the war. Colonists who had entered the conflict
with no conception of a shared nationality discovered years later that
the war offered all inhabitants a past that was worth remembering. The
cult of Brock worship and the militia myth had little to do with the
reality of the war but they did lead to the flowering of Upper Canadian

nationalism. Ironically, that development only occurred because the
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real heroes of the war, the men who had fought for years in flank
companies and in the Incorporated Militia, had been deprived of the
recognition they deserved. Left without suitable herces to worship,
Upper Canadians were more than willing to believe that all had done
their duty and that every inhabitant had stood shoulder to shoulder with
Brock.

The war also contributed to a heightened awareness of provincial
concerns. Some of those who had suffered damages during the conflict
even entered into politics to seek compensation. Efforts to relieve
distress arising from the war would lead to the establishment of the
Toronto General Hospital and eventually to the creation of the Canada
Land Company. Those developments affected the lives of thousé.nds of
inhabitants. After three years of fighting, Upper Canada was somewhat
less isolated and its inhabitants were less self-absorbed than they had
been before the war.

Those developments have never been adequately examined because
most twentieth-century works dealing with the War of 1812 have been
restricted to discussions of military campaigning. Conventional
military histories deal with the study of generals and generalship, or
with weapons and weapon systems. J. Mackay Hitsman's 1965 work, The
Incredible War of 1812: A Military History, for example, sought to

rehabilitate Sir George Prevost's '"greatly maligned" reputation.39

G.F.G. Stanley's The War of 1812: Land Operations, published in 1983,

delved into logistics but it too was a standard "battle history" of the
war.40 Both Histman and Stanley were members of the Canadian Army's
Historical Section and their efforts were products of a soldierly cast
of mind. As disciples of traditional military history, they emphasized
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tactics and operations and avoided discussions on the social or economic
impact of the conflict.
Pierre Berton has described his most recent work on the war as a

"social history". In The Invasion of Canada and Flames Across the

Border, published in 1980 and 1981 respectively, Berton sought to
recapture the war as it was seen "through the eyes of ordinary
people:."‘11 To do this, he employed letters and diaries written by
participants but Berton's publications also retained the standard
operational focus of most military histories. While readers might
glimpse what battle experience was like for ordinary soldiers and
militiamen there was little information provided on how the war affected
civilians. Berton also failed to make use of the increasingly
sophisticated tools of analysis that are now routinely called into
service by social historians. Neither book, for example, offered a
cliometric investigation of logistics or casualty rates and, as a
result, Berton's anthology of eyewitness accounts owes more to
traditional studies of the war than it does to the school of "new
military h:i.story."42

Since the 1970s, an increasing number of American and European
historians have begun to examine armies and military campaigns in terms
of their impact on social and economic structures. Charles Royster's

1979 work, A Revolutionary People At War, for example, investigated the

tensions that developed between the civilian population and George
Washington's Continental Army over provisioning and enlistment.33
Stephen Porter's recent publications have dealt with punitive fire-raids
and property destruction during the English Civil War. He has also
examined how army requisitioning and plundering led to the dislocation
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of trade and industry even after hostilities had ceased. Both
Christopher McKee and John Keegan have investigated how soldiers have
dealt with the reality of battle. McKee has studied the casualty rates
for American naval officers during the early years of the force while
Keegan has examined camaraderie, wounding, and the changing demands of
warfare due to technological advancement.44 All of these historians
have taken a new approach to the study of war. Rather than deal only
with tactics and operations, they have analyzed diet and health,
provisioning and plundering, and the importance of logistical
considerations. In many cases these reserchers have attempted to
document not only the lives of men-in-arms, but also the wider
consideration of how civilians were affected by war.

The chapters that follow have been influenced by these recent
shifts in historical research. Thev deal with enlistment, desertion,
casualty rates, conflicts between civilians and the military, treason
ard sedition, profiteering, and the economic and political effects of
the War of 1812 on Upper Canada. In addition to printed collections of
primary and secondary sources, I have utilized garrison records, muster
rolls, diaries, and pension lists. For the examination of plundering
and provisioning the records of the various war claims commissions have
been consulted. A computer-assisted analysis has revealed who took what
from whom, and it indicates how and when the losses occurred. For the
post-war period, I have relied on Assembly debates, newspapers, and the
correspondence between colonial officials and their superiors in
Britain.

Chapters two and three deal with pre-war Upper Canada. Bmphasis
is placed on the divided, self-absorbed nature of colonial society and
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politics. The next two chapters discuss militia participation and they
reveal that the fragmented and atomistic character of early Upper Canada
was reflected in an apathetic response to militia mobilization. As a
result, participation on the British side remained the preserve of a
small nurber of colonists.

Chapter six deals with provisioning, plundering, and a consi-
deration of military diets and the conduct of combatants. Requisi-
tioning, looting, and the punitive destruction of property were engaged
in by both friendly and enemy forces but the majority of losses were
sustained by residents in the Niagara and western regions of the
province. The activities of civilians in response to the perils and
possibilities offered by the war form the subject of the next chapter.
Merchants in the villages of Kingston and York benefitted most from
military expenditures but inhabitants throughout the province sought to
better their economic circumstances through both legal and illegal
activities. The next section chronicles the events of the immediate
post-war period and it reveals that the political and economic crises of
that time can be directly related to events that took place during the
conflict. The development of an opposition group within the Assembly,
and the severe depression that gripped the colony for more than a
decade, originated in the destruction and dislocation of trade and
industry which occurred between 1812 and 1815. Chapter nine traces the
quest for war losses compensation which lasted until 1837 and it shows
how the legacy of war contributed to the economic downturn of that year.

Finally, the last chapter deals with the changing perceptions of
the war. The view that the conflict was a "blessing in disguise" had
originated with a select group of colonial officials and merchants but
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it was to become the accepted version of wartime events by the middle of
the nineteenth century. By ignoring the truth, the descendants of the
early pioneers created a past that promoted unity and a sense of common
purpose. This provincial patriotism, in turn, served as a fertile field
for the growth of a variety of Canadian nationalism that was cultivated
by men such as William Foster and John Castell Hopkins. Their works
often owed little to the real events of the war but their writings
proved attractive to generations of readers.

For the colonists who lived through the war, the fighting
presented opportunities as well as dangers. Admittedly, good profits
could be secured from supplying the military garrisons but all those
gains might be wiped out in a moment if their property fell prey to
marauding bands of troops from either side. Militia service offered
enthusiasts a chance to feel that they were participating in events of
great importance. Of course, it also carried with it the possibility of
crippling injuries or premature death. The memories of those days
remained fresh in the minds of the inhabitants for years to came.
According to John Howison, a British immigrant who settled in the
province some time later, Upper Canadians referred to every event as
having "happened before or after the war."¥>  Even without
embellishment, the story of how the colonists responded to invasion
remains exciting. One finds real people with recognizable fears and
dreams attempting to make the best of very *l':rying times.
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"A MOTLEY POPULATION": MULTICULTURAL UPPER CANADA

In the fall of 1811 Isaac Brock was a very troubled British
officer and part of his anxiety stemmed from concern over his career.
while men half his age were serving with Lord Wellington on European
battlefields, the forty-two year old soldier found himself "placed high
on a shelf" in a distant corner of the emp:i.re.1 In addition to this
personal crisis, Brock was also worried about the security of the
province of Upper Canada. In the neighbouring United States, President
James Madison had recently recommended an increase in the army and in
military materiel and all the signs pointed tc; an imminent invasion. Aas
administrator of the government of Upper Canada and as commander of its
military forces, Brock was charged with the responsibility of turning it
back. If he succeeded he might acquire the recognition he so earnestly
desired.

Defeating an American invasion, however, would not be an easy
task. Brock had fewer than two thousand regular troops to defend a
frontier over twelve hundred miles long. On the British side of the
border a tiny population of same 70,000 was spread over a territory
amounting to nearly ten million acres.2 Worse. yet, few of those
inhabitants seemed to share their leader's determination to engage the
Americans in battle. It was not that the majority of colonists were
) Eisloyal, just uninterested. Upon taking over the administration of
.I'Jpper Canada in October 1811, Brock found himself commanding a province

that in many respects appeared more American than British.? A majority
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of the inhabitants had only recently arrived from the United States, a
fact that had led some American politicians to argue that the conquest
of Upper Canada would be a "mere matter of marching."?

For a number of reasons the "War Hawks" were to be proven wrong
on that score. First, Upper Canada was defended by well-trained
redcoats while the United States army, for the most part, was
undisciplined and poorly led. Second, in Isaac Brock, the province had
a brilliant strategist who knew precisely what actions would best
prevent a successful takeover. Even more than American unpreparedness,
or Brock's competent leadership, however, it was the ambivalence of the
Upper Canadian population which would help to defeat the War Hawks'
plans. Although it was true most colonists had little regard for
Britain, it did not follow that they would actively support an invasion
of their territory. Upper Canada was home to a very pragmatic populace.
For most, their first concern was self-preservation, not necessarily
allegiance to King or President. Their next desire was to protect their
property.

Brock's predecessor, Sir Francis Gore, had recognized those
truths some four years before war began. In 1808 Gore wrote to Sir
James Craig that in the event of a protracted conflict, British forces
would have to surrender the province and retreat to Quebec. But he
urged that this plan should be "carefully concealed from Persons of
almost every description in this colony" for if the inhabitants
suspected that Britain was prepared to abandon Upper Canada, no militia-
man would serve. Most colonists would fight only if their lives and
property were at risk. As Gore noted: "there are few people here that
would act with Energy, were it not for the purpose of defending the
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lands they actually possess."5

Isaac Brock's greatest advantage over his opponents was his
knowledge of the Upper Canadian character. Like Gore, he recognized
that most inhabitants were determined to avoid military service and, if
possible, stay out of any conflict altogether. A minority of the
colonists would support the enemy but a greater number would adhere to
the British side if they could be convinced that this was the practical
and profitable thing to do. Less than two months after taking control
of the civil administration of the province Brock had devised a plan
which would bind that part of the population to the British standard.
The key to Brock's grand design for the defence of the colony was a
vigorous offence with his first objective being an attack upon the
American posts at Detroit and Michilimackinac. With those western posts
in British hands, a few hundred loyal Indians and militiamen might keep
a whole American army occupied. In the meantime, Brock could
concentrate his regular forces in the Niagara region which was the most
developed, and most exposed, portion of the colony's frontier.
Therefore in order to "animate the Loyal and controul the disaffected"
he knew that he would have to strike first.® To understand why Brock
found himself in this precarious situation one must examine the origins
and nature of this colonial society.

Upper Canada in 1811 bore little resemblance to the well-
ovdered, self-sufficient, British community envisioned by its first
-“lieutenant-governor. Twenty years earlier, John Graves Simcoe, a
veteran soldier and Member of Parliament, had arrived in the colony
after a "blustery passage" aboard the HMS gito_n.7 Simcoe was
determ:.ied to build a province that would be the "perfect Image and



28

Transcript" of Britain and his ideal society was to be comprised of
happy yeoman united by their common loyalty to the C:rown.8 These
British subjects would follow the dictates of their clergymen, shoulder
arms when required, and elect only those representatives who could work
harmoniously with the provincial administration. Simcoe's position,
however, was akin to that of a construction supervisor who.arrives at a
worksite with blueprints that differ from the existing foundation. By
the time he made his appearance in Upper Canada some ten thousand
settlers were already established in the province and while most were
British subjects they were not "British" in the sense that Simcoe would
have preferred. The greater part of them were Americans and very few of
these settlers were cammunicants of the Church of England. Many of them
exhibited that non-deferential attitude towards authority for which
Americans were famous and of those who expressed an interest in
politics, the majority appeared to desire the familiar, more democratic,
systems of their pre-revolutionary American homes. Simcoe was aware of
these facts but he remained convinced that such individuals could be
molded into the proper material. Under his guiding hand, Simcoe thought
that the inhabitants of Upper Canada would eventually learn "British
Customs, Manners & Pr:i.nc:tples."9 In short, he believed the foundation
would adapt itself to the structure imposed upon it.

Tucked away in Simcoe's battered baggage was a document which
contained the rough outline of that edifice. The Constitutional Act of
1791 was intended to provide Upper Canadians with the same "Peace,
Welfare and Good Government" supposedly enjoyed by Britons at home. The
framework for this new administration involved both appointive and
democratic elements and the Act provided for the creation of Legislative
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and Executive Councils and for an elected Assembly. But few settlers
expressed any interest in the more esoteric parts of the legislation and
for most it was enough to know that their lands were to be "granted in
Free and Common Soccage.* That was the system of landholding that they
had known in their old homes and it was considered infinitely preferable
to the seigneurial system of neighbouring Lower Canada. Demand for the
enshrinement of freehold land tenure had begun with the first arrivals
in the region and it was this issue, more than any other, which had
prompted the British to divide the old colony of Quebec into upper and
lower sections. The lure of good land, available on familiar terms,
seemed to be an irresistible combination. Over the next two decades the
population of the province increased about seven-fold.10

The Act of 1791 did have its limitations, however. It never
succeeded, for instance, in transforming American settlers into proper
British subjects. The one mechanism for assimilation incorporated into
the Constitutional Act, an cath of allegiance, could be mumbled through
or avoided altogether, if the settler so desired. For most immigrants
it was a trivial formality that was performed in order to acquire
property. In 1803 a British visitor reported meeting a settler from
Norfolk who was on his way to purchase a parcel of land in New York
State. When asked how he could reconcile taking an oath of allegiance
to two governments the Upper Canadian replied "that the oath to each
only applied while resident within their territories—-he could never
take an oath to be otherwise understood."!!

The settler from Norfolk, like thousands of others who resided in
the province, cared little about nationalism or nationality. He had
been born in New Jersey when that area was still under British control.
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Later, after the American Revolution, he had travelled north and once
again entered British territory. He did so because he thought he might
prosper there but when the opportunity arose to buy good land at a low
price in his former country, he leapt at the chance. Like most Upper
Canadians, this farmer from Norfolk was driven by a sense of acquisi-
tiveness, and not by patriotism or nationalism. His willingness to
swear allegiance to two different nations indicates that for at least
some inhabitants the border was only a nuisance that was best ignored.

Nationalism, as it is understood today, was a relatively new
phenomenon when Upper Canada was created. Prior to the 1700s,
individuals might have been patriotic about their city, locality, or
ruler, but the fusion of patriotism with the consciousness of
nationality, which produces genuine nationalism, had not occurred in the
province by the time Isaac Brock became administrator.'? Instead of the
cohesive, model society envisioned by Simcoe a generation earlier, Upper
Canada began and remained a multicultural colony that was divided along
ethnic, racial, religious, class and linguistic lines. As John Strachan
summed it up, the province had a rather "motley populatzlon."13

The ocath of allegiance proved to be a poor agent of assimilation.
Other instruments of nationalist indoctrination, such as a successful
national church, a thriving indigenous press, or a state-supported and
directed school system for all citizens, did not exist in antebellum
Upper Canada. The Constitutional Act of 1791 established the Church of
*"England as the official religion of the province but by 1812 there were
only six Anglican clergymen in the colony and their field of influence
was restricted to the larger villages and towns. 14 Similarly, on the

eve of war, only the Kingston, York, and Niagara regions supported
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newspapers and most of the space in these publications was devoted to
advertisements or to reports of 0ld World affairs. The vast majority of
colonists would rarely have seen either an Anglican priest or a provin-
cial newspaper and throughout the province there was no "uniformity of
manners, sentiment, and characters." Some colonists believed that the
establishment of a common school system might compensate for these
deficiencies. In 1810 one subscriber to the Kingston Gazette suggested

that public schools would mold the descendants of the colonists "into
one congenial people" but no immediate steps were taken to institute
such a system. Before the war, therefore, the population of the
province was still "composed of persons born in different states and
nations, under various governments and laws, and speaking several
langv.xac;;eas."15

The largest section of this fragmented community was comprised of
American-born individvuals. One visitor estimated that in 1812 some
sixty percent of the population had been born in the United States or
were of American descent.'® Yet even this group was not homogeneous in
composition. The original Ioyalist settlers, who numbered about 6,000
in 1784, had fled the neighbouring states before the conclusion of the
War of Independence. 7 Few of these individuals had left the Republic
for mere reasons of sentiment or loyalty. The decision to support the
British side during the Revolution, often made when it appeared that
Royal forces had the upper hand, left thousands in an unenviable
position when the British army suffered reverses. Those who could moved
to areas in the republic where their wartime activities were unknown.
Cthers who faced physical reprisals or the loss of businesses and
positions, chose to migrate to other areas in the British Bmpire rather
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than face the bleak social «<:.d economic opportunities offered at home.
In contrast to conditions in the neighbouring republic, Upper Canada
presented a fertile field to prospective immigrants. Loyalists were
promised land grants, assistance from the British government in the form
of implements and focdstuffs, in short, a chance to begin anew. The
Royal Instructions of 1783 offered heads of Loyalist families 100 acres
of land while their offspring received 50 acres. Discharged soldlers
received grants according to rank. Privates were given 100 acres but
field officers could acquire up to 5,000 acres. Such generous terms
eventually induced thousands to move. The desire to maintain or better
one's economic situation, therefore, lay at the heart of the Loyalist
migration. Land hunger rather than simple loyalty was the factor that
motivated most of these first settlers.'®

There were also individuals who were neither economic nor
political refugees. These people merely sought free land and Upper
Canada was the only area where that was available. After the Revolution
public lands in the United States were sold for cash in parcels no
smaller than 640 acres.'® 1In Upper Canada, on the other hand, newcomers
merely had to take the ocath of allegiance and assert that they had not
served in the rebel forces to acquire a free grant of land.20 simcoe
had made it clear that such settlers would be welcomed. His procla-
mation of 7 February 1792 outlined this generous system of land grants
and was directed at anyone who was "desirous to settle on the Lands of
the Crownt?! Many of those who accepted this offer had not originally
intended to reside in the province. The easiest route to the Ohio
frontier was by means of British-held territory. New Englanders on

their way west were "funneled throﬁgh" Upper Canada and many decided to
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go no further. Unlike the Ohio territory, Upper Canada had free land
and it experienced no actual Indian uprisings although at least two were
contemplated in the 1790s.22

Anxious to increase the colony's population, Simcoe later
permitted even those who had fought against Britain to settle in the
colony. New regulations issued in 1794 allowed any individual who
professed to be a Christian and was capable of manual labour to be
admitted into Upper Canadz. But there was some opposition to the easing
of settlement requirements. A few older colonists suspected that these
recent arrivals could not be trusted to remain on their lots and would
soon return to the United States. An English visitor disagreed with
that prediction. Isaac Weld observed that it was the prospect of
acquiring land on advantageous terms that had prompted them to settle
and, so long as self-interest continued to operate, they would remain
where land was cheapest.23

Loyalists and later settlers, therefore, were motivated primarily
by economic concerns and in some cases by naked self-preservation. That
is not to say that these groups were united in other ways. The original
settlers considered themselves refugees who had been as much "pushed"
out of their old homes as they had been "pulled" by attractive opportu-
nities under the familiar Union Jack. The same could not be said for
those who came after them. As a result, these more recent arrivals, the
so—called Late Loyalists, were often viewed "with an eye of suspicion"
by older inhabitants.2? Regional rivalriecs may have contributed to
those feelings. While most early immigrants had been from New York, New
Jersey and Pennsylvania, later colonists principally came from Vermont,
Massachusetts, and from as far away as the Carolinas.23
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There were also black Americans throughout Upper Canada. Most
were slaves who had been carted into the province by their Loyalist
owners although there were free blacks as well. Some of the most
prominent colonists, including Richard Cartwright, Peter Russell,
William Jarvis and Peter Robinson, owned up to ten slaves at one time.
Even Joseph Brant, the leader of the Six Nations Iroquois, kept slaves
on his Grand River estate. In 1793, howéver, the Assembly voted to
prohibit further importations of slaves. Upper Canada's decision to
restrict the trade in human flesh followed similar actions by states
like Rhode Island and Connecticut. Those slaves already in the province
were to be considered chattel uni:il they died. Their children, if born
after 1793, were to be slaves up to their twenty-fifth 1:):Lrth¢:1ay.26

The region in which these various groups of Americans were
settling originally had been the preserve of Algonkian Indians. It has
been estimated that in 1768 nearly 5,000 aboriginal people occupied the
region north of Lake Erie and Lake Ontario. A further 5,000 resided
north and east of Lake Superior. The natives were known by various
names--Chippewa, Ojibwa, or Mississauga--but they preferred to call
themselves Anishinabe. In 1781 a group of Anishinabe ceded an area of
land west of the Niagara River to the British government. It was on
this land that Colonel John Butler's Rangers established farms for the
purpose of supplying the garrison at Niagara with food. That sale was
quickly followed by others. In October 1783, land between Cataraqui and
the Trent River was purchased and in 1784 a group of Anishinabe also
alienated over half a million acres on either side of the Grand River.
This strip of land was purchased as a reserve for other Indians who had
remained loyal to the Crown during the Revolutionary War. Under the
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leadership of Joseph Brant, some 1,600 members of the Six Nations
(Mohawk, Cayuga, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca and Tuscarora) and a handful
of other Indians took up residerce in their new territory.27

The numerous sales of Anishinabe lands resulted in the total
disruption of their way of life. By the time war was declared in 1812,
the Mississaugas occupied less than 11,000 acres in the colony. That
dramatic reduction in territory was accompanied by an equally remarkable
decline in population. BEmigration, assimilation, alcoholism, and
disease had apparently reduced the number of Mississauga to 500 by the
1780s. Over the winter of 1796-97, the remaining Anishinabe attempted
to organize a revolt against the white intruders. They sought
assistance from the Six Nations but were rebuffed. Relations between
the two groups of Indians had rarely been amicable anyway'and that
traditional animosity was also encouraged by official government policy.
The value of this divide-and-rule system proved its usefulness in 1796.
The proposed Mississauga uprising was abandoned since, without Iroquois
support, it stood no chance of suct:ess..28

The Six Nations fared better under British rule than the
Missisaugua but disputes sometimes arose among members of the
confederacy. There was also a long-running feud between Joseph Brant
and the British authorities. Essentially Brant wished for greater
control over the lands which the natives occupied. It was his belief
that the Six Nations should be allowed to sell or lease lands to
‘Individual whites without British permission. Official government
policy discouraged such private transactions since they often tended to
result in later disputes but in 1796 Brant threatened to attack York

unless his wishes were granted. Before the revolt occurred, however, a
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compromise was reached and deeds were given to the white buyers but no
further lands were to be sold. Despite that ruling, through both
sanctioned and unofficial sales, the Six Nations' territory was rapidly
reduced in size. Of the approximately 570,000 acres granted to the
confederacy in 1784, some 350,000 had fallen into non-~-Indian hands by
1798.2°

There were also other Indians in Upper Canada. A small settle-
ment of Delawares had been established at Fairfield on the Thames River
in 1792. The settlement was also known as "Moraviantown" since there
were a number of Moravian missionaries on the site.3? Further west
members of the "Western Nations," the Indian confederacies of the upper
Great Lakes, could sometimes be found at Amherstburg conferring with
merchants and government officials over the state of the fur trade. The
western warriors had served with the royal forces during the Revolution
and they considered the Six Nations to be their guardians or "Uncles."
After hostilities had ceased the western tribes had retreated to the
upper lakes area where they continued to resist American encroachment.
In their relationships with these tribes the British authorities were
forced to steer a difficult course. They tried to discourage open
warfare but they also sought to maintain the Indians' friendship and fur
trade. On 7 November 1811, however, a bloody engagement occurred
between Shawnee warriors and an American force at the Battle of
Tippecance. Tecumseh, one of the leaders of the Western Nations, fled
to Upper Canada after the battle and that action reinforced American
suspicions that the British were inciting the Indians. That was untrue
but the Upper Canadian authorities did regard Tecumseh and his followers
as a powerful auxillary force that could be employed if the colony was
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invaded. 3!

While native people were viewed as potential allies by British
officials, white colonists often had little good to say about their
Indian counterparts. Part of the problem stemmed from the fact that
most settlers were from the United States and Americans were taught
"from nursery tales and fireside legends" to fear and hate all
Ind:l.ans.32 As a result, relations between the two races were often
strained and the allegiance of the aboriginal peoples was at times
questioned, especially after Joseph Brant threatened to attack York.33
The Six Nations, however, no less than white Loyalists, had moved north
for practical reasons. Those who chose to leave the United States for
new lands in Upper Canada had done so because they believed that the
survival of their way of life could more readily be assured under the
British flag. Like most other inhabitants of the colony, Upper Canadian
Indians were pragmatically prepared to adopt a stance of neutrality
should the British prove themselves unwilling or unable to repel an
invasion from the United States. If forced, the Six Nations would
reluctantly come to an understanding with the detested American "Big
Knives" rather than risk annihilation.

After the Americans, the second largest segment of the population
was of British origin. In the eastern end of the province Roman
Catholics from the Scottish Highlands were setiled in the Glengarry
region and a small colony named "Baldoon" had been established near the
junction of Lake St. Clair and the Detroit River in western Upper Canada
by Lord Selkirk, Thomas Douglas, in 1804.3% Scottish Presbyterians with
connections to British mercantile firms had early on established

themselves as the leading merchants in the colonial towns. Irish
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immigrants, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, arrived as individuals
or as part of colonization schemes. English immigrants, who were
willing to forsake comfort for guaranteed salaries, took positions in
the colonial administration and provided Church of England clergymen
with small but loyal congregations. Although divided along ethnic and
religious lines, the British colonists shared in the spirit of
acquisitiveness that characterized life in early Upper Canada. Most of
them also had a healthy dislike for their American counterparts.

One of the most important of these British immigrants was John
Strachan. Faced with little chance for advancement in his native
Aberdeen, the twenty-one year old Scot accepted a teaching post at
Cornwall offered to him by the Kingston merchant Richard Cartwright.
Strachan arrived in the colony in 1799 but within two years he was
considering a move to the United States in search of more lucrative
employment. Before leaving, however, Strachan decided to apply for a
vacant Church of England post that guaranteed an annual income of £180.
Strachan had been a lifelong Presbyterian until his application for the
pastorship of the Scottish Presbyterian Church on St. Gabriel Street in
Montreal was refused. Drawing on Cartwright's connections, he then
applied for the Anglican pulpit. This time Strachan's entreaties were
successful and he was offered the job in December 1802. The next spring
he received holy communion, for the first time in any church, and later
took up his duties at Cornwall. A year later he applied for, and
received, a grant of 1,200 acres of land. In 1807 Strachan improved his
situation further through marriage to the widow of Andrew McGill, a
member of the rich fur trading family. He wrote to an old acquaintance
that he found himself "happy in this connexion. My wife has an annuity
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of three hundred a year during her life." To insure that this windfall
did not disappear through the untimely demise of Mrs. Strachan, he
immediately insured his wife's annuity with a British firm. It would be
wrong to suggest that a guaranteed lifetime income was Strachan's sole
motive for getting married, but the union nonetheless cemented
Strachan's connections to the Montreal fur-trading elite. By 1807,
therefore, the young Scot had acquired both influence and a measure of
affluence. Like other arrivals he was "on the make" although his quick
success was certainly ext.raordina.ry.35

What was not unusual about John Strachan was his view of the
American colonists in Upper Canada. In comwon with other British
immigrants, he had a very low opinion of most of the settlers from the
United States. Strachan noted that the original Loyalists, under the
assumption that they would receive substantial compensation for their
losses during the Revolutionary War, had negotiated loans and credit
from local merchants. When the payments failed to cover the obliga-
tions, Strachan said that the Ioyalists resorted to "telling lies" until
nothing "but the shadow of virtue" remained among the whole lot of them.
In regard to the newer American arrivals, Strachan was even less
impressed:

Plenty of them have now acquired property, but in point of

information they are brutes. They have frequently got no

education at all, or so little, that it cannot be known in

conversation. %2‘3 yet like all the ignorant, they know
everything....

."This lack of refinement, and the refusal of the Americans to acknow-
ledge their social betters, prompted Francis Gore to dismiss most of
them as "mere adventurers" who had brought with them the "very worst

principles of their constitution."3’
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There was also friction between the two communities over language
and customs. British immigrants complained that the American settlers,
ILoyalist and non-Loyalist alike, spoke with a peculiar "Yanky" twang and
rarely gave a straight answer to any query. Instead, they "swore, vowed
and guessed" until the frustrated questioner moved on.38 The Uppex
Canadians were also accused of perpetuating those "sharp" business
practices so common south of the border. British immigrants considered
the American settlers to be exceptionally shrewd when it came to money
matters. "If there be a single error in a bill or account," Strachan
remarked, "they are sure to discover and profit by it. For this reason
they bind each other by contracts in the smallest matters, and they are
continually going to law."3° Apparently even a tightfisted Scot could
find himself at the mercy of a “calculatin' and reckonin'" American.
Strachan's dislike of his fellow colonists was based on more than
contempt for their business dealings. As an ordained Anglican priest he
also had a real aversion to the religious preferences of his neighbours.

Many Upper Canadians had little interest in religion. In 1803
Strachan said that most "people have little or no religion" and that
view was shared by others who visited the colc:my.40 Those colonists who
were involved in organized religions belonged to a bewildering array of
sects. Concentrations of Roman Catholics were to found in the eastern
area of the province among the Glengarry Highlanders and in the extreme
western portion of the province among French Canadian settlers.
Individual adherents, including Irish Catholics, were scattered
throughout the province. There were also Lutherans, Presbyterians, and
a variety of Anabaptist sects. 4!

The largest of these sects, the Mennonites, had followed
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acquaintances and relatives from New Jersey and Pennsylvania into Upper
Canada. There were also hundreds of Tunkers or "Dunkards" who were also
of German origin but who practiced three immersions rather than just one
adult baptisrn.42 Like most Americans in the province, the Mennonites
and Tunkers were not "Loyalists" since participation on any side during
a war would have led to disownment. They, along with other anabaptists
such as members of the Society of Friends, settled in the Niagara region
and along the Grand River.?3 while admired by certain government
officials for being "peaceable and industrious," members of these
pacifist groups were sometimes harassed or beaten by soldiers and other
settlers.44 when John Melish discovered one of these "poor good Dutch"
who had been insulted by a number of British officers the settler
admitted that the "soldiers were a little rude sometimes, but it was a
good government for all that."4>

The only contact with religious teaching that most Upper
Canadians experienced was through Methodist circuit riders. These
itinerant preachers made great progress among the population after the
turn of the century. In 1803 Strachan wrote that in the Cornwall region
there were only a few Methodists but three years later he noted that the
circuit riders were achieving great success in spreading their
"deplorable fanatacismM The Methodist services provided backwoodsmen
with relief from the monotony of frontier life. "They will bawl twenty
of them at once," Strachan observed,"[then] tumble on the ground, laugh,
sing, jump and stamp, and this they call the working of the spirit."46
Concern over the spread of Methodism involved more than a dislike for
their exuberant style of worship. Isaac Brock believed that these
American-based preachers held political principles that were "highly
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prejudicial to the peace of Socie’t:y."‘;r7 Among government officials,
therefore, there was a fear that the circuit riders were promoting
republican values while dispensing religious lessons.

American settlers sometimes complained about the attitudes of
their British counterparts. A number of Americans in the province were
annoyed by the haughtiness of British officials and some resented that
they were constantly suspected of dark designs. John Melish, who
visited tﬁe province before the war began, spoke to a man from New
Hampshire who had little good to say about Upper Canada. He complained
that there was no freedom of the press or of speech and that the "pride
and insolence of the ruling powers were excessive. "8

For most colonists, these sentiments would have had little
meaning if only because they rarely ventured beyond the boundaries of
their 200 acre grant. A surgeon who served with the British forces
during the War of 1812 was struck by the self-absorbed nature of
colonial Upper Canadian society:

The settlers thus enclosed by thick woods, are occupied

chiefly in the labourious concerns of husbandry...They love

their homes, because they are the abode of peace and inde-

pendence. Those events which are related to ;heiﬁgown

state of life, seem alone worthy of their notice.

This life of “hardship and labour,” which most Upper Canadians shared,
also served to divide neighbour from neighbour. One observer noted that
life for Upper Canadians was "uninterrupted by Religious or National
holidays. They have no Fairs, no habits of Public Amusements, few of
Public Works or any cure from the daily routine of their domestic life."
Occasionaly neighbours would band together to raise a barn, providing
that the owner offered compensation in the form of free liquor, but

these were relatively rare events. The only activity in which a large
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proportion of the inhabitants were expected to participate was the
annual militia muster. All able-bodied males between the ages of 16 and
60 were required to attend but no actual training occurred and, like the
"bees" and barn-raisings, the musters also tended to end "in excess." 50

Life in the villages of the colony was only somewhat more
advanced and less than five percent of the colony's population was to be
found in the three "urban" centres of Upper Cénada. Kingston was the
largest village with about 150 houses and one thousand inhabitants. The
British garrison was the economic base upon which the town thrived and
local merchants like Richard Cartwright made a good living through
provisioning the army.51 Further west stood York which was also a
garrison town. In 1812 the population of "muddy York" amounted to only
about 600 souls and the town had none of the majesty usually associated
with provincial capitals. The legislature was housed in a non-descript
wooden building and the Clerk of the Peace was forced to remind "owners
of Swine" to not allow their pigs to run at la:cc_;e.52 Far more pleasing
to the eye was the village of Newark, also known as Niagara, which
served as the supply depot for the garrison at nearby Fort George. With
a population just under that of Kingston's, Newark had a number of fine
buildings including a gaol, a court-house, and the old legislature. As
early as the 1790s the town supported both a Masonic lodge and an
agricultural society. Prior to the war the Niagara District, of which
Newark was the centre, was the most improved region of the province with
neat farms and well-built homes.3

Social activities, such as dancing and dinner parties, were
almost completely restricted to these garrison towns. The presence of
British officers at these balls could be counted on to draw young
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ladies from the village. Unlike the tame "cold tea" gatherings of
Britain, formal parties in Upper Canada offered lavish quantities of
food and drink and often extendad into the early hours of the mcn:ning.sll
The availability of spirits in the the province was continually
commented on by visitors from abroad. As in other frontier regions,
there was a practical reason for the ubiquity of hard liquor in the
upper province. The absence of gocd roads meant farmers often had a
surplus of grain that would rot unless converted into spirits.
Distillers accepted shipments of grain, processed them and then kept
half, while the settlers were free to sell their share to the nearest
inn. In this way a bulky, perishable item was transformed into a
compact and easily transported commodity. Thus liquor became a form of
currency in Upper Canada and was a prominent part of all events from
militia musters to funerals.>>

The use of spirits as a medium of exchange points to the
undeveloped nature of the early Upper Canadian economy. Specie was in
constant demand in the province and almost any form of money was
considered acceptable. The colony, having no currency of its own, made
do with American dollars or half-dollars, English shillings and Spanish
Y"half-joes."” This bewildering array of coins made business transactions
somewhat complex. Accounts might be kept in provincial or Halifax
currency, British sterling, or in New York currency, but payments were

often made in produce or with bills of exchange. Essentially these

-*bills were promissory notes. A merchant would accept a piece of paper

from a government employee or army officer which allowed the merchant to
collect some part of the debtor's salary which was paid in London. The
merchant would forward this bill to his suppliers in London who, in
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turn, would cash the note and credit the merchant's account.56

To complicate matters further, individual merchants printed their
own paper money. In expectation of receiving credit for bills sent to
Britain, a merchant in Upper Canada would endorse small pieces of paper
for amounts under £5. These he would offer to other merchants or
tradesmen for goods and services. These individuals might then exchange
their "merchant money" at another shopkeeper's establishment for
manufactured goods. One result of this haphazard system of credit and
currency was a high rate of bankruptcy. Prominent merchants in the
colony subsisted on credit from British suppliers. If a bill of
exchange with which a merchant expected to pay his overseas creditors
proved to be a forcery, or merely amounted to less than what he had
expected because of fluctuating exchange rates, the Upper Canadian
shopkeeper could be ruined. The backing for his personal notes, upon
which others depended for payment, was suddenly reduced. A cycle of
defaults then ensued vhere each individval found himself at the mercy of
this unregulated system of credit. >’

Because of the dangers associated with uncertain credit
successful merchants in Upper Canada were those with the closest
connections to British firms. Merchants with friends or relatives
overseas could weather difficult times through lenient extensions of due
dates. One of the earliest success stories in the province involved the
Forsyth brothers who established shops in Montreal, Kingston and
Niagara. Through a kinship network that extended into one of London's
most prominent mercantile firms, the provincial enterprise flourished
until the death of George Forsyth, the Niagara representative, in 1803.
Similarly, Richard Cartwright brought over a relative, Richard Beasley,
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to extend his firm into the western section of the province in the
1790s.98 Probably the most successful of these Scottish merchants was
Robert Hamilton. A native of Dumfries, Hamilton established a shop and
forwarding business near the falls at Niagara. From that advantageous
position he transhipped goods going east or west and made handsome
profits supplying the nearby post at Fort George. Between 1784 and
1791, Hamilton brought over four of his relatives to extend the
operations of the firm. Robert, William, and Thomas Dickson and Thomas
Clark established shops throughout the Niagara region. Along with
Richard Cartwright's enterprises, the Hamilton firm was considered an
institution of the "jreatest weight" in the early Upper Canadian
economy.59
Successful merchants were powerful individuals in Upper Canada
and in conjunction with appointed British officials they constituted an
elite class. 'They were appointed as justices of the peace, were granted
militia commissions, and were sometimes offered posts in the Executive
or legislative Councils. Members of this "Shopkeeper Aristocracy,” as
one critic called it, were also the largest landowners in the province.
By 1805 Hamilton had accumulated at least 40,000 acres, Joseph Forsyth
had nearly 10,000, while William Dickson had managed to acquire 5,300
acres.®0 when Richard Cartwright died in 1815, his widow and children
inherited over 27,000 acres of land located throughout the province.61
Some of this land was granted by government but much of it was taken
from debtors who were forced to relinquish their titles or face jail
sentences. These actions earned merchants a great deal of ill will
among the general population but as indispensible and very powerful
individuals, shopkeepers also commanded respect and votes at the poll.
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Upper Canadians, therefore, were also separated by class concerns
and a visitor to the colony, E. A. Talbot, said:

In Upper Canada, there are only two classes of society.

The First is composed of professional men, merchants, civil

and military officers, and the members of the Provincial

Parliament: The Second, of farmers, mechanics and

labourers, who associate together on all occasions without

any distinction.
Needless to say, class differences and national origins were closely
associated. Loyalists and British immigrants made up the bulk of the
*First"” class in Upper Canadian society. The lower orders were
comprised primarily of American settlers who had arrived after 1791 and
most of them were unimpressed with the pretensions of the professional
class. Talbot remarked that every American considered himself "quite as
good as his neighbour, though the latter be loaded with distinctions."62

The career of one of Hamilton's relatives, Robert Nichol, gives
some indication of how a young Scotsman could find himself "loaded with
distinctions" after only a short time in the colony. It also reveals
how family connections and associations with colonial officials could be
financially rewarding. Nichol, a native of Dumfries, followed his
cousins the Dicksons to Upper Canada in 1792. Although only eighteen
years old, Nichol was given a responsible position in the Hamilton £ixm.
He eventually entered into a partnership with Thomas Clark and he used
his profits to establish a mill at Port Dover. His most important
customers were the British garrisons at Fort Erie and Fort George.
Between 1805 and 1811 he sold the commissariat over £2,800 worth of meat
and flour. Nichol was appointed a militia captain in 1803, and later a
justice of the peace and a road commissioner. Eventually he was elected

to the Assembly in 1812 where he proved to be one of the most able
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defenders of government policies. After all, they had served Nichol
well enough.63

Thomas Talbot was another British immigrant who used his connec-
tions to acquire a position of power in the colony. Born in 1771 near
Dublin, Talbot entered the British army where he served as Simcoe's
private secretary between 1791 and 1794. He left the province that year
and he did not refurn until 1801. Talbot hoped to establish a colony in
western Upper Canada but his request for a grant of a complete township
was refused by the provincial authorities. He immediately sailed for
England where he enlisted Simcoe's support and eventually Talbot
negotiated a special agreement with the Colonial Office. He was offered
5,000 acres on which to settle immigrants but he was also promised an
extra 150 acres for every family he settled on that land. The officials.
assumed that Talbot would settle one hundred families on the original
grant, and Talbot would be rewarded with a total of 15,000 acres. The
wording of the agreement was unclear, however, and Talbot had a
completely different understanding of the deal. He intended to keep his
original grant of 5,000 acres and add another 150 to his holdings each
time he carved a 200 acre farm out of the wilderness. By 1809 he had
only settled twenty-seven families but the "benevolent despot" of
western Upper Canada eventually acquired more than fifty thousand acres
of 1and.®¢ Talbot was recommended for a seat on the Legislative Council
in 1804 and by that time it was clear that he had become a member of
Upper Canada's "First" class.53

Children of this Upper Canadian establishment attended private

schools and until suitable colonial institutions were created they were
often sent to the United States or Britain to complete their education.
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The School Act of 1807 provided £100 per year for the establishment of
grammar schools in each of the eight districts of the province but only
those youngsters who already had the benefit of several years of private
elementary education were admitted.66 The grammar schocls were not
designed to be instruments of nationalist indoctrination and no specific
British curriculum was specified but the students who attended usually
needed little prompting in the patriotism department.®? The Hamilton
children and their relatives in the province were exposed quite early to
notions of chivalry and duty to country.68 The students who might have
been influenced most by this type of education were, for all practical
purposes, excluded from the grammar school system. Each district
acquired only one institution and for the children of most ordinary
settlers a daily trip to the main village was simply not feasible. The
deficiencies associated with this rudimentary and elitist school system
prompted some residents from the Midland District to complain in 1811
that the existing legislation "casts money into the lap of the rich,"
who were already able to afford schools.

As might be expected, members of the educated elite of colonial
society differed from most of their countrymen in regard to manners and
ethics. Duelling, for instance, appears to have been the preserve of
the provincial upper class. The first recorded duel took place in
Kingston in 1795 between a British officer and Peter Clark, chief clerk
of the lLegislative Council.’0 Every similar engagement in Upper Canada
occurred between members of the colony's "First" class and ordinary
settlers appear to have cared littlél about avenging perceived insults.
Young members of the provincial establishment, on the other hand, were
taught that chivalrous gentlemen had a duty to uphold the honour of
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their families. This concept of "glory got by courage of manhood"
extended back to the 0ld World and was widely accepted during the middle
age«.-'..—’1 In early nineteenth century Upper Canada, however, this idea
apparently was restricted to members of the the colonial "First" class.

The culture and lifestyles of the majority of colonists would
have resembled those found in other pre-modern, rural societies. Upper
Canadians were, for the most part, illiterate and superstitious and
interest in witchcraft, for example, seems to have been widespread.’?
Apparently, some of these descendants of the New England Puritans also
dabbled in the occult arts. Those who fell sick, for instance, might
suspect that their illness was a result of being bewitched. If so, the
solution was obvious. A silver coin could be melted into a musketball
and fired at an image of the suspected witch. If done at sunset, the
spell was sure to be broken and good health would soon follow. 3

Even inhabitants who were educated might still believe that
physical phenomenon were supernatural events. On 15 November 1801 the
afternoon sky above Cornwall darkened to such a degree that students in
the local school could not see to read. John Strachan, who considered
himself a rational product of the Scottish enlightenment, thought the
darkness was a sure sign of God's d.ispleasun:.:..74 The belief that
eclipses or comets were "signs" of future "harms," such as wars or
earthquakes, probably stretched back to Neolithic times. Those who
believed that God was angry over some matter night resort to fasting in
an attempt to appease the diety and prevent the actual occurence of the
'fharrn."75

In addition to culture and lifestyle, Upper Canadians were also
divided by language. John Strachan said that the "motley population”
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was "chiefly capable of speaking English,” but not all members of the
community were able to boast of that ability.76 In the east, many of
the Glengarry Highlanders spoke only Gaelic and among the numerous
anabaptist sects German was often the only language spoken. To the
west, the French Canadians were >also separated from their fellow
colonists by this language barrier. The first white settlers in the
province had settled near Detroit in 1701 and a sizeable French Canadian
population still existed in the area before the War of 1812.77 an
inhabitant from near Amherstburg, Joseph Bartheaume, would later recall
that the "usual way of giving publicity to anything interesting to the
Canadian population was by giving notice thereof at the French service
after divine service."’® Most other citizens in this pre-imodern
community would also have been forced to rely on word-of-mouth for news
of important events since, even as late as 1812, the three newspapers in
the province had only very limited circulations.’d

From the outset, therefore, Upper Canada was a multicultural
society that was divided along numerous lines. Racial and cultural
differences, as well as class and distance, divided neighbour from
neighbour. Simcoe's goal of replacing "indifference" with a "zealous
attachment" to the British BEmpire was not achieved by the time Brock
became administrator of the provincial c:_:ove:t:nment.80 But this was
hardly surprising since little effort had been made to turn the "motley
population” into a united group of colonists. On 19 June 1812, one day
."after Congress had voted to declare war on Britain, Upper Canadians
gathered to observe a "Day of PUBLIC FASTING and HUMILIATION before
Gop. "81 They were not yet aware that war had been declared but for more

than a year there had been rumours of imminent invasions. For those who
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paid little heed to reports of increased preparations south of the
border, there were other sources of reliable information. Late in 1811,
just about the time that Isaac Brock became administrator of Upper
Canada, a "great comet" streaked across the northern sky and it was
clear to many observers that the province would soon experience some

type of *harm."80 |
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