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“The Severity of This Service…” Canadien Inland Mariners in the Early Post-Conquest Era,  

1760 to 1817 

 

Abstract 

 

Beginning just a long decade after New France became part of the British Empire in 1763, a 

half-century of major crises engulfed British North America; the American Revolutionary War 

(1775-83), the postwar forced migration and resettlement of thousands of destitute and hungry 

British-American Loyalist refugees (1784-86), and the War of 1812 (1812-1814). In order to 

surmount, indeed, just to survive these crises, the British colonial regime in Quebec found it 

necessary to seek and retain the services of thousands of skilled, native-born, French-Canadian 

(Canadien) inland mariners in the newly acquired colony. For more than half a century, the 

Canadiens were needed to fulfill a variety of essential roles. Small boat (batteau) crews hauled 

virtually all the necessary supplies, including food, to sustain war and resettlement efforts west of 

Montreal for British soldiers and sailors, Loyalist settlers, militiamen, Indigenous allies and 

refugees. Canadien mariners also constructed, commanded, and crewed British warships on the 

Great Lakes. Some men were disabled in combat or became prisoners-of-war. Others died in 

shipwrecks or drowned on the river. The mariners left few personal records, but their actions were 

critically important for the successful defense and retention in the British Empire of the colonies 

that would eventually form central Canada. The contributions of Canadien inland mariners deserve 

serious consideration when examining the relationships between the people of the former New 

France and their new British rulers during the challenging, early transitional years of the British 

colonial regime.  
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Chapter One  

Introduction and Historiography 

  

“… a business of great anxiety and trouble”1 

 

The early autumn of 1760 brought point finale to more than a century of sporadic bloody 

combat in North America over the possession of New France, though for the next half-century and 

more, British settlers and their colonial government felt deep uneasiness from time to time about the 

potential for France to re-acquire their former territory. The Seven Years’ War began far to the 

southwest of Montreal in the remote Ohio Valley territory, but its North American campaigns, 

referred to by American historians as the French and Indian War, ended in Montreal itself after six 

bitterly contested years. British Commander Major-General Jeffery Amherst accepted the surrender 

of a surrounded, militarily outnumbered and exhausted New France in its last stronghold from its 

native-born Governor Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil, Marquis de Vaudreuil-Cavagnial, in the name 

of their respective princes, His Britannic Majesty King George III and His Most Christian Majesty, 

Louis XV. That laying-down of arms on an island in the St. Lawrence River on September 9, 1760 

is still referred to simply (and often pejoratively) as “The Conquest.”  

The aftermath of the Conquest created profound, novel difficulties both for Quebec’s French-

speaking inhabitants and for its vastly outnumbered new British governors and colonists, but it 

proved to be a surprisingly durable partnership between two nominally European cultures with a 

prolonged history of bitter warfare. Native-born Canadien inland mariners were at the core of this 

developing partnership during its critically important crisis-strewn, first half-century and more. This 

                                                        
1 “W. H. Robinson to J. C. Herries, No. 87, 7 November 1812,” LAC, W.O. 57/141. 
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was despite the fact that elsewhere in North America and around the globe France and Britain 

renewed and waged unrelenting, ferocious war upon each other through the era of Atlantic 

Revolutions until 1815. 

Canadien inland mariners were complex actors living in a complicated setting, during an era of 

dramatic change in the larger world. The 65 years after the surrender of New France from 1760 to 

1815 constitute the early post-Conquest era of British hegemonic ascendance over the former 

French colony. Throughout this period, which included the crises of the American Revolutionary 

War, 1775-83, the resettlement of American Loyalist refugees between 1784-86, and renewed war 

with the United States in 1812-14, British forces in North America depended on the work of 

thousands of skilled French-Canadian (Canadien) civilians to defend and enable imperial interests 

in Quebec and, after 1791, the colony’s next iteration as Upper and Lower Canada.2 By late in the 

War of 1812, nearly 20,000 Canadien civilians, more than one-third of all able-bodied Canadien 

men in the colony, were active participants in the British colonial regime’s successful war effort to 

defend Upper and Lower Canada from invasions by the United States of America. Most of these 

essential workers were boat (batteau) crews who hauled tens of thousands of tons of critically 

important war materiel, food, and soldiers up the sometimes-fatal, rapids-strewn upper St. Lawrence 

River from Montreal to Kingston. There were also hundreds of skilled Canadien ship builders who 

constructed and repaired British warships on the Great Lakes, and dozens of sailors who crewed 

them.  

By late November of 1814, however, the senior British colonial official in charge of the 

wartime supply and transport services in Upper and Lower Canada, Commissary-General W.H. 

Robinson, had become alarmed at recent developments in his hitherto reasonably dependable 

                                                        
2 In this paper, French-Canadian or Canadien describes a native-born, French-speaking 
subject of the Crown, whether in Quebec, Lower or Upper Canada. 
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organization. He reported to his immediate superior, Sir George Prevost, the Commander-in-Chief 

(CIC) of British forces in North America, that thousands of Canadien batteau men labouring in his 

Transport Service were beginning to refuse work and deserting to their homes, en masse.  

 

Although the Transport this year has by great exertion been effected to an extent which 
could not reasonably have been expected, it is not to be supposed that the increased 
demands for Supplies to Upper Canada can hereafter be complied with … The Severity of 
this Service has induced many to refuse to obey the Orders of their Officers, and others to 
desert from the Batteaux on the route; particularly of late when not more than two thirds of 
the number ordered have performed the Voyage.3  
 
 

It had been clear for years that for all practical purposes the Crown could not coerce the batteau 

men into serving the needs of the Crown by any harsh enforcement of the law or by force, without 

severely, perhaps irreparably, damaging relations between the governors and the governed in the 

colony. But by late 1814, even the government’s own lawyers were indicating to the senior 

leadership of the province that the batteau men were well within their rights to simply refuse the 

work, as Robinson explained to Prevost. 

As it is the opinion of the Crown Lawyer, that these men cannot legally be convicted and 
punished for their disobedience, it is evident on what precarious footing the Transport 
Service Stands. I do not hesitate to assert that it is wholly impossible to Support the force 
now in that Province, much less to provide the means of conveyance for all the Guns and 
Stores required in constructing more Ships, and for feeding additional troops on an 
extended Line.4  
 

At the end of three years of war, in the 54th year since the Conquest, the hitherto reliable and 

crucially important Canadien-manned and managed batteau transport service had finally run out of 

                                                        
3 “W.H. Robinson to Sir G. Prevost, 14 November 1814,” Library and Archives Canada 
(hereafter LAC), War Office  /15, quoted in Glenn A. Steppler, “A Duty Troublesome Beyond 
All Measure: Logistical Considerations in the Canadian War of 1812,” (MA Thesis, McGill 
University 1974), 143-6. 
4 Ibid. 
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willing men. Thereafter, the British were forced to change their recruitment methods for 

government service, ending their former use of compulsory statute labour in lieu of tax (corvée) 

call-ups, and substituting far more expensive, formal, commercial contracts, to obtain the still-

necessary work from skilled Canadien mariners. 

Robinson’s letter raised disturbing questions beyond immediate military issues. If the batteau 

mariners were no longer going to support the British imperial project, the wave of desertions and 

work refusals in November 1814 might mark the end of two generations of a developing, 

constructive colonial partnership between the French and the British. Since the surrender of New 

France in 1760 and its cession to Britain in 1763, the majority “new” French-speaking subjects and 

the minority British “old” subjects had adjusted to each other in many large and small ways. 

That Canadien inland mariners – those working west of Montreal on the upper St. Lawrence 

River and Lake Ontario -- in general were so essential for the early post-Conquest colonial regime 

to retain Canada under British rule before and during the War of 1812 is not now well understood. 

Their history downriver from Montreal to the east also connects with this narrative, of course, but 

here I concentrate on their history in the west, which reclaims two main facets of Canadian history. 

It examines the character of Canadien inland mariners and the nature and scope of their activities 

during the early post-Conquest era, including why they were so crucial to the British retention of the 

colony. Secondly, it details the efforts of the British regime to manage and maintain this essential 

workforce. This maritime history visualizes key elements in the larger history of Canada through 

the lens of men who worked on its inland waters and their interactions with the early British 

colonial regime, and considers their long-term legacy. 

The history brings into sharp relief the complex and dynamic, though unequal, relationships 

between French and British in Quebec in the crucial first half-century after the Conquest, and 



 

 5 

particularly during two major conflicts. The British faced complete dependence upon the 

cooperation of a newly conquered, potentially hostile civilian population because imperial 

authorities were a tiny minority, lacking the resources and ability to constantly exert coercive, 

overwhelming force to assert and maintain control over a huge, faraway colony. To avoid 

maintaining huge armed forces in the country, the British had to develop and maintain the good will 

of the general population towards their new colonial masters, nurturing at least some positive 

participation in imperial rule by the vast majority of colonial inhabitants, many of whom were also 

veteran soldiers. British colonial success in this effort would be tested severely by the American 

Revolution 1775-83 and war in the Canadas in  1812-14. Both wars provided significant 

opportunities for general uprisings among Canadien colonists, which were strongly encouraged by 

external enemies of the British in France and the United States. Additionally, at all times potentially 

disgruntled colonists could leave the colony altogether by simply moving west with the ongoing fur 

trade to join long-established, prosperous and stable French, and mixed French/Indigenous 

communities in the middle of the continent (see Map 1). The British had to manage a workforce that 

had its own culture, demanding a respectful approach. Each of the three workforce types also had 

developed their own subculture, and each group had to be handled somewhat differently. During 

wartime, this situation was complicated by potentially even more problematic interactions on a very 

large scale between British military officers and Canadien civilians.  

External world events during this tumultuous era of Atlantic Revolutions and wars impacted the 

colony, and its internal political structure also changed radically during the period with the 

geographical bisection of the colony and the introduction of elections. In 1791, Great Britain 

divided the colony into east and west portions called Lower and Upper Canada and installed elected 

popular assemblies for the first time, voted in by a very broad property franchise. This change 
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rendered delicate colonial equilibriums increasingly fraught, demanding yet more effort and skill 

from the British authorities. The British also had to confront the fact that the local manpower 

required to support the wars was not unlimited, though demand for it increasingly seemed to be. 

Each man removed from his farm in the predominantly agricultural colony reduced the capacity of 

the province to feed itself, much less supply incoming British forces with food. To repel and defeat 

invading armies, the British had to pull up to one-third of the colony’s male farmers away from 

their land during the short northern growing season. By 1814, British colonial authorities were 

continually treading a fine line between famine and even starvation for the quarter-million ordinary 

people of the province on one hand, and the inevitable loss of much of British North America to 

armed American occupation on the other. In a further layer of daunting complexity, in order to 

secure the reliable availability of most of the skilled Canadien mariners, the British used a 

traditional, locally familiar, but universally detested form of compulsory labour-in-lieu-of-money 

taxation, the notorious corvée. Though feudal in origin and used in New France long before the 

Conquest, the general populace saw this as a particularly touchy burden and the British had to learn 

its practical limitations. All of these forces generated powerful political currents jostling the 

developing relationship between Canadiens and the British. 

From the first invasion by an American rebel army in 1775 until 1815, the work of Canadien 

mariners was fundamentally necessary for the retention of a British North American colonial 

presence west of Montreal during wartime. British military and government establishments in the 

interior were not self-sufficient during the period. Perhaps surprisingly, in the dense, uncleared and 

largely unfarmed forests, they resembled a scattered archipelago of desert islands on inland seas. 

The posts needed almost all provisions, military materiel, and virtually all other manufactured items 

including clothing to be delivered to them. There were no roads -- the only way to transport goods 
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and people to the west was by rivers to the Great Lakes. It required skilled crews managing 

specialized boats to bring those thousands of tons of essential supplies up the otherwise impassable, 

rapids-strewn St. Lawrence River west of Montreal. Similarly, the sailing ships which then had to 

be built on Lake Ontario also required skilled carpenters (and all ship components except wood), as 

well as skilled crews to operate them.  

Geography allowed two main passages to access the interior of the continent west from 

Montreal.5 Unlike the northern fur trading route that followed various rivers northwest to Lake 

Huron, and which can still be experienced by adventuresome canoeists today, the geography of the 

southern route up the St. Lawrence River to Lake Ontario has been radically changed by a modern 

economy and now requires an effort of imagination to picture what it must have been like. The 

author visited the National Historic Site west of Montreal at Coteau-du-Lac, Quebec. There, 

restored 1812-14 fortifications, early locks, and canals still guard and facilitate what had been the 

historical river passage. Venturing on foot down to the present shoreline, past the old canals, one 

can wade out thirty metres into clear, shin-deep water still swirling powerfully and quickly. The 

river tugs persistently and sometimes alarmingly at one’s legs on slippery shelving terraces there, 

the limestone pockmarked by thousands of years of river turbulence. Standing in the river there and 

looking back, it is daunting, even shocking, to realize that the old canal and lock system of the 

period is now high and dry -- fully five metres or more above where you stand. During the 18th and 

19th centuries, where I stood was a thundering, foaming mass of white water deeper than the 

average house is high, an obstacle to navigation that did shock early explorers with its roaring force 

and menace.  

This colonial dependency on a 5,000 km. waterborne supply line from Great Britain was 

intensified many fold during wartime. There were virtually no British workers available in the 
                                                        
5 Glazebrook, Transportation, 29-30. 
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colony with the required knowledge and skill sets. For six decades and more, Canadien mariners 

provided the necessary human links that connected the interior of continental North America to the 

transatlantic world and British Imperial power. (See Map 1) For reasons of Imperial strategy, 

geography and skilled labour shortages, Canadien inland mariners became a ‘foundational’ element 

of historical process in the Canadian context.6 The mariners’ actions during the early post-Conquest 

era materially affected not only the development of early Canada, but also the United States and the 

British Empire. There was simply no substitute workforce available to otherwise accomplish the 

jobs British imperial authorities needed to complete. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
6 Foundational: “Of, pertaining to, or of the nature of a foundation; fundamental.” Oxford 
English Dictionary online, https://www-oed 
.com.proxy.queensu.ca/view/Entry/73933?redirectedFrom=foundational& accessed 
September 20, 2019. 
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 Map 1: The Archipelago: Some French and British Forts and Settlements in British North 

America, 17847 

 

  

 
 

 

 
                                                        
7 Satellite map of North America, not to scale. Adapted from Apple Maps©. Details added 
from D. G. G. Kerr, Ed., A Historical Atlas of Canada, 2nd Edition, (Don Mills: Thomas 
Nelson & Sons (Canada) Ltd., 1966), 20-21. 
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Historiography 

The history of the Canadien inland mariners during the early post-Conquest era forms part of an 

ongoing debate among historians of Quebec about whether antipathy between English-speaking 

(Anglophone) and French-speaking (Francophone) Canadians had developed (or lingered) from the 

earliest post-Conquest days. This hostility, one argument goes, had expressed itself since the 

Conquest in an attitude of neutrality during the American invasion of 1775-6, organized violence 

during the Rebellions of 1837-8, the October Crisis of 1970, and the election of overtly separatist 

governments for the first time in Quebec in 1976. Gérard Bouchard asserted at the turn of the 21st 

century, “After more than two centuries, [the Conquest of 1760] still haunts the collective 

consciousness and fuels dreams of reconquest. This theme … has always been at the heart of 

francophone Quebec thought”8 Others concur. As Phillip Buckner and John Reid wrote, “[The 

Conquest] continues to be indispensable in defining the collective identity of the Québecois … 

[who] protest against its celebration.”9 Jocelyn Létourneau, holder of the Canada Research Chair in 

Contemporary Political History and Economy in Quebec at the Université Laval, surveyed French 

Quebec high school students in the early 2000s and found that they believed that English and 

French relations in the province had remained mutually antagonistic since the Conquest.10 Such 

opinions concur with René Levesque’s widely remembered observation that English- and French-

                                                        
8 Gérard Bouchard. The Making of the Nations and Cultures of the New World: An Essay in 
Comparative History (Montreal: 2000), 140.  
9 Phillip Buckner and John G. Reid, Eds., Remembering 1759: The Conquest of Canada in 
Historical Memory (Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 2012), 24. See also, Morrin Centre 
International Colloquium March 2015: “Ambiguous Encounters: Anglophone-Francophone 
Relations in Quebec, from the Conquest to the Quiet Revolution” 
www.morrin.org/en/events/colloque-international-des-rencontres-ambigues/, also Donald 
Cuccioletta, “The War of 1812: Who Won the War? The Debate Continues,” Canadian 
Issues, (Fall 2012): 14-21, and Jocelyn Létourneau, A History for the Future: Rewriting 
Memory and Identity in Quebec, tr., Phyllis Aronoff and Howard Scott (Kingston, 2004), 6-7. 
10 Jocelyn Létourneau, A History for the Future: Rewriting Memory and Identity in Quebec, 
tr. Phyllis Aronoff and Howard Scott (Kingston: 2004), 6-7. 
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speaking Canadians were “two scorpions in a bottle.”11 Subsequent crises such as the 1980 and 

1995 referenda on sovereignty, polls and conferences suggest strongly that this perception and its 

associated public sentiment remain attractive.12 Tropes associated with the idea of mutual hostility 

between English and French in Quebec and Canada are powerful -- including among other elements 

the supposed ‘decapitation’ of French colonial leadership who left for France, shutting the French 

out from positions of power, profit and influence. As Léo-Paul Desrosiers put it in 1997, this 

perception includes the “almost complete destruction in 1760 of the French population of 

Canada.”13 However, a certain consensus has developed related to the early post-Conquest era, 

particularly with regard to the American Revolution, and Dickinson and Young’s more recent 

(2008) assessment in their general history of Quebec reflects this, “[in 1775] Some militia under the 

                                                        
11 René Lévesque, “For an Independent Quebec,” Foreign Affairs v. 54, (1976), 742.  
12 A recent (2015) international conference on Anglophone-Francophone relations in Quebec 
demonstrated that there remains ongoing interest in this topic in Quebec. Public interest in the 
province for a sovereign (independent) Quebec as expressed in political polling may be 
declining, but it is nothing like negligible. A recent poll counted ongoing overall support by 
Quebeckers for the two sovereignist provincial political parties, (Parti Québecois and Québec 
Solidaire), as remaining at almost 4 in 10 (38.1%) -- nearly 50% among Francophones. A 
second recent poll indicated that 46% of Quebeckers are “attached to Canada only as long as 
it provides a good standard of living.” Economic trauma, among other possible provocative 
events, may have the potential to swiftly change an apparently stable situation – an issue of 
some national interest, especially in an era of worldwide economic and political instability. 
For example, “… in Eastern Europe in 1989, the connection between relative deprivation and 
political legitimacy was unmistakable.” Jeffrey Kopstein, the Politics of Economic Decline in 
East Germany, 1945-1989, (UNC Press 1997), 5. The sudden rise of neo-nationalist fervor as 
manifested in the recent Brexit vote and the unexpected success of Donald Trump are at least 
partly based on perceptions of economic disadvantage, Such unpredicted events testify to how 
quickly the status quo can be overturned, with very similar percentages of the popular vote. 
As Fernand Ouellet pointed out, “the rural masses were awakened [in 1837-8] to nationalism, 
and later to the idea of independence, by bread-and-butter problems” in Lower Canada 1791-
1840: Social Change and Nationalism, (Toronto 1980), 341 
13 Léo-Paul Desrosiers, “Nos jeunes historiens servent-ils bien la vérité historique et leur 
patrie?” quoted in Donald J. Rudin, Making History in Twentieth century Quebec, (Toronto: 
1997), 166. 
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leadership of seigneurs such as Joseph Lemoyne de Longueil offered spirited resistance to the 

invaders, but most of the peasantry remained neutral.”14  

Fernand Ouellet contrarily concluded in 1980 that, “as a whole, the French Canadian rural 

society remained attached to the British regime.”15 Ouellet was denounced by some later Quebec 

historians and writers, such as Michel Lapierre, as an “anglomane” cultural traitor.16 Other 

scholarship, including my own, also suggests that relations were not particularly hostile during the 

first two generations of British rule. Donald Fyson has researched the attitudes of ordinary 

Quebeckers in the early post-Conquest era through examining the details of their recorded 

interactions with government. Dr. Fyson suggested that both British and French had accommodated 

and adapted to each other at most levels of colonial society. The supposed “generalized alienation” 

of ordinary French Canadians (Canadiens) from the new British colonial governance and “this 

notion of Canadien rejection [of the English] needs substantial revision.”17 Such accommodation 

complicates and undermines “the simplistic conflict perspective … that comes out of contemporary 

nationalist politics.”18  

Nancy Christie also recently pointed out that, far from angrily boycotting British goods, as 

American colonists did during the period, ordinary French Canadians began to buy imported goods 

                                                        
14 Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 58  
15 Fernand Ouellet, Economic and Social History of Quebec: Structures and Conjonctures, 
(Ottawa 1980), 128. 
16 Michel Lapierre, L’Autre Histoire du Québec, (Quebec: Éditions Trois Pistoles, 2003) 49. 
17 Donald Fyson, Magistrates, Police and People: Everyday Criminal Justice in Quebec and 
Lower Canada, 1764-1837 (Toronto 2006), 12. 
18 Donald Fyson, “The Conquered and the Conqueror: The Mutual Adaptation of the 
Canadiens and the British in Quebec, 1759-1775,” in Philip Buchner & John G. Reid, 
Revisiting 1759: the conquest of Canada in historical perspective, (Toronto 2012), 192; see 
also Donald Fyson, “Between the Ancien Régime and Liberal Modernity: Law, Justice and 
State Formation in colonial Quebec, 1760-1867,” in History Compass, 12/5, (2014). 
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from England at a very early date and, “French Canadians appear at all levels of commerce.”19 

Indeed, the first decade and a half of the British regime exhibited so little in the way of hostility or 

brewing resentments on the part of the new subjects that Governor Carleton felt able, in mid-

September 1774, to reduce the British regular troop garrison to a total of less than 900 men in the 

province of 70,000+ potentially hostile inhabitants, of whom many were veterans of the Seven 

Years’ War against the British.20 The hitherto unexplored history of the Canadien inland mariners 

provides a new window into the actual sentiments of French Quebecois during this era.  

Most historians describing Quebec during the long 18th century have not examined maritime-

related activities or native–born mariners and the work they did either during either the French or 

post-Conquest eras. Indeed, until the mid-twentieth century, historians paid scant attention to 

ordinary workers at all, whether on or off the rivers, lakes and seas. General histories about early 

Canada emphasize the historical importance of the St. Lawrence River and the dominance of the fur 

trade and its merchants but understate the importance of waterborne activity.  

Although a few authors have considered maritime-related activities, not many historians have 

considered the maritime life of the colony. In 1971 Jacques Mathieu wrote one of the earliest works 

describing New France’s maritime world, contributing considerable depth to discussions around the 

people in maritime occupations in his history of the Royal Dockyard at Quebec.21 Mathieu found 

that in the 1716 census a dozen charpentiers de navire (ship builders) existed in the colony, as it 

had since the Sieur de La Salle constructed the first European sailing ships on the Great Lakes in the 

                                                        
19 Nancy Christie, “Merchant and Plebeian Commercial Knowledge In Montreal and Quebec, 
1760-1820’” Early American Studies, v. 13, No. 4, (Fall 2015), 862. 
20 Gustave Lanctôt, Canada & the American Revolution : 1774-1783. (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin, 
1967), 55. 
21 Jacques Mathieu, La Construction Navale Royale À Québec 1739-1759, La Société 
Historique de Québec, (Québec, L’Imprimerie Laflamme, 1971). 
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early 1670s.22 It is unclear if the carpenters were all imported from France, but in any case the 

capacity to build ships existed in the colony. Mathieu pointed out that colonial ship carpenters, their 

apprentices and hired hands in the colony, proved sufficiently productive to complete about 40 

caboteurs (coastal vessels) each year and to found a commercial “industrie navale” between 1730 

and 1740.23 But few historians have examined in a systematic way the Canadien mariners, either as 

a group or in their relationship with the British, and most of the literature relates to the fur trade. 

Prominent historians of Quebec such as Fernand Ouellet created an impression of the negligible 

importance of maritime industries, “[the fur trade] did not become an instrument of economic 

diversification supporting a complex foreign trade oriented towards maritime life … [F]isheries … 

and naval construction … were not dominant economic activities.”24 Several others also mentioned 

maritime activity, mainly in passing. Peter Moogk showed that about 200 artisans worked in 

Quebec’s Royal Dockyard by 1738, although some of those men could, and likely would, have had 

trades other than ship carpentry itself, such as blacksmithing.25 This group was still rather small in 

                                                        
22 Mathieu, La Construction, 55. In the 1670s, LaSalle built several sailing vessels on Lake 
Ontario and one on Lake Erie. In 1736 Intendants Beauharnois and Hocquart also wrote to the 
minister that two sloops were being navigated on Lake Ontario. None of those vessels could 
have been built overseas. See G.P. de T. Glazebrook, Transportation, 11. A much more recent 
published study by Joe Calnan pointed out that there was already even a native-born 
apprentice shipbuilder in the colony by the 1670s, Canadien Jean Fontaine, who accompanied 
LaSalle into the interior of the continent. Joe Calnan, “Jean Fontaine, the first boatbuilding 
apprentice on the Great Lakes,” Inland Seas, Quarterly Journal of the Great Lakes Historical 
Society, vol. 72, Fall 2016, No. 3, 194-207. 
23 Mathieu, Construction, 55. Mathieu’s examination was nominally restricted only to large 
naval vessels built in the Quebec City shipyard, but he did observe that by the beginning of 
the Seven Years’ War another Canadien apprentice had risen to maître, ship builder Louis-
Pierre Poulin dit Courval-Cressé.  Cressé had supervised the construction of the two corvettes 
(two-masted armed sailing vessels) in 1755 at Fort Frontenac (now Kingston, Ontario), which 
doubled the flotilla of two smaller vessels already built there. This was in response to the 
looming presence of an English naval force building to challenge the French on the Lake at 
Oswego, just 70 kilometers across the lake.  
24 Ouellet, Economy, 55, 129 
25 Peter N. Moogk, “In the Darkness of a Basement: Craftsmen’s Associations in Early French 
Canada,” in Economy and Society During the French Regime to 1759, Michael S. Cross and 
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comparison with the fur trade, which Ouellet stated employed at times 3,000 or more during and 

after the French regime.26  

José Iguarta’s important 1974 paper on Montreal merchants in the early post-Conquest era 

pointed out that the loss of government patronage contracts was a blow to French merchants and 

also concluded that, at least in Montreal, maritime activities were essentially nonexistent and the fur 

trade was all-important, although he indicated that the fishery was an activity which deserved more 

investigation.27 Exceptionally, Dickinson and Young followed Iguarta’s recommendation, and 

recently challenged the conventional wisdom of the primacy of the fur trade during the French 

regime, arguing that “the fishery was the first North American staple, and it remained the most 

valuable North American export to France throughout the French colonial period.”28  

One important study related to the maritime history of New France was James Pritchard’s 1971 

Ph.D. thesis. Pritchard explored and analyzed New France’s commercial, ocean-going maritime 

activity in detail. Impressed by the dominance of merchants in La Rochelle and, later, Bordeaux, 

Pritchard pointed out that there was almost no capital available in the small colony, outside the 

government, for investing in such ventures. For that reason, even privateering -- predation on 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Gregory S. Kealey, Eds., (Toronto, 1989), 110; see Mathieu for more accurate tallies of who 
did what in the Royal Dockyard at Quebec City under the French regime. 
26 Ouellet, Quebec, 55. 
27 José Iguarta, “A Change in Climate: The Conquest and the Marchands of Montreal,” 
Canadian Historical Association/La Société historique du Canada Vol. 9 No. 1, (Toronto: 
1974), 115-134  
28 John Dickinson and Brian Young, A Short History of Quebec, 4th Ed., (Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2008), 58. See also Louise Dechêne’s marvelous and essential study 
of the inhabitants of Montreal during the 17th century French Regime. It mentions only that 
Jacques Leber, a wealthy Montreal merchant with a distant family connection to this history, 
had “ships sailing the high seas, and that “Quebec [City] workers were used on … boatyards for 
small craft.” Louise Dechêne, Habitants and Merchants in Seventeenth century Montreal, 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press 1992), 225, 233. Montreal merchant Leber’s 
ocean-going ships could have been built in France, but other evidence suggests somewhat more 
of a local shipbuilding industry than has been described. It would certainly have been possible 
to build Leber’s vessels in various places along the St. Lawrence.  
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merchant shipping of hostile nations by government-licensed, armed private vessels, which could be 

and was highly profitable elsewhere -- was largely absent, since vessels captured as prizes on the 

high seas could not be brought back and sold for cash locally in New France. Chronic colonist 

indebtedness to merchants in France also meant that local private sector building and operating of 

European-style vessels, whether inland, coastal or blue water, was apparently minimal. Pritchard 

concluded that, “Canadians never played a major role in the commercial maritime history of New 

France. … the annual harvest of furs could be loaded on a single medium-to-large merchantman.”29  

But towards the end of the French regime fleets of hundreds of smaller batteaux needing 

thousands of crewmen would be used on inland waterways as they became essential to the mounting 

of ever-larger inland military campaigns involving sizeable armies with artillery.30 Given that 

ascending the rapids required specific knowledge, experience and skills to navigate them 

successfully, it seems clear that not only were batteaux very common, but there was also a sizeable 

pool of skilled upper St. Lawrence batteau men in New France by the 1750s.  

Other evidence strongly suggests more maritime related activity in New France existed than has 

yet been fully described. Canadien entrepreneur Michel Fortier, for instance, was a ship-

owner/master by the 1740s and 1750s. Fortier at one time owned a substantial fleet of “about a 

hundred shallops.”31 If they were all out at once, that fleet alone employed at least 2-300 crewmen, 

                                                        
29 James S. Pritchard, “Ships, Men and Commerce: A Study of Maritime Activity in New 
France,” (Ph. D. Dissertation, University of Toronto 1971), 429, 475-6. 
30 W. L. Grant and Housman Broadly, “The Capture of Oswego in 1756,” Proceedings of the 
New York State Historical Association, Vol. 13 (1914), 341. General Montcalm was able to 
assemble a flotilla of 200 batteaux (and 1,000 batteau men to crew them) at short notice. With 
them he moved his force of 2-3,000 men up to Cataraqui (now Kingston, ON), then across 
Lake Ontario to attack the British fort at Oswego. The ill-fated British assault on Ticonderoga 
(Carillon) two years later used 600 batteaux to ferry an army of 10,000 down the length of 
Lake George. 
31 Michel Roberge, “Fortier, Michel,” DCB, Vol. 4, (University of Toronto/Université Laval 
1979). Fortier and his employees hunted seals and fished cod along the coast of Labrador, 
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with probably a couple of dozen more skilled men required to build and maintain the boats. Fortier, 

like many other Canadien mariners, served under the British flag during the American Revolution.  

During the Conquest itself, a bit more evidence of maritime activity in New France has been 

described. In September 1759, General James Wolfe ordered one of his army commanders to scorch 

the south shore Kamouraska region 100 miles (180 km.) downriver from Quebec City. Remote 

Kamouraska was hardly a major economic centre, but even there, scattered along his unit’s 

shoreline march of 52 miles (83 km), redcoat scorcher Major Scott reported that his men burned “… 

two sloops, two schooners, Ten Shallops and several Batteaus and small craft.”32 If the Kamouraska 

region was anything like typical, there were more than twenty sloops and twenty schooners, and 

many more shallops and batteaux working along the St. Lawrence shores by the time of the 

Conquest. Domestic commercial maritime activity in New France was clearly not zero. As Fernand 

Braudel pronounced in his influential work on the late 16th century Mediterranean region, small 

vessel activities are an often unrecorded and therefore inconspicuous but “almost indestructible” 

activity largely hidden from the historian’s “attentive gaze.”33  

None of the above historians specifically considered the actions of the inland mariners although 

several valuable works focusing on the Upper St. Lawrence during this period have helped to 

illuminate the maritime history of Quebec and provided a solid basis for deeper research into the 

batteau men. Robert Malcomson and W.A.B. Douglas published papers on the inland Provincial 

Marine (naval forces) from 1755-1813. Other researchers include Sarah Katherine Gibson, (MA 

Thesis), who looked in detail at the important British army post and dockyard at Carleton Island 

near Lake Ontario during the American Revolution, and Glenn Steppler (MA thesis), who looked at 
                                                                                                                                                                             
annually bringing back to Quebec 3-4,000 sealskins and 450 barrels of [codfish] oil for 
several years. 
32 Dickinson and Yonge, Quebec, 47-8. No source was provided in this text for the quote. 
33 Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 
Vol. 1., Tr. Sian Reynolds (New York: 1963), 147-8. 
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the logistics of supporting war in Upper Canada during 1812-14. John Grodzinski’s MA thesis 

detailed how the British attempted to protect their vulnerable supply line up the St. Lawrence during 

the War of 1812, Judith Beattie (Parks Canada) described the related history of gunboats on the 

upper St. Lawrence during the period, and Carol MacLeod (Parks Canada) also produced a history 

of the British Provincial Marine from the Conquest until it was replaced by the Royal Navy in 1813. 

Stephen Mecredy (MA Thesis) provided in-depth chronicling of how the town of Kingston was 

affected by the War of 1812.34  

Important general histories of the period and the wars, related to Quebec and Lower Canada 

regarding the American Revolution, include those of Hilda Neatby, Gustave Lanctôt and Marcel 

Trudel. Fernand Ouellet, Allan Greer, and Louise Dechêne were essential go-tos for economic and 

cultural histories of the colony.35 James Hitsman provided an insightful overview of the War of 

1812, and Robert Malcomson detailed the inland naval war.36 Donald Creighton wrote eloquently of 

                                                        
34 Glenn A. Steppler. “A Duty Troublesome Beyond All Measure:” Logistical Considerations  
in the Canadian War of 1812, (MA Thesis, McGill University: 1974); Major John A. 
Grodzinski, “The Vigilant Superintendence of the Whole District: the War of 1812 on the 
Upper St. Lawrence,” (MA Thesis, Royal Military College: 2002); Sarah Katherine Gibson, 
“Carleton Island 1778-1783: Imperial Outpost During the American Revolutionary War,” 
(MA thesis, Queen’s University: 1999); Judith Beattie, “Gunboats on the St. Lawrence 1763-
1789,” Parks Canada (unedited manuscript:1967); Carol MacLeod, “The Tap of the Garrison 
Drum: the Marine Service in British North America 1755-1813,” Parks Canada (unpublished 
manuscript: 1983), Stephen D. Mecredy, “Some Military Aspects of Kingston’s Development 
During the War of 1812,” (MA Thesis, Queen’s University: 1982). 
35 Hilda Neatby, Quebec: the Revolutionary Age 1760-1791, (Toronto: McLelland and 
Stewart, 1966), Gustave Lanctot, Canada & the American Revolution : 1774-1783. (Toronto: 
Clarke, Irwin, 1967), Marcel Trudel, La Révolution Américaine: Pourquoi La France Refuse 
Le Canada, 1775-1783, (Trois Rivières: Éditions du Boréal Express, 1976); Marcel Trudel, 
Mythes et réalites dans l’histoire du Québec, (Québec, Cahiers du Québec, 2001); Fernand 
Ouellette, Economy, Class, & Nation in Quebec: Interpretive Essays, (Toronto: Copp Clark 
Pitman, 1991, Allan Greer, Peasant, Lord, and Merchant: Rural Society in Three Quebec 
Parishes 1740-1840, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), Louise Dechêne, Le 
Peuple, l’État et la Guerre au Canada sous le Régime français, (Québec, Boréal, 2008).   
36 J. MacKay Hitsman, The Incredible War of 1812, (Toronto: Robin Brass, 2000), Robert 
Malcomson, Warships of the Great Lakes 1754-1834, (Rochester, Kent, UK: Chatham 
Publishing 2003) 
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the economic and geographical setting and Glazebrook’s now-aged transportation history brought to 

light useful details regarding the use of batteaux before the advent of railways and steamships.37 

More recent detailed histories of the maritime aspects of New France and early Quebec are 

scarce, and few relate to inland mariners.38 Gilles Proulx’ work concentrated on Atlantic voyaging 

in the decades immediately preceding the Conquest on metropolitan French-built ships. The 

structure of his narration of maritime history was valuable, however, and I have used his lead to 

discuss not only the people and the geophysical setting but the vessels they built and crewed, for as 

Proulx said, “It would be impossible to understand the life of the crew … without knowing 

something of ... the setting and … the vessels.”39 Maritime historian Van Tilburg supported this 

view, and extended that need explicitly to the social (and thus historical) arena.  

 [The vessels] were and are intimately involved in almost everything that takes place at 
sea and are an inseparable part of our social construction of the maritime realm … Ships 
[and by extension, smaller watercraft] are … both unique features of the maritime realm 
and appropriate fascinating symbols of transoceanic [in this case continental] cultural 
exchanges.40  
 

Charles Dagneau’s more recent paper, although specific to the material history of batteaux, laid 

down yet another pointer toward a robust and innovative maritime culture in New France, although 

Dagneau’s evidence does support others’ conclusions that the government of New France was the 

primary source of investment in early colonial shipping and shipbuilding. Contracts for almost 

                                                        
37 Donald Creighton, The Empire of the St. Lawrence, (Toronto: Macmillan Company, 1956), 
G. P. de T. Glazebrook, A History of Transportation in Canada, (Toronto: Ryerson 1938) 
38 John F. Bosher, Men and Ships in the Canada trade, 1660-1670: a biographical dictionary, 
(Ottawa, National Historic Sites, Parks Services, Environment Canada 1992). This is a 
valuable dictionary of French merchants and ships “engaged in the Canada trade” but 
irrelevant here. 
39 Gilles Proulx, Between France and New France: life aboard the tall sailing ships, (Toronto: 
Dundurn and Parks Canada 1984), 13. 
40 Quoted in Jerry H. Bentley, Renate Bridenthal, and Karen Wigen, Seascapes: Maritime 
Histories, Littoral Cultures, and Transoceanic Exchanges, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press (2007) 50, in Knoerl, “Empire,” 33. 
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1,000 batteaux during the final third of 17th century New France revealed that only 3 were for non-

government orders.41 Conceivably, one or two master ship carpenters could have instructed and 

trained a couple of apprentices and a dozen labourers to build 30 or more of these simple-to-

construct boats each year. To crew 30 batteaux all at once would require about 150 men, possibly 

3% of the able bodied men of the community at a time when the  population of the colony was less 

than 13,000 (1695).42 Even Great Lakes maritime historians such as Victoria Brehm, who engage 

strenuously with the debate over whether regional histories such as those of inland and riverine 

mariners in general are worthy of study, and whether freshwater mariners have anything more, or 

different to say to posterity than ocean sailors, have not looked closely at the Canadien mariners, 

who do have significance at national and international levels.43  

Although early post-Conquest Canadien inland mariners have not received much attention to 

date, histories examining maritime workers in general are more plentiful. Historians in the wake of 

the Second World War began to explore the vast variety of experiences of millions of ordinary, 

hitherto unstudied and historically voiceless people such as women, slaves, peasants, Indigenous 

peoples, the working class, and the subject of this paper, mariners. Lagging attention to maritime 

history has partly been attributed to the overall nature of the work of seafarers, (seasonal, 

temporary, isolated, specialized) and the people doing it (largely non-literate, impoverished and 

ultimately mobile). This meant they “least often left behind traces of their lives on the tax lists or in 

land or probate records” for even interested historians to examine.44 The idea that mariners were a 

different sort of worker, because of the nature of what they did, is a theme debated in many 

                                                        
41 Charles Dagneau, “Batteaux Plats,” 281-296.  
42 Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 86. 
43 Victoria Brehm, Ed., A Fully Accredited Ocean: Essays on the Great Lakes, (Ann Arbor, 
University of Michigan Press (1998), Introduction. 
44 Gary B. Nash, The Urban Crucible: the northern seaports and the origins of the American 
Revolution, (Cambridge: Yale University Press 1986), 16. 
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maritime histories. The field exhibits major disagreements between those viewing mariners as a 

proto-proletariat and those approaching the history from a different angle. The question continues, 

how to interpret their actions?  

Considered a classic study, in The Many-Headed Hydra Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh 

began their arguments with the well-known and documented shipwreck on uninhabited Bermuda of 

the Virginia-bound Sea Venture, in 1609. Bermuda subsequently created one of the most purely 

“Atlantic World” maritime cultures of any, developing both its own special brands of mariners and 

vessels, as did Quebec. Rediker and Linebaugh’s expanded theme remained, however, that “The 

work, cooperation, and discipline of the ship made it a prototype for the factory. “[T]he state used 

violence and terror to man its ships. … [I]n merchant shipping … the outcome was similar.”45 For 

Rediker and Linebaugh, that outcome was a “sailor’s hydrarchy” characterized by “mass resistance” 

which was, once more, typified by the social communities of pirates -- “The Maritime World 

Turned Upside Down.”46 The authors credit this supposedly organized international community of 

mariners for becoming “the driving force” inaugurating not only the American Revolution, which 

was, in their view, “neither an elite nor a national event, since  … [it] depended on the circulation of 

proletarian experience around the Atlantic.”47 The question thus arises, were Canadien inland 

mariners in 1775-1814 manifesting such a sentiment? 

 Debunkers of Rediker’s arguments are plentiful. C. R. Pennell published a paper followed by a 

book attacking Rediker’s placement of pirates as part of an overall mariners’ class-based movement 

                                                        
45 Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, 
Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic, (Boston: 2000 & 2013), 
150-151 
46 Rediker, Hydra, pp. 157-63. 
47 Rediker, Hydra, p. 212. 
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towards liberty.48 Other authors also undermined Marxist explanations for mariners’ actions. Daniel 

Vickers and Vince Walsh’s study of seafaring in 18th century Massachusetts, too, considered full 

time, saltwater sailors, but many of the circumstances of these men were otherwise comparable to 

Canadien mariners. Vickers and Walsh looked at 821 mariners sailing out of pre-revolutionary 

Massachusetts, four times as many men as Rediker had, and followed many of them in considerable 

detail. Their research discovered almost no sign of the abusive officers, isolated and class-divided 

social life or the rebellious nature of the seagoing men that Rediker described. On the contrary, they 

found that typically hands on the ships leaving Salem had grown up together and “Nearly half sailed 

with a master who dwelt in the same part of town.” Further, the majority of the forecastle men who 

survived the normally dreadful mortality of seafaring eventually also rose to command vessels 

themselves, and “the masters and mates who commanded [under] them had risen from the 

forecastle.”49 This was hardly a description of chronic class warfare that Rediker postulated. Judith 

Fingard, like many others, makes no assertion of class struggle in her look at full-time 19th century 

ocean-going seafarers afloat and ashore in Canadian Atlantic port cities, but does emphasize a 

generally independent aspect to the actions of sailors, who felt utterly unconstrained about jumping 

ship for a better berth elsewhere frequently and regularly.50  

Mariners, in particular Canadien inland mariners, were often part time or seasonal workers who 

left few records behind. It is important to pay attention to what they did, rather than what they 

wrote, where that information is available, and this is particularly important with respect to 

understanding their relationships with authority. The actions of nonliterate peoples living under a 

                                                        
48 C.R. Pennell, “Who Needs Pirate Heroes?” in The Northern Mariner/Le Marin du nord, 
VIII, No. 2 (April 1998) p. 66. 
49 Daniel Vickers and Vince Walsh, “Young Men and the Sea: The Sociology of Seafaring in 
Eighteenth century Salem, Massachusetts,” Social History 24, no. 1 (January 1999): 23. 
50 Judith Fingard, Jack in Port: sailortowns of eastern Canada, (Toronto: University of 
Toronto 1982). 
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variety of colonial regimes have been analyzed by a wide spectrum of researchers seeking to 

understand how such individuals and groups expressed their true attitudes, when personal narratives 

are not available. Considering Canadien habitant farmers who doubled as seasonal mariners as a 

kind of peasant is tricky in itself but Allan Greer and other historians of Quebec offer support for 

this approach, and it is a useful platform from which to examine by comparison broadly similar 

peoples acting under imposed, armed colonial regimes not of their choice elsewhere in the world, 

and even in very different eras. ` 

As Raymond Craib put the problem, “How are we to recuperate the consciousness, the agency, 

the world of subaltern peoples who … rarely appear in the archive, and only then in extremely 

power-laden situations.”51 Without doubt, the relationship between French Canadians and the 

Imperial British governing regime since 1760 has exhibited several interesting varieties of 

asymmetrical power relationships of one sort or another. Allan Greer advised us to pay “close 

attention to what actually happened….”52 Greg Deming asserted, “Historians have to be observers 

also. They cannot just be readers of texts. They have to observe the behavior in the texts. And they 

have to be theatre critics.”53 Clifford Geertz’s concept of cultural “thick description” to establish 

meaning of actions from the accumulation of as many details about them as possible, is one widely 

accepted guide to interpreting such sociopolitical theatre. Geertz pointed out that analysis of actions 

is the important thing; properly done, it must be able to “sort winks from twitches and real winks 

from mimicked ones.” And, further, “Behaviour must be attended to, and with some exactness, 

                                                        
51 Raymond B. Craib, “Peasants, Politics and History: Teaching Agrarian History and 
Historiography,” in Radical History Review, Issue 88, (Winter 2004), 178-91 
52 Alan Greer, The Patriots and the People: the Rebellion of 1837 in Rural Lower Canada, 
(Toronto: University of Toronto 1993), 9.  
53	Greg Dening, “Introduction: In Search of a Metaphor,” in Ronald Hoffman, Mechal Sobel, 
and Fredrika J. Teute, Eds., Through a Glass Darkly: Reflections on Personal Identity in 
Early America, (Chapel Hill 1997), 5	
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because it is through the flow of behavior–or more precisely, social action—that cultural forms find 

articulation.”54 

James C. Scott is prominent among peasant and colonial social historians. Scott and others have 

also made it clear that the unequivocal actions of individuals are likely to be more reliable 

indicators of true sentiments than anything they may say. “The dissembling of the weak in the face 

of power is hardly an occasion for surprise. It is ubiquitous.”55 His multivolume research on how 

peasants deployed “impression management” and “infrapolitics” in “negotiated subordination,” for 

instance, informs my exploration of the often subtle, non-straightforward and non-verbal discourse 

between those with power and those without. “Political analysis,” in Scott’s view, “can be advanced 

by research that can compare the hidden transcript of subordinate groups with the hidden transcript 

of the powerful and both hidden transcripts with the public transcript they share.”56 Scott’s highly 

praised seminal work, the 1987 Weapons of the Weak followed up his initial look into behaviours of 

South Vietnamese peasants during the wartime decades of the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

Scott’s understanding of the internal culture of peasants has been provocative, arguing against 

some who view all individuals’ fundamental actions as those of rational economic actors. Scott 

supports a more balanced, nuanced, ‘moral economy’. This idea has recently been elaborated upon 

by French historian Laurence Fontaine with respect to early modern Europe. Fontaine has asserted 

what may seem to non-economists to be simply a common sense theorem, that “the economic 
                                                        
54 Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” in The 
Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (1973), 16, 17 
55 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven 
1990), 1. See also a wide variety of others, including gender histories, that examine how those 
with no historical voice can be heard, including Rosalind Chakrabarti, Ed., Can the Subaltern 
Speak: Reflections on the History of an Idea  (New York 2010) and Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak, (for example) “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 
Eds., Marxism and the Interpretation of Cultures (1988) 271-313; also Robert Maranto and 
Paula S. Tuchman, “Knowing the Rational Peasant: The Creation of Rival Incentive 
Structures in Viet Nam,” Journal of Peace Research, 29:3 (1992).  
56 Scott, Domination,15. 
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dimension … was always only one aspect of a human activity in which religion, politics and society 

were intertwined.”57 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak also urged upon historians the importance of 

reading the silences in history and to look for the “marginal moment” that unravels the text [of an 

observer]: paradoxically, it gives us a sense of what is ‘normal’ for the text, what norms the text.”58 

The British colonial regime in India offers some situations roughly comparable to early Canada. 

Like in India, the contending colonial relationships in Quebec included elements of resistance to the 

newly hegemonic British imperial authority, but the actions of Canadien mariners also clearly 

demonstrated new community formation and the construction of so-called hybrid identities and new 

loyalties, described in India under British colonial rule by Partha Chatterjee.59  

Desertion rates of Canadien mariners from British service during and before 1814 could be 

seen as a useful indicator of individual and group sentiment, and such statistics are frequently 

available, since they attracted the interest of authorities at all times. But they need careful 

interpretation. Certainly, recent histories of the American west have demonstrated that for those 

Canadien mariners who really desired to leave their situation under the thumb of British colonial 

authority, there were many handy places to flee to. Anne F. Hyde, for example, vividly describes 

already well-established French communities and family networks in the Missouri River region 

where, “despite the fact that French political control disappeared from the map of the region, French 

social and cultural influences continued for generations … Kaskaskia … had several thousand 

                                                        
57 Laurence Fontaine, The Moral Economy: Poverty, Credit, and Trust in Early Modern 
Europe, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2014), 2. 
58 Rosalind C. Morris, ed., “Introduction,” in Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections on the 
History of an Idea, (New York 2010), and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “In Response: 
Looking Back, Looking Forward,” in Morris, Subaltern, 229. 
59 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories, 
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[French and Metis] residents ‘as cheerful and happy as any people in existence.’”60 As Keith Ridder 

put it, “Freedom from the restraints of government and church appealed to the Interior French … It 

mattered to no one at Prairie du Chien whether or not General Gage approved of his or her 

actions.”61  

Desertions were a chronic problem for merchant shipmasters and, especially, Royal Navy 

commanders during the period in question. During the first decade of the 19th century they would 

become a casus belli between Great Britain and the United States of America. Desertions from 

militia and regular army units ashore in peace and war are also revealing. Militiamen in particular 

were part time civilian soldiers and the civilian Canadien batteau men were recruited under corvée 

law using the same lists of eligible militiamen. George Sheppard looked specifically at the 

performance of Upper Canadian militias in the War of 1812, and like Alan Taylor, who paid 

considerable attention to American militias during that period, recorded quite high rates of men 

deserting, or refusing to muster.62 Although, as will be seen, some Canadien inland mariners 

deserted, the numbers seem to have been quite low, at least until 1814. The question is why?  

Carolyn Podruchny has provided an excellent roadmap to follow in her history of Canadien fur 

trade voyageurs who, like the mariners, left no journals or diaries behind them. Podruchny relied on 

employer payroll records and other indirect evidence. Her research, analyzing the business records 
                                                        
60 Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations and Families: A New History of the North American West 
1800-1860, (New York: HarperCollins, 2012), 32. See also Robert Foxcurran, Michel 
Bouchard, Sebastien Malette, Songs Upon the Rivers, (Montreal: Baraka Books 2016),113, 
117, 122. 
61 Keith R. Widder, “The French Connection: The Interior French and Their Role in French-
British Relations in the Western Great Lakes Region, 1760-1775,” in David Curtis Skaggs 
and Larry L. Nelson, Eds., The Sixty Years’ War for the Great Lakes, 1754-1814, (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2001), 132-3, 135-7. 
62 George Sheppard, Plunder, Profit and Paroles: A Social History of the War of 1812 in Upper 
Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press 1994); Alan Taylor, The Civil War of 1812 
American Citizens, British Subjects, Irish Rebels, & Indian Allies, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2010. 
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of the Hudson Bay Company and North West Company, created much more awareness of the lives 

of the voyageurs.63 Evidence of the existence and activities of Canadien inland mariners discussed 

here consists almost entirely of similar archival documents and reports, but these are to be found 

primarily in British colonial government records. These include letters among the elites, payroll 

information such as the Foreign Dockyard and Provincial Marine Personnel Returns (reports), other 

military returns, and letters written and recorded by military and civilian supervisors and merchants 

about Canadien inland mariners in the service of the British Crown in Canada. But there was a 

further difficulty researching the mariners discussed here. The majority of them were recruited to 

the river and lake transport and naval services using militia lists. As had been the case in New 

France, under the British regime all able-bodied men were required to serve in the militia to support 

the regular troops in the defense of the colony. Militia records consist of muster rolls, pay lists and 

registers of officers, but no service files were kept for members of the militia.64 As a result, though 

thousands of Canadiens served in the batteau Transport Service, the method of hiring and paying 

them left little documentation related to specific names or details of service. There are a few letters 

written personally by Revolutionary War-era Canadien ship commanders and dockyard supervisors. 

A few newspapers were available in the later period, but there was little attention paid to ordinary 

folk such as mariners in peacetime, unless there was trouble, and during wartime such media were 

subject to security measures. The microfilmed documents of the British Colonial Office, the 

Commissariat, the Provincial Marine, the Army and Royal Navy, and the papers of the various 

Governors and military staff are largely available in Library and Archives Canada collections, either 

as paper documents, microfilms, or digitized microfilms. Some, at least, are conveniently online. 

                                                        
63 Carolyn Podruchny, Making the voyageur world: travelers and traders in the North 
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An interesting source for contemporary first hand observations and vignettes about the inland 

mariners, particularly batteau men during peacetime, is the vivid literature created by travellers 

during the period. Prominent in this group is George Heriot, as well as a volume edited by Gerald 

M. Craig, and individual accounts by various men and women including Elizabeth Simcoe and 

several others including famous French voyager and commentator La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt.65  

The organization of the thesis is conventional. Chapter Two is devoted to describing the setting, 

culture, socioeconomic structures and background history related to the mariners and their British 

overlords leading up to the American Revolution. Subsequent chapters are organized thematically to 

deal with the various classes of mariners and chronologically, from 1775 to 1817. Chapters Three to 

Five deal in detail with the mariners and the British during the various definable periods of the era – 

the American Revolution and resettlement of Loyalist refugees 1775-1786, the interwar period from 

1787 to 1812, and the War of 1812. Chapter Six deals with the war’s aftermath to 1817 and beyond, 

a time which represented a break in the narrative, when many of the mariners (though by no means 

all) ceased to co-operate with the British in the manning of the Transport Service through traditional 

statutory labour summons, forcing a very different method of obtaining their work. Chapter Six also 

presents a Summary and Conclusion.
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Chapter Two   

Background and History to 1774 

“You Can’t Ship a Cannon in a Canoe”1 

 

In September 1760, New France surrendered to Great Britain, and with the signing of the 

Treaty of Paris and the subsequent British Royal Proclamation three years later, the new colony of 

Quebec became part of the British empire. Over the next decade the British authorities secured their 

new territory and set about governing the colony. From the beginning, the new government 

appreciated that it had to maintain the good will of the local population. The British were vastly 

outnumbered and depended upon their new subjects to continue to perform essential tasks to 

maintain and grow the economy, and to co-operate with the government in its various endeavours. 

An important part of this function was maintaining the security of the western part of the province. 

Partly this was ensured through using experienced, skilled Canadien boatmen on the treacherous 

upper St. Lawrence River rapids to supply British troops who were up-country in the forts around 

the Great Lakes. Other mariners were drawn upon in increasing numbers to construct, command 

and crew sailing vessels. To accomplish these tasks the British adapted traditional organizations of 

the former French Regime and tapped the men and resources already in the colony. And they met 

with considerable success. This chapter examines the earliest years of British control between 1760 

                                                        
1 Modified from Charles Cleland, Comparison of Faunal Remains from French and British 
Refuse Pits at Fort Michilimackinac: A Study in Changing Subsistence Patterns (Ottawa: 
National Historic Sites Service, National and Historic Parks Branch, Department of Indian 
Affairs and Northern Development, 1970), 16: “It’s hard to ship a cow in a canoe.” 
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and 1774, the nature of the workforce of Canadien inland mariners they came to rely on, and the 

physical setting they all had to deal with.  

A variety of physical and social factors influenced relationships between Canadien inland 

mariners and the British regime after the Conquest. One primary determinant was the geographical 

setting of their lives. Much of the colonial geography was initially unknown to the British, although 

the prolonged siege of the town of Quebec had provided an opportunity for the British to learn 

about navigating the lower St. Lawrence. But except for some prisoners-of-war, no British or 

Anglo-Americans had even seen, much less traversed the upper St. Lawrence River until the very 

last days of the conflict. On the other hand, over the previous century Canadiens had become skilled 

experts and had developed specialized boats to travel up and down the rapids. Interactions between 

Canadiens and the British also depended upon the socioeconomic and politico-bureaucratic forces 

and structures that they lived within such as the fur trade, militia, and corvée laws and customs. 

These cultural forces had been a part of New France’s society since the 17th century, and they 

similarly shaped behaviours of the British and Canadiens, and the course of North American 

history.  

Five days before the formal surrender of New France, General Jeffery Amherst was but the first 

British leader to have forcibly impressed upon him the importance of the knowledge and skills of 

Canadien inland mariners,. During his army’s descent of the upper St. Lawrence River from Lake 

Ontario to attack Montreal in late summer of 1760, Amherst lacked skilled Canadien batteau guides 

for the unknown rapids. Unacquainted with the hazards, Amherst’s army lost 88 soldiers drowned 

and 46 boats wrecked in the river in a single day.2 The fearsome white water above Montreal also 

                                                        
2 Mary Beacock Fryer, Battlefields of Canada, (Toronto: Dundurn Press 1986), 87-100; Jean 
McIlwraith, Sir Frederick Haldimand, (Toronto: 1904), 37; Fred Anderson, Crucible of War: 
the Seven Years’ War and the Fate of Empire in North America, (New York: Knopf, 2001), 
401. 
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very nearly cost novice fur trader Alexander Henry (the Elder) his life the same day, along with 

three boats packed with tons of trade goods. Accompanying Amherst’s army, Henry painted a 

concise, firsthand picture of the dangers of attempting these rapids without the navigational 

knowledge or skills the Canadien batteau mariners possessed.  

Several boats, loaded with provisions and military stores, were lost, together with upward of a 
hundred men. I had three boats, loaded with merchandize, all of which were lost; and I saved 
my life, only by gaining the bottom of one of my boats, which lay among the rocky shelves, 
and on which I continued for some hours, and until I was kindly taken off, by one of the 
General’s aides-de-camp.3 
 
The 1760 military terms of surrender Amherst insisted upon less than a week later were in 

some ways harsh by the standard of the times. He refused to grant customary honours of war to 

France’s defeated regular troops in the wake of perceived ‘atrocities’ committed by Indigenous 

French allies at the Battles of Oswego (1756) and Fort William Henry (1757) in particular.4 

However, the overall surrender conditions were neither hard nor unrealistic. French settlers 

retained their possessions and their civil law under the Coutûme de Paris, among other aspects of 

the agreement.5  

British authorities had no wish to have an organized, armed French population under their rule 

while the Seven Years’ War continued elsewhere. At the time of the surrender, Canadiens were 

generally disarmed, although they could retain hunting weapons if they swore allegiance or “were 

certified as being of pacific disposition” and the Canadien militia, which had functioned effectively 

since the early days of the French colony as a temporary, local, quick-response defence force, “a 

                                                        
3 Alexander Henry, Travels and Adventures in Canada and the Indian territories between the 
years 1760 and 1776, (Boston: 1901), 2,3. 
4 Anderson, Crucible, 154, 196, 408. 
5 Jeffery Amherst, The Journal of Jeffery Amherst, J. Clarence Webster, Ed., (Toronto: 
Ryerson Press 1931), 246. 
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tout simplement cessé d’exister,” in its military capacity.6 Until the 1763 peace, British military 

officers were also naturally anxious to remove from Canada all potentially and predictably hostile 

leadership elements, including regular French army officers and soldiers and senior colonial 

administrative officials. Thousands of men in regular French line infantry regiments (Troupes de 

terre) and the colonial infantry, the Compagnies franches de la Marine were packed off to France. 

As General James Murray, declared, “… as the oath they took … is incompatable [sic] with the oath 

of Allegiance we require of his Majesty’s Canadian subjects, I conceive none of that order have a 

right to remain in Canada.”7 Many, though not all, European-born French merchants also 

voluntarily departed after the end of hostilities. 

The wave of deportation has often been referred to as the decapitation of Quebec society. 

Perhaps also contributing to longstanding impressions of a sudden end to Canadien leadership in the 

colony, a considerable number of prominent native-born exiles died after a shipwreck on the voyage 

to France.8 Montreal’s population in 1760 was less than 5,500.9 The permanent loss at one blow of a 

hundred prominent men, their wives and their children left many with the sense, as Louise Dechêne 

suggested, “La colonie se sent abandonée sans doute, … mais par Dieu plûtot que par la France.”10  

                                                        
6 Ouellet, Nation, 115; Stanley, Soldiers, 98. Luc Lepine, “La Milice du District de Montréal, 
1787-1829,” Ph.D. Thesis, Université de Québec a Montréal, (2005), 83. 
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news arrived of the shipwreck of one prisoner vessel, l’Auguste “Gage to Amherst, March 
1762,” quoted in Canada Parks, Wreck, 34. 
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broader war, which could have come at any time. Many captured Marine officers and leaders 
who had actively fought the British, such as Ensign René-Amable Boucher de Boucherville, 
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Yet the British understood that even if they had deported potential troublemakers, 60,000 

habitants remained, and the continuance of the British colonial regime depended largely on gaining 

and retaining the cooperation of ordinary French-Canadian subjects. Senior British leadership were 

concerned that the majority in the conquered province should be treated well while the Seven 

Years’ War with France was still raging elsewhere in the world. In 1761, British Secretary of State 

Egremont wrote to General Amherst about it. 

Nothing can be more essential to His Majesty’s service than to retain as many of the 
French subjects as may be. [The governors should] employ the most vigilant attention and 
take the most effectual care that the French inhabitants … be humanely and kindly treated, 
and that they do enjoy the full benefit of [His Majesty’s] indulgent and benign 
government.11 

 

Most governors sent to the colony between the Conquest and the end of the War of 1812 generally 

attempted to comply with those instructions, and as a result, Canadien inland mariners responded 

positively when they were called upon in times of war. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
had returned home without problems following the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1763 or 
earlier. Céline Cyr, “Boucher de Boucherville, René-Amable,” in DCB, vol. 5, University of 
Toronto/Université Laval, 2003–, accessed April 21, 
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Dozens of well known Canadien leaders and fur traders, including the famous La Vérendrye 
brothers, perished with their families in the shipwreck of L’Auguste, a British prisoner cartel 
ship bound for France late in 1761. Some Canadien family lines were extinguished in this 
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effective against the British and who was a Croix de St-Louis Knight and (until then) very 
wealthy fur trader. Having lost his own fortune and much of his family in L’Auguste in a 
remote cove of Cape Breton Island in early December, La Corne walked the 1,300 km. from 
Aspey Bay to Quebec that winter, bringing the first news of the disaster, and he thereafter 
remained in the colony. He, too, seems to have come around to accepting the new regime, for 
Carleton later recommended him to be appointed to the newly formed Quebec Legislative 
Council in 1779. As the wartime Governor, and a veteran of the Battle of the Plains of 
Abraham under Wolfe, Carleton would not have done that lightly. Parks Canada, Wreck. 
11 Peter H. Russell, Canada’s Odyssey: A Country Based on Incomplete Conquests, (Toronto: 
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 The British army continued to rule in the colony until the terms of the 1763 Treaty of Paris that 

settled the global war became available. Shortly thereafter, under the Royal Proclamation of 1763, 

New France became the new British province known as Quebec. (Some aspects of the Proclamation 

remain enshrined to this day in the Constitution of Canada). The subsequent relationship between 

“new” (French-speaking, Canadien) subjects and “old” (English-speaking, British and British-

American) subjects was a dynamic one, demanding exceptional flexibility from both parties. It 

survived, but it could have been otherwise – the frontier war with France in North America had 

been nasty, and many opportunities would present themselves over the next two generations for 

disgruntled Canadiens to bring to ruin the plans of their erstwhile ‘Conquerors,’ should they have 

had it in their minds to resist the British.  

But during this period “new” Canadien subjects mostly proved amenable to reconstructing their 

lives under the new regime and, in the earliest years, London appointed colonial leadership that also 

tended to build a foundation for long-term success. Most British governors during this period, 

including Sir James Murray (1763-68), Sir Guy Carleton, Lord Dorchester (1768-78, 1786-96), Sir 

Frederick Haldimand (1778-86) and Sir George Prevost (1811-1815) also personally learned from 

experience that even during wartime circumstances, and even though they headed up an autocratic 

colonial regime lacking any recognizable formal democratic structures until 1791, excessively 

coercive measures against the populace were likely to be counterproductive. Failure to sense the 

sentiments of the majority in the province, regarding its ability to feed itself, for instance, or being 

seen to be taking undue and unfair advantage of state power would, and did, quickly generate 

widespread ill will.  

For most Canadiens, life under the British was little different than before the war and many 

aspects of the French regime continued. Although the Canadien militia was disarmed in 1760 and 
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permanently disbanded in 1765, British military authorities continued to make use of the Canadian 

militia system to maintain the everyday working of the government and society. “The captains of 

militia continued to act as justices of the peace and to look after public and community affairs in 

general, such as repair of roadways, clearing of ditches and maintenance of bridges.”12 As Luc 

Lepine observed, captains of militia continued to be mentioned frequently in a variety of official 

records. 

Quoique la milice et les commissions d’officier soient officiellement abolies par 
le début de l’administration britannique civile, en août 1764, les autorités britanniques 
révoquent, en novembre 1765, toutes les commissions d’officiers de milice et 
«formally disbanding the militia». Il semble qu’une période floue concernant le 
maintien de la milice ait existé au sein de la population pour que le gouvernement ait à 
réitérer publiquement l’abolition de la milice. Malgré cela, certains individus 
maintiennent les traces de l’importance sociale de la milice. Dans les documents 
religieux, notariés et judiciaires, les titres de capitaines et d’anciens capitaines de 
milices sont assez fréquents.13 
 

The British high command was appreciative of the cooperation of the Canadien militias, against 

whom it had only recently been warring. For example, when General Gage left Montreal for New 

York in 1764 upon his appointment to Commander of North American forces, local French-

Canadian militia captains gave him an address of regret. Like Murray, Gage responded positively. 

As quoted by historian Stanley, Gage told them, “I cannot help expressing the satisfaction that I 

have always derived from your conduct … it becomes my duty … to testify as to my lively 

recognition of the services which you have rendered to your king and country.”14 Stanley pointed 

out that, “In no instance do we find that Canadian militia officers abused the [wartime] trust which 

                                                        
12 Roch Legault, “Les officiers de milice francophones (1760-1862): à l’oeuvre et à 
l’épreuve,” Cap-aux-Diamants: la revue d’historie du Québec, n° 43, 1995, 29; Stanley, 
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13 Lépine, “La Milice,” 68. 
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was placed in them. They did not use their official position in an alien regime to incite the people to 

rebellion.”15  

Pontiac’s Rebellion in the west in 1763 provided an opportunity for the British to attempt to 

create internal colonial goodwill. To relieve British forces under siege in Detroit by a loose 

Indigenous Confederacy, British colonial authorities raised a paid volunteer battalion of Canadiens, 

thus restoring an opportunity to achieve social distinction and advancement through soldiering.16 

And in 1764, the British Governor of Montreal received orders to recruit 400 “skilled” batteau men, 

“mobilized in traditional [corvée] fashion” to crew 100 batteaux to transport the new volunteers 

west.17 Traditional fashion meant using the corvée, which had been in force since almost the 

beginning of the French regime, and was the statutory labour law of New France. Drawn from the 

militia lists, Canadiens were required to turn out, when called, to, among other things, build and 

repair roads, to provide wagons to transport goods, and to crew batteaux needed to carry troops, 

supplies and people between various French settlements. Observers at the time and later 

commentators have noted that the corvée was widely detested and sometimes resisted. Perhaps 

aware of this, the British authorities paid the batteaumen, as well as the volunteers six English 

pence per day in 1764.18 Using volunteers for military service and paying for work were marked 

                                                        
15 Stanley, Soldiers, 100. 
16 There was also a secondary motive, to convince the Indigenous former allies of the French 
that no help could be hoped for from that direction. Some British believed that the French in 
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departures from the French practice. Early mutual accommodation, and the adoption of French 

practice by the British regime and its new subjects is clearly apparent.19  

The British regime continued to use corvées in Quebec, “and [they were] almost always in the 

form of a payment to the government instead of the actual duty.”20 There was some sporadic 

resistance to corvées, as had occurred under the French regime. For example, the British ran into 

problems using corvées in Trois Rivières in 1765 related to obtaining labour to support the local St-

Maurice forges. For the most part, corvees fell into disuse and were only revived when the Crown 

was threatened with invasion in 1775.21  

Initially, postwar budget cuts caused major economic depressions in both Britain and its 

colonies. Government and military supply contracts diminished or disappeared for everyone, French 

and British, and drastic British troop reductions along with other post-war government expenditure 

slashing were the order of the day. Regiments stationed in Canada fell by almost 50% during 1761 

alone, and from eighteen to just seven by the end of 1764, reaching a mere 8-900 soldiers in total by 

1775.22 Soon, however, postwar life in Quebec probably resumed a reasonably normal existence as 

the war-torn colony healed, and “The French face of Canada persisted under British proprietors.”23 

Canadien merchants, for example quickly adapted and freely entered into partnerships with 

incoming English-speaking traders.  

Indeed, Marcel Trudel and some others concluded that significant benefits accrued to Canadien 

entrepreneurs.  
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En nous integrant dans une société assez semblable a celle de notre mère patrie, la Conquête 
nous a ouverts sur le monde 12 mois par année, donne accès au marchée de l’Empire 
Britannique, dont celui des colonies américaines, de Terre-Neuve à la Floride. Elle a mis fin 
du même coup à notre pénurie endemique de numéraire. Les guerres amérindiennes on cesse: 
Plus de ces attaques surprise qui avaient tant nui a l’exploitation … Malgré de nouveaux 
concurrents, nos familles de traiterus, qui poursuivent leurs opérations dans le grand 
commerce pelletier, obtiennent des conditions plus avantageuses, puisque les anciens 
monopoles on été abolis.24  
 

The fur trade, the principal economic activity in the colony, swiftly increased in volume after 

the Conquest. Fernand Ouellet pointed out that although quantitative evidence is admittedly 

“fragile,” there were far more investors in the trade following the Conquest than before – the 275 

Francophones involved from 1746 to 1760 increased 50% to 406 between 1760 and 1774 (plus an 

additional 242 British investors in the latter period), and “commoner merchants re-established the 

fur trade at the end of the Seven Years’ War … The disappearance of the nobility from this trade 

after the Conquest freed the bourgeoisie from the interference of a privileged body and encouraged 

an increase in investments and investors.”25  

There were never enough British mariners or marine artificers in the colony to fulfill necessary 

economic functions. The chronic shortage of skilled maritime-related labour was particularly severe 

west of Montreal. There were numerous openings for Canadien boatmen. As commercial activities 

in the colony increased, men found work with private merchants, crewing batteaux allong the St. 

Lawrence, and between Montreal and Lake Ontario, and this became a seasonal way of life for 

many. By 1774 as many as 260 commercial batteaux (and 1,250 hired batteau men) were annually 

plying the river between Lake Ontario and Montreal. Upbound, they carried trade goods and 

downbound they carried peltry.26 Rapidly increasing grain exports from Canadien farmers for a time 
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required a related expansion of shipping on the Lower St. Lawrence by “the batteaux, sloops and 

schooners that plied the inland waterways of Canada … Although some merchants owned their own 

vessels most shipping was done by independent [Canadien] masters who sailed their own boats with 

crews of two or three.”27 Others did British government work supporting the forts on the Great 

Lakes and enclaves in the continental interior, the pays d’en haut, where the boats supplied small 

detachments at their western forts. Although troop reductions beginning in 1761 meant that by 1774 

there were less than 1,000 troops in the whole province, those in the west continued to need supplies 

-- carried by batteaux and then by sailing ships.28 Government work was minimal, however, and for 

several years fur trade batteaux crewed by Canadiens on the upper St. Lawrence plus some wartime-

built sailing vessels on the Great Lakes appear to have sufficed to support the British presence in 

small posts at Oswegatchie, Oswego, Niagara and Detroit and farther to the southwest. It appears 

that this was largely accomplished through contracting with the private fur trade system, though 

some supplies likely continued to be sent up the old Hudson River-Mohawk River route to Lake 

Ontario from New York. Seeking to further constrict expenditures, the British government finally 

resorted to contracting out the burden of building, maintaining and operating a government fleet on 

the lower Great Lakes late in the decade to John Blackburn, an army contractor in England. For a 

sum of £3200 per year, Blackburn agreed to employ, feed and clothe twelve officers and forty 

seamen, keep the vessels in repair and turn them back to the government in the event of war.29 The 

vessels were mostly constructed with locally hired labour, which included Canadien settlers in the 

upper country.30  

                                                        
27 Greer, Peasant, 164. 
28 Lanctot, Canada, 55. 
29 Malcomson, “Marine,” 29. 
30 MacLeod, Drum, 140-1. Many artificers employed in Detroit, for instance, were local 
Canadiens who had been settled in the upper country for years. 
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This did not ensure that the lake fleet was in good repair. The ships under contract deteriorated 

rapidly in fresh water and harsh winters. The vessel Brunswick, for example, was certified by mid-

1770 as thoroughly rotten and by 1773 the inland flotilla “barely resembled naval vessels.” One 

typical ship was reported as being “in a defenseless state having on board only eight useless 

Muskets without Pistol, Sword or Pike and only about two pounds of Powder for the carriage 

guns.”31 By 1771, as tensions with the 13 colonies increased, the government began to hire 

Canadien artificers.  from the “thriving dockyards of the [lower] St. Lawrence River” for new 

government ship construction inland to replace deteriorating wartime vessels.32  

The reason that batteaux had to be used on the upper St. Lawrence and sailing vessels had to be 

built on Lake Ontario rather than simply sailing there from the ocean was geography. Geography 

was at the heart of the work of the inland mariners, and hence also at the core of their relationship 

with the government. Between 1760 and 1774 the British were very reliant on Canadiens to propel 

the economy, as well as support ongoing military requirements. This was not just a question that 

there were few “old” subjects to take on this work. In the case of the inland mariners, particularly 

the batteau men, Canadiens also had the skills and experienced knowledge of the river and lake that 

were vital to ensuring goods and soldiers destined for the western posts arrived safely. 

The complete absence of useful roads west of Montreal required the use of water transport.33 In 

the upper country, each strand connecting the elaborate cobweb of little trading posts and forts 

spanning much of the continental interior of North America was water, from the Saskatchewan 

River and Lake Winnipeg to the Great Lakes and their tributaries, to the Mississippi and Ohio River 

Valleys, to Montreal and Quebec City, ultimately to Britain and its Caribbean empire. (See Map 1) 

The St. Lawrence River was Quebec’s main waterway, its ‘grand trunk.’ The huge river drains all 
                                                        
31 Malcomson, “Marine,” 29. 
32 Carol MacLeod, Drum, 140. 
33 Glazebrook, Transportation, 133. 
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the Great Lakes and it fascinated Canadian historian Donald Creighton. To him, it was the “river of 

Canada … the fact of all facts in the history of the northern half of the continent.” Creighton 

romanticized, anthropomorphized, and foregrounded the river itself. “It possessed a geographical 

monopoly; and it shouted its uniqueness to adventurers”34 But although it was the main travel 

corridor from Quebec to the middle of the continent, the rapids-strewn St. Lawrence River segment 

west of Montreal was entirely impassable for ocean-going sailing ships and needed specialized 

skills and small wooden boats, known as batteaux, to navigate it. (See Map 2) Canadien inland 

mariners were the only men who possessed in useful numbers the skills and endurance necessary to 

bring their specialized craft, loaded with 3-5 tons of materiel or soldiers, up the rapids. West of the 

city the almost impassable whitewater rapids extended 180 km., more than halfway to Lake 

Ontario.35 

However, batteau crews often would not stop at the head of the rapids at Oswegatchie, where a 

British post was established on the site of a previous French fort, but frequently rowed and sailed a 

further 100 km. upriver to Buck (or Deer) Island where access to the lake was easy and convenient. 

This was often the preferable course of action since, as was also the case on the lower river from 

                                                        
34 Donald Creighton, Empire of the St. Lawrence, (Toronto: 1956), 6-7. Creighton, of course, 
wrote before the beginning of the sea change in historical awareness and writing that began in 
the 1960s with Marxist historian E. P. Thompson’s seminal work about the English working 
class that opened the realms of social history. Creighton, consistent with the style of the times, 
mentions the geography, the economic and political elites, and, in passing, the “long 
procession of river-craft---canoes, bateaux, timber rafts and steamboats---which followed 
each other into history.” But mention of the men who crewed these vessels is nowhere to be 
found.  
35 Samuel de Champlain lost a man at the foot of the tumult in 1611 and named the rapids the 
Sault St-Louis after him. Champlain described the scene as follows, “I was horrified at 
beholding such a terrible place … the seething and boiling of the water being fearful … all 
white with foam … the noise of which was like thunder …”Samuel de Champlain, Voyages of 
Samuel Champlain, Vol. III, 1611-1618, Tr. Charles Pomeroy Otis, (Boston: The Prince 
Society 1882), Digitized and published by Google, 
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=zawBAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&output=r
eader&hl=en&pg=GBS.PP13, 17-18.  
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Quebec to Montreal, contrary winds, narrow, rocky, navigational channels and strong, contrary river 

currents obstruct and oppose westward sailing vessel operation. Once at the lake, cargoes were 

usually transhipped to locally built sailing vessels to continue to their destinations in the west. The 

narrow waters of the Great Lakes were treacherous, even, and perhaps especially for seafarers who 

had only experienced the broad expanses of the Atlantic Ocean. Ships on Lake Ontario were always 

within 50 miles or less of an entirely unforgiving shoreline, with few safe harbours or anchorages 

when storms arrived with little warning, as they routinely did. The sailors and shipwrights and all 

materials except wood itself had to be brought upriver to the lakes from Montreal by batteau men. 

Long before the British captured New France, Canadien mariners of all types had been present on 

and familiar with the “inland seas.” Altogether, it was Canadien inland mariners who provided 

major links in the all-important 5,000 km. military logistics chain between Britain and its Imperial 

North American hinterland. 

As Mathieu has argued, to understand the mariners, one needs to appreciate the tools of their 

trade. Canadien mariners navigated the upper St. Lawrence River using a unique, vernacular small 

boat commonly termed a batteau by contemporaries. The colonial government of New France had 

created this standardized wooden boat to meet their needs in the 1660s. In some respects batteaux 

emulated native canoe design (pointed at both ends, flat-bottomed, no keel) but they could be 

rapidly crafted by French carpenters from plentiful, cheap local lumber. The French had quickly 

become very  

familiar with birch bark canoes, which required considerable time and skilled Indigenous labour to 

build, and, though they were light and strong, they were also less durable than the much heavier 

planked wooden boats with keels such as the shallops that Europeans were used to.36  

                                                        
36 Shallops (chaloupes, chalupas) were ubiquitous wooden near-shore small watercraft with a 
keel, usually with a single sail, used for fishing, trading, defence and general transportation. 
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They were “extremely important” to coastal colonies like New France and New England. 
Shallops “were the threads that stitched widely spaced colonies together” and were ubiquitous 
in both French and English Atlantic colonies. But having a keel, which made them much 
deeper in the water, and being of rather heavy, more orthodox and complex construction than 
batteaux, they were not well suited for shallower inland waterways. David C. Switzer, “The 
Shallop of Hart’s Cove,” A. Evans, Ed., The Archaeology of Vernacular Watercraft, (New 
York: 2016), 157-164. Basque whalers had brought such boats to North America in the 
sixteenth century. They ranged in size from roughly thirty up to about forty-five feet (9-15 
meters), with up to about ten tons cargo capacity; “a chaloupe carried 24 tons of ballast in two 
trips to a ship in 1755,” Daniel LaRoche, “Sailboats Used on the St. Lawrence River in 
Quebec City, Canada, in the 18th century: Tradition and Adaptation,” International Journal of 
Nautical Archeology, Vol. 38, Issue 1 21-37 (2008). 
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Figure 1: Ship's launch, HMS Bounty, 178937 The infamous Captain Bligh’s ship’s boat was 
similar to a small shallop in some respects. Demonstrating that skill matters more than the 
size of one’s boat, Bligh sailed this vessel and its castaway crew 3,000 km. across the 
Pacific. 

 

 

 

  

                                                        
37 This 1/24 scale, scratch-built model of Bounty's launch was crafted by James M. Norton, 
Professor, Department of Physiology, New England University College of Osteopathic 
Medicine. Each crew member's pose represents an activity recorded in Bligh's journal of the 
voyage. Typical batteaux and shallops, (and voyageur canoes) discussed herein were 50% or 
more larger than this ship’s boat. 
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Figure 2: Batteau in upper St. Lawrence rapids38 

 

Batteau design also was driven by the French imperial need to militarize and strengthen the 

defenses of western outposts with light and medium artillery against both Indigenous and English 

colonial attacks.39 Indeed, Count Frontenac had two batteaux built for his 1673 expedition to Lake 

Ontario specifically to carry the six light iron cannons he brought with him.40 Such increasingly 

                                                        
38 From Joe Calnan, “The Unbeatable Batteau,” Canadian History (2019 April 1). 
39 Charles Dagneau, “The ‘Batteaux Plats’ of New France,” The International Journal of 
Nautical Archaeology (2004) 33.2: 281–296. Batteaux were not fragile, typically being 10-12 
meters (30-36 feet) in length, planked with 4-5 cm (2 inch) thick by 30 cm (12 inch) wide 
sawn boards. Partially oak-planked on the bottom and sides, they withstood considerable 
abuse when hauled up rocky rapids along the shoreline. 
40 “Frontenac to Colbert, November 13 1673,” P.-G. Roy, Rapport de  l'Archiviste de  la 
Province de  Quebec pour 1926-1927,  (Quebec: 1927) 26-52, in Dale Standen, “Canoes and  
Canots in New France: Small Boats, Material History and Popular Imagination,” Material 
Culture Review/Revue de la culture matérielle 68 (automne 2008) from Preston, Richard A. 
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heavy guns, which during the French regime came to include 12-pounder iron cannon weighing 750 

kilograms (1700 lbs.), were impractical to transport by birch bark canoe or to portage between river 

passages. When the British took over the former French forts of La Présentation, Fort Frontenac 

(Now Kingston, Ontario) Détroit and Fort Niagara, they, too, had to transport artillery to the upper 

country. British requirements during the War of 1812 included hauling heavy shipboard and siege 

artillery such as iron 24-pounder long guns and even 32-pounder naval cannon weighing several 

tons up the rapids. Batteaux were the only vessels that could handle these. They were efficient, 

durable load carriers, considerably handier in shallow water and also lighter and simpler to build 

than earlier traditional European shallops.41 As Glazebrook indicated, “… the common method of 

water-travel below Montreal was in boats [batteaux].”42 Finnish traveller and naturalist Pehr Kalm 

reported voyaging up and down the St. Lawrence between Montreal and Quebec in batteaux in 

1749.43

                                                                                                                                                                             
and Leopold Lamontagne, eds. Royal Fort Frontenac, (Toronto: The Champlain Society: 
1958), 110. https://champlainsociety-utpjournals-
press.proxy.queensu.ca/doi/pdf/10.3138/9781442618480_3 
41 Switzer, “Shallop,” 157-164. 
42 Glazebrook, Transportation, 9. 
43 Pehr Kalm et al., Travels into North America : Containing Its Natural History, and a 
Circumstantial Account of Its Plantations and Agriculture in General, with the Civil, 
Ecclesiastical and Commercial State of the Country, the Manners of the Inhabitants, and 
Several Curious and Important Remarks on Various Subjects, Internet Archive (Warrington : 
Printed by William Eyres, 1770), 
https://archive.org/stream/travelsintonorth03kalm_1#page/82/mode/2up. Kalm also describes 
the presence of other working sailing vessels he termed, “yachts,” in the contemporary sense 
of light, fast sailing vessels, not pleasure boats. 
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Map 2: Upper St. Lawrence River, showing groups and names of rapids from the Island of 
Montreal (right) to Lake Ontario (left), 1715. 44 

 

                                                        
44 James S. Pritchard, “Deshayes, Jean,” in DCB, vol. 2, University of Toronto/Université 
Laval, 2003–, accessed July 7, 2020, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/deshayes_jean_2E.html. 
Modified from original image. 
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Figure 3: Reconstruction of Batteaux45 

 

 

                                                        
45 Dagneau,“Batteaux,” 281. 
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Figure 4: Boats being hauled up the St. Lawrence rapids46 

 

Batteaux required a crew of five (four rowers and a helmsman), carried up to 4-5 tons of cargo 

or 15-20 soldiers with their weapons, and were rowed, sailed, push-poled or towed, as required and 

when conditions permitted.47 Batteaux became ubiquitous on the St. Lawrence and the skilled crews 

who operated them formed part of a subculture that existed from the late 17th century to the 1830s.  

The vast majority of all the Canadien inland mariners, batteau men, as well as the dozens of 

sailing vessel shipmasters, officers and crews, and hundreds of related ship-and boatbuilding 

                                                        
46 Figure 4 illustrates how the Canadien inland mariners had to haul their boats through the 
rapids. Thomas Conant, Upper Canada Sketches, 1898, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CONANT(1898)_p073_Durham_boats_ascending_
River_St._Lawrence.jpg 
47 Glazebrook, Transportation, 10; Attesting to the utility of their design, batteaux almost 
exclusively manned by Canadiens would persist as a primary form of upriver transport to 
Lake Ontario until well into the mid-nineteenth century. Authorities on the history of small 
vessel design have also given these innovative colonial Canadien vessels the distinction of 
being the direct design progenitors of the familiar Grand Banks fishing dories. J. Gardner, The 
Dory Book, (Mystic, Connecticut: 1987) and H.I. Chappelle. American Small Sailing Craft: 
Their design, development and construction, (New York: 1951). 
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artisans plying maritime-related trades were drawn almost entirely from the population of habitants 

– the native-born farmers of what until 1763 had been New France.48 The farmers lived under a 

quasi-feudal absolutist regime that continued, post-Conquest, to resemble New France in many 

respects for years. None of the ordinary habitant-mariners left personal journals behind describing 

their thoughts, but many observers have described the character of Canadiens in general, perhaps 

summed up most effectively below by Gustave Lanctôt.  

The subservience of the French vassal to his lord was unknown in Canada, where the 
tenant farmer seized every opportunity to display "a sort of independence." Accustomed to 
"liberty," and "naturally indocile," … This tendency to insubordination had its counterpart 
in a rooted social egalitarianism … "Here, everyone is monsieur or madame, the peasant as 
well as the gentleman, the peasant woman as well as the greatest lady" and the countrymen 
"haven't the rough rustic air of our French peasants." Lanctot related that Intendant Raudot 
found the typical Canadian: "intelligent, proud, conceited, lively, bold, industrious, and 
able to endure the most extreme fatigue."49  

In 1762, British Military Governor Murray recorded, “the Canadians will not work for anyone 

but themselves.”50 Subsequent history showed that Murray was by no means the only British 

observer to come to such conclusions. Since habitants were, within wide limits, able to run their own 

affairs, and to marshal the human and natural resources needed to produce goods and food then, the 

habitants can fairly be called ‘independent.’ Alan Greer concluded that “Basically self-sufficient 

within the realm of production and consumption, the habitants could survive well on their own, but 

                                                        
48 The artisans fit my definition of mariner since they often accompanied ships at sea and 
master shipbuilders had to be able to command and sail their ships as well as design and build 
them Oxford English Dictionary on-line, (2019), https://www-oed-
com.proxy.queensu.ca/view/Entry/178240?  Sept 25 2019, “Ship-Carpenter, n. A carpenter 
employed in the building or repairing of ships.” As the OED indicates, such artisans were not 
confined to the shore, but were often an important part of the crew; “1840 R. H. DANA Two 
Years before Mast iii. 23   A ship-carpenter is kept in constant employ during good weather 
on board vessels which are in perfect sea order.” 
49 Lanctot, Canada, 3-4, 219. 
50 Hilda Neatby, Quebec: the Revolutionary Age 1760-1791, (Toronto: McLelland and 
Stewart, 1966) 78. 
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they still felt the burden of ‘extra economic’ domination. Hence the paradox of their simultaneous 

dependence and independence.”51  

The lives of the majority in Quebec centered on the family household, “the basic unit of 

[Quebec] society.”52 Quebeckers showed a strong “preference for relatives and for functioning within 

a kinship network.”53 And, as W. J. Eccles told us, inland small craft mariners such as batteau men 

and the canoe voyageurs were, without doubt, “much more akin to the seamen of New England than 

to the Anglo-American frontier settlers.”54 Like a comparable group of mariners from Salem, 

Massachusetts in the mid-18th century studied by Daniel Vickers and Vince Walsh, “few ever moved 

out of the social ranks from which they had sprung … in broad terms sailors came from families that 

ranked somewhat, though not universally, poorer than the majority of their neighbours.”55 Because of 

Quebec’s harsh winters, mariners, other than artificers, were necessarily part time. They thus 

continued to be very strongly connected to their home. “As a work experience [seafaring] did not 

sever them culturally from home. Many of their shipmates were neighbours and acquaintances; the 

orders they received on board were given by men they knew or knew about; and throughout their 

seafaring careers most retained important social ties to the town of their birth.”56  

In fact, river schooner (goélette) captains and crews seem to have represented a sort of 

Canadien cultural glue in their port-to-port travels in a colony where nearly everyone lived within 

                                                        
51 Allan Greer, Peasant, Lord and Merchant: Rural Society in Three Quebec Parishes 1740-
1840, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), 88. 
52 Allan Greer, Peasant, Lord and Merchant: Rural Society in Three Quebec Parishes 1740-
1840, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), 19, 230. 
53 Peter Moogk, La Nouvelle France, 268. 
54 W. J. Eccles, The Canadian Frontier 1534-1760, (New York: Rinehart & Winston 1969), 9. 
55 Vickers and Walsh, “Sea,” 19, 25. 
56 Vickers and Walsh, “Sea,” 19. 
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an hour’s walk of the river. In his account of a schooner voyage up the river to Montreal from 

Quebec, Dr. William “Tiger” Dunlop described this. 

Into the small cabin, therefore of one of these schooners we stowed ourselves. … our 
progress was slow indeed; not entirely from the want of a fair wind … At every village 
(and in Lower Canada there is a village at every three leagues along the banks of the St. 
Lawrence) our captain had or made business —a cask of wine had to be delivered to "le 
digne Curé'' at one place; a box of goods to "M. le Gentilhomme de Magasin” at another;  
 

Crews were drawn from settlements scattered up and down the river so family connections as well 

as coastal trading tied them to their communities. Dunlop continued, 

the captain's "parents" lived within a league, and he had not seen them for six weeks, —so 
off he must go, and no prospect of seeing him any more for that day. The cottage of the 
cabin boy's mother unluckily lay on the bank of the river, and we must lay to till madame 
came off with confitures, cabbages and clean shirts for his regalement; then the embracing, 
and kissing, and bowing, and taking off red night caps to each other, and the telling the 
news and hearing it, occupied ten times the space that the real business (if any there was) 
could possibly require. And all this was gone through on their part, as if it was the natural 
and necessary consequence of a voyage up the River Saint Lawrence. 
 

It seems reasonable to conclude that such social behavior on the part of Canadien shipmasters had 

changed little since the Conquest. If the schooner captain felt some underlying resistance or 

resentment to the British conquerors or was being deliberately obstructive in slowing the passage of 

his vessel up the river, the antipathy was very well hidden. Dunlop goes on to say in the same 

passage,  

It is next to impossible to get into a passion and swear at a Frenchman, as you would at a 
sulky John Bull, or a saucy Yankee, under similar circumstances, for he is utterly 
unconscious all the time that he is doing anything unworthy; he is so polite, complaisant 
and good humoured withal, that it is next to impossible to get yourself seriously angry 
with him.57 
 
Those who worked the batteaux appear to have had their own unique culture and rhythm of 

work. For batteau men, skill, experience, physical strength and endurance, and teamwork were 
                                                        
57 Dr. Dunlop, Recollections of the American War 1812-14, (Toronto: The Bryant Press 
1905), 10-11. 
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necessary attributes to avoid fatal accidents either up bound or returning between Montreal and 

Lake Ontario. Certainly, they had to be tough. Europeans travelling to and from the North American 

interior on this route frequently recorded their impressions of the men during their journeys. One 

Lieutenant Hildebrandt, a Hessian infantry officer (Hessian officers were no admirers of French (or 

any other) peasants), remarked in his diary on the “immensely arduous trip,” requiring “extreme 

exertions” from the Canadien batteau men.58  

As travelers noted in their journals, the batteau men who carried them up and down the river, 

like sailors everywhere, had to reliably follow their trusted steersmen’s and conductors’ orders in a 

skilled, disciplined fashion under extreme circumstances, whether in peace or wartime. The typical 

organization was a brigade of roughly a dozen batteaux directed by an experienced Conducteur 

familiar with the route who acted in overall command. Each batteau had a helmsman (or steersman) 

in charge, with four rowers under him.59 Batteau men in action knew that not only the lives of their 

passengers, but their own lives, depended on their efforts. Heriot wrote before 1806 that, “The 

length of the Longue Sault [rapid] is estimated at nine miles, and a boat usually descends it in about 

twenty minutes, which is at the rate of twenty-seven miles an hour.”60 That was a truly 

extraordinary, hair-raising speed in the age before railways. English “idle gentleman” traveler 

Thomas Hamilton wrote this about it again in 1831-2, as part of his description of America.  

The boatmen were all natives of the Lower Province, and spoke English with difficulty. A 
merrier set of beings it is scarcely possible to imagine. The buoyancy of their spirits was 
continually finding vent in song or laughter, unless when we approached a rapid, [where] 
it at first seems impossible that a boat can escape being dashed to pieces and, in truth, it is 
only by the most skillful pilotage that such a consummation is avoided. The life or death of 

                                                        
58	Henry J. Retzer and Thomas M. Barker, “The Hesse-Hanau Jägers, The Siege of Fort 
Stanwix and the Battle of Oriskany: The Diary of First Lieutenant Philipp Jakob Hildebrandt,” 
in The Hessians: Journal of the Johannes Schwalm Historical Association, Vol. 15, (2012), 
36; Neatby, Quebec, 165, 177. 
59 Edwin C. Guillet, Pioneer Travel in Upper Canada, (Toronto: 1933), 49. 
60 Heriot Travels, 122-3. 
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a party is often decided by a single touch of the helm. All eyes are steadfastly fixed on the 
countenance of the helmsman whose commands seldom require to be expressed in words. 
Every look is understood and obeyed, with the promptitude of men who know their peril.61   
 

Though evidence of their behaviour while working under the French regime is thin, their 

manner of work was likely unchanged during the British regime. On the passage upriver, whether 

summoned by corvée for government work or on contract with commercial firms, the batteau 

brigades acted independently. Conductors and helmsmen exerted full command of their brigades 

and boats in the same way captains, officers and crews of ocean-going sailing vessels interacted, 

whether naval or commercial ships. Reflecting this commonality, some observers described batteau 

men as sailors, and they were also commonly referred to as voyageurs.  

At the more granular level, batteau men made decisions en route such as which channel to take, 

where and when to stop for the night during the usual 10-14-day upriver journey, how far to go 

between rest stops, and when to start out again in the morning.62 British aristocrat and diarist 

Elizabeth Simcoe travelled upriver to Lake Ontario and back twice during her husband’s sojourn as 

the first Lieutenant Governor of Upper Canada from 1792-96. She recorded her impressions of the 

batteau men, illustrating their independent command of the boats. In 1794 Mrs. Simcoe returned 

from Lake Ontario to Quebec due to the threat of war with the United States at the time. Along the 

river at Gananoque, below Kingston, she wrote, 

                                                        
61 Author’s note: it is important to be aware that these men are rowing, not paddling, so they 
face backwards in the batteau, not forward as they do in canoes. The crew’s faith in their 
helmsman’s judgement must have been strong, indeed. Hamilton, Thomas. Men and Manners 
in America. (Carey, Lea & Blanchard, 1833), Nineteenth century Collections Online, 
https://link-gale-
com.proxy.queensu.ca/apps/doc/ANBJQC944238339/NCCO?u=queensulaw&sid=NCCO&xi
d=897cecf2. Accessed 28 Jan. 2020, 378-9. 
62 10-14 days was a typical journey, but they could last much longer, and during wartime there 
were often delays. “After a most tedious and fatiguing journey I arrived [at Fredericksburgh] 
– nineteen days on the way … sometimes for whole days up to the waist in water or mire.” 
John Ferguson, quoted in Canniff, The Settlement of Upper Canada, 139. 
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Tues. [September] 16th  --- We did not embark until ten. This morning was so wet that the 
Canadians were unwilling to move. Wed. 17th--- We embarked at six.63  
 

George Heriott a few years later related that the “Canadians are in general so experienced and 

expert that an accident almost never occurs. … Where the men have to use the iron-tipped setting 

poles to push the batteaux up against the current,” he wrote, “this operation, although fatiguing and 

laborious in the extreme, they will prolong for the space of several hours. When the current is too 

powerful for the use of poles, the bateau is dragged by a long rope, the men engaged in this office, 

walking … along the banks of the river.”64 Mrs. Simcoe described this as well on her first upriver 

passage in June of 1792.  

Sun. 10th ---We left Grondines [upriver from Quebec] at 8. The current becoming very 
strong, the men were obliged to tirer à la cordelle, or drag the boat by ropes on a narrow 
beach under high, woody banks.65  
 

As the colony became more settled, circumstances along the upper river improved somewhat 

for the batteau crews. But well into the first half of the 19th century, beyond the time frame of this 

research, and until steamships began regularly plying the river and rendered batteaux obsolete, the 

working lives of the batteau men and the experience of the passage up and down the river remained 

largely unchanged.66 Sometimes there were no footpaths along the riverside. For example, almost a 

                                                        
63 Elizabeth Simcoe, Diary, 250. 
64 George Heriot, Travels in the Canadas, (Edmonton: M.G. Hurtig Ltd. 1971), 121. 
65 Elizabeth Simcoe, Diary, 91. 
66 Some of the observations quoted are from the 1820s and even 1830s, but their applicability 
remains consistently valid. When they became available, oxen or horses were sometimes hired 
to assist the men through some of the most difficult rapids, and in some places, windlasses 
became available as well, but in the early days there were no settlements along the river to 
facilitate this. Once farms or hamlets were more developed, following the end of the War of 
1812, “… farmers in the vicinity of these rapids earned more than $4 a day at this work and 
there was often considerable rivalry in obtaining employment, and in currying favour with the 
captains or conductors in charge of regular bateau lines.” Edwin C. Guillet, Pioneer Travel in 
Upper Canada, (Toronto: 1963), 50. 
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half-century after Lt. Hildebrandt’s passage upriver, traveler Edward Talbot still found remarkable 

the ‘extreme exertions’ on the part of a Canadien crew carrying him in their batteau in 1823.  

Not unfrequently, even their best endeavours in this way [rowing, sailing and poling] 
prove abortive. When this is the case, they make a rope fast to the bow of the boat; and, 
leaving only the pilot on board, they plunge into the water and tow her by main strength up 
the foaming cataracts. … How the men who are employed in this difficult navigation exist, 
without ruining their constitutions, is a mystery which I am utterly unable to explain. They 
are compelled, almost every hour, when actually melting with heat and fainting through 
fatigue, to jump into the water, frequently up to their arm-pits, and to remain in it towing 
the boats, until they are completely chilled. 
 

Talbot also recorded their method of rewarding themselves for the effort. “They then have 

recourse to the aid of ardent spirits, of which on all occasions they freely partake, and, in a few 

minutes, are once more bathed in perspiration.”67 Though his passage took place almost a decade 

after the War of 1812, Talbot was one of many thousands of travelers going upriver from the mid-

1600s to the 1830s who experienced this work first-hand.  

I think I may say, without any danger of hyperbole, that each of us encountered greater 
difficulties, endured more privations, and submitted to stronger proofs of our fortitude than 
had been our lot in all the preceding years of our lives. We were obliged by day, in 
consequence of the great weight of our luggage, to assist the sailors in towing the boat up 
the rapids, often up to our armpits in water and by night to rest our enervated and shivering 
limbs on the inhospitable shores of this river of cataracts.68 
 
The mariners’ work was not only exhausting it was dangerous and sometimes fatal, taking a 

small but steady toll of crews whether during war or peace, on the river or on Lake Ontario. At least 

one mass drowning occurred, when General Amherst’s invading army lost more than 80 men, in 

                                                        

67 E. A. Talbot, Five years' residence in the Canadas: including a tour through part of the 
United States of America, in the year 1823, (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, Brown 
and Green, 1824, Vol. 1), 86; https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001464752 
68 Talbot, Canadas, Vol. 1, 87-92. 
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1760.69 Other fatalities are not hard to find, where the records exist. During the War of 1812, the 

deaths of batteau men necessitated at least perfunctory inquiries on the part of British military 

authorities. In June of 1813, repeated accidents at Long Sault drowned at least two men and entailed 

the destruction and loss of several batteaux with their stores. The accidents were blamed on the 

“unusual height and increased velocity of the stream together with the great weight in the boats and 

being in general but weakly manned.”70 In September 1814, the husband of Nanette Chalier 

drowned while employed in the batteau service and Prevost awarded three months provisions to his 

widow and her three children.71 

The deaths went on, war or no war. In June of 1816, the Kingston Gazette published the 

following item. 

Melancholy Occurrence – On Wednesday last, as a Batteaux, loaded with sand was 
proceeding to town from Cataraqui Creek, when about 100 rods off the Massagua Point 
battery, a flaw of wind struck her and she immediately sunk. Out of four men that were on 
board, three were drowned; the other caught hold of a plank and kept himself afloat, until 
he received assistance from the shore. We have not learned the names of those drowned.72 

                                                        
69 Samuel de Champlain lost a man, Louis, drowned upon Europeans’ first encounter with the 
Sault St-Louis rapids at Lachine. For a description of Amherst’s army encountering the rapids 
see page 89. 
70 “Various letters,” LAC RG 8 C 373, 88-91. 
71 “Freer to Robinson, 23 September 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 1223, 35. 
72 Kingston Gazette, June 8, 1816, 
http://images.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/7853/data?n=13; 
Even as late as 1830, after considerable canal and lock works had been constructed to assist the 
safe passage of batteaux, newspapers continued to record deaths on the river. By this time, the 
newspaper column heading “A Melancholy Occurrence” was commonplace; 
Melancholy Occurrence. -- We have been informed that a batteau laden with goods from 
Montreal to Brockville has been lost. Also, that a Durham boat, with a similar cargo and 
destination has shared the same fate. In the latter case, the master of the boat, finding the 
roads so bad, as to render the carriage of the articles by land impossible, hired a batteaux 
[sic] to convey part of the cargo. Having in this manner lightened the boat, and procured 
three horses to draw her up the rapids, the wind and water setting so strongly, the boat 
swung round and horses and all were precipitated into the river […] it becomes our 
melancholy duty to record the loss of the lives of two of the hands on board. The editor 
went on to piously “hope that the time is not far distant, when human life will not be 
placed in jeopardy by the transportation of merchandise.” “Melancholy Occurrence,” 
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The culture of batteau men undoubtedly had much in common with the fur trade canoeists 

working the northern rivers. Some ordinary workday customs and culture seem to have been 

identical, and batteau crews (as well as larger ship sailors on the Great Lakes) included at least some 

of the same people from time to time. One difference, perhaps also contributing to the historical 

invisibility of batteau men, was that in neither Fort Frontenac, nor early Kingston or its military 

predecessor Fort Haldimand on Carleton Island, does there appear to have been any of the near-

legendary, days-long, colourful, carousing and storytelling of the kind seen at the annual North 

West rendezvous that Carolyn Podruchny has described.73 But this is not to say that there was 

nothing at all to observe. The batteau men, like the fur traders, did their best to entertain each other, 

if not their passengers, on many nights after work along the upbound and return voyages, and they 

sang to help them row together, just as singing songs famously helped the canoeists in their 

necessary rhythmic paddling and sea chanties helped sailors hauling lines on the ocean.74  

Voyageurs and batteau men both organized time in a particular way, in terms of both hours and 

days. Weather, tasks, daily needs, and leisure, such as pipe smoking, determined the pace of the 

work. Both voyageurs and batteau men worked and rested in variable intervals they referred to as 

‘une pipe,’ which marked the point where they stopped to refill their clay tobacco pipes.75 Singing 

became especially important as a means to humanize the workplace. “They were accustomed … to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Brockville Gazette, quoted in Kingston Chronicle, Dec. 4 1830. 
http://images.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/8467/data?n=8 
73 Carolyn Podruchny, Making the Voyageur World: Travelers and Traders in the North 
American Fur Trade, (Toronto: 2006), 165-200 
74 Podruchny, Voyageur, 91; William Toye, The St. Lawrence, (Toronto: Oxford University 
Press 1967), 189-90. 
75 Podruchny, Voyageur, 124. Guillet suggests this distance in the rapids amounted to from 
half a mile to four miles, depending upon the circumstance. Guillet, Travel, 45. Traveller 
Isaac Weld suggested three-quarters of a mile, though variable. Isaac Weld, Travels through 
the states of North America, and the provinces of Upper and Lower Canada, during the years 
1795, 1796, and 1797, (London: 1799), 261. 
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sing as they rowed or poled the boats along.”76 One British travelling poet, Thomas Moore, was so 

moved that he composed his Canadian Boat Song in 1804 in response to his experiences at sunset 

listening to the batteau men on the St. Lawrence (whom he also termed voyageurs). “They had 

given him greater pleasure than the finest compositions of the first masters … There is not a note of 

[their song] which does not recal [sic] to my memory the dip of our oars in the St. Lawrence, the 

flight of our boat down the Rapids.”77  

Travelers described in their journals or letters hearing Canadien batteau men singing in the 

distance as they approached Kingston. One anonymously recorded his own poetic homage to that 

singing ambience. “Lines written while at anchor in Kingston Harbour, Lake Ontario, on hearing 

from several Canadian boats entering from the St. Lawrence---their usual songs.”78 William Dunlop 

even penned regrets about the onrushing industrial age replacing batteaux and crews with 

steamboats in the 1840s. 

Off you set with a crew of seven stout, light-hearted, jolly, lively Canadians, who sung 
their boat songs all the time they could spare from smoking their pipes. You were 
accompanied by a fleet of similar boats, called a brigade, — the crews of which assisted 
each other up the rapids, and at night … the song, the laugh, and the shout, were heard, 
with little intermission, all the night through; and if you had the felicity to have among the 
party a fifer or a fiddler, the dance was sometimes kept up all night, … But your march of 
improvement is a sore destroyer of the romantic and picturesque. [Now] … away you go 
smoking and splashing and wallopping along, at the rate of ten knots an hour, in the ugliest 
species of craft that ever disfigured a marine landscape.79  
 

                                                        
76 Podruchny, Voyageur, 89, 124.  
77 Podruchny, Voyageur, 91; another traveler, John Duncan, similarly considered the batteau 
men on the upper St. Lawrence to be voyageurs. “I could have endured the rain for an hour or 
two, to listen to the boat songs of the Canadian voyageurs … they kept time to these songs as 
they rowed and the plashing [sic] of the oars in the water, combined with the wildness of their 
cadences, gave a romantic character to our darksome voyage.” John M. Duncan, Travels 
Through Parts of the United States and Canada, 2, 121-2 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hxkddi&view=1up&seq=161 
78 “Boston Weekly Magazine,” in Caniff, Settlement, 146. 
79 William Dunlop, Statistical Sketches of Upper Canada, 53-4.  



 

 60 

Some travelers were not so enamoured of that special batteau ambience. John Howison joined 

an up-bound batteau in Brokeville [Brockville] in 1816, and wrote,  

I found the crew carousing … reclined around the fire, talking barbarous French, and 
uttering the most horrid oaths; others sat in the boats, and sung troubadour songs … they 
resembled a band of freebooters. Most of them were very athletic and had the sharp 
physiognomy and sparkling eyes of a Canadian. The red glare of the fire communicated 
additional animation to their rude features; and their bushy black beards, and discordant 
voices, rendered them a rather formidable-looking set of people.   
 

At the end of his three-day passage, Howison recorded that he had been “disgusted with the 

dirtiness, noise, and grossness of the Canadian boatmen.”80 This seems to have been something of a 

minority opinion, though not unheard of. Samuel Strickland had hard work poling up the rapids in 

1825, and did not like the crew of his boat. “I found I had fallen in with a rough set of customers, 

and determined in my own mind to leave them as soon as possible, which I happily effected the next 

evening when we landed at Les Cèdres.”81 Most travelers, though, seem to have enjoyed the antics 

of the batteau men. Lady Simcoe wrote that she preferred the company of the Canadien batteau men 

to British soldiers, on her last trip downriver before returning to Britain. “Major Duke called to 

enquire whether I would have men from the 26th [Regiment] to row my batteau, but I preferred the 

Canadians.”82 

                                                        
80 John Howison, Sketches of Upper Canada, domestic, local and characteristic: to which are 
added, practical details for the information of emigrants of every class: and some 
recollections of the United States of America, (London: G. & W.B. Whittaker 1821), 26-42. 
Boatmen did not always choose to sing. At the outset of her final journey downriver in 1796, 
Elizabeth Simcoe recorded, “Our Canadians are old, and do not sing; however I made them 
sing “Trois Filles d’un Prince,” tho’ indifferently.” Elizabeth Simcoe, Diary, 252. 
81 Samuel Strickland, Twenty-seven Years in Canada West, 1853 vol. I, 11-13, in Guillet, 
Travel. 63. 
82 Elizabeth Simcoe, Diary, 255; John Ogden recorded the “scrupulous demeanour as the 
passed the churches and monuments of religion” in 1799, adding that, “churches were visited 
at the hours of devotion.” In 1831, Joseph Pickering observed “slight and quick acts of 
ceremonial devotion” to solicit heavenly support in running each rapid.” Guillet, Travel, 69. 
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The upriver trip was tedious and exhausting, and could be fatal, but the return to Montreal was 

an exhilarating, terrifying, skill-demanding and death-defying trip back down the rapids for most 

travellers. Descriptions of the batteau men’s passage downriver were essentially timeless, 

unchanged in almost any respect during the first 75 years of British rule and, in all likelihood, since 

the beginnings of batteau travel on the river.  

Both the nonchalance of the boatmen and the sheer terror of the observer at the descent are 

evident in Lady Simcoe’s writings about the same passage in 1796. 

The Long Sault rapid is very long, the current is so strong for the space of some miles that 
we went nine miles in the hour without sailing. One man steers; the rest row occasionally, 
but the Canadians are so accustomed to the navigation that with empty boats the man who 
steers is often the only one awake.83  
 

But Mrs. Simcoe was anything but ready to nap. 

I cannot describe how terrifying the extent of furious, dashing white waves appeared and 
how the boat rose and plunged among them, the waves sometimes washing into the boat. 
There is a place called “the run” near the locks, which is like going down the stream of an 
overshot mill, and I really thought we never should have risen out of it. The men rowed 
with all their might, and in passing it called out “Vive le Roi.”  
 

As James Scott argued with respect to “the decoding of power relations,” Lady Simcoe (and 

others) had observed and recorded performance art on the part of the batteau men, but the question 

is, what sort of performance was it? “With rare, but significant exceptions, the public performance 

of the subordinate will, out of prudence, fear, and the desire to curry favor, be shaped to appeal to 

the expectations of the powerful.”84 Was the royal cheer Lady Simcoe witnessed simply high spirits 

and traditional, genuine support for George III, a combination of both, or something else entirely? 

Some of the batteau men might have been alive at the time of the Conquest, 36 years before. 

Doubtless, Lady Simcoe thought the men were praising George III, but it is at least possible that 
                                                        
83 Simcoe, Diary, 250, 345-6. 
84 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven: 
1990), 2.  
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they were nostalgically cheering the late Louis XVI, executed by French Revolutionaries just three 

years previously, in 1793. At least one contemporary visitor, French émigré Count Colbert de 

Maulevrier, suggested that might be the case. The habitants, he wrote, in 1798, “[do not] want to 

believe in the death of the King of France. He’s hidden, they say, and he will reappear; he has the 

power to make himself invisible. In general they don’t want to hear a word about the revolution’s 

atrocities. … These are lies that English spread for a purpose.”85 

Running the rapids, the Simcoes’ nameless batteau steersman also repeatedly reminded his 

passengers of the danger “which only his knowledge could save us from.” Another act, perhaps. 

Elizabeth Simcoe’s interpretation was that his statements were “to make himself appear brave.”86 

But this Canadien may have been revealing some insecurity as well. Perhaps it was also that the 

steersman wanted to appear important and indispensable in the eyes of the influential and powerful 

British vice regal travelers aboard his batteau. He could have been remembering that the British had 

deported and dispersed tens of thousands of Acadians 31 years before at gunpoint. The meaning of 

the steersman’s words, and the batteau crew’s cheer for the king, may not, of course, have had any 

hidden meaning at all. But they were to some degree enigmatic, and in context, the words of the 

mariners recorded in the summer of 1796 suggest the possibility, at least, of another layer of 

meaning. 

Sociopolitical and cultural tensions were running high in Lower Canada at the time the Simcoes 

returned to Montreal from Upper Canada for the final time. Britain had been at war with Republican 

France for three years and there were newly rampant fears among some in the British colonial 

establishment of a French attempt to recover North America and a resultant rising of the Canadiens 

against the British, among other things. The Lower Canada election results of 1796 had also shown 

                                                        
85 Quoted in Greenwood, Fear, 99. 
86 Simcoe, Diary, 346. 
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considerable antipathy to the government, and a highly contentious Road Act legitimizing unpaid 

corvée labour had subsequently been passed by the Legislature under questionable circumstances. 

Some of the popular resistance of 1796 to the legislation was that “habitants thought they were 

justified in resisting an order which they had been told came from the illegitimate Assembly [no 

legal quorum] and not the king.”87 Only a few weeks after the Simcoes left Montreal, serious 

resistance and rioting had broken out in Quebec, and then in Montreal as well, over road repair 

corvées. Interestingly, rioters in Quebec “took the wheels off their carts, gave three cheers, and went 

off.”88 Were these cheers the same ‘Vive le roi’ that Elizabeth Simcoe heard? Unrest became so 

general that Magistrates in Montreal found it impossible to enforce obedience and on 24 October 

1796, they “suspended all further attempts to enforce the act.”89  

Inland mariners seem to not have expressed the same anger, but when thwarted in their 

intentions, batteau men were capable of resistance in a not-too-subtle fashion. Elizabeth Simcoe 

recognized those actions for what they were. “The Governor,” wrote Mrs. Simcoe about her 

husband, “being determined not to lodge in a town where the batteau men wished to go, insisted on 

their going into this little bay, which, doing unwillingly, they struck us against rocks; it was very 

shallow water, as they had said.”90 Mrs. Simcoe also recorded what could have been an instance of 

unstated (and unrecognized) political resistance at a higher organizational level. The method of 

organizing and despatching the government boats was through civilian officials (Commissaries) in 

an office known as the Transport Commissariat. The Transport Commissariat responded to 

requisitions from various government departments of the army, navy, and Indian Affairs who 

                                                        
87 Greenwood, Fear, 86-9; The new Road Act relating to corvées required up to twelve days 
of unpaid labour on road repair in parishes other than where the individuals resided. It had 
been strenuously opposed by the parti Canadien, who withdrew from the Assembly over it.  
88 Ibid., 89. 
89 Greenwood, Fear, 90. 
90 Simcoe, Diary, 348 
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needed river transport. Typically for government service, the men were summoned by their parish 

militia captain on the written orders of the Transport Commissary officer for their particular District 

(Montreal, Three Rivers or Quebec). Most of the men who worked the batteaux plying the upper St. 

Lawrence lived in the Montreal District, nearest to the foot of the first great rapids. (This is also the 

general region where most of the canoe voyageurs came from).91 Upon leaving Montreal for 

Quebec City on August 2, 1796, Mrs. Simcoe wrote that the Transport Commissary “furnished the 

boat at Montreal with so miserable an awning that it let the water through, and sent very 

inexperienced batteau men, who scarcely knew how to manage the boat.” Four days later as they 

approached Quebec, she noted once more her dissatisfaction with the transport. “The Commissary 

ought to be ashamed of sending such batteau men. They frequently asked me how far we were from 

Quebec, and many such questions.”92 This contrasts with her earlier preference for batteau men to 

crew for her. Several reasons other than underlying hostility can, of course, be found to explain such 

ambiguous events, but ambiguity is often integral camouflage for low-level, passive resistance to 

authority. “Most of the political life of subordinate groups is to be found neither in overt collective 

defiance of powerholders nor in complete hegemonic compliance, but in the vast territory between 

these two polar opposites.”93 In this case, that the poor service might have been a message of 

resentment did not appear to cross the diarist’s mind.  

But some other possible indications of resistance on the part of the Canadien mariners seem not 

to be present in the archival evidence. Theft, for example, could be one way of showing resentment. 

One source of grumbling about the batteau men’s work was by Commissary General in America 

Nathaniel Day during the American Revolution. Day wrote in the summer of 1777 to Secretary of 

the Treasury Board Robinson that Canadien batteau men were “totally unacquainted with business 
                                                        
91 Greer, Peasants, 179-81 
92 Simcoe, Diary, 347-9. 
93 Scott, Domination, 136. 
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except such part as pertains to fleecing the state, to which they have a great propensity.”94 Day cast 

a wide aspersion; he claimed the batteau men were stealing butter, cleverly concealing the theft by 

inserting sand or stones to make up the weight, and other things, “at large without exceptions of 

Species; and the Losses sustained … is [sic] very considerable.” One wonders whether, and what, 

the batteau men actually were thieving – it seems unlikely to have been provisions, as Day 

acknowledged, “the Canadians employed in the Upper Country will not use English Biscuit. I am 

obliged to procure for them Canadian … Neither Indians nor Canadians will eat salt Beef tho’ 

exceeding good.” Perhaps it was the batteau men’s daily pay that bothered him. Historian Edward 

Curtis suggests that the fraud Day was complaining about was far more likely to have originated 

with the British contractors overseas than the local transport men.95 

Indeed, it is difficult to imagine where and how the batteau men could perform such slick 

sleight-of-hand en route. Control over the contents of the shipments up to the pays d’en haut was 

tight, whether private or public, and the boats travelled in brigades, so even with an entire boat crew 

conniving together, the conductors would likely intervene, and such instances actually appear to 

have been very rare and minor in nature. Richard Cartwright, a prominent merchant in Kingston, 

reported to his supplier in Montreal in 1799 that, “In Boat 39 I found a Bbl of Mr. Blackers Spirits 

that had a Spoil-hole apparently made with a nail. The Wantage however did not much exceed a 

Gallon; and the Liquor appears unadulterated.”96 This letter underlines the accounting accuracy of 

the private shipments. Another British voyager, Sir Richard Bonnycastle, wrote much later, 

These happy people have a knack of examining your goods and chattels which they are 
conveying, in the most admirable manner and with the utmost sang-froid; but still they are 
                                                        
94 “Day to Robinson, 12, 20 June 1777,” quoted in Curtis, British Army, 143.  
95 “Contractors … resorted to frauds in order to cheat the government, such as mixing sand 
with the flour or sending over barrels of rum, flour, or beef, short in weight … sometimes 
slyly concealed by weighting cask or barrel with stones.” Curtis, British Army, 98-100. 
96 “Cartwright to Messrs James & Andw McGill, Kingston 23rd August 1799,” D.L. 
Cartwright Letter Books in Preston, Kingston, 211. 
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above stealing—they only tap the rum cask or the whisky barrel, and appropriate any cordage 
wherewith you bound your chests and packages. I never had a chest, box or bale sent up by 
bateau or Durham boat that escaped this rope mail.97 
 

At the more elite levels of the inland mariners, French traveler de La Rochefoucould-Liancourt 

related that the senior Provincial Marine officer on Lake Ontario from 1794 to 1802, Canadien 

Commodore J-B Bouchette, seemed “entirely incorruptible.”98 The thought that large numbers of 

Canadien mariners who were used to growing their own food, fishing and hunting might even be 

tempted to steal British army provisions such as year-old butter shipped from Britain or wooden-

casked beef and pork in brine seems to be an amusing proposition, though during periods of famine 

it could have been more tempting. But perpetrators could be tracked by bills of lading to specific 

batteaux that goods were shipped in, and the cargoes were checked at each post on the way upriver. 

“Each boat dispatched upriver was numbered in sequence, and merchants’ bills of lading specified 

boat numbers as part of the documentation.”99 Thieves could be instantly brought to justice, and 

punished. There is no evidence in other archival material during this period to suggest large-scale 

thievery from cargoes by batteau men. Typical losses from all causes en route (theft, spoilage or 

loss) amounted to 2%.100 With such close supervision and detailed inspection of cargoes, it would 

be remarkable if chronic thievery had not been prominently visible and recorded in the documents.  

                                                        
97 Sir Richard Bonnycastle, “Canada and the Canadians,” 1846 vol. I, p. 98, in Guillet, Travel, 
93. 
98 de La Rochefoucould on Bouchette in W.A.B. Douglas, “Bouchette, Jean-Baptiste,” DCB, 
Vol. 5, (Toronto: University of Toronto/université Laval: 2003), 
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/bouchette_jean_baptiste_5E.html. Accessed October 6, 2020. 
99 Douglas McCalla, Planting the Province: The Economic History of Upper Canada 1784-
1870, Toronto: University of Toronto Press (1993), 117. 
100 Gibson, “Carleton Island,” 120. For context, this is comparable to numbers for modern 
airline lost luggage statistics (tracked electronically), which apparently varies from half a 
percent (0.56%) in 2019 https://www.statista.com/statistics/268277/causes-of-lost-luggage-in-
air-travel/ to roughly one-third percent (0.309%) in 2012. https://traveltips.usatoday.com/odds-
losing-luggage-109295.html. Major instances of theft and spoilage certainly were reported 
upon when no blame could be attached to Canadiens. For instance, during the post-Conquest 
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The thousands of batteau men are likely a representative sample for ordinary Quebecois, and 

the British had to learn how to manage them. Between 1760 and 1774 there were other inland 

mariners who also worked on or around the St. Lawrence River and Great Lakes either for private 

interests or for the government. As Braudel observed, it is probable that considerable post-Conquest 

economic activity related to inland sailing vessels went unrecorded. After 1763, Canadien sailing 

shipmasters commanded locally constructed river schooners (goélettes) and sloops, at any one time 

likely numbering not much more than two dozen; their small crews of 2-3 men would have 

numbered less than one hundred souls in total.101 There were also a few Canadien merchant marine 

commanders who had resumed their ocean trading after the fall of Quebec, and would seem willing 

to work with British authorities.  

One of them was René-Hippolyte (R-H) Laforce. Laforce’s ancestors had arrived in the 

fledgling colony early -- his great-great grandfather came from Normandy before 1645, when the 

colony’s population was just a few hundred souls. Laforce’s father became garde-magasin (King’s 

Storekeeper) at Fort Niagara in 1729, and later at Fort La Présentation (Oswegatchie) on the upper 

St. Lawrence River in the 1750s. Though not part of the landowning class of seigneurs, King’s 

Storekeepers were important government officials who managed the local fur trade depots for the 

regime at various posts and they were able to afford to educate their children.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
military occupation of the province, the Commander at Fort Niagara wrote to General Amherst 
in 1762 complaining that his provisions had arrived damaged -- the brine had been 
surreptitiously dumped from barrels of salt pork (thus ruining the meat) probably to lighten the 
boatmen’s load.100 But this particular action could only be attributed to British military 
personnel or contractors, possibly on the journey from New York to Oswego and on to Niagara, 
since the Seven Years’ War was not yet over and there is little or no evidence the British were 
using Canadiens from Montreal for such routine British army supply work at the time.  
101 Braudel, Mediterranean, 147-8; Carol MacLeod, “The Tap of the Garrison Drum: the 
Provincial Marine Service in British North America 1755-1813,” (unpublished manuscript, 
Parks Canada, Historical Research and Records Unit: 1983), 140. 
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The younger Laforce must have been determined to go to sea. By 1751 (then aged 23) R-H 

Laforce was engaged in coastal trading (cabotage) between Quebec and the French fortress of 

Louisbourg on what is now Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia. He continued in this role until 1755, 

by which time he commanded a 100-ton vessel named L’Amazette.102 The next year, Laforce was 

appointed by New France’s Governor Vaudreuil to command the colony’s four-vessel armed inland 

flotilla on Lake Ontario, built and based in Fort Frontenac – a significant responsibility at the age of 

28. This made Laforce the first native-born warship flotilla commander in Canadian history, and, in 

the summer of 1756, Laforce won the only skirmish in history between British and French naval 

forces on Lake Ontario.103 That action enabled Montcalm’s subsequent capture of British Fort 

Oswego by establishing French naval superiority on the Lake.104 

As an adult, Laforce was thoroughly immersed in the overall maritime culture of New France. 

He had married Madeleine, a niece of the French Royal Dockyard’s Master Carpenter Richard 

Corbin, in Quebec in the winter of 1757. In the last weeks of the Seven Years’ War in North 

America, Laforce and his ships and crews formed part of the French western rear guard captured at 

Fort de Lévis near what is now Prescott, Ontario by General Jeffery Amherst in 1760, during his 

                                                        
102 Yvon Desloges, “Rene-Hippolyte Laforce” DCB, Vol. 5, (University of 
Toronto/Université Laval: 2003). 
103 Donald MacLeod, “Combined Operations on Lake Ontario During the Seven Years’ War: 
Part 1,” (Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Canadian Nautical Research Society, 
Ottawa, (16 November, 1988). 
104 Laforce’s second-in-command during the Seven Years’ War on Lake Ontario was Pierre 
Boucher de la Broquerie, commander of the armed schooner La Hurault, whose son also 
progressed under the British regime.During the war, in 1757, de la Brocquerie sketched an 
interesting map of Lake Ontario that survives in the British Museum. Uniquely among the 
mariners, de la Broquerie could possibly be considered part of the colonial landed aristocracy, 
because he was related to the founder of the Seigneurie of Boucherville, southeast of 
Montreal. Pierre died shortly after the end of the Seven Years’ War, but a de la Broquerie 
later appears during the Revolutionary War as one of Laforce and Bouchette’s fellow officers 
in the British flotilla on Lake Ontario. It seems a son continued in his father’s career footsteps. 
Robert Malcomson, Warships of the Great Lakes 1754-1834, (Rochester, Kent, UK: Chatham 
Publishing 2003), 12. 
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final river descent on Montreal.105 One might easily understand how Laforce might have resented 

the British after the Conquest – he was held as a prisoner of war in New York for months and one of 

his several brothers was held in jail for years after being captured in the opening skirmish of the war 

by George Washington. Yet, unlike many infantry officers, Laforce seems not to have been viewed 

as a potential threat. Following the surrender of Canada in 1760 he returned to Quebec and by 1762, 

still a year before the formal end of the Seven Years’ War, he had re-established himself in the 

recently war-devastated lower St. Lawrence south shore town of Kamouraska.106 Over the 

subsequent decade he would once more come to own and/or captain several ships. By the time of 

the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775, he had regained his prewar status as ship captain 

and part owner with one M. Chabot [Chabbot] of a seagoing vessel, Providence, trading between 

Quebec and the Caribbean.107 This vessel (and likely also his prewar command, L’Amazette) were 

built in the colony, quite possibly by Laforce himself, for it is clear that he had somewhere acquired 

serious shipbuilding and dockyard supervisory skills, and a shipyard is known to have existed in 

Kamouraska in 1760.108 It could have been through this artisanal skill that he was able to recover 

quickly from the destruction and disruption of war without having a lot of money to invest.109  

One of the river schooner owner/captains who also would work closely with the British 

authorities in the 1770s was Jean-Baptiste (J-B) Bouchette. Bouchette was born at Quebec in 1736 
                                                        
105 Desloges, “Laforce.” 
106 Robert J. Andrews, “Two Ships - Two Flags: the Outaouaise/Williamson and the 
Iroquoise/Anson on Lake Ontario, 1759-1761,” The Northern Mariner/Le marin du nord, XIV 
No. 3 (July 2004), 41-55; see also MacLeod, Drum; Beattie, Gunboats and Desloges, 
“Laforce.” 
107 Desloges, “Laforce.” 
108 Pierre Dufour, “La Construction navale à Québec, 1760-1825: sources inexplorées et 
nouvelles perspectives de recherches,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française, vol. 35 No. 
2, (1981), 240. 
109 Wooden shipbuilding until the end of the 19th century could be inexpensively 
accomplished by skilled artisans anywhere there was a suitably sloping shore, money to 
acquire iron fittings, rope and sails, and a sufficient supply of appropriate types of trees. 
Bamford, Freshwater, 135. 
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and by the time of the Conquest he was active in a fishing business on the St. Lawrence, likely 

owned by his father.110 Michel Fortier was another mariner/merchant who can be included in this 

group. Fortier owned and operated a large and impressive shallop fleet – an enterprise likely 

employing several hundred men -- long before the Conquest. He was known to have still been a 

merchant in 1775, most likely in the same business.111 Fortier was thus also a member of the small 

community of riverine merchant mariners, and, like Laforce and Bouchette, along with lesser-

known shipowner/operators Chabot, Lizot, Chiquet and de la Brocquerie fils, he would also 

contribute materially to the British defense and retention of Quebec during the American 

Revolution.112  

We know less about the Canadien shipbuilders. There were a variety of skilled tradesmen and 

specialized sub trades who worked in British shipyards on the Great Lakes. They included sail 

makers and smiths, sawyers, painters, joiners, carpenters, oakum boys, labourers, chppers (axement) 

and charcoal burners who supplied the forges. The sailmakers, smiths and masons who reported to 

their foremen also supervised their own apprentices.113 Letters and documents during the period 

indicate that the majority were brought to the upper St. Lawrence and Lake Ontario from the town 

of Quebec and its region, where that industry was long established due to the presence of the French 

Royal Dockyard there.114 

                                                        
110 Douglas, “Bouchette,” Dictionary.  
111 Roberge, “Fortier.” 
112 Roberge, “Fortier.” 
113 “Report and Progress of the Naval Yard at Kingston in Upper Canada up to 10th October 
1813,” LAC RG 8 C731, 18; “A List of the Artificers Em[;pued in His Majesty’s Naval Dock 
Yards at Kingston, Oct. 22nd 1813,” LAC RG8 C731, 40; See also “Monthly Pay List of His 
Majesty’s Foreign Yards, July to September 1814,” Public Record Office, United Kingdon, 
Ref. ADM 42/2174, 155. 
114 Pritchard, “Ships,” 482-4; Ouellet, Economy, 123. 
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Figure 5: St. Lawrence River schooners (goélettes) awaiting high tide. 

Although a later 19th century photograph, this scene makes it clear how small coasting vessels 
traded on a casual and little-documented basis with communities and even individual farms 
along the St. Lawrence River valley, the Gulf of St. Lawrence, and several navigable 
tributaries below Montreal. Merchants (and the British government) hired these locally built 
wooden ships, typically about 20 meters in length and crewed by a captain and two or three 
sailors, to move cargo along the coastal routes. The vessels also doubled as fishing boats. The 
image also illustrates evolving Canadien vessel design from earlier, keeled versions such as 
the one on the right to even more practical, flat-bottomed later versions on the left. Such 
beaches were also typical of the gently sloping shoreline required for boatbuilding. All that 
was needed was a nearby source of appropriate timber.115 

                                                        
115	Alain Franck, “Naviguer Sur La Fleuve Au Temps Passée, 1860-1960,” La Goélette Grosse 
Île (Les Publications du Québec: 2000, collection - Aux Limites de la mémoire), 
https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02ZDsS0dp9X-
934me84mEBuq1slHQ:1602445941125&source=univ&tbm=isch&q=https://docplayer.fr/am
p/7466063-Goelette-grosse-ile-
html&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwibnN6oqK3sAhXbG80KHW6UAYMQjJkEegQIAhAB&biw=1
920&bih=969#imgrc=_OIuUugXFXsu3M. 
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Regardless of skill or trade, Canadien inland mariners shared certain fundamental 

characteristics. They were drawn from the local population and they maintained strong ties with the 

communities. Throughout the period under consideration here, 1760-1817, they were part of a 

civilian workforce, and for much of the period, they provided essential service to the Crown. For 

most, their work was seasonal, from April to November, when the river and lakes were ice-free. 

Batteau men, however, usually served for just one round trip at a time to Kingston and back to 

Montreal (roughly three weeks to a month), though this may have been repeated at least once during 

the shipping season, both by the private sector and government as the demands of war drew down 

the available manpower resources. 

During their contracts, sailing vessel commanders and their crews, as well as the artificers, 

often were required to remain on permanent duty throughout the winter. Having to work through the 

winter, particularly on the frontier, exerted a negative effect on recruiting for several reasons. 

Winter, on Canadien farms, was a time to socialize and relax. “Winter activities of both sexes were 

conducted at a more leisurely pace, less rushed than were the harvest, ploughing, and planting … 

winter was also a season of festivities. This was the favourite time for weddings and they, along 

with New Year’s Eve and several religious holidays, were occasions for visits, parties, drinking, and 

dancing.”116 The remoteness, isolation, and lack of diversions in the forts and posts in the west 

tended to depress morale. The expense of paying (and feeding) idle sailors during the winter would 

no doubt have been an incentive for employers to put them to work doing something, but it was no 

incentive to sign on with the British, during peace or war. Canadien men were also needed at home 

to cut firewood. Shipbuilders who agreed to one-year (or shorter, project-oriented) contracts often 

had to work through the winter on-site on the ships they were constructing.  

                                                        
116 Greer, Peasants, 32-3. 
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There were other commonalities among the mariners: food, for instance. Typically, the 

government provided all the inland mariners’ food, as they did for men in the British navy and 

army, and when rations fell short of what was promised, or the arrangements were altered in some 

way, protests could be expected.117 Cooks prepared food for sailing vessel crews and dockyard 

workers, but batteau men normally cooked it themselves where they stopped for the night, like fur 

trade canoe voyageurs. Batteau crew rations were just as basic as for the other mariners but differed 

in some respects. Isaac Weld described their food in 1799.  

On setting out each man is furnished with salted pork, biscuit, pease and brandy; the pease 
and biscuit they boil with some of the pork into porridge and a large vessel full of it, is 
generally kept at the head of the bateau, for the use of the crew when they stop in the 
course of the day. This porridge or else cold fat salted pork, with cucumbers, constitutes 
the principal part of their food. The cucumber is a fruit that the lower classes of the French 
Canadians are extremely fond of; they never pull it until it has attained a large size and is 
become yellow and seedy. Cucumbers thus mellow, chopped into small pieces without 
being peeled, and afterwards mixed with sour cream, is one of their favourite dishes.118  
 

                                                        
117 Canadien shipyard workers and sailing vessel crews ate rations which resembled what the 
British army and navy survived on: three to five pounds (1.5-2.5 kg) per day of barreled salt 
pork and/or beef, with measures of flour, bread or biscuit, rice, oatmeal, peas, butter, and rum, 
plus whatever the men could forage for or buy privately from their pay. Like the British 
soldiers, Canadien mariners were sensitive to shortages or changes, and complaints or job 
actions resulted from such issues. Just after the end of the Seven Years’ War, British army 
regular soldiers “from Newfoundland to Florida” mutinied because, among other reasons, 
their peacetime rations were suddenly to be charged against their pay (“stopped”) as a postwar 
cost-saving measure. Douglas J. Pippin, Distressed for Want of Provisions: Supplying the 
British Soldier on Carleton Island (1778-1784), Soldiers, Cities and Landscapes: Papers in 
Honour of Charles L. Fisher, ed. Penelope Ballard Drooker and John P. Hart, (Albany: New 
York State Bulletin 513, University of the State of New York, 2010), 72-73; Peter Way, 
“Rebellion of the Regulars: Working Soldiers and the Mutiny of 1763-1764,” The William 
and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 4, (Oct. 2000), 761-792. 
118 Weld, Travels, 263; 
2020<http://find.gale.com.proxy.queensu.ca/ecco/infomark.do?&source=gale&prodId=ECCO
&userGroupName=queensulaw&tabID=T001&docId=CW103917458&type=multipage&cont
entSet=ECCOArticles&version=1.0&docLevel=FASCIMILE>   
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A later traveler, Frances Stewart, observed that batteau men ate “raw pork and hard biscuit and 

drink quantities of the lake water. In the morning before setting out they always have hot pea-

soup.”119  

Canadiens were engaged by the government under what might loosely be called different 

contracts, and by different military and civilian departments. The vast majority of Canadien 

mariners, batteau men, were not part of a free labour market, but were engaged under conditions of 

a compulsory labour law. Officially, they were expected to work for a limited time and only within 

the country, although as will be seen, both limitations were regularly broken. The government 

established a Canadien Transport Service early on under the supply department called the 

Commissariat. There were three Canadien Transport Commissaries, one in each District: Quebec, 

Trois Rivières and Montreal. These Commissaries of Transport were responsible to Deputy 

Commissaries-General, usually British appointments, who reported to the Commissary General for 

the Canadas, a senior British civil servant. Reporting to the District Transport Commissary officers 

were several Canadien Batteau Captains, with direct supervisory responsibility for managing 

batteaux stationed at their posts along the river. Barring some senior clerks and assistants hired 

during the War of 1812, almost all the men in the batteau Transport Service, from the District 

Transport Commissaries on down, were Canadiens. Le Comte Dupré, a merchant from a well-

known and well-connected Canadien fur trading family, filled the position of Montreal District 

                                                        
119 Frances Stewart, E. S. Dunlop, Our Forest Home: being extracts from the correspondence 
of the late Frances Stewart, Toronto : Presbyterian Print. and Pub. Co. (1889), 10. 
http://www.canadiana.ca.proxy.queensu.ca/view/oocihm.13970/16?r=0&s=1. It seems unlikely 
what they were eating was raw pork, which would not last long in the summer heat. Pink, salted 
chunks of pork likely appeared raw, and the “pea-soup” was probably the pease porridge 
referred to above.  
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Commissary. He initially held the militia rank of Major and the records attest that he was vital to the 

successful working of the supply line up the St. Lawrence.120  

  Batteau men and other vessel owner-operators could be hired under ordinary government per-

trip and per-weight transport contracts but Canadien seamen under shipmasters’ command were 

generally on per-voyage or annual contracts until wartime, when they were recruited (not pressed), 

usually to serve until the end of the war. Colonial governors typically appointed sailing ship officers 

for an indefinite period of time. Skilled artisans, on the other hand, who built the wooden batteaux 

and the larger vessels such as warships, were hired on more or less annual or individual project 

contracts through both peace and war.  

The functions of actually engaging, paying and generally overseeing the work of the Canadien 

mariners were carried out by complex, even convoluted British military and civilian bureaucracies. 

All were responsible to the Commander-in-Chief, (CIC) who then reported to the Secretary of State 

for War and the Colonies at Whitehall, in London.121 The wartime CICs in the Canadas from 1775 

to 1786 were Sir Guy Carleton and Sir Frederick Haldimand; from 1811 to 1815 it was Sir George 

Prevost. The CICs were also the civilian heads of colonial governments during the period. 

Commanders had their own staff to liaise with the various departments. These included the Adjutant 

General, whose responsibilities included militia, personnel supervision and returns (reports from 

junior commanders), the Quartermaster General, who directed operational matters, troop quartering 

and movement, and the Commander-in-Chief’s Military Secretary, through whom all 

correspondence with the Commander-in-Chief flowed. Mariners could be paid by one of several 

departments: the Crown’s Indian Department, the Treasury Board, the Commissariat, the Ordnance 

                                                        
120 Steppler, “Duty,” 116-117. 
121 Grodzinski, “Vigilance,” 56. 
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Department, the Army and its Provincial Marine Department (the latter constituting the inland navy 

during the period from 1760-1813), and/or, finally, by the Royal Navy in 1813-14.  

It was the British Commissariat that provided the vital supply line for the forces in Quebec. It 

was a civilian department of the Treasury, not a military unit and its duties included procurement, 

forwarding, issuing and accounting for rations, money raising and disbursement. As W.H. 

Robinson, Commissary-General for North America from 1810 to 1815 put it, the transport service 

in the Canadas was particularly difficult. 

The transport of Provisions, Ordnance, Barrack, Marine, Engineer and lndian Stores from 
this place [Quebec] to all the intermediate Posts between this and Detroit, a distance not 
less according to the route than seventeen hundred miles part of which is by land and part 
by water, so that every parcel of goods, is shipped and landed three or four times, at times 
put in small craft and in Batteaux to meet the Variety of the navigation; is of itself a most 
laborious and constant occupation to all the Commissaries in the route and is a business of 
great anxiety and trouble at this place.122 

 

This system was further complicated by the need to find resources to build and man the ships on the 

lakes that carried the goods arriving by batteaux onward to their final destinations, or to find men to 

captain and crew the inland Provincial Marine – each of which was handled by a different 

department.  

Once war broke out in 1775, the fortunes of British North America depended upon the proper 

functioning of what was a seemingly ramshackle collection of institutional departments. Its complex 

nature, operating almost as much from unwritten convention, custom and habit as from specific 

regulations and rules, added considerably to its burdens. The situation became further complicated 

when  conflicts developed between Royal Navy and Army commanders that threatened to derail the 

efficient running of the colony’s defenses.  

                                                        
122 “W. H. Robinson to J. C. Herries, No. 87, 7 November 1812,” LAC, W.O. 57/141. 
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Canadien inland mariners, and particularly the batteau men, who comprised the majority of the 

maritime workers, lived and worked during wartime buried within a highly complex, bureaucratic 

politico-military environment. What is amazing is how well it worked!  

 

In the fifteen years between the Conquest and the American Revolution, many of Quebec’s 

colonial circumstances and economic structures remained recognizable. The French-speaking 

population, some 60,000 in 1760, grew to 75-90,000 by 1775, but remained mostly spread thinly 

along the shores of a 500-kilometer length of the St. Lawrence River between the colony’s two 

major towns of Quebec, the administrative capital, and Montreal, the economic centre of the fur 

trade. Most habitants likely rarely encountered the tiny minority of perhaps 3,000 newly arrived 

British “old subjects.” The fur trade continued to dominate the economy, and Canadiens 

supplemented their incomes with part-time work for cash in the fur trade, fisheries, and other 

seasonal occupations, including batteau crewing. Except for fur trade voyageurs working with 

British bourgeois, excursions to shop and trade in Montreal or Quebec or with some local 

merchants, or appearances in front of some British magistrates, “there was a fundamental 

continuity” in daily life.”123  

On the Great Lakes a few sailing vessels were involved in the fur trade or government service, 

or both, although commercial British firms and individuals owned and/or operated them instead of 

colonial governments. Along the main waterway, the St. Lawrence River, Canadiens continued to 

build and operate small schooners, sloops and batteaux, as well as ocean-going vessels. 

Occasionally, the menfolk were called upon for the familiar corvée duty in batteaux transporting 

soldiers or supplies, such as to support the response to Pontiac’s Rebellion in 1763. British colonial 

                                                        
123 Greer, Peasant, 230. 
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authorities were very aware that they depended on the good will of the local population to maintain 

the colony in the Empire.  

When war again threatened the colony just a dozen years after the Treaty of Paris, Governor Sir 

Guy Carleton reassured Canadiens of Britain’s good intentions. Carleton championed the 1774 

Quebec Act, which, though flawed, supported full Catholic freedom of religion (unique in the 

British Empire) and French civil law.124 And Carleton himself had felt that “All Ranks of People 

amongst them [testified] their Gratitude and Respect.”125 Among those people were Canadien inland 

mariners, who very soon became instrumental in preserving Carleton and the British regime from 

the onslaught of the American invasion. In 1775, thousands of individuals from several different 

cultures and subcultures, including colonial and British, civilian and military, English and French, 

land-bound and maritime, were suddenly confronted with the necessity to work together under 

particularly challenging circumstances. The outbreak of hostilities with the colonies to the south and 

the invasion of Quebec in 1775 ushered in the eight-year-long American Revolutionary War.

                                                        
124 Debate remains ongoing among historians about the support of the majority of ordinary 
Canadiens for the Act, which was scheduled to go into effect in the spring of 1775. See 
Neatby, Quebec, Lanctôt, Canada and others. 
125 Nelson, Carleton, 56. 
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 Chapter Three   

The American Revolutionary War and the Loyalist Settlements in Quebec, 1775-1786 

“Dépêche-toi, La Force, Quelle honte pour nous, si tu n’étais pas le premier rendu sur les 
remparts!”1 

 

In the spring of 1775, armed conflict broke out near Boston, Massachusetts, between rebellious 

American colonial militias and British troops. Fighting quickly spread and soon affected Canadien 

inland mariners. Indeed, Quebec became the victim of the first major offensive action by the 

American revolutionaries, who invaded and occupied much of the colony, captured Montreal, and 

besieged Quebec itself until the spring of 1776. This was the “severest test” to date of Quebec’s 

post-Conquest colonial society.2 The war, and the three years of its immediate aftermath from 1783 

to 1786, affected the lives of thousands of Canadien inland mariners -- batteau men, sailors and 

artificers alike -- and changed the nature of their post-Conquest relationship with the British Crown 

for a generation. War with the Americans meant that Canadien mariners had to adjust to a much 

closer and more direct relationship with British colonial authorities than had been the case since the 

Conquest. Imperial authorities, on the other hand, immediately found themselves urgently requiring 

the skills, experience, and active participation of Canadien mariners to defend the province and 

accomplish Imperial goals. This required significant accommodation and adjustment by the British 

and the Canadiens, both at war and during the following peace.  

By the time of the invasion, a hoped-for wave of British and British-American immigrants to 

Quebec, which would have helped to assimilate and control the Canadien population, had not 

                                                        
1 Pierre-Georges Roy, Les Petites Choses de Notre Histoire, troisieme serie, (1922), 224-225. 
2	Mason Wade, The French Canadians 1760-1967 vol. 1, 1760-1911 (Toronto: Macmillan of 
Canada 1983), 81. 
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materialized and appeared to be an unlikely possibility.3 The American Revolutionary War also 

soon drew in France as a major player against Britain -- a not insignificant issue, locally, for the tiny 

ruling minority of about 3,000 British officials, merchants, their families, and troops in the 

province, who began to feel threatened by the potential of an uncontrollable uprising by their 90,000 

“new” French-speaking subjects due to the disparity in population and the lack of troops to put any 

incipient rebellion down.4 Of Quebec’s Canadien population, able-bodied militia-eligible males 

between 16 and 60 were estimated in 1775 at 15,000, represented roughly 1/6 to 1/5 of the overall 

population.5 There were 900 British regular troops in the province in 1775. Once war broke out, 

Canadien mariners quickly became essential pillars of the British regime, their overall numbers in 

British service rapidly growing until war’s end and beyond.  

Transport and other services provided by Canadien mariners during the war were key to 

ultimately retaining the western part of Quebec, not only in war, but also during peace negotiations 

that led to the end of the war. Hundreds of Loyalist and a few British troops, along with their 

Indigenous allies, launched highly disruptive raids from the western posts deep into American-

claimed territories from 1777 to 1783.6 The continued British occupation of the western posts 

                                                        
3 Peter H. Russell, Canada’s Odyssey: A Country Based on Incomplete Conquests, (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2017), 34. 
3 George Rawlyk, Revolution Rejected: 1775-1776, (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall of Canada, 
Ltd. 1968) 13; Gustave Lanctôt, Canada, 31; Military Governor Haldimand, writing in 1780, 
is quoted as saying there were only 2,000 old (British) subjects in the province, in Fernand 
Ouellet, Quebec, 122; also Statistics Canada, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/98-187-
x/4151287-eng.htm#27. 
4 Lanctôt, Canada 
6 Gavin Watt, The Burning of the Valleys, (Toronto: Dundurn, 1997), 259-270. During the 
war, these actions effectively provided military distractions drawing hostile forces away from 
other British military endeavours, such as with General Sullivan’s campaign. The attacks had 
negative effects on American settler morale, forced the abandonment of large swathes of 
American territory by settlers and suppressed food (grains and livestock) production for 
Continental (American) army and militia units, increasing its cost to the American 
government. 
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demonstrated that British forces continued to control the region, enabling retention of the upper 

country that eventually became Ontario in the eventual peace settlement.  
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Map 3: Parts of the Colony of Quebec and the United States, 1790. (Notes: a) Fort Frontenac = 
Kingston; b) Richelieu River flows north from Lake Champlain (see Crown Point and Ticonderoga) 
to the St. Lawrence River; c) Mohawk River route to Lake Ontario proceeds north up the Hudson 
River from New York to Albany, then west up the Mohawk River (not shown) past Fort Stanwix to 
Ft. Oswego; d) Northern (canoe) route west follows Ottawa River from Montreal, to Lake 
Nipissing, then to Georgian Bay. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

By William Robert Shepherd - Scan from Historical Atlas by William R. Shepherd, New York, 
Henry Holt and Company, 1923; the map is unchanged from the 1911 original version. Original 
image at the Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection at the University of Texas at Austin., Public 
Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3069713 
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Most of the activity of Canadien inland mariners in British service occurred to the west of 

Montreal in the months and years of the war after the 1775-6 siege was lifted. Batteau men 

transporting supplies up the rapids necessarily became by far the most numerous and arguably also 

the most significant of three groups of Canadien mariners who contributed to the British retention of 

Canada. During the war they were indispensable for hauling the thousands of tons of war materiel 

and provisions necessary each year to sustain the west. But sailing vessel officers and crews also 

played important roles early in the war during the invasion, and later on Lake Ontario. At the same 

time, the artificers who constructed batteaux and ships also became essential players that the British 

regime needed during wartime.  

The first full year or two of the war brought perhaps the most important lessons for British 

General Carleton and his high command in Quebec. After a six-month siege, a large British army 

arrived from overseas. As this 10,000-strong force pursued the retreating Americans southward in 

the spring and summer of 1776, and the British settled into planning and executing the campaigns of 

1777 and beyond, they realized that they could not do without Canadien mariners. The British 

authorities also began to more thoroughly understand that they could not simply compel Quebec’s 

majority to do the work required. Labour compelled by force would likely inflame the populace, 

and there were never enough troops in the colony to control an actively hostile population -- the 

exact problem the British faced from the rebellious 13 colonies.  

 In the face of invasion in 1775, the sudden reimposition by Carleton of stern royal military 

authority in the form of emergency martial law and compulsory military service came as a nasty 

shock to the majority of the population, especially in the flawed manner and under the 

circumstances it was reintroduced. Carleton ignored the ancient local custom of a broad community 

voice in the selection of militia captains, in favour of appointing seigneurs from the local 
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landowning elites, which was profoundly offensive to some and generated significant resistance.7 

During a peaceful decade beginning in 1765 when the British had abolished the militia, there had 

been no requirement whatsoever for compulsory personal militia commitments or training, or the 

traditional opportunities for distinction that militia service had offered. Many Canadiens had likely 

concluded, not unreasonably, that henceforth the active defense of the colony was to be exclusively 

the problem of the British regular standing army. As Fernand Ouellet argued,  

These [voluntary paid military service and the abolition of the militia] innovations 
fundamentally changed existing conceptions. They justified the option of neutrality, for 
service became as much a question of profit as a civic duty … a simple economic 
calculation: the revenue to be drawn from the farm and wages earned as an [fur trade] 
engagé, against the salary paid to militiamen. [or batteau men] 8 
 

Carleton himself acknowledged the difficulty. “They have in a manner emancipated themselves 

[sic], and it will require Time, and discreet Management likewise, to recall them to their ancient 

Habits of Obedience and Discipline.”9  

Keeping Canadien mariners involved on the side of the British in the absence of the ability to 

use force meant that the British had to adjust their own expectations and behaviours. The British 

also learned that if they adjusted their actions appropriately, the ordinary people of the colony could 

be depended upon to co-operate and to exert themselves. Most of the lessons learned came early in 

the war, during Carleton’s campaign up the St. Lawrence and Richelieu Rivers to drive the 

Americans out in 1776, but the subsequent fall and winter and the spring of ’77 also provided the 

Governor with a perspective that Canadien inland mariners might, in fact, be considerably less 

troublesome to deal with in some ways than Royal Navy sailors and shipbuilders under the 

command of the “senior service.”   

                                                        
7 Lanctôt, Canada, 199; see also Nelson, Carleton, 63. 
8 Ouellet, Nation, 99. 
9 Sir Guy Carleton as quoted in Nelson, Carleton, 58. 
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In September of 1775, a full year before the Declaration of Independence, the Continental 

Congress launched its first major offensive military operation, the assault on Quebec. Overall, 

Quebec’s 8 or 900 British regular troops under Governor Sir Guy Carleton were outnumbered at 

times roughly two or three to one by the American armies – 2,000 men had set out to attack 

Montreal, and Colonel Benedict Arnold led another 700 in the assault on Quebec.10 Surprised by the 

attack, and with no hope of immediate reinforcement, Carleton hoped to fend off the invaders by 

declaring martial law and raising armed militia forces from the French-Canadian population. 

Although the French-speaking elites (clergy, seigneurs and merchants) were strongly supportive of 

the government, Carleton’s initial emergency militia call-ups were badly received by ordinary 

habitants in many parishes. Some habitants rioted in protest. Others refused to assemble. Many sold 

food to the invading Americans (if they paid in cash). Some men worked for the Americans during 

the subsequent occupation, obeying corvée callups. A few hundred joined the American army.11  

After a six-week siege, the Americans captured the main British defensive fort and its 532 

regular troops – most of the British soldiers in the province – east of Montreal at St. Jean on the 

Richelieu River, forcing Carleton to abandon Montreal to avoid being cut off from his last 

stronghold in Quebec. He narrowly escaped capture during his hasty retreat down the St. Lawrence 

River. American troops gained control of the populated areas of the province, and then laid siege to 

the capital. The motley crew of defenders in Quebec included government staff, French Canadian 

                                                        
10 Lanctot, Canada, 55, 63, 99. 
11 Marcel Trudel, La Révolution Américaine: Pourquoi La France Refuse Le Canada, 1775-
1783, (Trois Rivières: Éditions du Boréal Express, 1976); see also, Lanctôt, Canada; Paul 
David Nelson, General Sir Guy Carleton, Lord Dorchester : Soldier-Statesman of Early 
British Canada (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University ; London, 2000); Hilda 
Neatby, Quebec : The Revolutionary Age, 1760-1791 (Toronto: McClelland And Stewart, 
1966); Rawlyk, Rejected; François Baby et al., Québec during the American Invasion, 1775-
1776: the Journal of François Baby, Gabriel Taschereau, and Jenkin Williams (East Lansing, 
Mich. Michigan State University Press, 2005). 



 

 86 

and British militiamen, some British and Canadien merchant sailors, a handful of British regulars, 

some re-recruited British provincial army veterans, and a few British naval personnel.  

Carleton was bitterly disappointed by the negative response of some habitants to his sudden 

militia summons. Some of his chagrin doubtless stemmed from his successful overseas struggle 

from 1770 and 1774 to persuade Britain to liberalize the restrictions placed on Quebec after the end 

of the Seven Years’ War. The Quebec Act, proclaimed in 1774, had enshrined unique British legal 

protections for the French language, legal customs and Catholic religion of Quebec.12 Having 

anticipated a universally positive response to the Act from Quebeckers, and, by extension, 

expecting an enthusiastic militia recruiting response, by the time Montreal fell Carleton had 

concluded bitterly that the habitants were “not only indifferent, but hostile.”13 But in this judgement, 

Carleton ignored the actions of Quebec’s inland mariners.  

The first Canadien mariners affected by war in early 1775 were seagoing and riverine merchant 

ship captains and their crews. There was no routine British naval presence in Quebec. It was not a 

permanent Royal Navy station although British warships frequently made unscheduled visits. A few 

navy gunboats, batteaux and other small vessels worked southeast of Montreal on the Richelieu 

River and Lake Champlain, nominally guarding this heavily travelled, very old, north/south trade 

route between Montreal and New York City, and supporting garrisons at St-Jean, Crown Point, and 

Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain. (See Map 1) The British naval force on the Great Lakes was 

contracted out and decrepit. When war broke out, Carleton requisitioned and armed all available 

                                                        
12 The Quebec Act also included new territorial provisions that placed lands west of the 
Appalachians in the domain of the Governor of Quebec, restricting westward-bound settlers 
from the Thirteen Colonies who were pushing into “Indian Territory.” The Act was 
immediately seized upon by the American rebels as the final “Intolerable act” of the British 
Parliament and yet another reason for revolt. 
13 Neatby, Quebec, 144. 
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merchant ships in Quebec to improve the province’s waterborne defense in the absence of naval 

assets, often keeping their existing masters in command of the vessels, whether French or British.14  

The Quebec flotilla included ocean-going ships as well as river schooners of Canadien origin, 

and likely represented a large fraction of all the ships in the inventory of the colony. For the most 

part they transported ordnance, troops and other military stores and provisions for the British forces. 

Their activity was short lived, however, as 11 were captured by the Americans at the fall of 

Montreal early in November 1775. What is evident is that these Canadian captains and their crews 

were clearly willing to fight under the British flag – and to risk their own life savings, which were 

tied up in their ships. Some of them continued to serve the British throughout the war and beyond.  

J-B Bouchette, for example, son of a fisherman, had done fairly well in the aftermath of the 

Conquest. By 1765 he was Captain and owner of the goélette Isabella, “an established merchant 

residing on Rue Champlain, Quebec,” and an equal partner in the British firm of Johnston and 

Purss, with whom he was engaged to support their fur trade and fishing post. For the subsequent 

nine years Bouchette would deliver supplies and trade goods, attend to the partnership business at 

the post and bring back the furs and fish to Quebec – a long and stable relationship. He was 

nicknamed La Tourte (the pigeon), because of his reputation for fast passages.15 Isabella was 

numbered among the vessels captured by the Americans at Montreal. 

Bouchette is particularly remembered because he and one of his crewmen saved Carleton from 

capture by the Americans as the Governor retreated downriver from Montreal to Quebec City. This 

epic (though perhaps unnecessary) adventure required the fluently bilingual, aristocratic Carleton 

and an aide to disguise themselves as humble fishermen, while Bouchette, abandoning his own 
                                                        
14 A History of the Organization, Development & Services of the Military and Naval Forces of 
Canada from the Peace of Paris in 1763 to the Present Time, ed., The Historical Section of 
the General Staff, V. II, (Ottawa: 1920), 2-3, 84. 
15 W.A.B. Douglas, “Bouchette, Jean-Baptiste,” DCB, Vol. 5, (Toronto: University of 
Toronto/Université Laval, 2003) 
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vessel and crew to the Americans, rowed the Commander-in-Chief and his Aide-de-Camp safely 

through the American blockade in a small boat.16 Carleton recognized Bouchette’s service, giving 

him a position as Lieutenant and Master of the armed sloop, Hope, under a British Captain until his 

own schooner was recovered from the Americans.17  

Carleton also tapped R-H Laforce for service almost immediately. Laforce co-owned one of the 

“two [ships] already fitted out under the Command of Captain Chabot and Lizot.”18 Like most 

mariners, Laforce was not a wealthy man,  

Except for his ships [Laforce] does not seem to have acquired much property. Besides his 
lot on Rue Saint-Jean he owned a house in the Palais quarter, which he rented to a 
shoemaker. He sold some land on Rue Saint-Nicholas; it belonged, however, to his father-
in-law, who had mortgaged it in his favour.19 
 
 
Around the outbreak of war Laforce had returned to Quebec from a trading voyage to 

Martinique, and Carleton, likely learning of Laforce’s previous naval gunnery experience during the 

Seven Years’ War, appointed him Captain of the Militia Artillery unit in the Quebec Citadel on 

                                                        
16 Nelson, Carleton, 74. Evidently some of those present, including Bouchette, strongly 
encouraged Carleton to run the blockade with his flotilla, which he declined to do. Eleven 
vessels were captured by the Americans at the fall of Montreal, including Bouchette’s 
Isabella, armed with two six-pounder guns, Lizot’s Maria, armed with two nine-pounders, 
Laforce’s Providence, the St-Antoine (Pellerin), the Marie des Anges (Dassault), the Polly, the 
Gaspée, the sloop, Brilliant, and “eight batteaux belonging to the Crown.” M. Sanguinet, 
L’invasion du Canada par les Bastonnois, presenté par Richard Ouellet et Jen-Pierre Therrien, 
Quebec (1975) 72; Marcel Trudel, La Révolution Américaine: Pourquoi la France refuse le 
Canada (1775-1783), Trois Rivières, Boréal Express (1976) 104; Thomas Gamble, “Return of 
Provisions on Board the several vessels under the command of Brigadier General Prescott 
lying opposite La Valtrie the 19th November 1775;” Thomas Cooper, “Return of ordinances 
and ordinance Stores on Board the different Vessels, 20 Nov. 1775,” Transcripts of Letters 
from Maj. Gen. Philip Schuyler, 1775-76, The (U.S.) National Archives, NARA M247, 
Papers of the Continental Congress 1774-1789, Item 170, 209-211. 
https://www.fold3.com/image/434021?terms=continental%20congress%20papers%20thomas
%20cooper 
17 Douglas, Bouchette. 
18 “Quebec Gazette, October 5, 1775” in A History, 85. Chabot’s ship was likely the 
Providence, in which he partnered with René-Hippolyte Laforce. 
19 Desloges, “Laforce.” 
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August 15, weeks before the American invasion began. Michel Fortier and his son, along with 

Bouchette, Chabot and Lizot (Captains of Grenadiers), also can be found in the Quebec militia 

appointment lists that fateful autumn, actively serving during the American siege of Quebec City.20 

Chabot served under Laforce and was part of the crew of the battery of militia artillery that repelled 

the American western assault on the besieged capital on December 31, 1775, killing the force 

commander, General Montgomery. Michel Fortier led his company of Canadien militia in the same 

successful action.  

Scotsman Thomas Ainslie, who had been appointed Collector of Customs for Quebec in 1762, 

served in the citadel as a militia Captain and kept a journal during the siege. In it, he noted several 

times during the early spring of 1776 that Laforce was active in patrolling the St. Lawrence River, 

exchanging fire with besieging troops and helping to retain British control of traffic on the river to 

prevent supplies from Montreal reaching the American forces. Laforce also often actively 

harangued fellow Canadiens to come and join him.21 None of these actions by Canadien mariners 

were the behaviour of men who were concealing some underlying hostility to the British.  

Neither was it just ship captains, owners, and sailors who acted in defence of the British 

government in 1775. Other Quebeckers could be found early in the war working in the batteau 

transport service either crewing batteaux or building them. Batteaux are not frequently referred to 

                                                        
20 “Officiers de l’Etat Major, de loc. Milice de Quebec,” LAC, RG 8, C-1714, 1-76. 
21 Thomas Ainslie, Canada Preserved: the journal of Capt. Thomas Ainslie, Ed. Sheldon S. 
Cohen, (Toronto: Copp Clark, 1968), 64-86. Ainslie’s first-hand account is the best of several 
narratives of the events from the British perspective. Laforce’s wife Madeleine was also 
described as being pro-British. Her own family, the Corbins, were also prominently visible on 
militia lists during the siege. Pierre-Georges Roy, pre-eminent chronicler of Canadien families, 
wrote: Sa [Laforce’s] femme Madeleine Corbin n’a pas moins de patriotism que lui. Si La 
Force, raconte un contemporain, accablé de fatigue succombe au sommeil, et qu’elle entend 
sonner l’alarme, elle l’eveille, aussitôt, lui apporté ses armes en lui criant:-- “Dépêche-toi, La 
Force, Quelle honte pour nous, si tu n’étais pas le premier rendu sur les remparts.”  Pierre-
Georges Roy, Les Petites Choses de Notre Histoire, troisieme serie, (1922), 224-225. 
21 Nelson, Carleton, 72. 
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during the chaos of the initial American invasion and occupation of the province in 1775/6, since 

they were required but not regularly organized in large numbers for military purposes. During the 

winter and the siege of Quebec the British could not deploy batteaux in any case. One notable 

exception occurred on October 30, 1775, before the American capture of Montreal. On that date, 

Carleton mustered a substantial force consisting of about 800 Canadien militiamen (roughly half of 

the eligible able militiamen in Montreal, population 6,000, and nearly equal in number to the total 

number of British regular soldiers in the province), augmented by 130 British regulars and 80 

Indigenous warriors.22 Carleton intended to counterattack Americans across the river in Longueuil 

and then march east to lift the siege of his fort at St-Jean. He and his men boarded 40 batteaux and 

smaller vessels, but for still-murky reasons Carleton changed his mind, although his waterborne 

force apparently locally outnumbered the Americans.23 The (200+) batteau men required to crew the 

watercraft were probably corvée-ed to do so, and, though essential to the effort, they do not appear 

to have been included in any formal militia headcount. When the batteau men are added to the 

militia turnout in this case, it totals about 1,000 men, rather impressively approaching almost half of 

the town’s male population and 80% of the available militiamen. Although just a single event, the 

participation rate in this instance compares well with Louise Dechêne’s estimate that during the 

French campaigns of 1684 and 1687 against the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee), just under a quarter of 

the male population of New France participated.24 There was no hint on October 30, 1775, of foot-

dragging by Canadien mariners (or militiamen from Montreal).  

This response by the mariners and the militia supports the idea of parish-by-parish differences 

in response to the emergency and may help understand the psychology of why militias might have 
                                                        
22 Nelson, Carleton, 72. 
23	Lanctôt, Canada, 88-89; Nelson, Carleton, 72. 
24 Louise Dechêne, Le Peuple, 127. “Les 670 et 804 hommes présents au fort Catarocoui 
respectivement en 1684 et en 1687 représentent environs 21% a 24% de la population 
masculine âgée de quinze ans et plus.” 
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turned out in some places and times, and not in others. In any case, the response of these Montreal 

militia and batteau men to Carleton on October 30 contrasted sharply with their turnout for 

American Ethan Allen, whose inability to recruit from the same population less than one week 

earlier is evident. The Vermonter had been forced to make three separate trips to get everyone in his 

band of 130 across the river for an abortive attack on Montreal, suggesting he could obtain only two 

or three batteaux from the locals.25 Some historians suggest that the small British victory over Allen 

had heartened the rest of the city’s inhabitants that the British might actually win, which increased 

subsequent enthusiasm to turn out for Carleton.26  

Carleton well understood the strategic and tactical importance of batteaux and the necessary 

transport service they supported. As the threat of invasion grew, he had reported to Lord Dartmouth 

in London on August 14 that General Prescott was “attempting to construct some boats for use on 

Lake Champlain,” and that he hoped soon “to have craft sufficient, if we can contrive to man them, 

to dispute with [the Americans] the passage of Lake Champlain.”27 Late in that disastrous autumn 

of 1775 and just before freeze-up cut off further communication, the Governor sent Royal Navy Lt. 

Pringle, one of the very few British naval personnel in the province, to London to request 

reinforcements in the spring. Along with large numbers of troops, Carleton asked to be sent enough 

boatbuilding materials to rapidly assemble 500 batteaux for the swift and reliable upriver passage of 

men and supplies. The utility of batteaux had become very familiar to the British during the Seven 

Years’ War, when they had constructed hundreds of their own. The British army high command 

refused that part of Carleton’s request, however, sending just ten batteaux and the materials for 

                                                        
25 Harrison Bird, Attack on Quebec: The American Invasion of Canada, 1775, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1968), 135. 
26 Lanctôt, Canada, 88-93.	
27 “Carleton to Dartmouth, August 14 1775,” quoted in Nelson, Carleton, 67. 
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fourteen gunboats, (the rest of the batteaux went to Lord Howe in New York).28 As a result, 

Carleton was unexpectedly forced that spring to turn to local Canadien artisans to build the extra 

transport fleet he knew this army required.  

During the spring, summer and fall of 1776, Carleton’s attention was firmly fixed on expelling 

the Americans as he pushed southwest from Quebec. At that time, Canadien mariners in the form of 

boatbuilding artificers suddenly loomed exceptionally large in importance to the daily activities of 

the British army. Carleton’s correspondence throughout the summer demonstrated his deep anxiety 

about water transport. A small advance guard of several hundred of Carleton’s requested 

reinforcements arrived in Quebec, sans batteaux, on May 6, 1776, followed by 8,000 more on June 

1.29 Carleton immediately began his pursuit of the Americans as they retreated southwest up the 

river towards Trois Rivières, but his army advanced slowly. The slow pace drew considerable 

criticism from his junior officers during and after the fact. Part of the problem Carleton had grasped 

from his earlier years in the colony. Ascending even the lower St. Lawrence was difficult in the 

extreme when the (prevailing) winds blew downriver from west to east in the summer. “The winds 

were constantly against him, making it extremely difficult for the army to make much progress.”30 

Marching the newly arrived infantry in pursuit of the retreating Americans was a terribly slow 

business as well, partly from lack of supplies, but also many of the troops also were weakened, ill, 

and debilitated from their months-long transatlantic voyage to Quebec. As Edwin Curtis noted in his 

early study of the British Army during the American Revolution, 
                                                        
28 Arthur Bowler, “Sir Guy Carleton and the Campaign of 1776 in Canada,” Canadian 
Historical Review, 55: 2 (1974), 134. It was intended that Lord Howe should bring his forces 
up the Hudson River to meet Carleton’s army coming south up the Richelieu River. Internal 
politics may have played a part in the redirection of the batteaux – navy sailing ships could 
have brought Howe’s troops all the way up the Hudson to Albany – and Carleton was not on 
good terms with Lord Germain, who had replaced Dartmouth as Secretary of State for the 
American colonies.  
29 Nelson, Carleton, 85-87. 
30 Nelson, Carleton, 87. 
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Conditions [on board] were often fatal both to man and beast … Scores of soldiers, if they 
did not die of scurvy or other diseases, at least landed in a sickly and much weakened state. 
Captain Jacobs, in charge of some transports bringing [soldiers] to Quebec in September 
1776, reported that no less than twenty-eight had died, mainly of scurvy.31  
 

Of primary concern to Carleton was the need for batteaux to transport his troops as he 

advanced. Often daily, he wrote to subordinates haranguing and directing them to expedite 

construction, to keep the boats in circulation to the places they were needed most, and to hire 

builders. On June 17th Carleton ordered Brigadier-General Fraser to “find boats for passing the 

Regiment over [the river] to Sorelle, but if not General Burgoyne [in command of the large body of 

reinforcements that arrived June 1st] will send them to you.” Carleton evidently was not yet aware 

that Burgoyne, too, had brought no boats with him. On June 18th he wrote to Burgoyne, “… the 

Boats which you have with you are to be sent as soon as possible to Captain Harvey.” The same 

day, to Harvey, “I should be glad that you would give every assistance possible to the forwarding of 

provisions for the army by boats to La Prairie …”32 But, to Carleton’s great dismay, Burgoyne had 

no boats to forward, since almost none had been sent from Britain.  

On June 28th Carleton turned to the Canadiens for help to find them, or build them locally. He 

wrote to Lt. Governor Cramahé. “I wish you would employ every possible means to procure two 

hundred … flatt bottom boats for the use of the army.”33 On June 29th and July 1st, he harangued 

Cramahé again. “I have already written to you and pressed you on the subject of procuring 200 

boats; I must desire to be informed as soon as possible how you are likely to succeed, and if you 

meet retardment, or think you shall not get so many, that you will send me all the workmen you can 

                                                        
31 Edward E. Curtis, The Organization of the British Army in the American Revolution, 
(New Haven, Yale University Press: 1926),125. 
32 “Carleton to Fraser, Burgoyne, Harvey, June 17-18, 1776,” QUA, Haldimand Papers, H-
1433. 
33	Sir Guy Carleton, “Sir Guy Carleton to Lt-Governor Cramahé,” June 28, 1776, QUA 
Haldimand Papers, H-1433, B.039, 713. 
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collect from everywhere around you.”34 A similar letter went to Quebec District Militia Commander 

Colonel Tonancourt on 28th June, and yet another on the 29th.  

Je vous prie tres humblement d’employe en tous les moyens possible pour me procurer des 
batteaux a trois Rivieres et environs: faite travailles tous les occasions que vous pouvez 
trouver et envoyez-les moi a Chambly. Il n’y a rien dans lequel vous pouvez plus m’obliger 
ou qui avait de plus des consequences pour la service du Roi.35 
 

The necessity for obtaining batteaux locally was so extreme that, for example, most of the men of 

the second company of militia in Bécancour parish opposite the town of Trois Rivières were 

excused from coming to Carleton’s mandatory militia inquiry assembly on June 15th, 1776, “being 

[already] occupied with making boats for the King’s service.”36  

On July 1st, Carleton was evidently still expecting later transports from Britain bringing boats 

and he wrote Cramahé again that when those arrived, to send on their boats, master carpenters and 

artificers as quickly as possible, without waiting for the ships to bring them upriver, “should they 

meet the least delay.”37 The same day he wrote to Tonancour,  “Les operations de l’armée été tant 

retardé de faute de Batteaux, je suis obligé a vous en écrire encore une troisième fois.”38 Two days 

later, Carleton again wrote to Tonancour with an anguished plea for a response about the boats. 

“N’ayant pas encore recu de response a regard des Batteaux dont je vous ai ecrit trois ou quatre 

fois.”39 That same day, another letter to Cramahé. “I wrote to you some time back to beg you would 

                                                        
34 Ibid., 714-20. 
35 “Carleton to Tonancourt, June 28 1776, QUA Haldimand Papers, H-1433, B.39, 34, 
http://heritage.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.lac_reel_h1433/778?r=0&s=4 
36 Baby	et	al,	Journal,	44. During the siege, Carleton did not forget the apparent failure of the 
militia to suddenly turn out in large numbers. Immediately upon the relief of the siege, 
Carleton had commissioned two formal inquiries into poor militia turnout the previous fall, 
led by several senior trusted officials including well-known merchant and militia officer 
François Baby, one of the men who had survived the siege of Quebec with Carleton.  
37 “Carleton to Cramahe, July 1, 1776,” QUA MG21, Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
http://heritage.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.lac_reel_h1433/960?r=0&s=6 
38 “Carleton to Tonancour, July 1, 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
39 “Carleton to Tonancour, July 3, 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
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send all the artificers which could be found for the purpose of boat building … my impatience, in 

this so essential point obliges me again to urge you … towards hurrying them up to us in the most 

expeditious manner.”40 On July 3rd, Carleton wrote yet a third time to the Lt. Governor. “I must 

again desire you will let me know as soon as possible, whether anything be done about the boats 

according to several letters I have written upon that subject to you within these few days.”41 

 For the remaining months of the summer and early autumn of 1776, a massive batteaux 

construction program was put into action in Quebec to support Carleton’s focus on driving the 

Americans south out of the province up the Richelieu River and pursuing them via Lake Champlain. 

To transport an army of 10,000 south from Montreal up the Richelieu River to Lakes Champlain 

and George, where there also were no roads, Carleton needed roughly 400 tons of shipping capacity 

operating above the rapids at St. Jean, which meant at least 100 batteaux, and in the absence of the 

boats he had requested from London, he meant to build them locally. Two large mass production 

batteau building yards were in operation by 24 August 1776, in Montreal and, downriver, at 

Yamaska on the south shore of the St. Lawrence.42 As early as August 1, 1776, Carleton wrote to 

Lord Howe in New York explaining that the delay in pursuit was largely caused by the Admiralty 

not having sent him the boats he had requested. 

 
When I wrote last to you I was in hopes my progress would have been less retarded by the 
difficulties which the rivers and lakes oppose to us than I now find, not having received 
from England all the supplies of materials I last autumn requested by Captain Pringle might 
be sent to me early this spring … for the construction of proper vessels … together with the 
great number of boats which are required for the troops etc. unavoidably occation [sic] 
much delay.43 
 

                                                        
40 “Carleton to Cramahé, July 3, 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
41 “Carleton to Cramahé, July 3, 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
42 “Carleton to Johnson, August 24 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
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Continuing his pursuit of the Americans, on 30 August he ordered Major Nairne to use men from 

the Royal Highland Emigrant Regiment, which had been raised in the province on the onset of war 

and had formed part of the Quebec defenders during the siege, to move “Batteaux at Montreal 

which are designed for the service of the army upon Lake Champlain [downriver] to Chambly.”44  

On the Richelieu River/Lake Champlain front in 1776, crewing the locally built batteaux was 

largely a military exercise carried out by British army and naval personnel who arrived with the 

reinforcement fleet. Though there is little evidence of mass participation by Canadien batteau men 

in the British war effort during this period, significant use was clearly being made of (unpaid) 

corvée-recruited men for the “King’s Works,” repairing fortifications and hauling supplies by 

wagon, and for at least some batteau crewing. Problems soon arose. On July 25th Carleton strictly 

instructed Cramahé to arrest corvée absentees who had “no doubt returned to their own homes.”45 

This was a problematic order, hard to fulfill, and one that could negatively influence civilian 

morale. There is almost no direct evidence of what the batteau men felt about all this, but court 

records indicate some who refused corvée summons were fined and some deserters were punished, 

though sparingly and, apparently, half-heartedly. Professor Donald Fyson at Université Laval has 

said that court action was taken against only about 100 men for resisting corvées during the war – a 

tiny minority of the work force.46 In an era of harsh “exemplary justice” to deter future recalcitrants, 

                                                        
44 “Carleton to Nairn, 30 August 1776,” QUA MG21 Haldimand Papers H-1433, B39. 
45 “Carleton to Cramahé, July 25 1776, LAC MG21 H-1433 B39. 
46 Donald Fyson, Professor of History, Université Laval, Quebec City, Canada, personal 
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this level of prosecutions may have intimidated the populace into submission, though this seems 

unlikely, for punishments were not particularly harsh.  

In any case, a month later, in August 1776 and perhaps after some back and forth dialogue with 

more knowledgeable local Canadien authorities, Carleton took a different tack entirely. Apparently 

adapting to local conditions and tempers, he issued cautionary orders to Brigadier General Powell in 

charge of the army heading up the Richelieu River in pursuit of the Americans.  

the Canadian inhabitants from Sorell, including the same up to Chambly and both sides of 
the river [Richelieu] are, during their harvest or until further orders, to be exempted from 
all military services, corvées or fatigues and that in the meantime the boats with provisions 
or articles for the army necessary to be brought up are to be passed by parties of soldiers.47  
 
 

This was despite, or perhaps because, as some historians concluded, the Richelieu valley inhabitants 

were among the most inclined to support the invaders.48 It seems reasonable to deduce that the 

requested arrests of corvée defaulters were not, in fact, followed up. This new order presaged 

British reaction to Canadien needs that would persist throughout this war and the next.  

Habitants’ objections to corvées were not the only problem that confronted Carleton. The 

pursuit of the Americans was an arduous and time-consuming project in other ways, particularly 

regarding getting warships onto Lake Champlain. Each one had to be disassembled, portaged 

around rapids above St. Jean, and reassembled. But Carleton was also experiencing considerable 

resistance to his leadership from within his own forces. The Governor had appointed General 

William Phillips to supervise a third boatbuilding program at St. Jean on the Richelieu River and 

directed Navy Captain Thomas Pringle to command the new Lake Champlain flotilla. The problem 

was that Carleton insisted that Pringle continue to report directly to CIC Carleton, at all times, 

rather than to Pringle’s Royal Navy superiors. For naval personnel this was an aggravating situation 
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that they resented and sometimes resisted. Having the inland navy under army control in the colony 

predated the Conquest for both French and British regimes on inland waters, and the arrangement 

continued throughout the Revolution and into the next war.49 It was intended to ensure a unified 

command structure but created tensions between army and navy personnel that often hampered the 

war effort. 

 Unfortunately for Carleton’s reputation with the naval officers and some of his army 

subordinates, the campaign of 1776 was strategically indecisive, for the Americans retreated 

successfully from Canada with most of their army intact. Having chased them south into what had 

become New York State, Carleton retired from Lake Champlain in October back into winter 

quarters inside the borders of Quebec. He based this decision on winter resupply problems 

associated with such an advance hundreds of miles through wilderness into American-held territory, 

but junior officers including Burgoyne saw the withdrawal as timidity. Burgoyne returned to 

London that fall and convinced Colonial Secretary Lord Germain to put him in charge of the next 

year’s campaign. The insult by Germain of replacing Carleton with his subordinate in turn led to 

Carleton’s resignation. But the same problem of supply would haunt and hobble his successor’s 

disastrous summer campaign following the same traditional route south in 1777.  

However, while the pursuit of the Americans was solidly underway, in August of 1776, 

Carleton had also been able to follow up on earlier concerns about the security of the western pays 

d’en haut and the all-important fur trade. He had written to Germain’s predecessor Lord Dartmouth 

the year before expressing his fears about the weakness of the fleet on the western Great Lakes. 

“[T]he consequences for all the upper country of Quebec would be fatal, should this miserable fleet 

fall into the rebels’ hands.”50 Desiring “greater control over the [western] lake service than the 
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existing contract afforded him,” Carleton ended the private contract with Blackburn on the Great 

Lakes. This brought back to life the inland government-run Provincial Marine service. Carleton 

appointed Alexander Grant, the former British Provincial Marine officer who Blackburn had hired, 

to temporary overall command on all the Great Lakes and commissioned him to command the Lake 

Erie vessel, Gage. Carleton also appointed navy shipbuilder Richard Cornwall, newly arrived from 

Britain, as Master Builder on inland waters on a temporary basis.51  

But now the scarcity of sailors on inland waters raised its ugly head. The situation west of 

Montreal was more difficuilt with respect to shipping and crews than it was to the east and south. In 

late June Carleton had written to his former navy messenger, Pringle, who had been promoted upon 

delivering Carleton’s autumn reports to London, “acquainting him that a number of officers and 

seamen would be required for carrying on His Majesty’s service upon the [Great] Lakes … and I 

think it necessary to beg you will undertake to raise as many volunteer sailors from these [British 

transport] ships … as you may be able to engage …” offering them a salary “not exceeding forty-

five shillings, Halifax currency, per month.”52 The next month, Carleton wrote to the army at Fort 

Niagara that “I will send you provisions as soon as possible; the want of boats has hitherto 

prevented me and the same want will occation [sic] a great delay to the expedition that I am 

preparing for the upper country.”53 

A month later, on 14 September, Carleton wrote again to commander Lt. Col. Caldwell at Fort 

Niagara, sending instructions for the Lake Ontario naval service and indicating that he had 

“intended to send an officer of the Navy up the Lakes but that failed.”54 This was a sentinel event 

                                                        
51 MacLeod, Drum, 154-6. 
52 “Carleton to Pringle, June 29 1776,” QUA MG21 B39 H-1433. The Navy had a tradition of 
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 100 

that demonstrated that Navy officers were not very enthusiastic about serving under Army 

command on inland waters. Carleton had not been able to recruit such a person, though he had been 

able to send up a few dozen sailors from Quebec. They clearly would not be sufficient, and in an 

attempt to attract more sailors to the undermanned inland naval service from the local merchant 

marine, Carleton specified to Caldwell that the Provincial Marine sailors’ wages should be 40 

shillings a month or the same, on the Lakes, as the merchant seamen, whichever was greater.  

A scarcity of shipbuilding artificers and artisans also was manifested in Carleton’s letters to the 

senior Royal Navy officer in Quebec, Captain Douglas. 

I wrote to you some time past to beg you would send me all the artificers which could be 
found for the purpose of boat building, and not having had the favour of an answer, my 
impatience, in this so essential point, obliges me again to urge that you would have the 
goodness to order up to us all those artificers that are called of the navy, and said to be 
intended for Halifax, and if there should be others still remaining of those that are 
denominated Quartermaster General’s artificers, I must likewise beg your assistance 
towards hurrying them up to me in the most expeditious manner. 55 
 

Making a virtue of necessity, Carleton turned to Canadien shipmasters, sailors and artificers to 

fill the voids. He had become closely acquainted with several of the ship masters during the early 

part of the war, and Carleton now asked them to grapple with defending his 1,000-kilometer-long 

western flank. It was apparent that Carleton trusted the Canadiens to take up important leadership 

roles integral to the defense of the colony. Carleton’s successor, Frederick Haldimand, would share 

this trust through the end of the war and beyond.  

Following the defeat of the American invasion army and the recovery of the vessels they had 

captured, Carleton had returned R-H Laforce to command of his own vessel, employing him in 

transport and armed patrol roles on the St. Lawrence between Quebec and Montreal. Carleton 

instructed the Commissariat that, “the crew of the Providence under the command of Hipolyte La 
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Force is to be victualled from time to time as they require it in like manner as the troops serving in 

the army.”56 By October, however, Carleton had found more important work for Laforce, who was 

ordered to proceed, with his crew, to the old French shipyard on the upper St. Lawrence at Pointe-

au-Baril. There Laforce supervised Master Builder Cornwall over the winter months in the 

construction of a new, 18-gun warship for Lake Ontario, the Seneca. Carleton wrote to Lt. Governor 

Cramahé about it. “I have given a commission to Captain La Force to build a vessel for Lake 

Ontario in the execution of which I beg you will give all the assistance he may require.”57  

Ironically, Laforce was already familiar with the location from his previous naval service under 

the French flag. Laforce had supervised at the same site the construction of the last two French 

warships under his command during the Seven Years’ War. When Seneca was launched in the 

spring of 1777, Carleton appointed Laforce to her command, and then promoted him temporarily to 

overall commander of the entire British freshwater fleet. In 1778 Haldimand re-appointed Laforce 

“master and commander of His Majesty’s Naval Armament upon the Rivers and Lakes within this 

Province.”58 Laforce thus earned the distinction of being not only Canada’s first native-born naval 

flotilla commander, but also the only Commodore in Canadian history to serve his homeland under 

both French and British flags.  

In October 1776, Carleton continued to tighten security on the Great Lakes, banning 

commercial ship construction and regulating traffic such that “no … boats, those of the Indians 

excepted, or Vessells to pass upon the Lakes without proper Passports … ” 59 Henceforth only 

government vessels would be allowed so that rebel activities including piracy and access to the far 
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west posts could be eliminated. This direction meant that the government began to have to rely 

heavily for the first time on a much-expanded, corvée-supported transport service on the upper St. 

Lawrence river, and many more new batteaux and sailing vessels had to be constructed, officered, 

and crewed on the upper river and Lake Ontario. Canadien inland mariners did most of this work.  

Travel was hard work up the Richelieu, but it was much more arduous on the upper St. 

Lawrence. There, British troops and sailors simply did not have the required skills or local 

knowledge that had been painfully learned over generations by Canadiens. Unlike the Richelieu, on 

the upper St. Lawrence, troops could not be substituted in to move batteaux up the rapids without 

excessive danger and losses. Until Carleton’s 1776 ban, privately contracted Canadien crews 

associated with the fur trade brought many batteaux each year to a trading and transshipment depot 

located on Buck Island near Lake Ontario, renamed Carleton Island in 1778.60 Through Buck, or 

Carleton Island, from the Illinois and Ohio country, furs funneled back to Montreal after first 

arriving at western fortified trading posts at Detroit and Niagara. The private goods and supplies, 

along with Indian Department gifts, supported the critically important fur trade, maintaining 

positive political relations with the western Indian nations. “[T]he great fur-trading economy of the 

St. Lawrence which linked the administration at Quebec with the Indians in the interior [was] a 

single, primitive economy which lay at the bottom of this complex of political and economic 

interests.”61 But during wartime, pressure on this Atlantic-inland link quickly multiplied. Hundreds 

of regular British soldiers, most of their food (salted beef and pork, and flour) and all of their 

materiel (weapons, uniforms, ammunition) arrived by sea in Quebec from depots in Ireland and 

England.62 From Montreal westward to Lake Ontario, everything and everyone went in batteaux. 
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The additional wartime military load required an average of 34 batteau-loads (roughly 150 

tons) per week to reach Carleton Island, sometimes peaking at over 300 batteaux each month. Even 

at that level of supply, which required at least 1,500 batteau men on active duty each month, there 

were chronic provision shortages.63 During the middle and later years of war, 1779-82, the army 

routinely deployed over 600 batteaux at any given time, distributed roughly equally between three 

locations in Quebec City, Sorel/St-Jean, and Montreal.64 Calculated using standard batteau crews of 

five, the equivalent of 3,000 full time batteau men were thus required each summer to move British 

soldiers and supplies west and south from Quebec. This was the same number of men as were 

employed in the fur trade and constituted roughly 20% of the available male workforce in the 

colony.65  

The batteau transport service was not only vital to the success of the British war effort, it was 

also large, complex, and politically sensitive, requiring careful management and co-ordination if it 

were to reliably support the upper country. The wartime batteau mariners were ordinary French-

Canadian civilians recruited under the corvée.66 They were not part of the army, but the British 
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could not afford to have batteau men refuse to show up for work, for example, if they weren’t 

offered sufficient pay. Canadiens had a long tradition of resenting forced labour, even resorting to 

armed resistance.67  

In 1776 Carleton had initially been insensitive to this issue, but had quickly come to understand 

the implications of mass resistance by the majority of the population in time of war. In 1777 he 

chose a highly competent, demonstrably loyal Deputy Commissary of Transport, a respected and 

well-known French-Canadian merchant and militia officer who had been captured by the Americans 

in Montreal in 1775 and imprisoned by them for proudly refusing to surrender his British militia 

commission.68 For another 20 years, Militia Major Georges-Hippoyte le Comte Dupré oversaw 

staffing the corvée and transport service in the Montreal District, which included work on the upper 

St. Lawrence to Carleton Island and, after the war, as far west as Kingston.  

The incoming navigation season of 1777 confronted Carleton and Dupré with expanding 

challenges, as Canadien mariners were asked to take on significant new responsibilities to sustain 

the British regime in the west. Both Carleton and his replacement, General Frederick Haldimand, 

realized they had to be careful when they called up Canadiens for corvées, especially when it 

interfered with agricultural work. Apart from recognizing the need of corvée farmers to return 

home for the harvest, Carleton at first was inclined to take a hard line on supporting any positive 

incentives for Canadiens to provide the service. Others, including some of the British, recognized 
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in 1777 that the batteau men’s labour often involved “bitter discomfort,” but at the time, on 

Carleton’s early wartime Council, no-one wished to listen to those complaints.69 

Although French custom had allowed for some paid labour, and the practice during the British 

era had been to allow corvée exemptions for cash, Carleton insisted at first that batteau men 

recruited under corvée rules should not be paid. In mid-June 1777 he wrote to General MacLean 

that he was “not yet satisfied with the propriety of making any allowance at all to the men 

conducting Batteaux as there appears no reason why these should be paid while others employed on 

different services not less laborious or necessary are not.”70 Just two weeks later, however, Carleton 

appears to have learned a bit more about the situation. Carleton’s letter of July 10, 1777 

acknowledged there was confusion over this issue. As the biographer of Carleton put it, “… the 

militia law was so vague that there were numerous complaints about what services were required, 

who was to serve, whether payments could be made in lieu of service, and how infractions of the 

law were to be dealt with … Nevertheless, neither Carleton nor Baby would countenance any 

changes.”71 In his July 10 letter, Carleton clarified that those batteau men who were assigned to the 

western supply route to Lake Ontario should be paid, because that journey was arduous and 

required much skill, but the others working on the lower river should not. As he communicated to 

General MacLean, “the reason why those going from Montreal upwards etc. have been paid and not 

others is … That part of the river being full of difficult rapids … which is not the case where the 
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river is smooth and not interrupted by difficulties when all the men ordered on Corveé are equally 

sufficient.”72 

It is likely that a word to the wise may have come to the Governor from Dupré himself about 

the real skills required to navigate the upper St. Lawrence, and the need for delicacy and nuance in 

handling the transport service. Much of the communication in this era had to be verbal. Four days 

later, Carleton’s Secretary also wrote to Lt. Barnes, Assistant Quartermaster General in Montreal, 

about corvées in general.  

 
In answer to your letter concerning repairs of roads I am to acquaint you that the means 
proposed by General Maclean cannot be made use of, it having been represented to the 
Commander in Chief as unusual to employ the inhabitants of one part of the country to 
repair the roads of others, and if this were not the case, the demands of corvées upon the 
country are too great to admit of that which would be required for this purpose. Some other 
expedient must be fallen upon and Mr. St. George [Dupré] must be consulted about it.73 
 

Carleton’s references to consult Dupré illustrate the central role played by this Canadien in 

raising and managing the necessary labour for the Transport Service. Directing the war effort 

remotely through scarce clerical staff meant that all orders and communications had to be hand 

scribed and copied out, sometimes in quadruplicate -- “prodigies of penmanship … unaided by any 

mechanical means of duplication.”74 As a result, Major Dupré often had to ride out of Montreal to 

deal personally with corvée issues in his District. Dupré’s relationships with, and orders to, the 

militia captains he summoned and sent back out to find suitable men for batteau service necessarily 

were verbal in any case, since many of the captains, like most of their friends and neighbours in the 

parishes, could not read or write.  
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The captains then had to ride about their parishes to find the thousands of batteau men required 

each season. The degree of community compliance, or lack thereof, to the batteau call-ups must 

have rested partly upon militia captains’ good relationships with, and ability to command respect 

from their neighbours. This network of personal relationships, entirely silent in historical terms due 

to its complete lack of documentation, would have been fundamental to the functioning of the 

batteau transport system, and as such the Transport Commissary was clearly a leadership position 

that not just anyone could sustain. It seems highly unlikely that any British officer, even a fluently 

bilingual one, could have accomplished it, and Dupré would experience an ever-increasing load as 

the war progressed.  

In August, 1777, Carleton wrote to General MacLean, who was taking part in General 

Burgoyne’s ill-fated attack on New York State, about the issue.  

Sir, the harvest season requiring now the attendance of the inhabitants upon their lands, and 
being willing to grant them every indulgence in my power, I think proper, to acquaint you 
that all corvées shall cease for the time necessary to allow for the gathering in of the grain 
etc. unless … His Majesty’s Service shall require immediate dispatch.75 
 

By this time, Carleton understood more fully the need for skilled administration to manage the 

skilled labour. By the time General Burgoyne was in mid-campaign in his march south during the 

summer of 1777, Carleton viewed Major St-George Dupré as entirely indispensable to prevent “the 

greatest confusion” with “collecting and forwarding the Corvées and in assisting the several 

Transports.” It was then that Carleton recalled Dupré from where he had been serving at the front 

line with Burgoyne’s staff.76 Burgoyne felt this loss keenly. Without the efficient and 

knowledgeable Dupré, he could not account for where all his corvée-ed men had gone. Carleton 

blithely responded to an inquiry from Burgoyne in August, “By the returns I have received eight 
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hundred men have been sent to your army … besides the militia in arms and the Volunteers, what 

can have become of the Corvée men, it is impossible for me to say, neither can I learn.”77 

Burgoyne’s staff and clerks had simply lost track of the men, many of whom doubtless just slipped 

away home in the confusion.  

In August, 1777, there was still an issue with corvée pay, which Carleton had to try to 

straighten out yet again, likely because of the upper river batteau men, who continued to be 

recruited through Dupré, were paid while on corvée. Carleton in this letter may have added to the 

confusion, for he does not mention the upper river crews.  

… all labours performed by Canadiens for the Kings service is upon the same footing and 
not entitled to payment. The only line to be drawn in this respect is that when Artificers of 
any kind are employed, it is reasonable they should be paid as they get their living thereby, 
but people called upon from the parishes by corvée are bound to perform one labour as 
well as another without distinction.78 
 

All men eligible for corvée call-up were equal, but some (artisans and upper river batteau men) 

were more equal than others. But in the end, even the wagoners would have to be paid.  

To avoid such tedious and frustrating management details, there were various suggestions 

during the war to eliminate corvées through militarizing the batteau transport service. It became a 

familiar refrain that armed and mobilized militiamen should be ordered to do the jobs so the army 

could get around employing expensive civilians; multiple attempts to accomplish this failed 

dismally during both 1775-83 and 1812-15. In the end, there was no getting around the need for 

skilled civilian help, nor around the fact that resistance on the part of Canadiens would seriously 

affect the war effort, and that, in particular, had to be headed off.  

However tricky and delicate Carleton found attempting to avoid raising Canadien antagonisms, 

he did encounter strong and overt resistance to his authority from a perhaps unexpected source on 
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the southern Richelieu River front, a location much less remote than the Great Lakes. More than the 

Canadien mariners, British naval officers stationed at various posts on the Richelieu River 

apparently resented being under British army command. On the inland waterways, various 

governors including Vaudreuil under the French regime had insisted that naval forces must be under 

overall command of the the Governor, likely fearing that a split command between sailors and 

soldiers would inhibit cooperation and frustrate the conduct of the war due to conflicting views of 

strategy and tactics. Little in-depth exploration of this situation has been done but judging from his 

letters on the subject, Carleton struggled for control of Navy officers, including the new Royal Navy 

Senior Captain on the Canadian Station, Pearson, and many of the officers reporting to him. They 

refused to accept Carleton’s authority and over several months, Carleton was forced to become 

increasingly explicit in his directions to Captain Pearson. For example, in March 1777, he wrote, 

The Armament in question [on the St. Lawrence and Richelieu Rivers and the Lakes] is not 
formed by the Admiralty, nor under their authority, neither does their jurisdiction extend to 
those Lakes and waters where it is to serve; the power over those places, I conceive has 
been delegated to me alone by the King … as long as [naval personnel] are on this service 
they must be under my command and act under the authority of those commissions which 
the King has granted me for that purpose.79 
 

Through the winter and spring of 1776/7, dockyard commissioner Lt. Schank and other naval 

officers, including Pearson, refused his direct orders to accept the local authority of the army post 

commander at Fort St. Jean, Major-General Phillips. Phillips even offered to resign over this 

interservice insubordination. Carleton refused it, and in a letter rebuked Pearson regarding the 

bureaucratic quibbles he was protesting. One complaint Pearson made was that of Provincial 

Marine officers (mostly Canadien mariners) having the presumption to wear Royal Naval 

Lieutenants’ uniforms, a thinly disguised sneer at their abilities under the guise of punctilious 
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defense of protocol and custom. Carleton was indignant and defended the Canadien mariners, 

pointed out that over the previous two years since the beginning of the war, his appointees’ 

zealous and gallant assistance in repulsing the King’s Enemies as well as their discreet 
deportment in avoiding all manner of strife and contention with persons in authority, or 
other of the King’s servants or good subjects, strongly proved to me that they were equally 
determined as they know the proper way to maintain the honour and dignity of the Royal 
Navy.80 
 
It is possible to speculate on motives for this resistance on the part of sailors. The Royal Navy 

partly used seniority as a basis for promotion of its officers once they reached a certain rank, and 

normally did not recognize service time they accrued while separated from the navy and working 

for the army. 81 But Navy officers personally were also used to having opportunities for prize 

money because they had a right to share in the profits if any captured enemy vessels were sold or 

bought by the Admiralty itself. Some had become very wealthy in this manner. Indeed, Admiral 

Sir Peter Warren, a great-uncle of Loyalist Sir John Johnson, who raised his own regiment and 
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joined Carleton with it to pursue the Americans in 1776, had made a fortune capturing French 

ships from 1744 to 1747. “Warren’s income from war prizes amounted to at least £126,000, of 

which not less than £53,000 came from the prizes taken at Louisbourg. Next to Anson’s prize 

fortune, Warren’s was probably the largest ever accumulated before the Seven Years’ War.” 82 But 

there were few enemy vessels to be found traversing inland waterways. The rather uncooperative 

and jealous attitude on the part of some Royal Navy officers sharply contrasted with the 

supportive behaviour of Canadien inland mariners to join and continue service in the army-run 

Provincial Marine to the end of the war. 

The Navy dragging its heels wasn’t the only problem. Carleton also worked to ensure that any 

obstructive British army subordinates were fully cooperative with Canadiens whom he trusted. In 

February 1777 Carleton wrote to General Philips directing that a  

detachment of fifty men and proper officers with some Canadians, to go, as soon as they 
could get on, to [Pointe au Baril] and to remain there till the vessel is launched and brought 
to Oswegatchie. … Upon the representation of La Force to me that six of [the] eight 
carpenters which I ordered for him have been detained by Mr. Maurer at Montreal … I beg 
you will give an order for their being dispatched … as soon as possible.83  
 

British military officers disrespecting Canadiens who were acting under government orders also 

became an issue in the next war.  

Carleton entrusted with detached, important service, not only Canadien ship captains whom he 

knew personally, like Laforce and Bouchette, but also their subordinates. At the end of April 1777, 

Laforce’s Canadien shipmaster was to proceed upriver with materiel for the ship Laforce was 

                                                        
82 Julian Gwyn, “Warren, Sir Peter,” in DCB, vol. 3, University of Toronto/Université Laval, 
2003–, accessed February 28, 2021, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/warren_peter_3E.html;  
83 “Carleton to Major-General Philips 9th February 1777,” LAC Haldimand Papers MG21 H-
1433 B39, Image 1123; 
https://heritage.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.lac_reel_h1433/1123?r=0&s=4 
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building. Carleton’s secretary wrote to Major General Phillips on the Governor’s behalf, explicitly 

directing him to support this effort.  

Mr. Laforce’s master being to sett off from hence [Quebec] with such men and stores as he 
has collected here, for the vessel fitting out at Pointe au Baril; I … desire you will give 
direction for his being dispatch’d from Montreal with all possible diligence, and for his 
being furnished with everything he requires from thence … Laforce’s vessel is to be 
victualed from the King’s stores in like manner as the troops. His Excellency desires 
therefore that you will give Mr. Day (Commissary General) orders to take his measures for 
the supplying of her from time to time.84 
 

Laforce’s shipmaster was also tasked with organizing the pickup and transportation of the guns 

to arm the new vessel. Carleton felt it necessary to have his secretary write to the officer concerned 

at the Artillery Depot at Sorel, presumably to head off any potential obstruction from that direction, 

as there was a jurisdictional dispute with the navy over the ownership of the vessel the guns had 

belonged to. 

There having been ten six pounder guns belonging to one of the Treasury Vessels left, as 
we hear, on board the Canceau at Sorel, I am commanded to acquaint you that those guns 
are destined for a Vessel fitting out at Oswegatchie, and are to be delivered to the bearer, 
the master of the said Vessel, upon his receipt, and I am to desire that you acquaint the 
person who has the said guns in charge thereof, begging that they may be delivered 
accordingly and that you are entreated to give every assistance in your power towards 
dispatching of the above said master as soon as possible.85  
 
 

The resistance of Royal Naval personnel to working inland would also become familiar to 

Carleton’s successor General Frederick Haldimand, as would the supportive and cooperative 

attitude of Canadien mariners to the British war effort.  

But the British were so dependent on Canadien support at this time, anxiety about potentially 

generalized corvée resistance was never far from the surface of every military operation. This was 

apparent when General “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne’s summer campaign of 1777 collapsed, with 
                                                        
84 “Carleton to Major General Phillips, 29th April 1777,” LAC Haldimand Papers MG21 H-
1433, B39, Image 455. 
85 “Secretary to Beakie, 29 April 1777,” LAC Haldimand Papers MG21, H1433 B39, 45. 
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very negative results for the long-term British war effort. His defeat at the Battle of Saratoga 

culminated in the surrender of the entire British northern army from Quebec, including many of the 

reinforcements sent from Britain to Carleton. 86 The participation rate of Canadien transport corvée 

labour had been a critical supply problem for Burgoyne, revealing both its essential nature and the 

practical limits within which the British government could operate in forcing the populace to 

engage in corvées. Many corvéed wagoneers had refused to take their carts south beyond the 

boundaries of Quebec with the army, as militia custom and law dictated. Burgoyne had not brought 

any British army transport wagons, horses, or drivers with him. It is worth noting that Burgoyne 

ruefully penned in his later memoir of the war,  

How zealously soever a general, in such an undertaking as mine, may be served by the 
chiefs of departments (and much praise is due from me upon that score) for one hour he 
can find to contemplate how he shall fight his army, he must allot twenty to contrive how to 
feed it. [emphasis in original]87 
 

The importance of logistics was also apparent in a strong simultaneous diversionary attack from 

the west by a mixed force commanded overall by Lt. Colonel Barry St. Leger. This 1,000-strong 

force had proceeded upriver to Lake Ontario, then southeast down the Mohawk River Valley to 

draw American forces away from Burgoyne’s main thrust. Canadien batteau men had first lugged 

this unit and its materiel up the St. Lawrence to Carleton Island and then on across the lake to 

Oswego. There the soldiers had disembarked to begin a long uphill march inland to support 
                                                        
86 Perhaps worse, in a strategic sense, that impressive victory by the Continental Army would 
subsequently lead directly to France’s political recognition of the United States and its decisive 
entry into the colonials’ war against Britain. The entry of France into the war caused the British 
in Quebec to become more anxious about a rising of the general populace, and in the end led to 
victory by the Americans in the war. 
87 John Burgoyne. A state of the expedition from Canada, as laid before the House of 
Commons, by Lieutenant-General Burgoyne, And Verified BY Evidence; With a collection of 
authentic documents, And AN Addition Of Many Circumstances Which Were Prevented From 
Appearing Before The House BY The Prorogation Of Parliament. Written and collected by 
himself, And Dedicated To The Officers Of The Army HE 
Commanded. (London: MDCCLXXX [1780], Gale, Eighteenth century Collections Online).  
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Burgoyne. At least three Canadien river pilots (conductors) had accompanied St. Leger’s soldiers 

and a “large corvée of Canadian labourers would handle the [batteaux] and assist with baggage 

where necessary.”88  

It is unknown exactly how large St. Leger’s corvée of batteau men was, but it included at least 

48 batteaux (normally requiring about 250 crewmen) that were assigned to Sir John Johnson’s 

King’s Royal Regiment of New York. Those troops, raised from Johnson’s tenants in upper New 

York State, would have provided a significant portion of the initial transport requirements for their 

own unit in the safer waters around and below Montreal. It appears they brought the batteaux to 

Lachine, where the King’s Storehouses were located, most likely transporting them on wagons. 

From Lachine, skilled Canadiens were required, as always, to move the expedition’s batteaux up the 

river, and St. Leger’s Quartermaster paid them at Buck (Carleton) Island for their services 

overcoming the rapids. It is clear from the documentation of this expedition that by the summer of 

1777, the batteau men serving the western part of the province were routinely being paid on corvée 

service – recognition of the skilled nature of the job.89   

It was, of course, dreadfully hard work. One of the units attached to St. Leger’s force was a 

company of Hessian sharpshooters (Hesse-Hanau Jaëgers). Carleton was concerned how the 

aristocratic Germans might respond to the unaccustomed hardships of the journey upriver and wrote 
                                                        
88 Gavin Watt, Rebellion in the Mohawk Valley, (Toronto: Dundurn, 2002), 79, 83; 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/004304454; see also Podruchny, Voyageur, 87. The issue 
of recognizing the actual skills required of the batteau river men on the Upper St. Lawrence 
journey is one that also dogs references to others possessing manual skills. The Canadien 
canoe voyageurs were also seen this way. Voyageurs were often stereotyped by their masters 
as loyal “beasts of burden,” unthinkingly performing feats of brute strength and endurance. 
Their actual working routines, however, showed that batteau men and voyageurs were 
competent, highly skilled laborers, who performed tasks that required organization, skill, 
resourcefulness, and dexterity. Labor historians studying the social construction of skill 
among presumably unskilled workers, such as loggers, shantymen, or sailors, have shown a 
pattern where certain jobs were labeled as unskilled simply because a large pool of men had 
learned the required manual skills in boyhood. This was true of batteau men and voyageurs. 
89 Watt, Rebellion, 84. 
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to General Maclean at least twice about the issue. First, the Governor reminded Maclean that he 

needed to issue orders for “their Batteaux guides to be at La Chine,” and then requested him to send 

a British officer to “accompany them and give them his assistance … supposing that unacquainted 

as [the Jaegers] are with the management of Batteaux, particularly in the difficult places thru which 

they have to pass.”90 Though not stated explicitly, it seems likely that how the Hessians treated the 

batteau men was his concern, not the actual handling of the batteaux, which continued to be done by 

Canadiens, though assisted, apparently, by British and Loyalist troops.91  

Some batteau crews deserted from this expedition en route, and they persuaded as much as a 

company of the armed Canadien militiamen to go home with them. Perhaps the notoriously arrogant 

Hessians were not as careful in their “management of the Batteaux” as they needed to be. Colonel 

St. Leger collectively punished the remaining Canadien non-deserters. Instead of returning them to 

Montreal from Buck Island, he forced them to row the laden batteaux the rest of the way [about 30 

miles] across the open lake to Oswego, probably without pay. He also ordered the batteau men to 

substitute replacements from their own ranks to make up for the missing militiamen.92 General 

Carleton was critical of St. Leger’s handling of the situation – he felt the Colonel had not reacted 

strongly enough.93 But in any case, there were neither enough crews nor boats, for St. Leger also 

found it necessary to appropriate private batteaux and crewmen from local Island fur trade 

merchants for the Oswego leg, promising to pay for them.94  

                                                        
90 “Carleton to Macleod, 14 July 1777,” LAC, Haldimand Papers MG21, H-1434, 82, 89-90. 
91 Watt, Rebellion, 83. 
92 Watt, Rebellion, 86. 
93 “Carleton to Bolton, 15th September 1777,” LAC, Haldimand Papers MG21 B39, H-1434 
Image 227.  
94 Watt, Rebellion, 102, 106, 180; See also William L. Stone, The Orderly Book of Lt-Colonel 
Sir John Johnson’s Company 1776-7, (New Jersey: 1882), 62; 
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=3JsBAAAAMAAJ&hl=en_CA&pg=GBS.PR181 
accessed October 16, 2019. 



 

 116 

The disastrous failure of St. Leger’s and Burgoyne’s campaigns and the entry of France into the 

war meant that a new phase had begun. General Carleton resigned and was replaced by Sir 

Frederick Haldimand, who had to focus during his first year in the colony (1778) on defending 

against the possibility that France would attack Quebec to recover its long lost colony, in co-

ordination with another American strike.95 It was a worrisome possibility particularly given 

Quebec’s once-more-depleted British defenses in the wake of Burgoyne’s surrender. Haldimand 

wrote to Lord Germain,  

 

However sensible I am of the good conduct of the clergy … I am well aware that since 
France was known to take part in the contest, and since the address of Count D’Estaing and 
a letter of M. de la Fayette to the Canadians … many of the Priests have changed their 
opinions, and in case of another Invasion would, I am afraid, adopt another system of 
conduct.96  
 
Haldimand had obtained considerable intelligence that the Americans would invade again. “ … 

it was the language of the Country [United States] wherever they passed, that an Army would soon 

make its appearance in Canada.”97 This preoccupation with invasion of the eastern half of Quebec 

meant that little attention was paid to western garrisons in 1778. Haldimand did send Royal 

Engineer Lieutenant William Twiss and a party to reconnoiter the ruins and harbour of old Fort 

Frontenac to determine whether it was suitable for a new fort to protect the western entrance to the 

St. Lawrence. Haldimand had persuaded Navy officer Schank to participate by appointing him 

Commissioner of the Provincial Marine for all the Lakes, which earned him a promotion to Captain. 

Schank joined Twiss and the two men rejected Fort Frontenac in favour of Buck Island, soon to be 
                                                        
95 French Admiral D’Estaing signed a proclamation addressed to “les anciens François de 
l’Amérique Septentrional” that promised to do this. The note was posted by a rebel 
sympathizer on some parish church doors in the province. “You are French,” the proclamation 
read in part, “you cannot cease to be so.” Jean N. McIlwraith, Sir Frederick Haldimand, 
(Toronto: Morang, 1904), 123. 
96 “Haldimand to Germain, October 15, 1778,” quoted in McIlwraith, Haldimand, 128 
97 McIlwraith, Haldimand, 133. 
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Carleton Island. There, in the fall of 1778 Twiss began construction of a new fort he named Fort 

Haldimand, overlooking a deep-water ship harbour. Of course the routine provision of food, 

supplies, trade goods and war materiel via batteau men and Lake Ontario ships also had to continue, 

while Haldimand husbanded most of his military resources in the lower part of the province. Even 

without any major military activity it meant a very large volume of supplies had to be brought 

upriver from Montreal. Excluding military stores, during 1778 Canadien batteau men brought 

almost two million pounds of food, 7,000 bushels of peas, 1,000 gallons of vinegar, and 3,000 

gallons of rum.98  

By 1779, it was clear that neither the French nor the Americans had any intention of trying a 

new military assault on the eastern half of Quebec, and Haldimand was able to consider 

strengthening defenses in the west. Carleton Island grew into the major fortified supply and transfer 

depot, and harbour for the British Lake Ontario flotilla, replacing the downstream post at 

Oswegatchie. And Haldimand, like Carleton, relied on Canadien sailors to command and crew the 

fleet. Laforce, Bouchette and other French Canadians including de la Brocquerie and Chiquet, in 

turn commanded Seneca and other warships on Lake Ontario such as Haldimand, Mohawk and 

Limnade. Counting Laforce, Canadien mariners commanded half of the vessels based at one time or 

another on Lake Ontario from 1778-83.99 Bouchette and Laforce substituted for each other from 

time to time, both as commanders of Seneca and while alternating with British officers as 

Commodore of the squadron. Canadien seamen also formed large portions of crews of most of the 

other Lake Ontario warships. Seneca’s crew was entirely Canadien and she operated exclusively in 

French throughout the war. This represents extraordinary evidence of accommodation and 
                                                        
98 Gibson, “Carleton Island,” Appendix II, 120. 
99 MacLeod, Drum, 164, 192-3, Appendix X, Smith, Ontario, 94. Carleton continued, overall, 
to support the presence of Canadiens commanding British warships in the west. In 1777, after 
launching and completing Seneca, Laforce was granted sick leave and Bouchette was ordered 
to take over as Master and Commander. 
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adaptation between the Empire and its French-speaking subjects. Seneca likely represents the only 

example in history of a British-flagged operational warship in which all officers and crewmembers 

communicated exclusively in French with each other and with British High Command.100   

Demands for resupply and the active engagement of Canadien mariners grew suddenly stronger 

in the summer and early fall of 1779, when “5,036 displaced Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) refugees … 

arrived at Fort Niagara and asked the British for assistance.”101 They had been driven out of their 

Iroquoia homelands south of Lake Ontario by American General Sullivan’s scorched-earth summer 

campaign that had destroyed their farms and villages. Without the Canadien mariners there would 

have been no way to provide them with food and shelter. Those new dependents began consuming 

an additional 10 tons or more of army food per day, based on the usual soldier’s daily ration of 3-4 

pounds of beef or pork, flour or bread, peas, butter and rice.102 Finishing a new vessel in the 

Carleton Island dockyard became more urgent. 

Laforce was recalled from leave to command the military shipyard in 1779, partly because the 

shipyard artificers there were mostly French Canadians and the Master Shipwright did not speak 

French.103 A monthly return for Carleton Island in 1779 showed a total of 69 dockyard workers, and 

of 15 new shipwrights engaged and sent to Carleton Island at the end of 1779, only one had a non-

French name.104 The commander of Fort Haldimand spoke well of the prospect of Laforce taking 

over. “If your Excellency expects the Vessel built this year, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed, as 

                                                        
100 MacLeod, Drum, 192, Smith, Ontario, 94.   
101 Rihannon Koehler, “Hostile Nations: Quantifying the Destruction of the Sullivan-Clinton 
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104 “A Monthly Return of the Naval department on Lake Ontario 1779,” LAC RG8 C722A, 
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very little has been done in Regard to her, since my arrival here. I understand Capt. La Force is on 

his way to this, if he is allow’d to have the direction, perhaps he may push on a little brisker.”105 

The following spring the yard completed and launched the 22-gun, 230-ton sloop-of-war 

Ontario, the largest ship to sail on Lake Ontario to that date. One of the few Navy men present on 

the lakes, Royal Navy Lieutenant James Andrews, was appointed to her command at that time, and 

to overall command of the flotilla, although almost the entire crew of the ill-fated warship was 

Canadien.106 Haldimand, like Carleton, certainly “believed in the equality of [military] expertise, 

encouraging Canadiens to serve with the British.”107 But the competent presence of Canadien 

mariners caused anxiety for Lieutenant Andrews.108 He had privately expressed his concerns that 

the French Canadians were taking over naval operations on the Lake to his brother at Fort Niagara 

in 1779.  

the Changes talked of in our Department, has latterly entirely unhinged me. How [the 
command positions] are to be settled I know not, but it seems to me [Captain Schank and 
Governor Haldimand] are trying every possible Means to get quit of me, and to give this 
Lake up to Capt. Laforce and Canadians.109  
 
When Ontario was lost with all hands (including Andrews), late in the fall of 1780, Haldimand 

re-appointed Laforce to temporary overall command of the British Lake Ontario warships. Qualified 

officers experienced in war continued in chronically short supply, especially since Britain was now 

                                                        
105 “Capt. McDougal to Governor Haldimand, 23 June 1779,” LAC, MG21, B127, 64. 
106 Arthur Britton Smith, Legend, 86. 
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once more involved in a worldwide war with France, “by the fall of 1779, most of the Royal Naval 

officers had left the [Great] lakes service.”110 

British commanders did not only rely on Canadien sailors. Obtaining and keeping skilled 

artificers posed another significant problem for the British. As with other types of inland 

mariners, there were never enough of them to satisfy wartime demand. But like batteau men, 

artificers had to be handled carefully. Royal Engineer Captain Marr, commanding British Army 

Engineers in Quebec, wrote to Governor Haldimand about his problems with artificers in May 

of 1779, illustrating the frustrations of imperial military officers accustomed to instant 

obedience having to adapt to dealing with local Canadien civilian labour. “The Master 

Carpenter has just informed me that he expects the best of his workmen will leave him 

tomorrow unless their wages are raised, as they say that they can have a shilling a Day more in 

Town.”111 Haldimand wrote back to Marr telling him to moderate the strictness of his 

behaviour and to handle the workers carefully. “The Master Artificers are not to be confined to 

the Guard. Should they at any time misbehave, they are to be reported to the Commanding 

Officer or the Senior Engineer on the spot who will cause an enquiry to be made in their 

conduct.”112  

 

 

                                                        
110	MacLeod, Drum, 188. This method of organizing the inland naval service continued 
French and British practice from the previous war on the Great Lakes. The Provincial Marine 
remained under army command until 1813.	 	
111 “Marr to Haldimand May 6 1779,” LAC MG21 Haldimand Papers, H-1651, 168.  
112 “Secretary to Marr, May 20 1779,” LAC MG21 Haldimand Papers, H-1442, B83, 121.  
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Figure 6: Carleton Island and Fort Haldimand, 1780 
 

In the foreground is Ontario, underway for Fort Niagara. Haldimand and Seneca lie at 
anchor in the background -- Painting reproduced by permission of Canadian artist Peter 

Rindlisbacher, Ph.D. 
 

 

 Engineer Lieutenant Twiss, who had surveyed and established Fort Haldimand, replaced 

Marr, and put the problem even more clearly to Governor Haldimand in June of 1779. Twiss’ 

lengthy memo proposed that a military company of artificers be formed locally to serve in the 

Corps of Engineers.  

Such a company becomes more and more necessary every day, particularly when Corn, 
and other articles of Provisions, are so excessively dear since every inhabitant having his 
own farm can now gain more by cultivating his ground, than working as an artificer, unless 
he is paid a most exorbitant Price and hence it is that the Price of Labour, and above all of 
artificers, is daily augmenting, and in future … to avoid the necessity of employing said 
artificers … who from having a good house to go to, not only consider themselves, but 
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really are in some degree, Masters of whoever employs them, and I am convinced from 
experience, that having artificers by corvée never answers.113  
 

Twiss saw clearly how the British hierarchy of army officers and governors were having to 

adapt and accommodate the wartime requirements of the British Empire to the firmly stated needs 

of ordinary habitants. Twiss’ proposal explicitly states that artificers, and by extension other 

Canadien mariners, the skilled Canadien warship commanders, officers, crews and batteau men, 

were essential parts of the British military machine defending Quebec and had to be treated with 

respect. Artificers were extremely scarce. Less numerous than some categories of Canadien inland 

mariners working for the British regime at the time, they were nonetheless essential. In theory, 

recruiting more skilled artisans into the army would certainly solve the problem of what seemed to 

be outlandish expenses, and would remove from the enrollees the luxury of having a civilian’s 

choice to refuse the opportunity to work.  

In terms of sheer numbers, the sailors and artificers associated with operating and building 

sailing warships together constituted but a few hundred individuals – a small minority of the 

mariners considered in this paper. As had been the case since the beginning of the war, the largest 

numbers of Canadien civilians were batteau men working for the Transport Service. They had the 

power of numbers and the irreplaceable skills that, absent, could have brought the war effort 

defending the western posts to a complete halt. The Transport Service managed by Dupré had many 

moving parts. The overall complexity of the organization moving goods and people to the upper 

country is reflected in one typical artillery shipment destined for Fort Niagara at the western end of 

Lake Ontario in June and July of 1779. This ordnance consignment consisted of two 12-pounder 

and two 6-pounder field artillery guns complete with their carriages, rigging, tools, ammunition, and 
                                                        
113 “Twiss to Haldimand, June 12, 1779,” LAC Haldimand Papers, MG21, H-1651, 185, 
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accessories. The guns had been initially shipped from Britain to Canada, where they were received 

into the Artillery stores inventory at Quebec. The weaponry first was requisitioned by the 

Commander of Fort Niagara, then approved by the high command, who passed the order to the 

officer in charge of the Royal Artillery stores depot in Sorel, downriver from Montreal. The artillery 

depot officer then calculated the required batteau and crew numbers and either provided them from 

army personnel available, or more frequently, requisitioned them from Dupré, the sole officer in the 

Montreal District with the authority from the Governor to request any corvée. Dupré ordered out a 

militia captain or captains who were charged with recruiting the required number of batteau men 

from the militia list of a given parish or parishes and to bring them to the Sorel depot. Corvée laws 

required that 48 hours notice had to be given before a man could be drafted in this fashion away 

from his normal farming activities, though this could be reduced if the recruits were willing and 

able to leave their farms sooner. During planting and harvest this was always an important rule, 

frustrating military authorities when they had to respond swiftly to perceived emergencies.  

This particular cargo of artillery and stores initially required five batteaux and their crews (25 

men) to deliver it upriver about 60 km. from Sorel to the landing point on eastern Montreal Island, 

below the impassable Lachine rapids. From there, French-Canadian waggoneers on the Island were 

corvée-ed to transport the shipment by road up the length of the island to the batteau embarkation 

place above the worst of the easternmost rapids, which variously could be as far west as Coteau 

Landing (for Indian Department goods heading west) or at Lachine (for everything else). Wagon 

and driver requisitioning was also a galling corvée function. Heavy military work frequently 

damaged or destroyed the often homebuilt farm wagons, and sometimes even killed the horses – a 

nasty outcome for farmers and families dependent upon them for subsistence.114 Wagon corvées 
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were unpaid in the early years, though by 1779 payment was being routinely made – another 

example of necessary British adaptation to local circumstances. Transporting the guns from Sorel to 

the embarkation point at Lachine took two weeks to organize and accomplish.  

From Lachine, a total of 12 batteaux and 53 men were employed to move the artillery 

consignment the rest of the way to Carleton Island, a voyage which typically took 10-12 days  plus 

a day or more unloading, a rest day or two at the fort, and the return trip (often empty) of 3-4 

days.115 The assembly at the Lachine embarkation point of the 53 men took a further two weeks. 

There was no point in assembling them in advance since there was little predictability in when they 

would be needed. They typically were recruited and arrived in small numbers from several different 

parishes. Of the 53 men, six were Batteau Captains who accompanied the brigade (not to be 

confused with militia Captains), and one was a Conductor, who supervised and managed the entire 

brigade, once assembled. The 46 batteau men were variously paid either $8 for the (roughly 3 week) 

return trip from Lachine to Carleton Island, or $6, depending on skill, experience, and responsibility 

level (steerers were in command of the batteau and more valuable). Once returned to Lachine, these 

men were sent home. The Conductor (brigade leader) was paid £4. A dollar at the time was valued 

at a quarter of a pound in local currency, revealing that batteau men on corvée duty were paid 

comparable amounts to ordinary seamen, and were similarly provided provisions as part of the 

“contract.” Most civilians recruited by corvée were paid for the trip in advance, in cash or army 

paper to be exchanged at the Transport Commissary office.116 At Lachine, as the men gathered, they 

loaded the goods into batteaux once more. In this case it appears that the artillery load required 

splitting up. Most likely the heavy guns, carriages, and ammunition had to be divided into smaller 

loads for the arduous trip up the rapids. Batteaux going up the rapids were often loaded much less 
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heavily, expanding the overall requirement for men and boats.117 Batteau loads in any case also had 

to be adjusted constantly to conform to changes in water levels and river currents.  

Upon reaching Carleton Island, the cargo was transshipped once more to one of the armed 

sailing vessels based there, such as Seneca, which then carried it west up Lake Ontario to its 

destination at Fort Niagara. Including fees for wagon transport along the Island of Montreal, this 

single shipment by corvée to move the guns and related stores from Sorel up to Carleton Island cost 

£85/13/9. The total cash paid out for similar corvées transporting artillery stores in the year from 

August 1778 to July 1779 was £954/6/2.118  

Corvées were cumbersome and slow to organize, but if managed properly they were relatively 

cheap and efficient, in their own way. The cost of heavy goods shipping by water in this fashion 

was 1/25 that of using carts by land, even where roads existed -- and military cargos like guns 

required heavy-duty wagons (and roads).119 From the establishment of Fort Haldimand in 1778 until 

1782, each year batteau brigades moved an average approaching 2,000,000 kilograms (2,000 

tonnes) just of essential basic provisions such as pork, beef, flour, rum and peas from Montreal to 

garrisons in the upper country posts.120 This figure excludes any war-related or naval stores such as 

muskets, artillery, gunpowder, shot, uniforms, equipment, nails, rope, sail canvas, anchors, etc. The 

logistics train crewed by Canadien batteau men also brought people to create and crew a flotilla of 
                                                        
117 For example, postwar in 1817, corvées were being assiduously avoided and government 
contracts specified a maximum standard load on batteaux going upriver from Montreal of 
three and one-half tons, whereas they could carry up to a ton more than that elsewhere. LCol 
P.T. Nation, Contracts, Approved Tenders and other Documents, the Royal Naval Dockyard, 
Kingston, Upper Canada, 1815-1824, (Kingston: Royal Military College, 1992, 22-3. 
118 “Sorel, 18th June, 1779, Lading of five batteaux with Ordnance and Stores for Carleton 
Island in order to be forwarded to Niagara,” and “Lachine, 15th July, 1779, Account of Corvée 
from Lachine to Carleton Island,” LAC, MG 21 Add’l papers, Haldimand Papers, H-1651, 
http://heritage.canadiana.ca/vie w/oocihm.lac_mikan_1055131, B156 160.  
119 Robert W. Passfield, “Ordnance Supply Problems in the Canadas: The Quest for an 
Improved Military Transport System, 1814-1828,” HSTC Bulletin: The Journal of the History 
of Canadian Science, Technology and Medicine, V. 5, No. 3 (19), 1981, 187-209. 
120 Based on Gibson, “Carleton Island,” 120. 
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warships for service on Lake Ontario, and ships on all the upper lakes. During 1782, the peak year 

of activity, the batteau transport service overseen by Colonel St-George Dupré carried an additional 

700 tons of troops, ordnance and military stores up the river, completing an overall 1,299 batteaux 

trips during the navigation season.121 Calculated using a standard crew of five, almost 6,500 batteau 

men were thus employed in this service over one navigation season just to haul rations, materiel and 

people from Lachine to Carleton Island. For context, the total militia-age, able-bodied manpower in 

the province of Quebec in 1775 was estimated to be 15-17,000 men, out of whom fully one-third or 

more were actively engaged in the batteau transport service supporting British military activities.  

Viewing these numbers, (which exclude the Canadien sailing ship crews and artificers), it 

seems hard to sustain assertions that the ordinary people of the province were either hostile or 

neutral to the British regime at this time. Certainly, neither the Americans nor any other hostile 

power would have, or did, view batteau brigades as neutral activities, and gunboats were built and 

deployed to ensure the safety of the convoys.122 The Canadien batteau men were not neutral, for 

they not only sustained existing garrisons and enabled the construction of a flotilla of the largest 

warships constructed to that time for service on the Lakes, they also supported a series of raids from 

wilderness bases such as Oswego, Detroit, Fort Niagara and Carleton Island that diverted the 

attention of the Americans away from the British southern campaign and damaged the ability of the 

United States to feed its armies.123  

After the defeat of General Cornwallis at Yorktown in 1781, the British government began 

negotiations for peace and the war began to wind down. By September 1783 peace negotiations 

were completed and the Treaty of Paris was signed, recognizing the United States of America. The 
                                                        
121 “Maurer, Inspector of Batteaux to Haldimand: Return of Batteaux sent from Lachine to 
Carleton Island with Troops, Stores and Provisions, 18th November 1782,” LAC MG21, H-
1651. 
122 Gibson, “Carleton Island,” 60. 
123 Stanley, Canada’s Soldiers, 125.  
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British gave up much of North America but retained Canada. The Americans, though initially 

asserting a claim to the entire territory, could point to no evidence whatsoever where American 

occupation of territories west of Montreal gave them even a tenuous title to ownership, thanks to the 

actions of the Loyalists and Indigenous British allies. The peace terms were humiliating, but 

hegemony made a difference in the peace negotiations. The northern half of New York State, the 

western two thirds of Pennsylvania, and the entire region south of the Great Lakes and north and 

west of the Ohio River were under British control, and the survival under the British flag of 

territories that would in less than a decade become Upper Canada was assured in no small part due 

to the work of thousands of obscure Canadien inland mariners in support of the British regime. 

Without them, none of the western posts (or Indigenous allies) would likely have been retained 

within British North America,  

Loyalists were naturally unpleasantly surprised by the peace terms, and even Swiss-born 

Quebec Governor Haldimand, quite aware of the strategic situation in the west, felt that the treaty 

was an absolute betrayal. He wrote, “My soul is completely bowed down with grief at seeing that 

we (with no absolute necessity) have humbled ourselves so much as to accept such humiliating 

boundaries. I am heartily ashamed, and wish I was in the interior of Tartary.”124 The work of the 

Canadien mariners supporting British North America did not end, however, with the cessation of 

hostilities. As the British garrison moved from Carleton Island to its new site near the former 

French Fort Frontenac in anticipation of, and in response to the new border with the United States, 

the shipyard remained in operation, though artificers were sent home. Several buildings were moved 

by ship to Cataraqui (later Kingston). But Captain Laforce was now ordered to make a survey of 

                                                        
124 “Haldimand to Reidesel, Quebec City, April 26 1783,” in Gavin K. Watt, I am heartily 
ashamed, Toronto: Dundurn Press (2010), 381. 
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Lake Ontario.125 Laforce also was instrumental in creating the first working wharf since the French 

regime in the refugee settlement that became Kingston. The batteau men remained essential to deal 

with a new postwar crisis -- the growing accumulation of thousands of “virtually destitute” 

American Loyalist refugees in tent camps east of Montreal.126 This large group of forced migrants 

threatened to disrupt the delicate political situation within the French-speaking colony and 

Haldimand therefore was determined to resettle them in areas to the west, safely away from the 

majority French population. Sir John Johnson was placed in charge of this operation. Responsibility 

for transporting the thousands of displaced individuals to what became their new homes in the 

forests along the St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario, rested, as always, with the batteau transport 

service. By the end of 1784 the Loyalist resettlement at Kingston (then Cataraqui) included “more 

than fifty-six hundred white refugees,” men, women, and children.127 At roughly 20 people per 

batteau, this effort alone required almost 300 additional batteau loads, involving 1,500 batteau men.  

But the Canadiens’ job was not over even after the migrants had been relocated upriver in 1784. 

The lateness of the season when refugees began to take possession of their new tracts in the forest 

meant that Haldimand had to make a decision about supporting them, contradicting orders from 

London. On his own initiative, Haldimand committed the Crown to ongoing support for the 

refugees with full army rations, tools and other supplies for two years, until their crops could begin 

                                                        
125 “A Survey of Lake Ontario done by H. Laforce of the Naval Department & Lewis Kotté 
Assistant Engineer. The North Shore in 1783 and the East and South Shores in 1789 by order 
of His Excellency the Rt. Honble. Lord Dorchester Governor and Commander in Chief etc. 
etc. etc. [cartographic material].” LAC, Cartographic material  Microfiche NMC121264 
http://collectionscanada.gc.ca/ourl/res.php?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&url_tim=2020-08-
14T12%3A14%3A24Z&url_ctx_fmt=info%3Aofi%2Ffmt%3Akev%3Amtx%3Actx&rft_dat
=4132104&rfr_id=info%3Asid%2Fcollectionscanada.gc.ca%3Apam&lang=eng 
126 Maya Jasonoff, Liberty’s Exiles, (Toronto: Random House 2011), 191; “By the end of 
1783, one tally suggested that more than three thousand [Quebec] refugees stood in need of 
basic clothing.” 
127 Jasonoff, Exiles, 193. 
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to be grown and harvested.128 Until the close of the navigation season in 1786, the batteau service 

managed by Le Comte Dupré continued to provide essential food and goods to thousands of 

refugees.  

Actual returns for this period are unavailable, but a simple calculation reveals the magnitude of 

the support that had to be sent from Montreal after the Loyalists arrived in what would become 

Upper Canada. British army daily rations included roughly four lbs. of meat, flour and rice or 

oatmeal per person, not including rum. Conservatively assuming 5500 refugees to feed, that would 

have amounted to about 8.25 tons or at least two or more batteau loads per day. The short shipping 

season means that this should be doubled to an average of about four batteaux per day or 28 per 

week loaded just with food. But in addition to the refugees themselves and their provisions, the 

batteaux also had to bring up other items and tools. Among other things, these included tons of seed 

wheat, thousands of axes and hoes (one for every man) as well as other tools including including 

ploughs, pickaxes, nails, handsaws, clothing, shoes and livestock, window glass, putty.129 These 

items for the Loyalist refugees were in addition to the ongoing routine stores, food and materials for 

the existing reduced garrisons that continued to man the posts in the west, for the Indian 

Department, and for the naval forces of the Provincial Marine.  

Though overall this may have been a slightly less onerous burden than the wartime 

requirements, the work of the Canadiens remained significant. The 1783 Return of Provisions and 

Stores sent from Lachine and Coteau to the Upper Posts shows that the coming of peace had 

reduced the rations shipment for the downsizing garrisons sharply by 75%, to just over 500 tons 
                                                        
128 Bruce G. Wilson, As She Remains: An Illustrated Introduction to Loyalist Ontario, 
{Toronto: Dundurn Press 1981), 75; J.M. Bumstead, A History of the Canadian Peoples, 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1998), 94; Mary Beacock Fryer, “First Large-Scale 
Immigration 1784-1800,” in Loyal She Remains: A Pictorial History of Ontario, (Toronto: 
The United Empire Loyalists’ Association of Canada, 1984), 105. 
129 Richard A. Preston, Ed., Kingston Before the War of 1812, Toronto, Champlain Society, 
1959, 72-88. 
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sent up during the navigation season.130 But in subsequent years, the quantities of provisions and 

stores required to be sent up to sustain the Loyalists suggest that the batteau service returned, for a 

time, to its wartime intensity. In June of 1786 this regular government support ceased, thereby 

reducing postwar expenses and potential political stresses of the government corvée-staffed 

transport service upriver from Montreal.131  

The British had learned a great deal during the war about how to manage a Canadien civilian 

workforce. And after some initial hesitation (and some outright resistance) Canadiens appear to 

have been willing to support the British in their conflict with their recalcitrant colonies to the south. 

Canadien mariners were an essential element in the bitter conflict. The British kept significant 

numbers of Canadien mariners in service for three years after the war officially ended and also, 

unlike the pre-1775 era, authorities kept a nucleus of Canadiens active in the Transport Service and 

the Provincial Marine, including both sailors and shipbuilders based in Kingston. Small at first in 

numbers, during the quarter century that elapsed before the Americans invaded again in 1812, the 

numbers of Canadiens working on the St. Lawrence and Great Lakes began to grow once more in 

the first decade of the 19th century. The British Governors of Quebec had seemingly understood the 

signals they received from the Canadiens, for, perhaps surprisingly, the developing partnership had 

endured and survived its first major crisis.

                                                        
130 Gibson, “Carleton Island,” 120. 
131 Douglas McCalla “The “Loyalist” Economy of Upper Canada, 1784-1806,” Histoire 
Social/Social History, Vol. XVI, No. 32, (novembre-November 1983), 279-304. See also 
Bruce G. Wilson, As She Began, an illustrated introduction to loyalist Ontario, Toronto, 
Dundurn Press (1981), 105. For information about Loyalist batteau units, see Appendix 1. 



 

 131 

 

 Chapter Four 

Canadien Inland Mariners During the Interwar Period, 1787-1812 

“never … could there be manifested more cheerful alacrity and zeal … as well by the 

Canadians as by the British.”1 

 

Former Governor Sir Guy Carleton returned to Quebec as Lord Dorchester in 1786 to replace 

Sir Frederick Haldimand, and the colony moved forward into a peacetime era. The American 

Revolution had successfully challenged British North American hegemony and during the war 

Imperial authorities had had to seek and maintain the active participation of thousands of Canadien 

mariners in the British war effort. That need resulted in necessarily accommodative, pragmatic, and 

respectful actions on the part of the government toward Canadiens. British governors were 

compelled to recognize and attempt to reconcile the vast French-English population imbalance and 

the absence of substantial British immigration that could achieve assimilation of Canadiens into a 

British community.2 Judged by their actions during the war, the mariners had responded positively 

to the challenge of wartime under British authority and Canadien inland mariners continued to work 

for the government throughout the interwar era, exhibiting no overt signs of resistance although 

some significant exceptions to the British accommodative approach appeared. 

For government services, the postwar era was a time to reduce, regroup and consolidate. 

Dorchester reported to London in 1787 that he had only 2,000 troops left under his command to 

defend over 1,000 miles of Quebec territory, and many of the thinly garrisoned western posts were 

                                                        
1 “Quebec Mercury, 31 August 1808,” in Hitsman, Incredible, 18. 
2 Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 54-55; H.V. Nelles, A Little History of Canada, 3rd Ed., 
(Toronto: Oxford Press 2017), 74. 
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in wretched condition.3 Troop levels would drop even further after the signing of Jay’s Treaty in 

1794. As troop numbers drew down, so did the need for Canadien inland mariners. But the smaller 

numbers of batteau men and other Canadien mariners continued to work for the government on the 

upper St. Lawrence and Lake Ontario in the full variety of roles they had taken up during the war. 

The corvée continued to be used to recruit batteau men (and wagoners) for short-term government 

work, and ever larger sailing ships, both armed and commercial, continued to be built on Lake 

Ontario. The Provincial Marine’s operational activity on the lake was primarily communications 

and transport to support government needs, the fur trade and the burgeoning Upper Canada settler 

economy, until tensions with the United States rose again. As the peacetime economy grew, 

opportunities expanded in the private sector for Canadien boatmen, shipbuilders and sailors, 

generating increased prosperity and goodwill across the colony. The ongoing dominant economic 

influence of the fur trade demanded cooperation between English and French to be profitable. As 

Donald Creighton wrote, “the merchants were still unquestioningly willing to accept the … French-

Canadian institutions because they were the superstructure of which the fur trade was the base.”4 

River traffic to the west rapidly increased. “The number of boats was increasing and the tolls taken 

on the canals [of the upper St. Lawrence] in 1799 amounted to double those in 1795.”5 The fur trade 

achieved perhaps its zenith as an economic force in the colony during the 1812-14 era, after which 

other staple exports such as timber and grain became increasingly important to colonial economies.6  

Adaptations by both French and British were apparent and plentiful in the interwar period. 

“Canadien inhabitants would have been quite familiar with [British] regulations on military corvées, 

                                                        
3 Nelson, Carleton, 199, 201. 
4 Creighton, Empire, 96. 
5 At the end of the American Revolution a canal was dug and locks were installed across a 
point of land at Coteau-des-Lacs west of Montreal. Several other lesser structures in the area 
avoided some particularly bad stretches of whitewater. Creighton, Empire, 141. 
6 Ouellet, Economy, 214. 
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the marking of winter roads, or the sale of alcohol to Natives, and probably more so than recent 

immigrants from Britain, or even the other American colonies.”7 But latent tensions certainly 

existed and began to reveal themselves. In the background significant political discord was growing. 

Conflict rose in Quebec between traditional, landed interests (including the Catholic clergy and 

British immigrants buying up seigneuries, as well as the original French owners), who opposed 

progressive ideas and proposals from the bicultural merchant class and a growing group of 

Canadien professionals who wished to abolish the old feudal tenure. Polarization was fueled during 

the interwar decades by the growth of a literate, politically aware, professional French Canadian 

class due to the growing economy, and by episodes of increasing intolerance from assimilation-

minded British, whose tempers became inflamed by insecurities generated by Britain’s war with 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic France.8  

Popularly elected assemblies added their own element of stress to the internal political 

situation. In 1791, eight years after the war, and partly at the urging of the flood of Anglo-American 

Loyalist migrants into the province, the British divided the colony politically into two, Upper and 

Lower Canada, providing each with an elected assembly and its own Lieutenant-Governor.9 For the 

French-speaking population, the 1791 Legislative Assembly was their first opportunity to organize 

and voice their opinions on issues of the day through politics and elections rather than through 

traditional acts of riot and civil disobedience, or petitions and lobbying the Governor and the 

Crown. The enhancement of public communication through the establishment of newspapers such 

as Le Canadien and Quebec Mercury during this era (1805), supplementing the Quebec Gazette and 
                                                        
7 Donald Fyson, Magistrates, Police and People, 23. 
8 Jacques Lacoursière, Histoire Populaire du Québec Des origins à 1791, Tome 1, (Québec: 
Septentrion, 1995), 352. Also G.P. Browne, “Murray, James,” in DCB, V. 4, University of 
Toronto/Université Laval (2003); Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 60-61. 
9 H.V. Nelles, A Little History of Canada, 3rd Edition, (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 82-3, see also Paul Romney, “Constitution Act, 1791,” The Oxford Companion to 
Canadian History, Ed. Gerald Hallowell, 151-2, 2004; Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 58-9. 
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Montreal Herald, further enabled an increasingly partisan public discourse.10 A series of unpopular 

changes to corvée and militia laws antagonized many in Lower Canada, and the world environment 

changed radically after 1789.  

By the beginning of the new century, the British also began to worry about what was the 

unstable era of Atlantic Revolutions and potentially aggressive intentions on the part of the United 

States. The French Revolution and resulting war between Britain and France exerted a pernicious 

influence on intercultural politics in Lower Canada almost until the renewal of war with the United 

States in 1812. Beginning a decade after the end of the American Revolution and with only minor 

respites, France and Britain again waged war on each other worldwide until the Battle of Waterloo 

in 1815. Political turbulence rocked Lower Canada from time to time during the 1790s and first 

decade of the 19th century, threatening to crack and curtail accommodation between French and 

British in the province, but the arrival of a conciliatory, bilingual Governor Prevost seemed to 

resolve local tensions during 1811 – just as the threat of war with the United States began to loom 

strongly once more. 

 

 The end of the Revolutionary War brought the province renewed economic activity and 

prosperity, though government services wound down. As early as the summer of 1785, merchants in 

the west began construction and operation of their own large batteaux on Lakes Erie, Huron, 

Superior and Michigan. Governor Dorchester lifted the ban on private sailing vessel shipping on the 

lakes two years later. Even before the change in regulation, commercial traffic had been necessary 

to support the fur trade, and commerce had been growing with new western settlements of loyalist 

refugees on the river and Lake Ontario.11 The rising peacetime economic tide floated many colonial 

                                                        
10 Dickinson and Young, Quebec, 61, 92. 
11 Macleod, Drum, 147-8. 
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boats. Increased fishing, wheat, and timber exports required shipping. Agriculture production grew 

initially due to high prices paid for government wheat and flour purchases to support the wartime 

army, and continued, “the overseas sale of Lower Canadian wheat increased from 1785 to peak 

levels in 1802.” During the years (1806-14) of the Napoleonic blockade of Baltic timber shipments 

to Britain, colonial forestry industries felt the new demand and also began to boom. By 1811 Britain 

imported 19,000 masts each year from Lower Canada.12 Growth in shipbuilding and shipping of 

every commercial variety was required to meet this demand and created employment among 

Canadien artificers and sailors, and, on the rivers, batteau men. In 1787 just a single large merchant 

ship was constructed in Quebec but within a decade, the capital’s dockyards were consistently 

launching seven vessels each year.13 Fernand Ouellet described the last decade of the century as “an 

age of good feelings” in the Canadas due to economic progress that included Canadien mariners of 

all types. “The Revolutionary War … caused the failure of the Albany [U.S. fur trade] route,” but 

that had benefited Canada.14 For example, the town of Sorel, where the North West Company 

recruited many of its canoe voyageurs, saw “… habitants of the fur trade community … far better 

off in the 1790s than they were forty years earlier or forty years later.”15 

From very early in the post-Conquest era, vehement agitation by incoming British-American 

merchants had belabored the Quebec government about having to put up with a French quasi-feudal 

seigneurial landholding regime, French civil law, and the absence of any semblance of a 

representative government. The early merchants and later the Loyalists had brought democratic 
                                                        
12 Ouellet, Economy, 213-4. 
13 Ouellet, Economy, 35, 215; Paul Terrien, Québec mer et monde, 6. See also Albert Faucher, 
“The Decline of Shipbuilding at Quebec in the 19th century,” Canadian Journal of Economics 
and Political Science, Vol. 23, #2, 05/1957 and Canadian Military History Gateway, 
http://www.cmhg.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/page-361-eng.aspx 
14 Creighton, St. Lawrence, 7. 
15 Ouellet as cited in F. Murray Greenwood, Legacies of Fear: Law and Politics in Quebec in 
the Era of the French Revolution, Toronto (1993), The Osgoode Society, 6. See also Ouellet, 
1791, 30-51 and Greer, Peasants, 185. 
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English colonial traditions and expectations regarding both politics and land ownership with them, 

and some resented the restrictions to their customary freedoms that existed in Quebec. Eventually, 

London decided to split the colony into two administrative districts, Upper and Lower Canada, 

based on their geographic locations on the St. Lawrence watershed. June 19, 1791 marked a major 

political milestone, establishing identical, partly elected legislatures. Upper Canada being led by a 

Lieutenant-Governor, John Graves Simcoe, who reported to the overall civil and military authority 

vested in Governor Dorchester. An ambitious, well-connected, British army officer, from the 

beginning Simcoe had plans for the new colony, which included assuming greater control over 

inland transportation and the Provincial Marine on the upper St. Lawrence and Great Lakes.16  

More than 50% of the first Parliamentary members in Lower Canada were from the landowner 

class, the seigneurs, some of whom by now were wealthy British men who had purchased 

seigniorial lands and initially, it seemed that the assembly would support the old quasi-feudal order. 

But, the income requirement for rural voting rights was so low (annual income of two pounds) that 

“the great majority of rural heads of families, who held feudal title to their farms and thence the 

income from their activities, were enfranchised.” The urban parts of Lower Canada saw the 

franchise similarly widely distributed, enabling political activity by the new middle class of small 

merchants, professionals, clerks, and artisans.17 The composition of the Legislative Assembly began 

to change in subsequent elections, reflecting this new demographic and this would periodically have 

an impact on the relationship between a legislature that was increasingly responsive to Canadien 

interests, and the British authorities. 

Before his departure in late 1784, Governor Haldimand had placed the Provincial Marine 

service under the direct supervision of the British Army Quartermaster General, which department 
                                                        
16 S. R. Mealing, “Simcoe, John Graves,” in DCB accessed April 16, 
2021, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/simcoe_john_graves_5E.html. 
17 Ouellet, 1791, 24-25. 
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knew little or nothing about waterborne activities. He had also reduced the Provincial Marine 

staffing complement on all the lakes to slightly more than 100 men all told, rendering it vulnerable 

to skilled manpower shortages. On each lake a senior Captain reported to the district army 

commander. One ship’s carpenter was posted on each lake.18 Inadequate staffing remained a chronic 

problem for the entire interwar era and most of the War of 1812.  

Government downsizing quickly affected all Canadien mariners, including shipmasters. Many 

of them continued to find a place in government service, however. J-B Bouchette, for example, was 

discharged at the end of the war and returned to the St. Lawrence River merchant marine, acquiring 

another schooner named Angélique. Governor Dorchester appointed him a Captain of Militia, but by 

1789 Bouchette had returned to the Provincial Marine on Lake Ontario, where he was granted a new 

commission as Master and Commander of the ageing Seneca, with its still mostly Canadien crew 

(an appointment later confirmed by the new Lieutenant Governor). Five years later Dorchester 

appointed Bouchette Commodore of the small Lake Ontario flotilla, demonstrating Britain’s 

ongoing level of respect for Canadien leadership.19 Bouchette’s son, Joseph, qualified as a surveyor 

in 1791 and also served as a junior officer in the Provincial Marine on Lake Ontario, commanding a 

gunboat under his father’s authority until 1796. The younger Bouchette was put in charge of 

completing detailed hydrographic surveys of York harbour and raised the grounded schooner 

Onondaga there, which earned him Simcoe’s and Dorchester’s recognition and a promotion to 2nd 

Lieutenant in the Provincial Marine.20 Interestingly, after being dismissed from the shrinking Lake 

Ontario Marine service, the younger Bouchette was given command of a patrol gunboat on the 
                                                        
18 Macleod, “Drum,” 144. 
19 In 1790 Bouchette sold his new vessel to pay his debts. Douglas, “Bouchette, J-B,” DCB. 
Bouchette moved his family to Kingston, where they acquired land. Lady Simcoe recorded in 
her diary that “Miss Bouchette, daughter of Commodore, dined on board [Onondaga] with 
me” in May of 1795. Preston, Kingston, (note) lxxxii. 
20 W.A.B. Douglas, “Bouchette, J-B” DCB, and Claude Boudreau and Pierre Lépine, 
“Bouchette, Joseph,” DCB, Vol 7, (1988) University of Toronto and Université Laval. 



 

 138 

lower St. Lawrence in 1797, and he may have been involved in the capture of the notorious 

American spy McLane.21 Joseph Bouchette would go on to a remarkable career, including a post as 

Surveyor-General of Lower Canada. Bouchette, senior, continued as the Lake Ontario Provincial 

Marine Commodore until he was retired on half-pay in 1803, and he died in Quebec the next year.22 

R-H Laforce was also kept on in public service during the early interwar period. The British 

employed him to survey Lake Ontario in 1786, and again in 1789 with Lewis Kotté – very 

demanding work around the lake for a man over the age of 60.23 Laforce also was asked in 1789 to 

supervise construction of the first British government wharves in Kingston on Point Frederick. 

There he established a dockyard, erecting some buildings and moving naval stores from Carleton 

Island.24 At first the Provincial Marine just used Point Frederick as a repair depot. The 22-year-old 

Seneca urgently required rehabilitation and Laforce also supervised construction of the two new 

120-ton government schooners near Kingston named Onondaga and Mississague.25 The Kingston 

dockyard continued to be active through the turn of the century, mainly for repair of existing 

vessels, but in the decade leading up to the War of 1812 four larger vessels and several gunboats 

were launched there. Between 1812 and 1814 it became a major British naval shipyard,. 

                                                        
21 Boudreau and Lépine, “Bouchette, Joseph.” 
22 Douglas, “Bouchette, J-B.” 
23 Hippolyte Laforce, “Translation of a Journal of a Survey of Part of Lake Ontario, 12 June to 
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24 Susan M. Bazely, “Provincial Marine to Royal Navy: Archeological Evidence of the War of 
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But it continued to be difficult to recruit sailors to the interior of the continent to keep the ships 

manned, even with lower service levels. With the coming of peace and the increase in commercial 

activity, skilled seamen worked in a peacetime seller’s market. Provincial Marine pay was set by 

army order, and the booming merchant shipping industry of the late 18th and early 19th centuries 

meant real competition to employ skilled men. As Carol MacLeod concluded, “The [small 

government] establishments on the lakes were chronically short from a couple to thirty-odd men.”26 

Canadien mariners continued to have a significant presence on the lakes, however. Overall, by 

1791, 24% of the ordinary seamen on the upper lakes including Lake Erie were French, and 20% 

were Canadiens on Lake Ontario.27 

As for ship’s officers, two captains out of three or sometimes four on Lake Ontario remained 

Canadiens for another decade, but elsewhere on the inland seas, French-Canadian officers were 

scarcer than that.28 Major Barnes, Deputy Quartermaster at Quebec, wrote to Dorchester about the 

problem in 1791; one proposal was to find British sailors, but in obtaining British seamen from 

British transport vessels in Quebec there were legal difficulties. There was also the always-

important issue of pay.   

There will be required in the course of this Summer Thirty seamen for the Marine 
Department of this Province to replace those Dead, Deserted, and whose time will Expire, 
when they have applied to be Discharged. … It appears to me that if the Crown lawyers 
were authorized and directed upon my application to sue for the Wages of such men as 
should Enter for the Service of the Marine Department of the Province, there is little doubt 
but that a sufficient number may be Entered. This is a question … necessary to be 
Ascertained in case … the Exigencies of the King’s Service should require an Immediate 
supply of Seamen for the Lakes …29  
 

                                                        
26 Macleod, Drum, 157-8. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 “Barnes to Dorchester, 21 June 1791,” Simcoe Papers Volume I, 34.  
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Pay issues continued to plague the Marine service. Nine seamen, mostly Canadiens, were sent 

up from Quebec in 1793 to help crew naval vessels, and Major Barnes “hoped to send a dozen more 

…” but complained that he had been forced to pay them £4.10 to £5 per month,” and 

from the high wages at present given by the Trade to the Seamen in this Port … I have not 
been able to enter more than Three this Summer for the Service of the Marine Department 
of the Province, which will require Thirty three to Complete the present Establishment … I 
have reason to believe that Whilst the War [with France] Continues the Difficulty of 
Entering Seamen for the Lakes will increase …30 
 

Barnes did the best he could with the men he was able to obtain. In 1794 he wrote again, this time to 

Lt. Governor Simcoe’s Secretary, explaining that, 

without men can be sent up, some of the King’s Vessels must be inevitably laid up, I have 
entered and sent off yesterday fifteen Young Canadians that have been employed on board 
the River and Coasting Craft, which if distributed on board the several Vessels on the 
Lakes and some attention paid them … may be made in six months to answer for the 
Service of those vessels; in short able Seamen at this time are not to be got, I send four by 
the same Batteaux.31 
 

Once more, in 1795, Barnes wrote Simcoe about the problem of finding seamen. 

I have this year entered and forwarded to the Upper Lakes, twenty-five men, which is all I 
could get and a much greater number than at one time I expected to be able to enter as the 
Trade has been giving all last summer from twenty to thirty guineas for the run to England, 
which have tempted some that had entered to desert the King’s service, before I could send 
them up …32  
 

Desertion was also a problem on the Lakes and Barnes continued in the same letter, somewhat 

sardonically, that Dorchester had ordered Commodore Bouchette,  

to send [recaptured deserters] down here prisoners and they would be put on board a Man 
of War, which is what they enter into the Lake Service to avoid, and where they would be 
better looked after, and their merits rewarded than its possible they can be on Board the 
vessels on the Lakes. 

 
                                                        
30 “Barnes to Clarke, 22nd July 1793,” Simcoe Papers Volume I, 395 
31 “Barnes to Smith, 8th September 1794,” Simcoe Papers, Volume III, 50. 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/006792833; 
32 “Barnes to Simcoe, 5th November 1795,” Simcoe Papers Volume V, p. 126. 
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However, the deserters Barnes was referring to were British naval or merchant mariners, as 

Canadiens were unlikely to be found crewing British Royal Navy ships. By this time Canadien 

Pierre-Michel Fortier had become a Provincial Marine shipmaster on Lake Erie. Since it was 

commonplace for a son to follow in his father’s footsteps, it is possible that this P-M Fortier was the 

son of the shipmaster and merchant who had helped defend the Quebec Citadel during the American 

siege.33  

Concerns about maintaining a viable Provincial Marine were compounded by the threat of a 

renewed conflict with the United States as well as war with France, and in the 1790s, officials in 

Quebec had had to rethink the military preparedness of the colony. In 1791, the United States had 

launched two major military expeditions west into the Ohio Territory attempting to take possession 

of western Indigenous lands by force. Both were dismal failures – General St. Clair’s second 

expedition suffered the worst defeat ever inflicted on an American army by Indigenous forces.34 But 

apprehensions rose high enough in the wake of those American operations that Dorchester directed 

Colonel Gordon, Army Commander at Kingston, to order that private vessels not be allowed to sail 

from Kingston unless in convoy with a King’s armed vessel.35 To avoid exacerbating tensions with 

the United States, Britain refused to commit any armed force in support of its Indigenous allies west 

of the Appalachians, although if directly attacked, the British garrisons were ordered to defend 

themselves. Three years later, Britain and France were at war and London was worried about 

                                                        
33 Macleod, Drum,180, also Roberge, “Fortier, Michel.” 
34 Thomas E. Buffenbarger, “St. Clair’s Campaign of 1791,” U.S. Army and Heritage 
Education Centre, Sept. 15 2011, 
https://www.army.mil/article/65594/st_clairs_campaign_of_1791_a_defeat_in_the_wildernes
s_that_helped_forge_todays_us_army; see also Matthew Waxman, “Remembering St. Clair’s 
Defeat,” Lawfare, November 4 2018, https://www.lawfareblog.com/remembering-st-clairs-
defeat 
35 “Col. A. Gordon to Capt. Beaton, Senior Naval Officer, Lake Ontario, 4th July 1791,” in 
Preston, Kingston, 175-6. 
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Spanish/French incursions into British North America up the Mississippi from Louisiana. Rumours 

of an Atlantic naval blockade of Quebec by France only contributed to rising tensions.  

These worries were compounded by internal disputes between Governor Dorchester and the 

Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada, Simcoe, who had tried to insist that both the transport 

services (batteaux and Provincial Marine ships) should be under his (local) command, rather than 

the Governor’s. He wrote London (over Dorchester’s head) about it and received some mild 

support. British Secretary of State Dundas wished most of all to reduce expenses in the colony, 

because Simcoe’s proposals appeared to bring the costs under the wing of the provincial Upper 

Canadian government, out from Imperial budgets. While the Governor was in London, Simcoe 

began to implement his plans. American politicians had begun to argue for the construction of an 

American navy on the Great Lakes, and Simcoe had quickly grasped that the only possible deterrent 

to both land invasion from the south and foreign competition on the lakes was to maintain “a 

decided superiority of Naval Force upon the Lakes…”36 When Dorchester returned to Lower 

Canada in the spring of 1793, as overall military commander in the Canadas he simply overruled 

Simcoe’s proposals, as he had done during his struggle with Royal Navy officers on Lake 

Champlain at the beginning of the Revolutionary War. Dorchester declared, “… all the Armed 

Vessels and other craft, built by the General in the Chief’s Command, for the purpose of 

transporting Troops, Military Stores and Provisions over the Lakes … must be under the Command 

of the said General.”37 But by then Simcoe had already begun to have the Lake Ontario Provincial 

Marine headquarters and dockyard moved to the western end of the lake, from Kingston to York. 

                                                        
36 Macleod, Drum, 168. 
37 “Dorchester to Simcoe, 1793” in Macleod, Drum, 174. 
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Dorchester did agree with Simcoe to build a number of gunboats under provincial control, as long 

as Upper Canada paid for them.38  

With the signing of Jay’s Treaty in 1794 that resolved the differences between Great Britain 

and the United States over control of the western forts, tensions decreased considerably.39 But the 

decade had illustrated to British authorities the continued importance of maintaining a Provincial 

Marine on the Great Lakes. 

Through the ups and downs, Canadiens continued to work on lake sailing vessels. The overall 

population of Canadien mariners in the west was “a steady 20%,” in the first decade of the 19th 

century, but “A higher percentage of dockyard workers were French.”40 With J-B Bouchette’s 

retirement in 1803, the last of the Canadien ship officers who had stepped up during the 

Revolutionary war to work for the British regime on Quebec’s inland waterways passed into 

history. As older men left the service the number of Canadien officers declined. On Lake Ontario by 

1800 there were just two remaining Canadien officers, and “English was the working language of 

the marine service at all levels.”41 In June of 1811, the total number of Provincial Marine 

“effectives” reported in Kingston was 59, including Commodore Steel and other officers, Master 

Builder John Dennis, two ship’s carpenters and 46 sailors, the latter almost entirely Canadiens .42 By 

1812 only one officer with a French name is listed among nearly a dozen on the station, a 1st 
                                                        
38 Commodore J-B Bouchette was among those who opposed that move. “Dorchester to 
Simcoe, 14 April 1794,” in Preston, Kingston, 229. Further increasing Simcoe’s nervousness, 
American “banditti” did, in fact, attack British commerce sailing to and from Oswego in 
1794. Simcoe removed some non-vital items such as corn from the fort at Oswego and sent 
Captains Bouchette and Barber to investigate a false report of cannon fire “from that quarter.” 
“Simcoe to Dorchester, June 2 1794,” Cruickshank, Simcoe Papers, Vol. 2, 257. 
39 Several western posts had continued to be occupied by British troops at Oswego, Fort 
Niagara and Detroit, among others, since 1783. These were abandoned by the British under 
the new Treaty, although a couple of Britsh soldiers continued on at Carleton Island until the 
War of 1812 began. https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/jays-treaty 
40 MacLeod, Drum, 214. 
41 MacLeod, Drum, 215. 
42 “Return of Provincial Marine Effectives 21 June 1811,” LAC, RG 8, C-373, 24-26. 
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Lieutenant named François Pauvreau (or Gauvreau), though “most of the [ordinary] sailors were 

French Canadian [under contract and]… remaining only one season.”43 It appears that Gauvreau had 

been promoted to Captain when he was one of the sailors captured by the Americans at York in 

April 1813. 

The scarcity of sailors in the first decade of the new century to some degree reflected the state 

of the Lake Ontario squadron. In 1811 the Lake Ontario flotilla based at Kingston included three 

armed sailing vessels and six gunboats. Each gunboat required a crew of thirteen just to row it -- a 

total of 78 men just to get all the gunboats out of the harbour, never mind operating the guns. 

Similarly, the largest, newest ship was armed with 20 32-pounder carronades, each weighing a ton 

and requiring a nominal gun crew of four or five, needing a total of about 50 gunners to fire a single 

broadside, quite apart from sailing the vessel at the same time. The other armed vessels based in 

Kingston required smaller crews. A few months before war was declared in June 1812, the Lake 

Ontario Provincial Marine flotilla still existed, critically short of sailors, never mind men with 

knowledge of, or any training in, naval warfare. 

Not only was there a shortage of seamen – Canadian and British – there was also a problem 

with engaging skilled shipbuilders, especially with experience in naval artillery installation. For 

most of the interwar period, maintaining a viable Provincial Marine was not a priority. Unlike the 

sailors, however, Canadien artificers could be lured to work in shipyards on Lake Ontario. For 

example Richard Cornwall in Detroit was directed to construct two schooners at Detroit, and in 

1789-90 he hired seven extra shipwrights from Quebec, where shipbuilding was beginning to 

flourish.44 At Kingston, under Laforce’s supervision, Canadien master builder Michel Lavietre 

brought “a large crew of Canadiens” to construct the new Kingston schooners Onondaga and 

                                                        
43 Beattie, “Gunboats,” 4. 
44 Macleod, Drum, 248. 
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Mississaugue, including even a noted Quebec woodcarver, Francois Baillairgé, who was paid 

£16.6.8 for creating a pair of figureheads. Lavietre paid his skilled artisans well – at four shillings 

per day, this was three times the wages set for Government-service seamen.45 Perhaps it was these 

shipyard workers that one Captain Porter referred to in a 1790 letter as “48 Canadians encamped 

with their fires” in the centre of Kingston that summer.46 Lavietre’s team worked efficiently, and 

Onondaga and Mississaugue were completed in 1791.  

But the government was unwilling to commit significant resources to the defence of British 

North America when they were engaged in a war with France. The fortifications of Quebec would 

remain the final British redoubt in northern North America. In 1794, J-B Bouchette was appointed 

senior commander on Lake Ontario. Dorchester also appointed another Canadien, Antoine 

Chevalier de Niverville, one of very few from the seigneurial class, as a 2nd Lieutenant on Lake 

Erie, and de Niverville brought a younger brother with him.47 Two years later, after the signing of 

Jay’s Treaty, Dorchester had further reduced expenditures and garrisons in western British posts 

from 1100 to less than 500 regular officers and men.48 “As the military services were reduced, the 

need for an inland marine transport and naval defence service declined,” but it never disappeared 

entirely.49 In 1796, estimates of expenses for crewing the government transport service to the west 

overall from Montreal came to £580/5/0, divided between hauling provisions (£380/5/0), troops’ 

and officers’ stores (£100/0/0) and Indian Department stores (£100/0/0). Additionally, the budget 

included £23/10/10 for sailmaking, oilcloths and painting batteaux, and a further £362/10/0 for 

                                                        
45 Ibid., 246-8, 217.  
46 “Capt. Richard Porter, 2nd Battn 60th Regiment to H. Motz,” August 5, 1790, in Preston, 
Kingston, 168. 
47 MacLeod, Drum, 182. 
48 Ibid., 181. 
49 Ibid., 182. 
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“Outfit and Repair of Batteaux.”50 Just one year later, the overall Transport Expenses Estimate 

jumped 500% to £3581/0/0. This was largely due to vastly increased provisions shipments, since 

local Commissaries were beginning to run into unexpected difficulties purchasing flour and beef 

from local settlers and millers, but Ordnance shipping also added £300/0//0 to the budget.51 Thirty 

replacement batteaux were also to be built at Montreal for an outlay of £150/0/0. Over these two 

years, however, the cost of paying salaries to Provincial Marine ships’ crews and officers dropped 

by roughly the same proportion, from £3376/1/2 in 1796 to £537/7/11 in 1797, reflecting the 

extreme personnel downsizing after Jay’s Treaty. For context, the Transport and Provincial Marine 

budgets were both part of the overall 1797 budget for the Commissary and Storekeeper 

Departments, which came to £14,603/13/1/2.52  

The Chesapeake Affair in 1807 forced colonial authorities to rethink their priorities and directly 

affected the employment of inland Canadien mariners. In June of 1807, while both Britain and the 

United States were officially at peace, a British warship, HMS Leopard, on blockade duty to catch 

French merchant vessels off Chesapeake Bay, fired upon the American frigate USS Chesapeake 

after it refused to stop and be searched for British deserters. After killing three American sailors and 

wounding eighteen, causing the surprised American captain to surrender, the Leopard’s crew then 

boarded the American ship and took away four men they claimed as deserters. Washington was 

outraged and the resulting threat of war resonated once more around the Canadas.53 The British 

                                                        
50 “Estimate of Disbursements for Expenses in the several Branches of Service under the 
direcrtino of the Commissary & Storekeeper General between the 25th December 1795 & 24th 
June 1796,” LAC, RG 8, C105, 102. 
51 “Estimate of Disbursements for Expenses in the several Branches of Service under the 
direcrtino of the Commissary and Storekeeper General between the 24th June & 24th 
September 1797,” LAC, RG 8, C105, 171.  
52 “Craigie to Green, 6th June 1796 and 24th September 1797,” LAC, RG 8 C105, 101,171.  
53 The British acted quickly to reduce the diplomatic fallout and things settled down, but 
similar incidents continued to provoke Americans. They removed the local Vice-Admiral, 
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government acted swiftly to contain the diplomatic fallout, nonetheless, the United States began 

building their first substantial warship on Lake Ontario at the fortified port of Oswego the following 

year. The 18-gun brig USS Oneida outgunned any single British vessel on the Lake.  

British officials were forced to respond. The new Lt. Governor Francis Gore of Upper Canada 

wrote to then Governor Craig in Lower Canada in 1809, making a clear statement of American 

rearmament on the Lakes. 

But the object which the Americans will consider of the first importance, and which … 
they appear to have in view is to obstruct the navigation of the St. Lawrence between 
Kingston and Montreal and thus cut off the communication by water between the two 
provinces, a circumstance that would be attended with great embarrassment – but for which 
the narrowness of the River in some places affords but too much facility.  
As I understand, they propose to carry the vessel now building at Oswego [USS Oneida] to 
Sackets Harbor, a safe and convenient port … about forty miles South East of Kingston.54 
 
Construction of the USS Oneida in turn provoked Governor Craig to order the Provincial 

Marine to begin construction in the Kingston dockyard of a larger and more powerful warship 

named the Royal George. Craig also commissioned a survey by Deputy Quartermaster Pye on the 

status of the inland Provincial Marine, which Pye would deliver to Craig’s replacement, Governor 

George Prevost, two years later. Equipment for the construction and fitting out of the Royal George 

was hauled to Kingston by batteau crews and by sleigh during winter from Montreal. The ship’s 

armament included twenty 32-pounder iron carronades each weighing a ton. In 1809 the dockyard 

artificers in Kingston successfully completed her construction and from that point until 1812 most 

of the work was ongoing maintenance on existing vessels.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
disavowed the action and indemnified the wounded and next of kin as well as restoring the 
abducted seamen. Hitsman, Incredible, 16-17. 
54 “Lieutenant-Governor Gore to Governor Craig, 20 February 1809,” LAC, RG 8, C-676, 58-64. 
Officially the warship was supposedly for anti-smuggling patrol – a role for which the rather 
unhandy, slow vessel was singularly unsuited.  
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Initially, this work did not require many skilled carpenters, and “it is not known how many but 

evidently [there were] very few before the war.”55 Master Carpenter John Dennis, who had been 

shipbuilding on the lake since 1796, and his assistant, Foreman of Artificers, Donald McKay, would 

have done much of that work, along with the three ship carpenters “one each on the Royal George, 

the Earl of Moira and the Duke of Gloucester,” and their assistants.56 It was also common practice, 

sometimes protested, to call upon winter-idle Army rank-and-file as well as remaining sailors from 

laid-up Kingston vessels to provide unskilled labour in the dockyard under the supervision of the 

skilled artisans.57 And the majority of civilian artificers, like the Provincial Marine sailors in 

Kingston at that time, were still Canadiens. The ship builders had for many years been hired under 

short-term contracts from Lower Canada to complete particular projects. In 1811 and 1812, those 

working in Kingston were fully occupied by maintenance work. As Acting Deputy Quartermaster 

Lt. Gray reported to Prevost, “They have as much to do at Kingston as they can get through with at 

present.”58 By early 1812, the Provincial Marine dockyard remained so short of skilled hands that it 

advertised in the Kingston Gazette for ship’s carpenters.59 

As had been the case since 1760, construction of vessels in the west continued to depend upon 

the shipment of manufactured materials and equipment from the lower province (though the 

capability was growing to forge iron fittings locally). Military posts also continued to require men, 

munitions, and provisions, all of which had to be brought upriver from Quebec (though the growing 

production of foodstuffs in Upper Canada encouraged British planners to consider that some flour 
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and beef could be purchased from local farmers). The government batteau transport service fulfilled 

minimal requirements after 1786 but it began to grow once more in the early 1800s.  

The Commissary-General in Quebec continued to have overall responsibility for corvée staffing 

and organizing the western batteau transport service in Montreal. In the late 1780s, Dorchester 

clarified the structure of the peacetime Commissary of Transport, three district positions – each with 

a clerk -- were confirmed, and Georges-Hippolyte Le Comte Dupré remained Transport 

Commissary for the Montreal District. Acting through the government’s ordonnance regulating the 

corvée service, Dupré provided all batteau men required by the Commissariat and the 

Quartermaster-General’s Department. To obtain them, he made application to the officers of the 

sedentary militia in his district and paid for all corvées, at stipulated rates, by requisition on the 

Commissariat. “He … was the only person empowered to issue orders to the captains of militia to 

call out the inhabitants on corvée.”60 In 1797, Le Comte Dupré died unexpectedly and suddenly. 

Reflecting the importance of the job and the urgency to maintain the intricate knowledge and 

management expertise required of this leader, Dupré’s son Pierre-Hippolyte St-Georges Dupré was 

quickly promoted to the position, since he had been working in the office with his father for some 

time. The younger Dupré remained as Transport Commissary through and long after the end of the 

War of 1812.61  

The Transport Service was intermittently quite active between 1786 and 1812. In April of 1789, 

for example, Quebec’s Deputy Commissary and Quartermaster-General Craigie wrote that a 

government “Brigade of Boats” would be delayed from leaving Lachine because the ice on Lake St. 

                                                        
60 Steppler, “Duty,” 115. 
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Francis was still too strong. Ten days later Craigie found it necessary to add “two more Batteaux to 

Niagara by the way of Ontario.”62 Less than a month later, a large Brigade was to be assembled for 

transport to the west, requiring 500 men to be corvéed. 

30 Batteaux might be wanted for the Brigade of Artillery, Two may be required for 
entrenching tools and four for Camp Equipage – supposing the Brigade to take 30 days 
provisions they would require 50 Batteaux making in all 86 Batteaux say – 100 – of which 
60 may go from Quebec leaving ten for the use of the Post and the rest from Montreal & 
Lachine unless St. Johns be the route in which case Twenty only would be taken from the 
Communication the necessary usual transport to these posts would still be made without 
difficulty.”63  
 

There is no evidence of popular resistance to raising these batteau corvées, but in the same 

memo, Craigie also demonstrated ongoing senior level British concern to avoid burdening the 

countryside with corvées, “… whenever it can be done without hardships to the Canadians by 

reason of their seed time which may be about the 10th June.” At that time Craigie reported that there 

were 70 “Serviceable Batteaux” at Quebec and 100 at Montreal and “the [government] transport 

from Lachine keeps about sixty batteaux compleatly employ’d.”64 Sixty batteau crews meant the 

equivalent of full time summer corvée employment for roughly 300 Canadiens in the government 

transport service west of Montreal. During the interwar period, accommodations and organization to 

assist travel along the route of the batteau transport service remained primitive or non-existent; even 

Lt. Governor Simcoe and his wife on their way to take up the vice-regal post were forced to sleep 

out of doors numerous times on their voyage from Quebec to Kingston in 1792.65 However, 

Kingston became an important transshipping point for all sorts of commerce as well as government 

goods and services and by 1800, Canadiens found work on numerous privately owned batteaux that 
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were plying the St. Lawrence route to Kingston. That year the customs house at Coteau-du-Lac 

recorded that “about five hundred boats passed upwards, almost 80 per cent of them privately 

owned by fur traders.66 As Harold Innes noted, a traveller “went in a bateau from Kingston and … 

passed eight of Ogilvy’s bateaux going up to Kingston for furs.”67 The route to the far northwest 

through Kingston was longer and slower than the more direct northern route up the Ottawa River to 

Lake Huron, partly because goods had to be transshipped twice at Kingston and Niagara, but the 

ability of the sailing vessels on the lakes to carry vastly larger cargos, made it more than £18 per ton 

cheaper – a very significant differential of 40% below the Lake Huron canoe route, which was more 

than £47 per ton.68 This provided even more demand for Canadien batteau men. 

By the tenth anniversary of the end of the Revolution, prominent Kingston merchants and trans-

shipping contractors such as Richard Cartwright regarded the government and private sector 

services as virtually interchangeable. He wrote to his associate in Montreal, 

I have given three boats for the use of Government to take down a Detachment of Artillery 
which have been waiting here for five or six Days, on a Promise of getting the like Number 
from the first Kings [batteau] Brigade. At a Time when we are receiving Favors by a Loan 
of one of the Kings Schooners, such an Accommodation would be refused with a very ill 
grace …69 
 

Seven years later, this cooperation evidently continued, providing employment for both 

government and private sector batteau men. Cartwright wrote to Governor Hunter in late winter of 

1801 requesting that he again allow local produce to be sent down to Lower Canada on the 

government batteaux returning downriver empty, while at the same time working to reduce his own 

dependency on them by building rafts and scows. “Should your Excellency however not have any 
                                                        
66 Douglas McCalla, Planting the Province: The Economic History of Upper Canada 1784-
1970, Toronto, University of Toronto Press 1993, 117. 
67 Harold A. Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada: An Introduction to Canadian Economic 
History, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 2000), 256. 
68 Innes, Fur Trade, 223; Cruickshank, Simcoe Papers, Vol. III, 195. 
69 “Cartwright to Todd, McGill & Co.,” Kingston, 4th Sept 1793, in Preston, Kingston, 196. 



 

 152 

other Service for the Kings boats, it will be doing us all a very great Favour to allow them to be 

freighted as last year.”70 Cartwright attached a summary of the government batteaux used the 

previous year by twelve regional merchants around Kingston, which totaled over 237, or an average 

of about one per day during the navigation season. This number of batteaux shuttling between 

Lachine and Kingston, each with its Canadien crew of five, indicates a significant and growing 

ongoing operation under the Commissariat’s direction, totaling well over 1,000 batteau men under 

corvée each summer by 1801.   

Two years later, William Ross of the Commissariat Dept. at Kingston wrote to complain of a 

lack of available batteau men – on that day alone about 200 batteau men were working on 44 

government batteaux between Lachine and Kingston. Nine batteaux had just arrived, joining nine 

others already there. Another six were preparing to return, while twenty more were en route at the 

time from Lachine. Ross concluded, 

I am rather deficient of information respecting the number of battoes I am to keep at this 
Post, Mr. Clarke writes me that he received orders to send up Twenty. Whether those sent 
back with troops form a part of that number or not I must request of you to inform me, and 
if any provision is made for Battomen to take them down, when required.71  
 

Around the same time, traveler George Heriot wrote that “from twenty to thirty bateaux [out of a 

total of 50] are … kept in the service of government.” Heriot almost certainly understated the size of 

the government service by at least half, likely just recording the numbers of private or government 

batteaux that happened to be present in Lachine when he passed through.72  

Scarcity of shipping capacity and crews worked both ways. In 1797, Kingston merchant 

Cartwright lamented that “… Government Transport [on Lake Ontario] being so very ill managed 
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that … none of their Vessels fit for Sea.”73 Cartwright’s correspondence underscores that by 1801 

the combined private batteau services and government service together had become too small to 

cope with anything but packs of furs going down and trade goods and military stores going up, 

although Upper Canada’s flour, potash and wheat production was increasing rapidly. 

There are no people here who make a Business of carrying down[river] Flour on Rafts; but 
some here have had them built & have got Canadians from Montreal to take them down; 
Mr. P. Smith has even sent to bring up empty Boats with three men in each to carry down 
his Flour … so that your Flour has no other Chance of getting down than in the Boats that 
bring up your own Goods & you have generally more [pelt] Packs than are Sufficient to 
occupy these.”74 
 

A year later Cartwright and several others in Kingston built their own “scows” to haul flour 

downriver, and with the batteaux usually full of fur packs, the scows could carry 130 barrels of flour 

vs batteaux which could carry 25 or 30; but they were one-way vessels, and were dismantled in 

Montreal. In the latter part of the decade American merchants introduced much larger Durham boats 

launched from ports such as Oswego to the trade.75  

 In 1802 Canadien inland mariners still remained essential as private sector crews as well as for 

government services. And all batteaus, rafts and scows, whether private or public, remained 

exclusively crewed by French-Canadians. Like fur trade voyageurs, the Canadien inland river 

mariners were mostly drawn from Dupré’s jurisdiction in the region around Montreal. Below 

Montreal, by the middle of the interwar period, government requirements for transport and physical 

communications on the lower St. Lawrence River were being routinely contracted out to private 

companies and individuals. Such contracts included every military department as well as Indian 

Department shipments. Private river schooner and batteau owners appear to have been flourishing. 

On October 6, 1804, Jean Decarreau made his mark on a receipt for ten shillings for transporting in 
                                                        
73 “Cartwright to [Robert Hamilton?], Kingston, 30th Nov 1797,” in Preston, Kingston, 209. 
74 “Cartwright to Messrs John & Jas McGreggor, 14 May 1801,” in Preston, Kingston, 215. 
75 Glazebrook, Transportation, 67. 
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his schooner one ton of clothing for the 6th Regiment from Montreal to Quebec. On the 16th of 

October, Martin Chinique was paid £1:10:6 for carrying three tons of stores from Quebec to 

Montreal on his sloop Brilliant. The same day, Paul de Villeray shipped 1 ¾ tons of stores to the 

same destination on his sloop Magdalene, for £6:0:6; Oct 26 Pierre Moran used his schooner 

Canadian for military baggage transport from Montreal to Quebec and was paid ten shillings; on 

December 1, 1804, Joseph DeFoy, master of the flatteringly named goélette General Prescott, 

(Governor of the Canadas at the time) was paid £6:5:0 for carrying twelve and a half tons of 

Commissary General Stores from Montreal to Quebec.76 Private sector batteau builders and repair 

services at the King’s Batteau Yard in Lachine and elsewhere were also contracted out.  

 For all Canadien mariners, accepting work from private contractors may have been much 

preferred to working for the government. Indeed, soon after the American Revolution, the old order 

of mutual accommodation between governed and governors was beginning to show signs of age. In 

1787, amended in 1789, a renewed militia ordinance that included corvée labour was introduced by 

Dorchester’s new government. As one historian has pointed out, these were not light duties in the 

now-bustling province. “les fonctions de la milice … former des hommes pour défender le pays, 

éffectuer les corvées et transporter le matériel du gouvernement. De plus, les capitaines de milices 

organisent le logement des troupes dans leur village lorsque l’armée regulière est en campagne.”77 

Variable small fines and/or jail time up to a month would result from a conviction of violation of 

the new law. Substitutes for corvée duty were permissible, and, as a continuation of existing 

practice from 1777, the new Act appeared to be largely unobjectionable.  

Then in November 1791, Montrealer John Richardson expressed publicly that the upcoming, 

new elected legislature should seize the opportunity to introduce exclusively English law regarding 
                                                        
76 “Receipts,” LAC, RG 8 C1139, 235-287.  
77 Luc Lepine, “La Milice du District de Montréal, 1787-1829,” Ph.D. Thesis, Université de 
Québec a Montréal, (2005), 83. 



 

 155 

land tenure, criminal law, etc., and to require English as the official language of the new House. Not 

surprisingly, this created a new, visible split between Canadiens and many of the English-speaking 

Quebecois. Dual official languages and a Canadien Speaker of the Assembly prevailed in the end 

but the French Revolution and news of the outbreak of war with Republican France -- a worldwide 

war lasting more than 20 years – created a heavy maul with the potential to drive a cultural wedge 

deeper between British and French-speaking colonial subjects.78 One Canadien, noted wood 

sculptor Baillairgé, who had worked in the Kingston dockyard creating ship figureheads the year 

before, stated categorically, “1792 is the first year of liberty for the country.”79 A French-language 

pamphlet even appeared during the election campaign that year which “concluded by insisting the 

145,000 working people of Lower Canada should rule the 5,000 bourgeois and seigneurial parasites, 

not the other way around.” This was radical rhetoric and by 1793 suspicions of revolutionary 

“Sedition and Treachery” were being voiced in the Quebec Magazine.80  

As Murray Greenwood has illustrated in his study of politics in Lower Canada, the period from 

1794 to 1811 was a time of tension and agitation. New legislation changing the province’s militia 

law in 1794 sparked resentment and resistance. The objectionable alteration involved, among other 

issues, a perceived new duty to serve outside the province. Traditionally, militias had never been 

expected to do ‘foreign’ service, and with the new, western political boundary to Lower Canada, 

Upper Canada began to be considered as foreign. “A mere 17 of 222 Canadien companies were 

willing to comply in the spring of 1794.”81 Rumours abounded, including suspicions that Lower 

Canada was to be denuded of its men, who were to be sent to the West Indies or elsewhere, or that 

militia service was to be considered army enlistment and would be for life. A riot including an 

                                                        
78 Greenwood, Fear, 71. 
79 Greenwood, Fear, 66. 
80 Greenwood, Fear, 66-9. 
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armed band of about 300 erupted in a suburb of Quebec for eight days, threatening to burn the 

houses and barns of “les Anglais.”82 A larger mob of 500 gathered in Montreal in June of 1794 but 

dispersed peacefully when no troops appeared to disarm them, as they had feared.83 Several dozen 

rioters were eventually arrested and tried. News of these incidents reached Simcoe at Niagara by 

late June. Keenly aware of the boundary of his own, newly created jurisdiction, Simcoe wrote 

directly to Dundas in London about the unrest. “Whoever expects to collect Colonial Militia from a 

distant Country to garrison Fortresses that do not include their habitations, is totally ignorant of the 

disposition of such Militia; and such Ignorance may be fatal to the King’s Service.84 That issue 

would return to haunt the government near the end of the War of 1812. 

Yet more new legislation further inflamed the situation just in advance of the upcoming 1796 

elections. A new Road Act changed the corvée labour law and was strenuously opposed by the new 

parti Canadien as illegal.85 After the Act became law, among other highly objectionable issues, 

“unprecedented, unpaid corvées abounded.” Beginning with a rowdy refusal to fulfill a road repair 

corvée in August in Quebec, and then expanding to Montreal, the government feared that anarchy 

appeared to be on the verge of disrupting the province and responded strongly. In October, 

“Frenchmen who had entered the colony since 1 May 1794” were deported; two regiments of troops 

were sent to Montreal, and MPP Joseph Papineau was convicted and fined for refusing the road 

corvée. The 1796 election result, which included a number of members from the growing 

professional class of Canadiens replacing seigneurial landowners then reflected surging discontent 

among the general populace and was “a devastating blow to the colony’s political and social 

                                                        
82 Greenwood, Fear, 81 
83 Greenwood, Fear, 81-2 
84 “Simcoe to Dundas, June 21 1794,” Simcoe Papers, Vol. II, p. 283. 
85 Among other resistance tactics, the parti Canadien members withdrew from the Assembly 
at the time of the vote, which proceeded anyway in the absence of a quorum, and was 
promptly denounced as illegal. Greenwood, Fear, 87-91. 
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elites.”86 Sporadic unrest around Quebec was not brought under control for several months.87 Even 

Governor Prescott wrote, in 1798 “I have every reason to believe that the Canadians are more 

attached at present to France than they were even before the Revolution …”88  

Despite such tensions, Canadien inland mariners continued to be available as required for 

government service and the batteau transport service also continued to be a routine budget item. In 

1803 Deputy Commissary and Quartermaster General Craigie submitted an estimate, for example, 

that included a transport establishment of 140 batteaux in Lower Canada and fifteen in Kingston, 

with a further thirty-two based farther west. That year Craigie requested funding for such things as 

500 oars (£31/5/0), 100 camp kettles (£18/15/0), 40 grapnels (anchors) and 150 batteau yards 

(masts), totaling £159/0/10, with an additional £34/10/0 budgeted for labour for making sails, oil 

cloths and painting. To repair the batteaux, Craigie wished to purchase 400 pine planks, 200 oak 

planks, 800 smaller pine boards and 4,000 pounds of oakum for caulking seams, totaling £130/0/0. 

He estimated the cost of labour for the actual repairs to the 187 batteaux then in government service 

to be £350/0/0, an annual overall budget totaling almost £700, before paying any crews.89 

Nonetheless, four years later incoming Governor Craig was able to muster 10,000 British and 

French members of the Lower Canadian militia in response to the Chesapeake affair. At that time, 

even the notoriously pro-English Quebec Mercury newspaper pointed out, “never … could there be 

manifested more cheerful alacrity and zeal … as well by the Canadians as by the British.”90 

However, Craig took the few deserters to task, and this “startled” the Canadien militia.91 It was a 
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harbinger of things to come. Governor Craig’s government (1807-1811) came to be characterized 

by a generalized defensive siege mentality.92 The government reacted harshly to public criticism 

from Canadiens. Craig “portrayed the new parliamentary leaders – for the most part lawyers, 

notaries, and shopkeepers who came from the people – as ambitious revolutionaries, violent, 

unprincipled, dangerous, and ingratiating.” He believed the rest of the Canadiens, “are French at 

heart.”93 Nervousness about the intentions of the majority in the province was deep and widespread 

within British colonial leadership.94  

When the parti Canadien won a large majority of seats in the 1809 election, constitutional 

wrangling increased polarization and a new election had to be called the following year. 95 Some 

charged that Canadiens were seeking a French-style revolution, partly as a result of the 

inflammatory rhetoric published in le Canadien and in the partisan English newspaper, the Quebec 

Mercury. Craig believed, “the great Mass of the people are completely infected, they look forward 

to the event, they whisper it among themselves, an [sic] I am assured that they have even a song 

among them, which points out Napoleon as the person who is to expel the English.”96 Opinion at the 

time was that “… the bubble [of conciliation] set up by Lord Dorchester … has completely burst 

never to rise again.”97  

                                                        
92 “siege mentality  n. a defensive or paranoid attitude of mind based on an assumption of 
hostility in others.” Oxford English Dictionary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 
https://www-oed-com.proxy.queensu.ca/   
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Debate continues to this day about whether there was an actual threat of a mass rising in the 

event of an attempted French (or American) invasion to the British regime. However, the situation 

was certainly perceived to constitute a serious threat at the time by the British elite. High tensions 

continued in the province until the arrival of a new Governor, Prevost, in 1811, whose conciliatory 

approach helped dissipate bitterness that had begun twenty years before.98  

Despite internal political crises, Governor Craig had briefly turned to matters of defence and a 

concern about the batteau transport service. He requested a report on its status from Colonel Isaac 

Brock, who had arrived in the colony in 1802 at the head of the 49th Regiment, subsequently 

became acting Commander of Canadian Forces in 1805, and achieved postmortem glory in Upper 

Canada in 1812. Amid tensions with the United States Brock reported in March of 1808 that twenty 

of the “battoes” at Lachine were repairable for the beginning of the navigation season, with another 

thirteen at Montreal, where ten more batteaux were under construction, but a further twenty-three 

were considered “unserviceable.”99 A mere 20 batteaux at Lachine would be an entirely inadequate 

resource, both in shipping capacity and in the 100 boatmen that would be required to crew them. In 

response to the poor state of the service as many as 50 new batteaux were built in 1809.  

Tensions in the aftermath of the Chesapeake affair remained high. Some 4,000 muskets were 

shipped up from Quebec to arm the Upper Canadian militia for the first time, and in early January 

of 1808 Lt. Governor Gore successfully called the militia out across the western province.100 In the 

spring, the fur trading business community was frightened by an international incident at Fort 

Niagara when Americans fired upon a brigade, “seized eight bateaux and pursued the others, so the 
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Canadians claimed, nearly thirty miles into the open waters of Lake Ontario.”101 In November 1808 

a similarly aggressive event occurred in Kingston which increased war anxieties locally. The United 

States Customs Collector from Sackets Harbor, directly across the lake, invaded Canadian territory 

and illegally seized a boat belonging to a Kingston resident, who was also taken prisoner.102 

Additional incidents on the Atlantic high seas of British warships impressing American sailors into 

the Royal Navy aggravated the international situation through 1811.  

In October of 1811 Governor-in-Chief Sir George Prevost replaced Craig. The debates and 

suspicions that had gripped Lower Canada under Governor Craig began to ease. Prevost recognized 

and understood the civilian battle lines that had been drawn between English and French and he had 

a realistic assessment of what was important to the survival of the Canadas. As he recalled in 1814, 

“I was sensible that by conciliating the Canadian representatives I could alone hope to succeed in 

the accomplishment of any object I have in view.”103 And the object he was concerned about was 

preparing the colonies for war with the United States. Prevost knew, like some of his predecessors, 

he would have to rely on the local civilian population to successfully defend the colonies. And, 

unsurprisingly, by this time the Canadiens knew a great deal more about the British and their ways 

than they did in 1775. By 1811, the entire population under fifty years of age had been born under 

British rule, and younger men under twenty-one had also grown up becoming accustomed to the 

existence of an elected Legislative Assembly.  

Local resources to maintain a defense seemed limited. In Lower Canada in 1812 there were 

about 60,000 men, mostly native-born Canadiens, who were considered able-bodied militiamen 
                                                        
101 Creighton, Empire, 166-7. 
102 It was a somewhat comical affair in the end, but one that entailed American military 
personnel ignoring the border, landing, and capturing the boat and its indignant owner on 
British Wolfe Island. “Cartwright to Lieutenant-Governor Gore, 5 November, 1808,” in 
Preston, Kingston, 263-4. 
103 “Prevost to Bathurst, 4 September 1814,” in Fernand Ouellet, Lower Canada 1791-1840, 
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eligible for call-up for one duty or another. Not without reason, however, the authorities and regular 

army officers continued to view the martial qualities of the Lower Canadian militias disparagingly. 

Like most militias, Canadiens were generally “ill armed and without discipline.”104 In the upper 

province, the majority of settlers were recent immigrants from the United States and both Prevost 

and Brock believed that most of these Upper Canadian “Late Loyalists” were dangerously 

unreliable and would likely refuse to fight for Britain and might even turn on the government.105 

Upper Canadian militias also lacked almost every piece of equipment including shoes, thousands of 

which had to be shipped west by the Canadien batteau service.106 

At the same time there were just 1,200 British regular troops posted west of Montreal. As they 

had been since the Conquest, these British soldiers were scattered for hundreds of kilometers in 

small, isolated outposts across a mostly road-less, forested shoreline, effectively still an archipelago 

that during war could only be supplied and sustained effectively by water. And Prevost could not 

expect any reinforcements from overseas, for Britain remained locked in a twenty-year long world 

war for survival with Napoleonic France and its allies.107  

Prevost clearly was concerned about losing the west and made efforts to ensure that the batteau 

transport service remained functional to support the western two thirds of what would become the 

fighting front line.108 In January 1812, six months before war was actually declared, incoming 

Deputy Quarter-Master Captain Gray once more assessed the batteau transport situation in 
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Montreal, in a lengthy and wide-ranging report to the Governor. Gray reported that there were but 

50 batteaux available for transport up the river, since the newest had been built in 1809 and boats 

older than that were unrepairable. However, he indicated that the materials for quickly constructing 

a further 100 batteaux had been stockpiled with admirable foresight and that given the order, 

batteaux could therefore begin to be constructed as quickly as one per day.109 An ability to create 

the batteaux did not solve the potential crewing situation, however, and sailors also remained 

scarce. 

On the eve of war, a few dozen seamen and officers still crewed Provincial Marine warships on 

Lake Ontario, a further handful of skilled artificers worked in the naval dockyard in Kingston, and a 

thousand or more experienced and skilled batteau men were accustomed and willing to be corvéed 

into government service on the upper St. Lawrence route. Those numbers were relatively small, 

given the population of the Canadas. But by the beginning of June 1812, Canadien inland mariners 

still constituted a majority of the men in the all-important water-related services who were readily 

available to the British government as they prepared their early defence against American invasion, 

from Montreal as far west as York and the Niagara peninsula. And British authorities appreciated 

that they depended on this local civilian workforce to maintain the colonies within the Empire. 
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Chapter Five 

Wartime, 1812-14 

 
“… the zeal and willingness which has been so universally manifested by the 
Inhabitants of this Province to aid in forwarding His Majesty’s Service to the utmost 
of their power affords them a just claim to the favourable consideration of the Army, 
and the protection of the Commander of the Forces.”1 

     -- General Order, British Army, Lower Canada 1813 
	

The various actions and interactions of inland Canadien mariners and British colonial 

authorities during the brief but significant period of intense fighting in British North America began 

with a declaration of war against Britain by the United States on June 18, 1812. Several American 

invasions and occupation of British territory followed over the next two and one-half years, ending 

with the Treaty of Ghent in December 1814. The essential work of the Transport Service and 

shipbuilding mariners allowed the British to succeed in constructing a superior naval force in 

Kingston on Lake Ontario that enabled the British to maintain supply routes to their western armies 

at the other end of the lake in 1814, but the overwhelming weight of the work, likely combined with 

aggravating behaviour on the part of incoming British military men caused the transport system to 

begin collapsing in what fortunately turned out to be the last month of the war. Far smaller numbers 

of Canadien warship sailors played an unglamorous role that did not last through the entire war, but 

their initial presence on the lower Great Lakes in the first year of the war was important, providing 

at least a symbolic defence to the rapidly growing U.S. Naval forces on inland waters and a 

functional nucleus for the incoming Navy to build upon. For reasons of clarity, the chapter follows 

the thread of each of the three major types of Canadien mariners somewhat separately through the 

war in a combined thematic and chronological fashion.   
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The War of 1812 brought a third major crisis since 1760 to the old colony of Quebec, now 

Upper and Lower Canada, and Canadien inland mariners once more comprised a critical strategic 

strength that helped maintain British control of the provinces. Still mostly civilians, Canadien 

mariners immediately found themselves subject to swiftly increasing wartime demands from British 

authorities who required ever more supplies and skilled men to ensure they were delivered and 

utilized. Most of the 1812-14 fighting took place in the Niagara Peninsula and Detroit regions, and 

in the absence of decent roads, naval control of the lake remained essential to supply and reinforce 

British army, militias and Indigenous forces there. If the western armies could not be fed, clothed, 

or supplied with arms and ammunition, American forces would quickly capture Upper Canada. 

Unlike during the Revolutionary War, the Americans in 1812-14 built up strong naval forces to 

challenge the British on the lakes. This competition required an enormous buildup of British naval 

forces inland, far exceeding that of the previous war. A number of Canadien sailors participated in 

explicitly military roles crewing warships through the first half of the war, when they were active 

and involved in several naval battles. 

To construct the warships they needed, British authorities remained dependent on the work of 

Canadien artificers. Kingston swiftly grew into a massive naval construction dockyard and depot 

where hundreds of skilled Canadien artisans toiled in the pay of the British. They, of course, could 

not succeed in building a fleet unless virtually all supplies for the ships except wood were brought 

up the St. Lawrence from Montreal. Once again, the successful functioning of this sole, vulnerable, 

upper St. Lawrence supply line remained the key to controlling the west. As William Dunlop wrote, 

“[In addition to much of the provisions] Every kind of Military and Naval Stores, every bolt of 

canvas, every rope yarn, as well as the heavier articles of guns, shot, cables, anchors and all the 

numerous etceteras for furnishing a large squadron, arming forts, supplying arms to the militia and 
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the line had to be brought from Montreal to Kingston … by flat-bottomed boats exposed to the shot 

of the enemy.”2 Problematically, under the increased, simultaneous demands of fighting and 

shipbuilding, the numbers of batteau men required quickly reached many multiples of anything that 

had been experienced previously. This civilian workforce, whether hired on contract like the 

artificers, or corvéed, as the batteau men were, had once more to adjust to dealing with military 

authorities in wartime, a relationship that retained the potential to generate tensions in the broader 

populace, especially when the laws being enforced were traditionally unpopular to begin with. 

Being civilians, however, did not mean that the Canadien workforce labored safely in the 

background, far from the fighting. Mariners, whether batteau men, artificers, or sailors, soon came 

under fire from the Americans on the front lines west of Montreal.  

Overall, apart from the size of the efforts required, and the intensive warfare in the west, the 

first two calendar years of the War of 1812 generally followed the pattern set in the previous war. 

As in 1775-83, the British colonial authorities almost immediately found themselves faced with an 

absolute shortage of the skilled maritime-related labour that they needed to defend the province 

from invasion. There were no British hands available to man the boats for the Montreal to Kingston 

supply link, either from within military or civilian populations. Similarly, a lack of sailors and ship 

artificers also threatened to block the British from responding successfully to a major inland naval 

build-up by the Americans. At a time when Britain faced Napoleonic French and Spanish navies on 

the high seas, artificers had to be found in existing domestic shipyards in Lower Canada.  

Late in the first year of the war, CIC Sir George Prevost concluded it was necessary to 

strengthen the vital naval establishment at Kingston, or permanently lose control of Lake Ontario 

and Upper Canada. Prevost called upon the Admiralty to send Royal Naval sailors to replace the 

Provincial Marine, and in the spring of 1813, Royal Navy Captain Sir James Yeo arrived to take 
                                                        
2 William Dunlop, Recollections of the war of 1812, (Toronto: 1905), 36. 



 

 166 

over the warship fleet on Lakes Erie and Ontario. Both Prevost and Yeo (and the Americans) knew 

that control of the lower Great Lakes was crucial to the outcome of the war. In 1812-14 fleets of 

warships on the lakes were small enough that the addition of even one significant vessel tipped the 

balance of power. As a result, a naval arms race quickly developed which continued and intensified 

throughout the war, transforming the sleepy pre-war Kingston dockyard and local naval and army 

establishments into prominent, strategically important assets of the British empire.3 The arrival of 

the Navy also signalled the end of opportunities for civilian Canadien inland sailors.  

At the outbreak of war, the Provincial Marine sailing vessels on Lake Ontario and Lake Erie 

remained chronically undermanned and lacking in the slightest training in naval tactics or new 

weaponry, though the new Royal George, with 22 guns, was technically rated the most powerful 

vessel on Lake Ontario until late in 1812. For years, inland sailors had been hired by the Provincial 

Marine on frugal single-season contracts, from April to December, but “Efficient seamen were not 

easily engaged, particularly since the beginning of the war with France, as the pay was low, and the 

service was monotonous, with few opportunities for recreation while in port. Most were French-

Canadian voyageurs who seldom remained more than one season.”4 

As a quick stopgap to the visible manpower shortage, Brock had ordered 100 seamen to be 

recruited in Quebec (several dozen were actually found from British transport vessels in harbour) 

and Prevost had also approved sending two “weak” (numerically understrength) companies of the 

Newfoundland Fencible Regiment to shore up the mariner manpower on Lake Ontario. The latter 
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were useful as marines, and as they had been saltwater fishermen in civilian life, they could also be 

employed as sailors.5 These men began arriving in the late fall of 1812. The Newfoundlanders, and 

hundreds of British seamen arriving later in 1813 after the Royal Navy replaced the Provincial 

Marine would rapidly relegate Canadien sailors to a tiny and vanishing minority in the warship 

crews on Lake Ontario.  

The Provincial Marine flotilla in Kingston was so severely undermanned during the first year of 

the war it seems surprising that they did even as well as they did up to that point. Just before the war 

Brock had replaced the ageing Lake Ontario Commodore with a younger, but experienced lakes 

sailor, Lieutenant Hugh Earl, but the overall crewing situation did not improve immediately. The 

largest ship, Royal George, managed successfully to attack the American village of Charlotte on 

October 1 crewed by a total of just 50 mostly Canadien seamen, along with 64 Royal Newfoundland 

“marines,” on a ship that required a crew of about 100 men just to fully serve all of its 22 guns, 

never mind continuing to sail the three-masted ship at the same time. In spite of the lack of crews, 

construction of a new, armed vessel began at Kingston in the fall of 1812, and several more 

gunboats were ordered. Without larger numbers of artificers, that was all the shipyard could 

manage, and when these ships were launched there were nowhere near the number of sailors needed 

to crew them fully.  

In November 1812, Canadien Provincial Marine sailors were involved in a naval action at the 

east end of Lake Ontario, ending in Kingston, that saw the Royal George caught alone on the lake 

and chased into the harbour by seven American vessels. Although this was very late in the 

navigation season, British supply and communications to the west were seriously threatened by 

Commodore Chauncey’s American flotilla, which he had quickly created at Sackets Harbor just 30 

miles across the Lake -- mostly, to that date, by purchasing and arming civilian transport schooners. 
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And when Chauncey launched a new, more powerful American corvette, the USS Madison, at 

Sackets in November, the domination of Lake Ontario passed to the Americans in the closing days 

of the first year of the war. At that point, all British garrisons west of Kingston were essentially cut 

off from supplies and reinforcements until mastery of the lake could be regained.6 And, by the close 

of navigation in December 1812, Earl’s Lake Ontario flagship the Royal George had just 17 seamen 

left, of whom eight were deemed “able.”7  

Early the next spring on Lake Ontario, U.S. Navy Commodore Chauncey demonstrated the 

strategic advantages of American naval superiority through a successful surprise amphibious assault 

on York. Chauncey’s 15-vessel fleet carried 1,700 U.S. soldiers and sacked the capital of Upper 

Canada. This successful attack forced the British to destroy a major warship they were building at 

York, along with tons of military stores that had been laboriously shipped up the river. The army 

abandoned the town and retreated ignominiously to Kingston.8 Among Canadien mariners affected 

by this defeat was Louis Beaupré, midshipman, who was serving in the Provincial Marine like his 

brother, Charles. Louis was taken prisoner of war at York on April 27, along with one Captain 

Gauvreau, a boatswain, and 15 naval artificers.9 Much of the large quantities of naval stores 

destroyed at York had been intended for the British Lake Erie squadron and that loss of supplies and 

ordnance contributed materially to a disastrous defeat later that year – a crushing setback.  

The events on Lake Ontario in the summer and fall of 1812 had forcefully confronted Governor 

Prevost with the fact that army control of this maritime service was not meeting the demands of 
                                                        
6 Hitsman, Incredible, 136-7; Grodzinski, “Vigilant,” 138. 
7 “Earl to Prevost, 10 October 1812,” LAC RG8 I, c.731, 43; Malcomson, Warships, 62; 
Hitsman, Incredible, 112. 
8 Hitsman, Incredible, 139. 
9 Lt.-Col. E. Cruickshank, The Documentary History of the Campaign Upon the Niagara 
Frontier in the Year 1812, vol. 2, (Welland: Lundy’s Lane Historical Society, n.d.), 166, 
https://books.google.ca/books?id=4TNEAQAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=inauthor:%2
2Lundy%27s+Lane+Historical+Society%22&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiJyu7r85nvAhU9
MlkFHUjEAjYQ6AEwAXoECAkQAg#v=onepage&q=Beaupre&f=false 
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full-scale naval warfare on the lakes. As a result, he had requested that the Admiralty urgently send 

Royal Navy professionals to replace the Provincial Marine. When the new Royal Navy Commodore 

Sir James Yeo arrived in May of 1813, the situation on Lake Ontario did not immediately improve. 

Conflicting priorities plagued the naval forces. The British decided having more gunboats stationed 

at various points on the river was part of the answer to protecting batteau brigades while in transit. 

But building additional gunboats to escort batteau brigades from Prescott to Kingston not only 

added to the construction load on Kingston dockyard workers, the gunboats themselves required 

significant numbers of sailors to operate them.10 Yeo enveigled some sailors (and ship carpenters) 

from the civilian British transport vessels arriving in Quebec, eventually straining relations with the 

senior naval officer there. Others had been sent west from Halifax, though they did not measure up 

to Yeo’s standards. By the fall of 1813 Yeo complained that,  

I have frequently had occasion to Detach two and three hundred men (for weeks) in the 
Gun Boats, at which time I have been obliged to leave some of the Ships with only a young 
midshipman to command … as I have given all of the [men from the transport ship Dover] 
as well as a great number of my old seamen, and fifty of the new, for the Gun Boat 
Establishment … I have therefore been under the necessity of taking out of the ships our 
good Men for the Gun Boats and replacing them with [Halifax Admiral Griffiths’] rabble.11 
 

Events on Lake Erie followed a different course, but involvement of Canadien warship crews 

there came to a sudden end in 1813. Upon arriving in Kingston, Royal Navy Commodore Yeo 

ordered his subordinate Lieutenant Barclay westward to take over command of the vessels on Lake 

Erie. Yeo had kept experienced, Navy-trained seamen for his own ships based in Kingston. Barclay 

took 19 seamen with him from Kingston, all Canadiens, and by the end of May 1813, his Lake Erie 

flotilla’s sailors still included no Royal Navy sailors at all. Barclay had 108 Canadiens there, along 

                                                        
10 “Yeo to Croker, 14 October 1813,” LAC MG12, ADM 1, 2736 p. 10, in Beattie, 
“Gunboats,” 15. 
11 “Yeo to Prevost, 14 October 1813,” LAC RG8, C731, 21-23. 
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with 54 Newfoundland Fencibles and 106 regular soldiers of the 41st Regiment of Foot.12 One of the 

Provincial Marine Canadien sailors who ended up on Lake Erie was seaman Charles Beaupré, who 

was wounded and disabled in action in 1813. His service earned him status as a Militia Pensioner.13 

Two brothers, Amable and Jean Beaupré, were also serving the British as shipwrights in Kingston 

Dockyard. Five other Beaupré siblings had joined the army or served in the militia. 

In September 1813 Barclay fought and lost a major encounter with a superior American 

squadron in the Battle of Lake Erie.14 By then his crews included a further 50 Royal Navy seamen 

distributed among his six vessels. But Canadien inland mariners without any experience in battle 

still far outnumbered such trained warship sailors and though not militarily efficient by Navy 

standards, they served, suffered, died, and were made prisoners-of-war right alongside the rest of 

Barclay’s officers and crewmen.15 Indeed, it is likely that the British Lake Erie flotilla would not 

have been able to put to sea without its crews of Provincial Marine Canadiens, much less fight the 

savage, prolonged, unequal battle that Barclay, in fact, came close to winning. Forty-one of 

Barclay’s 345 officers and crew were killed and 94 wounded, a steep casualty rate of 39%.16 Once 

more demonstrating the crucial importance of naval dominance, Barclay’s defeat meant the loss of 

naval control of Lake Erie and the cutting of the British supply route west from Niagara. This 

forced the commander of the western army, General Procter, immediately to withdraw his entire 

army from the western part of Upper Canada with his troops on half-rations due to lack of 

                                                        
12 “Barclay to Procter, May 29 1813,” LAC RG8 C730, 30.  
13 “List of Names of Disabled Persons Admitted as Militia Pensioners,” LAC, RG8, C703, 1. 
14 For more information see Malcomson, Warships of the Great Lakes, 1754-1834, (Caxton 
Publishing Group, Great Britain: 2001), 94-96. 
15 John Marshall, “Robert Herriot Barclay, Esq.,” Royal Naval Biographies, Vol. III, Part 1, 
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16 Ibid.  
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provisions, leading to his defeat and the death of Shawnee warrior ally Tecumseh at the battle of 

Moraviantown, October 5 1813.17  

The arrival of the Royal Navy and the Lake Erie bloodletting essentially brought to an end the 

generation-long participation of Canadien sailors in the British Provincial Marine that had begun in 

1775. Once the Provincial Marine had been replaced by the Royal Navy, opportunities for 

Canadiens were reduced in practical terms to zero, since they would have had to enlist in the Royal 

Navy to be employed in their sailing trade – an unappetizing prospect, even for many British 

sailors.  

But to build and maintain a dominating fleet on Lake Ontario, two elements apart from sailors 

were crucially important – artificers to construct the fleet, and batteau men to transport to Kingston 

all the materials needed, along with all the provisions and other war materiel the army required to 

defend British posts around the lake. For the British, there was little surplus labour other than 

Canadiens in Lower Canada from which to draw skilled shipwrights, carpenters, blacksmiths, sail 

and rigging experts for deployment on the Great Lakes, and those skilled artificers, like skilled 

sailors, continued to be scarce commodities throughout 1813 and most of 1814. The swift 

enlargement of the dockyard in Kingston meant that Halifax Dockyard could not provide any men, 

since it was already fully occupied refitting Royal Navy ships.18 The ongoing scarcity of 

shipbuilders not only affected how the British authorities viewed the behaviour of these Canadien 

civilian employees inland, but because these men also likely understood quite well their 
                                                        
17 Hitsman, Incredible, 172-3. This severely damaged British relationships with the Empire’s 
western Indigenous allies as well as losing military control of much of the western portion of 
the province. Without supplies, no army could operate effectively.  
18 Halifax’s dockworker complement averaged 247 during the final two years of the war, and 
at that, the Port Admiral considered it shorthanded, even without having to construct any new 
ships, since the ongoing scarcity of artificers was also causing significant delays in the 
Halifax yard’s ability to cope with repair and refitting. Julian Gwyn, Ashore and Afloat, The 
British Navy and the Halifax Dockyard Before 1820, (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 
2004), 63. 
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fundamental value to the war effort, it also affected the way both artisans and ordinary batteau men 

ultimately viewed their own situation in relation to the British regime.19 

Hundreds of Canadien mariners like Amable and Jean Beaupré found gainful employment in 

1813 and 1814 creating the new and urgently required British naval fleet in the Kingston Dockyard 

(that R-H Laforce had first established in the 1780s). Compounding British problems finding 

artificers and sailors, there was some confusion and conflict about where to locate their main 

dockyard during the first year of the war. General Brock had been determined to put it in York, and 

as a result only 50 of 128 requested shipyard workers arriving in Kingston in December 1812 were 

kept there to work on existing projects, the majority being sent on to construct a new warship at 

York. Unfortunately, those retained in Kingston at that time may have been less than competent.20 

Such conflicted and confusing decision making was a symptom of significant weaknesses related to 

the leadership of Kingston dockyard under the Provincial Marine that likely influenced the morale 

and performance of artificers. The division of skilled labour between what had been the main naval 

base in Kingston and the new one in York meant that Kingston then required even more 

shipbuilders to be sent up from Lower Canada and in early 1813 Gray petitioned Prevost’s Military 

Secretary Noah Freer to obtain more artificers, hoping for “30 or 40 ship’s carpenters” from Quebec 

for Kingston.21 This was easier said than done, as the British ship’s carpenters and the Canadiens 

had to be cajoled into leaving their own ships and their existing jobs to serve under Army command 

on the frontier. The artificer’s scarce skills gave them considerable power in these negotiations and, 

in this instance, the carpenters negotiated an advance of £3 per person upon engagement, and 

additional compensation in pay for their travel time to Kingston.22 Unfortunately, somehow the 

                                                        
19 Ibid. 
20 “Gray to Prevost 29 January 1813,” LAC, RG 8 C528 in Mecredy, “Kingston,” 54, 55. 
21 “Gray to Freer, 14 January 1813,” LAC RG8 C729, 13-14. 
22 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 59. 
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papers of this particular group of carpenters were also en route and so it was difficult to settle their 

accounts, aggravating their potential annoyance with leadership.23  

In York, strategic disagreements among army staff over where to locate the dockyard also 

extended downwards to the dockyard leadership itself. The two dockyard supervisors were unable 

to get along enough even to agree on a proper building location, which meant that construction of 

the new warship was delayed for weeks. All was for naught. Most of the artificers who had been 

sent to York, many of them Canadiens, returned to Kingston with the retreating British troops after 

the American assault on the capital in April 1813. Doubtless they had vivid memories of the poor 

management, the losing battle, the burning of the ship they had built, and the gigantic explosion of 

the fort’s magazine, not to mention the fact that 15 of them had been made prisoners of war during 

the firefight.24 One might expect there would be growing reluctance among unarmed civilian 

carpenters to continue in the employ of the Crown while they remained subject to such a determined 

attack. Further illustrating the danger that the shipbuilders were in, the foremen of the Kingston 

Yard were issued with pistols in case the Americans raided Kingston. There seems to be no record 

of any training related to potential military roles the Canadiens might play in the event of such an 

attack.25 

Management problems and morale issues appeared in Kingston dockyard, too, over the first 

winter of the war. Shipbuilders, Canadiens and British alike, had to cope with changing leadership, 

food shortages and delays in pay, all of which would, and did, affect their attitudes toward the 

authorities. Morale problems surfaced long before the new shipping season opened, before 

Chauncey’s 1813 raid on York and the probably disgruntled York carpenters returned to Kingston, 

and before the Royal Navy arrived in Kingston in May to take over and reorganize naval operations. 
                                                        
23 Ibid. 
24 Cruickshank, Niagara Frontier, 166. 
25 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 58. 
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Kingston’s veteran Master Builder Dennis had earlier been sent west to York. Dennis was replaced 

in Kingston with one William Morrison, who proved to be an incompetent supervisor and had been 

himself quickly replaced, in February, 1813, although his woodworking skills dictated that he 

remain onsite, working on masts. A third supervisor, American-born Daniel Allen, then briefly 

replaced Morrison.  

As Stephen Mecredy has chronicled, on the morning of 10 March 1813, the Kingston dockyard 

workers, many of them Canadiens, though not all, went on strike after roll call.26 They refused to 

work because they claimed they had not received provisions. The Kingston garrison was called out 

and armed troops surrounded the men, who were viewed as mutineers.27 Army Captain Irwin had 

temporarily replaced Captain Gray at the time. Irwin reported to his superior, Kingston garrison 

commander Colonel Pearson, that “[The artificers] nearly to a man refused to work – giving some 

frivolous reasons about provisions not having been given to them: which were completely 

contradicted by the evidence of the Quartermaster.” Supervisor Allen (who was blamed for the 

event) refused to point out any ringleaders, and Irwin, though he reported previous incidents, could 

not pinpoint the cause. “As this is not the first time I have discovered symptoms of a mutinous spirit 

among these people, I of course have looked around & have employed persons to endeavour to trace 

matters to their source.” In spite of having employed spies, Captain Irwin reported that “I can bring 
                                                        
26 The first strike in the history of Canada was by shipyard workers at the French Royal 
Dockyard in Quebec, but the strikers were all recent imports from France itself and native-
born Canadiens “showed no sympathy for the strikers.” Unsurprisingly, although the colony 
was not at war at the time, Intendant Hocquart viewed this 1741 job action negatively and 
took “firm” action, reprimanding the men and putting at least some in prison irons. “Par la 
prison et les fers leur miutinerie qui estoit allé au point de résister au Commandement et de ne 
vouloir point travailler sous des hangards du Roy,” Peter N. Moogk, “In the darkness of a 
basement: Craftsmen’s Associations in Early French Canada,” in Economy and Society 
During the French Regime to 1759, Eds. Michael S. Cross, Gregory S. Kealey, Toronto 
(1989), 119.  
26 “Monthly Pay List of His Majesty’s Foreign Yards, July, August, September 1814,” Public 
Record Office, United Kingdom, Ref. ADM 42/2174, 155. 
27 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 59-63. 
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no direct proofs but if ever circumstantial [evidence] had weight, I could fix on Mr. Allen as the 

prime mover of these discontents. He is also an American born subject!” suggesting, in the absence 

of any other specific evidence, that Allen’s American birth was sufficient evidence of his subversive 

behaviour.28 

In the end, after discussions in the presence of the troops, the men returned to their jobs, except 

for one who was “ordered into confinement” for continuing to refuse to work.29 The record is 

unclear about how long his detention lasted. Irwin dismissed Daniel Allen two weeks later. Whether 

Allen was truly the cause of the problem remains undetermined, but a majority of settlers living in 

Upper Canada at the time were also American-born, (as was Governor Prevost himself), so this 

excuse for the strike may have been a flimsy fig leaf covering up other local leadership failings, 

perhaps within the local Commissary or army Quartermaster’s Department. Provision shortages 

would be very clearly recognized and acknowledged just a few months later.  

The March dockyard job action by an unorganized but skilled labour force, clearly self-aware 

of their value on the frontier, was but one protest during the war that successfully influenced British 

authorities (who were similarly aware of the importance of the artificers) to improve working 

conditions and meet contractual obligations. Accommodation by British authorities to such 

demands was becoming the norm when workers’ labour was irreplaceable. The shipbuilders’ strike 

bore fruit. Due to the strong negotiating stance taken by the artificers, and likely influenced by some 

broader discontent as well, a General Order was issued at the end of July 1813 by Adjutant General 

Baynes related to shortages of provisions. It described specific compensatory actions to be taken 

                                                        
28 “Captain Irwin to Colonel Pearson, 10 March 1813,” LAC RG8 C729, 115. [underlining in 
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29 Ibid. 
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when the Commissariat ran out of peas. “When there are not Pease in the King’s Magazines at the 

different posts in this Command, the Troops will receive a compensation in Money.”30 

 The July 29 General Order also ended pay stoppages related to provisions for the artificers, 

who were thus put in a priviledged position relative to sailors and soldiers. Significantly, the order 

relating to the shipyard workers was also backdated to February 25, nearly a month before the 

Kingston strike, a belated acknowledgement of winter supply shortages, and one that placed the 

local Quartermaster’s statement to Irwin during the strike in considerable doubt. 

The Civil Artificers who have been employed in His Majesty’s Dock Yard, and upon other 
Naval Service are not considered liable to a Stoppage for Provisions – and His Excellency 
The Commander of the Forces is pleased to direct that from the 25th February last, the 
Ration offered to that description of Persons throughout this Command shall be given free 
of all deductions.31  
 

Evidently, senior British leadership was willing to acknowledge and respond to the skilled workers’ 

importance to the war effort. Such protest actions were not in any way confined to Canadiens, or to 

artificers in the western theatre of the war. Skilled civilian workers in the Halifax dockyard also 

demanded what the navy viewed as excessively high wages. In Saint John, New Brunswick, skilled 

(and scarce) civilian “mechanics” (artificers) had also organized themselves during the war to avoid 

being exploited. Interestingly, in New Brunswick, British authorities adopted the expedient of 

replacing expensive local artificers with recently arrived Americans.32  

 Allen was the third Master Carpenter to lead the Kingston dockyard in a couple of months. 

Now there had to be a fourth, George Record, who was promoted from his assistant position a week 

later.33 Things settled down for a time. But the artisans’ immediate plight with respect to their food 

remained quite real. At the end of winter 1813, the Kingston Commissary had been isolated for five 
                                                        
30 “General Order, July 29 1813,” LAC, RG 8 C1170, 342. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Eugene A. Forsey, Trade Unions in Canada 1812-1902, (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press 1982), Chapter Two. 
33 “Freer to Pearson, 18 March 1813,” LAC RG8 C1220. 
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months by freeze-up and was running out of supplies to issue. Shortages forced artificers to buy 

their own food provisions, at inflated prices, from local Kingston winter markets instead of relying 

on the promised service. This was particularly aggravating, since the army continued to charge them 

(stoppages) out of their pay for provisions at the same time, and their pay was delayed as well.34  

It is unsurprising that food stores were running low since unplanned rapid increases in 

personnel had begun in December and continued through the year. By the time of the strike in 

March, on top of the many dozens of newly arrived artificers and naval personnel, the Kingston 

army garrison had also suddenly quadrupled to over 400, plus another 100 embodied (active) 

militiamen, meaning that at roughly 3-4 pounds per day per person, more than an extra half-ton of 

rations daily was now required just to keep up feeding the additional soldiers, never mind similarly 

increased complements of hundreds of dockyard workers and sailors.35 Sleighs sent up from 

Montreal could not bring the same quantity of goods that the batteaux did, and early in the spring 

thaw, even that source of supply stopped as the ice roads became dangerous. By May 1813, 

prominent Kingston merchant Richard Cartwright wrote that there was no pork to be had in in the 

area.36 In June, the provisions situation was no better. General Drummond, in command in Upper 

Canada, issued an order to evacuate the women and children associated with the Upper Canadian 

garrisons because of provision shortages.37 By the fall of 1813 the Kingston military garrison alone 

had grown from about 100 at the beginning of the war to 4,000, a forty-fold increase, in a town 

whose entire population had been less than 2,000 in 1812.38 The amount of provisions required by 

that time by Kingston’s garrison alone was approximately eight tons per day, assuming nothing was 
                                                        
34 “Darroch to Prevost, 27 September 1813,” LAC, RG8, C730. 
35 Steppler, “Duty,” 272.  
36 “Cartwright to Desreviers, May 1813,” in Mecredy, “Kingston,” 68. 
37 Steppler, “Duty,” 82. 
38 Grodzinski, “Vigilant,” 186; Jane Errington, “Keeping Hearth and Home: The Home Front 
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brought up in the winter. Those provisions alone would have required roughly 860 batteaux trips 

during the season and a total of 4,800 batteau men to crew them. This demand, for just a single 

garrison, already exceeded the capacity of the Transport Commissariat to ship up the river from 

Montreal, especially with naval and other military stores having the highest shipment priority. 

Building a large naval flotilla in Kingston added cargo transport requirements that would bring the 

Transport Service to its knees by November 1814. 

Changes in leadership (and, doubtless, the threat of armed force) settled things down 

temporarily in Kingston Dockyard, but only for a few months. However, the productivity of the 

dockyard was high during the first half of 1813, especially considering the number of supposedly 

incompetent workers. The yard launched Wolfe early in the season (an impressive performance that 

would continue throughout the war) and this brought the British flotilla back into rough parity with 

the Americans until their new corvette could be armed. Reorganization of the Kingston dockyard 

under the Royal Navy in mid-1813 offered hope that further labour problems could be averted but 

did not save the British from a second artificer strike that summer. As part of the handover, 

Commissary-General Robinson had looked at the establishment in Kingston and had made a 

number of recommendations such as adding clerks to improve the orderly functioning of the 

dockyard that now fell under the navy and the Admiralty’s detailed “Foreign Dockyard” 

regulations. The army-run Provincial Marine’s previously lackadaisical approach to paperwork and 

other inefficiencies were radically altered.39 By mid-1813, 152 artificers were employed, distributed 

among trades such as shipwrights, choppers, caulkers, joiners, sawyers, blacksmiths, and sail 

makers; a more than a tenfold increase in dockyard employment since the declaration of war the 

previous year.40 Direct and indirect evidence suggests that most of the skilled workers were 
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Canadiens, at least those below leadership position, and one W. LaPoint had been appointed 

Foreman of Carpenters in February of 1813, the equivalent of Dockyard Quartermaster.41 Most of 

these men had been recruited in Quebec and Montreal. Although shipbuilding firm owners in 

Quebec were ethnically diverse during the early 19th century, “the proportion of [Canadien] ship’s 

carpenters rarely dipped below 90%.”42 British ship’s carpenters, furthermore, were jealously 

guarded by their captains, and very difficult to obtain from vessels harbouring in Quebec or 

Montreal.  

In July of 1813 Royal Navy Captain Richard O’Conor arrived to become Commissioner of His 

Majesty’s Naval Dock Yard at Point Frederick, Kingston. As long as O’Conor was around to 

supervise overall operations, shipbuilding appears to have proceeded smoothly, but Commodore 

Yeo soon sent O’Conor off to investigate the situation on Lake Erie and Kingston dockyard 

relations immediately began to deteriorate once again. All did not continue well in O’Conor’s 

absence. Acting Commissioner Thomas McCulloch,  

succeeded in antagonizing not only the Master Builder, but just about every other artificer 
in the Yard as well … the ill treatment , and unhandsome mode of conduct I have for about 
nine weeks witnessed from the Officer now commanding the Dock Yard in endeavouring 
to execute the several functions of my duty, not only overturns my arrangements but 
materialy [sic] injures the public service.43 

 

Just nine days after this letter was written, the artificers withdrew their labour once more, on 27 

September 1813. Kingston Commander Major General Darrock intervened personally, and reported 

his understanding of the situation and his actions to Prevost that day.   

The Canadians said they wanted their pay, two months being now due, and that they had no 
Credit in Kingston, they were obliged to pay at once for every thing that they bought. … I 
undertook to speak to them and when my promising one month’s pay to them immediately, 
                                                        
41 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 58. 
42 Jean-Philip Mathieu, “Quebec City’s Ship Carpenters 1840-1893: Working Class Self-
Organization on the Waterfront,” MA Thesis, University of Ottawa (2010), p. 49. 
43 “Record to Freer, 18 September 1813,” LAC RG8 C730, 78. 
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they have gone to work. They also complain’d that they got no pease with their rations, 
however when explaining to them that none was in Store, but that as soon as the 
Commissary got any it should form part of their ration – they likewise begged an increase 
of Rum. I promised to take it into consideration, and if proper more should be issued to 
them.  
 

General Darrock also reminded Prevost that he had to manage conflicting contract arrangements.  
 
The other gang that had also struck, it appears their contract was out on the 25th of this 
month and they state that the men lately come out received more Wages than they do – and 
that they will not renew the contract without an advance of Wages. I told them, that to 
prove they were worthy of an advance, would be to go to work immediately and that if they 
did I would use my interest with the Commissioner to give them some advance. They 
immediately returned to work. Two months pay are due this gang. At their request I have 
ordered one month’s to be paid them.44   
 
But unpleasant living conditions for civilians likely continued to be a drag on morale. The 

artificers in the British Naval Yard were working on the frontier in Kingston, under threat of attack 

and far distant from their families and the domestic comforts of home in Quebec or Montreal. 

Although they had been able to negotiate improved conditions on their own behalf, all was not rosy. 

Unlike soldiers and sailors, “Civilian artificers were required to construct their own shelters … 

these lodgings have been no further expense to the Government than a small quantity of nails and 

glass … the most miserable dwellings that can be imagined.”45 

Although generally having to comply with shipbuilders’ demands, the Kingston Dockyard 

authorities were resentful of the artificers’ clout, and evidently shipyard workers also remained for a 

time unimpressed by efforts to appease them. Upon resuming command of the yard, O’Conor wrote 

to Military Secretary Freer in October that, despite the pay increases and “every exertion … to 

satisfy the reasonable demands of the men employed in the naval yard … their demands have been 
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exorbitant and will continue so, while aware how important and necessary they are.”46 That military 

officers considered such civilian demands excessive was nothing new in the colonies. Long before 

the agitation leading to the American Revolution, during the Seven Years’ War and its aftermath, 

pay demands by seamen and carpenters in Boston and New York had similarly frustrated General 

Amherst and his officers in the 1760s. “One consequence of [the army’s reluctance to pay artificers 

and seamen’s wage demands] was that the military authorities handled the artisans they did get with 

a brusqueness and lack of consideration that must have made it harder and harder for them to get 

men.”47  

By October of 1813 desertions had begun to reduce available civilian manpower in the 

Kingston dockyard, and many Canadiens were requesting leave to see their families in Lower 

Canada before winter freeze-up.48 Commodore Yeo was alarmed that dockyard workers were 

leaving, fearing that if the men could not be retained, progress on his ambitious shipbuilding 

program would not be able to match the rapid build-up of warships by the Americans across the 

lake. He wrote to Prevost in mid-October, “I am convinced that until some effort is made to retain 

those we have, and obtain a number of others to join, the present force of the yard is very 

inadequate to the service they have to perform.”49  

Yeo wrote again to Prevost a week later that discord within the shipyard was so bad that it was 

having an effect on the completion of the ships under construction. Twenty additional men were 

hired from Lower Canada in October and twenty more were brought down to Kingston from the 

Lake Erie dockyard. These actions seem to have helped, and O’Conor was able to report in late 

                                                        
46 “O’Conor to Freer, 22 October 1813,” LAC RG8 C731, in Mecredy, Kingston, 76. 
47 H. Clare Pentland, Labour and Capital in Canada 1650-1860, (Toronto: James Lorimer & 
Company, 1981), Note 146. 
48 “O’Conor to Freer, 30 October 1813,” LAC RG 8 C731 in Mecredy, “Kingston,” 76. 
49 “Yeo to Prevost, 17 October 1813,” LAC RG8 C731 in Mecredy, “Kingston,” 76-7. 



 

 182 

November that work was progressing with “great good will and spirit.”50 In fact, things had 

progressed favourably enough by that time that O’Conor then reported that his problem would 

shortly once more be the now-chronic issue of obtaining sufficient rations and shipbuilding supplies 

after freeze-up, including “seven, eight and nine inch spikes” from Montreal. By the end of 1813, 

roughly 300 artificers were working for O’Conor in the yard, along with as many as 500 more 

unskilled labourers in the form of off-duty sailors and soldiers.51 Construction work in Kingston 

continued over the winter of 1813 on two large vessels, Prince Regent and Princess Charlotte, and 

commenced on a third, the massive HMS St. Lawrence, with 100+ guns. By the end of 1813, the 

work of the Canadien artificers was showing some promise of being able to support Yeo and 

Prevost’s goal to regain and maintain control of Lake Ontario, though Lake Erie was lost for the 

duration of the war. 

Many more Canadien ship carpenters worked in the British Royal Dockyard in Kingston during 

1814, but they benefitted from additional efforts at accommodation, and strikes such as had 

occurred in 1813 did not recur. The shipyard where these men laboured was a truly massive 

industry. The Royal Military College of Canada now completely occupies the site of the former 

wartime Royal Dockyard in Kingston, which is commemorated by a few plaques and an anchor. Its 

physical disappearance makes it more difficult, of course, to get a good physical impression of the 

scale of the dockyard’s operations. In Britain at the time, “Naval dockyards were, by the standards 

of the day, immense enterprises. They were the largest industrial units … dwarfing their nearest 

rivals, the breweries and the mines … the average business entailed less capital than a [single] 
                                                        
50 “O’Conor to Freer, 19 November 1813,” LAC RG8 C371 in Macredy, “Kingston,” 78. 
51 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 80. Some sources indicate that as many as 1,200 civilian workmen 
and 400 naval personnel were living in and around the dockyard a year later. “Robert Hall to 
Thomas Mossington Quarterman, 10 December 1814,” AO, Thomas Mossington Fonds, F 
527, Kingston Journal 1812-15; Francis Hall, Travels in Canada and the United States in 
1816 and 1817, Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, Brown, (London UK) in Bazely, 
“Archeological,” 39. 
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major battleship.”52 Kingston was a smaller operation, but in the Canadas, especially on the frontier, 

there was simply nothing at all to compare it to except the opposing enterprise of the Americans at 

Sackets Harbor. At the beginning of 1814 Kingston Dockyard employed more men than the Halifax 

yard, which served the entire North American station of the Royal Navy and Kingston steadily 

increased its already intense level of activity throughout 1814.53 Dockyard Commissioner O’Conor 

reported that there were often more than 300 artificers at work in the yard, and in June of 1814 he 

requested a personal raise in salary from Governor Prevost to compensate for the hardship of having 

to deal with such a large and fractious workforce. He complained that the “jelousies [and] cabals [of 

the artificers and labourers] to appease required every exertion that Providence, Caution and Zeal 

for the Public Service could suggest.”54 During the winter the use of hundreds of otherwise-idle 

sailors as labourers augmented this workforce by at least 500, without the additional men ever 

appearing on Dockyard payrolls. But there were still not enough of them, and the Dockyard yet 

again advertised for civilian artificers in the Kingston Gazette in February 1814.55  

Despite the shortages of skilled help, under O’Conor’s direction the dockyard launched two 

heavy frigates, HMS Prince Regent and HMS Princess Charlotte, in April of 1814 shortly after the 

lake ice cleared. Those vessels took part in the successful attack on Fort Ontario at Oswego, New 

York just a month later. But when the frigates were completed, many Canadien artificers’ contracts 

also expired. Canadiens began to leave to return home to Lower Canada, just when Yeo wanted to 

finish construction of the next addition to his flotilla, the largest and most powerful sailing warship 

ever to be launched on the Great Lakes. The mighty HMS St. Lawrence, of 2,300 tons and 100+ 

                                                        
52 John Brewer, Sinews, 34-36. 
53 Gwyn, Ashore and Afloat, 63. 
54 “O’Conor to Freer, 28 June 1814,” LAC RG8 C 733. 
55 Mecredy, “Kingston,” 81. 
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guns, required a crew of 800. General Drummond, commanding the British army in Upper Canada, 

wrote to Prevost in May 1814 about progress on the big ship. 

… so many shipwrights, and other artificers have left the Dockyard, in consequence of 
their agreement for Work upon the Ships lately launched having been fulfilled, I am 
apprehensive that the business of the Naval Department will be very much delayed … 
unless Shipwrights are sent up from the Lower Province; or those, said to be on their way 
from England, arrive without delay.56 
 

Drummond had real cause to worry. If the ship was not completed and the British lost control of the 

lake supply route again, his entire army was at risk. Commodore Yeo also reported this to the First 

Secretary of the Navy, while outlining some of the disincentives for these workmen to stay despite 

the “extravagant wages” they had been able to negotiate.57  

British officials’ disparaging opinion of the high pay the dockyard workers had negotiated was 

not totally unreasonable. At least some of the men had successfully bargained for compensation 

levels that were several times the daily wage of the ordinary soldier, sailor or militiaman (or batteau 

man) and, since February the year previously, their provisions (such as they were) had been free of 

charge.58 For comparison, a valuable, experienced sailor rated AB (Able) earned just one shilling 

and 8 pence per day.59 A regular soldier earned one shilling per day and both the sailors and the 

soldiers had the cost of their rations subtracted from that. The Army Engineering Corps in Kingston 

employed other skilled civilian artificers who were paid only five to seven shillings per day (plus a 

ration), and the Ordnance Board’s own naval artificers sent out from Britain received only four 

shillings per day, plus a ration.60 The Canadien naval shipbuilders clearly were very effective 

                                                        
56 “Drummond to Prevost, 31 May 1814,” LAC RG8 C 683, 214-17. 
57 “Yeo to Crocker, 21 May 1814,” PAO, MU 1721 in Mecredy, “Kingston,” 81. 
58 Macredy, “Kingston,” 84. 
59 “Pay Lists for the Officers and Seamen under Commodore Sir James Lucas Yeo between 
the 1st and 31st of July 1813,” National Archives of the United Kingdom, Public Records 
Office, ADM 38/2302, 260. 
60 Macredy, “Kingston,” 87-89. 
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negotiators. Provisions, however, remained an issue, with a scarcity in Kingston of  “anything that 

was nourishing in a country that is subject to the lake fever and dysentery.”61 

Continuing their attempts to persuade shipbuilders to come to Kingston, in mid-1814 the 

British began to allow artificers to bring their families to the town, and this may have reduced 

somewhat the strong urge to head back downriver to their homes. An additional incentive was that 

wives and daughters could draw full provisions while employed in the yard as cooks or 

washerwomen. (See Table 1)62 Despite this, cooks with French names were not common on the July 

to September 1814 dockyard payroll, only three women appearing to be Canadien out of a total of 

28. However, washerwomen were not listed on Navy payroll returns or other documentation, so it is 

quite possible that many more Canadien women were present as part of the informal economy, 

though they remain invisible to historians. The majority of Canadiens in the dockyard worked in the 

more highly skilled trades, only 33 (14%) being paid as labourers or apprentices. A detailed 

examination of the payroll returns from the Naval Dockyard for July, August and September 1814, 

a time of peak activity related to the completion and launch of HMS St. Lawrence, reveals that 

almost half (234) of the 504 artisans listed as working during this period had French names.63  

 By mid-1814, dockyard production was in high gear. The line-of-battle ship HMS St. Lawrence 

was roughly equivalent in power and size to HMS Victory, Nelson’s flagship at Trafalgar, and, once 

launched, outclassed anything else on the lake until the end of navigation in 1814. As soon as it was 

launched in September, Yeo began the construction of two more line-of-battle ships of similar size, 

which he intended to launch in 1815. Even more shipbuilders were required, because work also 

began in October on HMS Psyche, whose wooden frames had been prefabricated in Britain and 

                                                        
61 Ibid. 
62 “Monthly Pay List of His Majesty’s Foreign Yards, Kingston, July, August, September 
1814,” National Archives of the United Kingdom, Public Records Office, ADM 41/2167, 228. 
63 Ibid., (see table below). 
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shipped up to Kingston during the summer by a private contractor at huge expense, against the 

advice of all the senior British officers in the Canadas. Carpenters who had been sent out from 

Britain to help assemble the “kit” vessel that was on its way arrived in Kingston early, in July, and 

they were immediately put to work on St. Lawrence, somewhat easing the artificer pinch. However, 

to meet the anticipated need for even more skilled workers, Yeo requested dozens more British 

shipbuilders be sent from overseas to augment the workforce. These British shipbuilders arrived 

very late in 1814, as the war against France wound down, but they did not arrive in time to affect 

the course of the shipbuilding war on Lake Ontario. By December 1814 up to “1,200 civilian 

workmen … were living in and around the dockyard.”64 Two Canadien shipwrights on this list were 

Amable and Jean Beaupré. Two of the eleven sons of Surveyor (Arpenteur) Pierre Beaupré, they 

were truly “old stock” Quebecois, descended from the woman said to be the first child born in New 

France. Their father, Pierre, had signed a letter to the Quebec Gazette after the militia call-up of 

1794, attesting to the joy he took in assembling with his militia company to show his devotion to the 

King of England and the British Empire. A late Victorian history of the Canadien Militia identified 

Pierre as a civil engineer and also printed the song Pierre wrote about missing his sons during the 

War of 1812, “ce vide du foyer domestique.”65  

                                                        
64 Bazely, “Archeological,” 39. 
65 Benjamin Sulte, Histoire de la milice canadienne-française, 1760-1897, (Montreal: 
Desbarats 1897), 109, 126-7. In the mid-1830s ex-Naval Dockyard carpenter Amable Beaupré 
and his brothers and sons created what became a thriving Kingston shipbuilding business. He 
and his family constructed and repaired many wooden schooners and barges in the region over 
his lifetime and that of his son, Edouard, including the impressive 116-foot, 200 ton, three-
masted schooner Oliver Mowat (1873), named after the then-Lieutenant-Governor of Ontario, 
who attended the launch ceremony. These men not only founded a minor dynasty in the 
present Kingston suburb known as Portsmouth Village, but also became well-known around 
all the Great Lakes as mariners and builders. The Beauprés came to own considerable 
property in Kingston, and Edouard built a harbour-front inn that survives to the date of 
publication as the Portsmouth Tavern. The Beauprés contributed materially to the construction 
of the local Catholic Church of the Good Thief and to the life of the Portsmouth Village and 
its town council for many years. Hundreds of other Canadien mariners – shipbuilders, owners, 
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Table 1: Occupations, Ratios to Total Workforce, and Daily Pay (shilling/pence) of 

Canadiens employed by Kingston Royal Dockyard, July-Sept 181466 

 

 

After HMS St. Lawrence went into service in October 1814, American naval activity ceased on 

Lake Ontario until the end of navigation, as their naval vessels sheltered in port. The big British 
                                                                                                                                                                             
sailors and ship’s officers – and their families would follow Amable’s path, and that of the 
other early Canadien mariners described in this research, to come to work and contribute to 
Kingston’s prosperity through the 19th century. At least one of Amable Beaupré’s descendants 
still lives in the city. Pierre’s Song provided through personal communication from Marie 
Edwards (née Beaupré). 
66 Based on Returns. Note: It is difficult to come to an exact number. Canadiens may have 
provided an English translation of their French prenom, such as “John” or “Jack” for “Jacques, 
or Jean,” knowing that British clerks found some French names difficult. Clerks sometimes 
simply recorded a phonetic equivalent of what they thought they heard, or anglicized it on their 
own. As an example, the surname “Beaupré” can be found spelled as “Bopré (14th-17th August 
1814), and Amable Beaupré’s brother Jean appears as John in the same payroll. On the other 
hand, some of the British likely had French-appearing surnames, such as Lieutenant-Governor 
Cramahé, during the previous war. Some men also were listed twice, having worked in more 
than one paid position on various dates during each pay period. Four of the Canadien 
“Choppers” are listed as “Run” on the paysheets, relating to the problem with desertion that the 
British faced, though at less than two percent of the Canadien workforce this issue does not 
appear to have reached a production-crippling number during the busy three months of the 
summer of 1814. Some occupations were not listed among the Canadiens, such as Navy Stock 
Keepers, Armourers, Wardens, etc. so the total non-Canadien-filled occupations is larger than 
the sum of the individual occupations shown above. Pay is in Shillings/Pence per day. 
“Monthly Pay List of His Majesty’s Foreign Yards, Kingston, July, August, September 1814,” 
National Archives of the United Kingdom, Public Records Office, ADM 41/2167, 228. 
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ship, twice as large as any of the ocean-going merchant vessels of the day, was then continuously 

employed in ferrying supplies from Kingston to the west end of the lake to support the ongoing 

British military presence there until the end of the navigation season, and, as it turned out, the end 

of the war itself. At Kingston in the fall, after the “kit” vessel’s parts had finally arrived, and HMS 

St. Lawrence had been launched, the dockyard enlarged the pre-framed vessel from a small 32-gun 

warship to a much more powerful 56-gun vessel, named Psyche, and promptly launched her in 

December.67 The shipbuilders’ arms race on Lake Ontario thus came to a successful end for the 

British at freeze-up in 1814, for the news that the Treaty of Ghent had been signed in December 

came to Prevost in March of 1815, before spring allowed navigation once more.  

 

The successful campaign to build more and larger ships that so preoccupied Commodore Yeo 

and the British High Command would not have been possible without a robust Transport Service. 

And as it had been during the previous war, transport of goods, men and materiel up the St. 

Lawrence was one of the  

most serious challenges that had to be faced and solved. Preparedness efforts began before war was 

declared. In January 1812, Governor Prevost received Deputy Quarter-Master Captain Gray’s report 

concerning the batteau transport service situation in Montreal. Prevost anticipated the declaration of 

war by the United States six months later, and soon acted to organize and centralize control of the 

vital transport service. On April 24 he issued a General Order, transferring the control of all 

batteaux and “other Craft of Burthen for the conveyance of Troops or the Transport of Stores” to the 

Supply Commissariat under Commissary-General Robinson, which “will be held responsible to 

                                                        
67 The frames were the heavy oaken skeletons of the ships, including the keel, stern, stem post 
and ribs. They were built in England and dismantled, with all the pieces being numbered to 
enable the Kingston artificers to reassemble them. See Mecredy, “Kingston,” 97. 
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keep them constantly in repair.”68 Prevost ordered that a total of 268 batteaux were to be available. 

Of these, 220 boats would have to be manned by roughly 1,100 Canadien crewmen and conductors.  

Within a few short months, this prewar assessment of requirements would prove a thorough 

underestimation of the coming wartime transport burden. Just a year later, in the spring of 1813, 

provisions in the west were already running dangerously short, even with sleighs hauling cargo 

through the winter. Less than two and a half years later, official requirements for batteaux and men 

just on the Lachine to Kingston leg had multiplied tenfold, from 55 to 516 batteaux. The Transport 

Service also began to use much larger Durham boats requiring an additional 500 men.69  

Throughout the war in Lower Canada, with some exceptions, crewing batteaux continued to 

rely almost entirely on the tried and true, if sometimes unresponsive and cumbersome corvée 

system. Concerns were voiced about the “efficiency” of the system, beginning with Commissary-

General Robinson just before the war, who hoped to standardize the transport system under military 

leadership, “upon the principle adopted on other services … From the nature & content of this 

service it is essentially necessary that it should be carried into effect by an Officer of Rank, in 

preference to a [civilian] person of the Commissariat.”70 One year into the war, Robinson was even 

more specific in his criticisms of the corvée system, again recommending that the batteau service be 

placed on a military footing as opposed to using civilians mustered by local militia Captains. The 

time-consuming response necessitated by using a civilian workforce to meet urgent military needs 

was at that time foremost in his mind. As Robinson explained to J.C. Herries, his superior in 

                                                        
68 30 batteaux were to be stationed at Kingston and 25 at Lachine, making 55 available in total 
for the leg from Montreal to Kingston, with 100 more in Montreal itself, 30 at Quebec, 20 at 
Three Rivers and 20 at Fort William Henry (Sorel) “to meet the Requisitions of the QtrMaster 
Gen’l.” The remainder, 48, was distributed among posts on the lakes, west of Kingston. 
“General Order, 24 April 1812,” LAC RG 8 C-1168, 209-10. 
69 “Freer to Robinson, 26 November 1814,” LAC RG 8 C1223, 40; Transactions of the Royal 
Society of Canada, Vol. 6, 35. 
70 “Robinson to Freer, 22 April 1812,” LAC RG 8 C116, 107-109. 
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London, “The time of 48 hours required by Law for the Militia Man, after receiving the order to 

prepare himself for the Service, and living perhaps at several Leagues distance, renders it 

impossible to send away a considerable number of batteaux on a sudden emergency.”71 

Getting the men to the assembly point was only the beginning of the business, Robinson continued,  
 
After the arrival of those ordered many of them may be found to be either novices in the 
business, or otherwise incapable; and it frequently occasions a further delay in ordering 
others to	take their places, besides delays produced by mistakes committed by the Officers 
of the Militia, through whom the order must issue, from their ignorance, many of them not 
being able to read or write, and in some instances by refusal of the Militia to obey the order 
they receive.  
 

Such issues, the Commissary General felt, would not arise if a strictly military organization staffed 

with permanently activated men was put into effect. “You will readily suppose that, under these 

circumstances it was greatly to be desired that a Corps of able Batteau Men should be raised under the 

Militia Law of the Province.”72 

Various schemes to bring the batteau service response times to a standard desired by the army 

by militarizing it were debated and attempted during the war; the Canadian Voyageur Battalion and 

the Provincial Commissariat Voyageurs were two. However, no effective overall replacement for 

the system was found before the war ended. At various times there were also attempts and proposals 

to stretch the numbers of skilled batteau crews through diluting them by sprinkling untrained 

militiamen among the crews. Despite these efforts, almost all the load continued to fall mainly on 

the shoulders of batteau-competent corvée men from the District of Montreal. As the war demands 

grew, however, that catchment area had to be expanded downriver to Trois Rivières and even 

farther. 

The Montreal District Commissary of Transport’s jurisdiction already extended upriver all the 

way to Kingston for administrative purposes, perforating the new interprovincial political ‘border’ 
                                                        
71 “Robinson to J. C. Herries, 11 June 1813,” LAC, WA 57/14, in Steppler, “Duty” 138. 
72 Ibid. 
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between Upper and Lower Canada, Its commander remained Hippolyte St-Georges Dupré, 

Lieutenant-Colonel of the 3rd Battalion of the Select Montreal militia throughout the war and long 

afterwards.73 In peacetime, with a single office clerk to help manage records and correspondence, 

often in hand-written triplicate, this was likely quite a heavy, though probably manageable 

workload. Each Commissary of Transport had to maintain up-to-date lists of thousands of their 

district militiamen: those who possessed wagons, carriages, horses and sleighs, and who had skills 

or experience handling batteaux. When required, these human assets were summoned by the District 

Transport Commissary, who ordered parish militia Captains out to find candidates to fill corvée 

requests, and the Captains were to inform the ranking parish militia officers directly of any 

delinquencies.  

The Transport Commissaries had to make regular reports on what transports departed from 

their Districts, “keep up the chain of communication without extraordinary delays or 

disappointments,” make billeting and lodging arrangements for troops marching through their 

Districts, and be present on the spot whenever necessary to investigate and solve “complaints and 

disorders” as they arose.74 This investigation necessitated frequent travel on horseback to deal 

personally with many issues, and so in 1814 Dupré was granted a forage allowance, after it having 

first been refused.75 The Montreal District Transport Service organization was particularly complex, 

as the chain of supply necessarily included intensive land transport from the eastern end of the 

island of Montreal to Lachine in the west to avoid the first set of impassable rapids in the river and 

connect the river transport below Montreal with the western batteau service. The wagons of the 
                                                        
73 Steppler, “Duty,” 222. 
74 “Instructions for Conducting the Department of the Commissary of Transport in Lower 
Canada during the Continuance of the War with the United States, 10 January 1813,” LAC RG 
8 C 373 43-46 in Steppler, 116-117. 
75 “Freer to Robinson, 12 February 1814,” LAC RG 8 C1223, 6. A horse typically consumed 
about 40 pounds of hay and oats per day and without the allowance officers had to purchase 
their own. 
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Transport Service were also an essential part of the supply system, individually authorized, 

organized, and paid through Dupré’s office. During the war as many as 18,000 wagonloads were 

required annually to move incoming stores to the batteau embarkation point at Lachine.76  

Before war broke out, Hippolyte St-Georges Dupré was perfectly aware that the coming of war 

meant a drastically increased workload and he wanted no distractions. In the weeks before fighting 

began, Dupré’s friends had informed him that a militia battalion commander, one Colonel Forthier, 

wished to secure Dupré’s evidently strong leadership skills to help him organize and run Forthier’s 

new militia unit being raised outside Montreal. Upon hearing this rumour, Dupré wrote urgently to 

Militia Adjutant-General Monviel, the overall militia commander in Lower Canada, asking him to 

block the appointment, declaring that he had not solicited it in any way and, “je crois très 

certainement que j’ai assez de trouble avec tous les Habitans que pour les corvées qui me prévent 

absolument de m’absenter de la ville.”77 Forthier was denied Dupré’s services, and admonished to 

remember that he did not have the personal authority to make militia appointments on his own. Six 

weeks later, news arrived that Britain and its colonies were at war with the United States. The 

workload of the batteau service immediately increased, forcing senior authorities to cast about 

somewhat desperately for ways to spread the weight.  

The civilian transport service also had to operate continuously on the front line, not in the 

background. From before the beginning of the war and long afterward it was known that the upper 

St. Lawrence river route was extremely vulnerable in a military sense as well as being 

extraordinarily difficult to navigate physically.78 The military was concerned that attacks could 

sever its supply train, which in most wars was situated safely far behind the fighting. The Transport 

Service required protection by the army, militia and, eventually, navy gunboats, which complicated 
                                                        
76 Steppler, “Duty,” 143. 
77 “Dupré to Monviel, May 11 1812,” LAC RG 9 1-A-1, V.4 
78 Hitsman, 1812, 105-6. 
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and sometimes slowed responses to urgent demands for help from British forces in the west. As a 

result, as batteau brigades were assembled, they had to wait at Lachine until an armed escort could 

be organized and sent with them up the river. Responsibility for finding armed escorts, however, 

was an Army problem; one that did not fall ordinarily under the jurisdiction of the civilian 

Transport Commissariat. Co-ordination was not effortless, and sometimes led to serious disruptions. 

Attempts to resolve the problem and protect the supply line by creating two all-military batteau 

units did not succeed. 

Batteau men were not only at risk of being wounded or killed, but also of being taken as 

prisoners-of-war. Emphasizing the unarmed batteau men’s vulnerability, during the first months of 

the war brigades were attacked several times, In August 1812 there was a skirmish near Brockville 

between “a small American schooner and a party of government boats, with ammunition, on their 

way to [Kingston].”79 A month later, a second, more determined, American attack occurred at 

Toussaint Island, a narrow point in the river just below Prescott. In this skirmish, a 33-strong 

batteau convoy (which would have required a corvée summons by Dupré of about 150 batteau men) 

was attacked and forced to beach itself on the north shore, where the unarmed crews and passengers 

took cover. The brigade was effectively defended there by elements of the accompanying 49th 

Regiment of Foot and the Newfoundland Regiment, which were being transported to Kingston with 

their families, along with some local, land-based militia units. Together, they were able to drive off 

the attacking American forces and capture a Durham boat. One Newfoundlander private was killed 

by a cannon shot and several other men wounded. An eyewitness related the event.  

A body of Americans had posted themselves behind some trees on the island, with a view 
to intercepting our passage; and when they observed us making for the shore, they 
immediately discharged a volley of musquetry at us … As the balls were flying about us, 

                                                        
79 “The Kingston Gazette, August 11, 1812,” in Hitsman, Incredible, 105. 
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perforating the sides of the boats, dropping into the water in every direction, and 
threatening instant destruction to all on board, great confusion prevailed.80  
 
For the civilian batteau men, the situation must have been terrifying. The next day the riverside 

town of Gananoque was attacked by another force of over 100 Americans in boats. Two days later, 

a typical General Order was issued in Montreal regarding the creation of an escort for a batteau 

brigade.  

Captain Pentz’ Canadian Fencibles with a party of 1 subaltern, 2 Serjeants and 50 Rank 
and file to march to La Chine on Wednesday afternoon to form an Escort to a Brigade of 
Boats with Stores proceeding to Kingston; … The Escort to take with them 60 Rounds Ball 
Cartridge per Man, and are to be kept in separate Divisions in light Boats, in readiness to 
use their Arms, at a Moments Notice and are not to be employed in rowing …”81  
 

In early October 1813, the British artillery battery in Prescott bombarded Ogdensburg across 

the river for three hours, “designed to cover the passage of 40 batteaux carrying troops and supplies 

and two gunboats heading for Kingston.” Through the remaining few months of the navigation 

season, the Americans continued to try to obstruct the British supply chain by attacking the 

brigades, “[venturing] onto the river using small boats to engage the crews of the batteaux and their 

escorts.”82  

As John Grodzinski pointed out, sporadic attacks on the brigades continued through 1813, 

demonstrating the ongoing vulnerability of the supply chain despite military escorts and the British 

cross-river assault and capture of Ogdensburg on February 21. For example, mid-July, 1813, saw 

most of a brigade of fifteen batteaux laden with military stores ambushed and captured on the river 

west of Prescott, despite having an escorting gunboat, the Spitfire. The Americans eventually 

                                                        
80 Patrick Finan, Journal of a Voyage to Quebec in the Year 1825 with Recollections of 
Canada during the late American War in the Years 1812-13, (Newry, Northern Ireland, A. 
Peacock 1828), 208. 
81 “General Order, 22 Sept 1812,” LAC RG 8, C1168, 280. Clearly the rowing was done by 
Dupré’s unarmed, corvée’d cohorts. 
82 Grodzinski, Vigilant, 90. 
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brought the booty, the captured boats and 60 prisoners, including batteau crews, into Sackets 

Harbour, in the process also defeating a British force sent from Kingston to recover the boats and 

cargo.83 In October 1813, a commercial fur trade brigade on its way to Kingston became the next 

convoy to be intercepted and captured, this time by armed “American civilians under letter of 

marque.” It is unknown what happened to these captured batteau men after they were taken 

prisoner. The captured goods in question, however, were subject to a series of follow up attacks by 

the British that fall, and were partially recovered the following winter, though the boats were not.84 

Alan Taylor wrote that many American civilians on the south shore of the upper river were quite 

happy to have the British available and occupying Ogdensburg, partly as a handy market to sell beef 

and other supplies into in return for British gold. But, as the local ‘privateering’ nature of the attacks 

indicated, it was not just U.S. military forces that posed a significant threat to the British war effort 

on this route during the first two years of the war.85  

It seems unlikely, once the word got back to Montreal, that such events could have had a 

rousing effect on the recruitment of unarmed civilians to work on the river. The Americans clearly 

labored under no delusions that these batteaux and their cargos were ‘neutral’ in any way. At the 

capture of York in April 1813, clergyman John Strachan had protested to the Americans about the 

theft of provisions and flour from merchant warehouses in the town. The response had come back 

that the provisions were considered “lawful prise, because they were the subsistence of armies.”86 

Nor were batteau brigades considered neutral under the rudiments of what existed in relevant 

international maritime law, being engaged in transporting essential military supplies, including 
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troops and ammunition.87 

By freeze-up time in 1812, after just one wartime season operating the river transportation 

system west of Montreal using corvéed batteau men, flaws in the system were already apparent. But 

the transporting brigades had to continue at an ever-increasing pace. The old way was perfectly 

adequate for the limited needs of peacetime, but new wartime pressures were revealing the 

problems that Robinson had identified. In partial response, the Military Boundary of the Montreal 

District was extended west to Prescott, more closely matching the Transport Commissariat’s 

jurisdiction “until further orders,” to facilitate the organization and protection of the transport 

service by allowing a more coherent response under a single commander.88 Problems predictably 

worsened as the intensity of the war deepened. The issues manifested themselves in several 

interlocking ways.  

One major problem was simply manpower capacity. The full weight of the war had yet to be 

felt by the winter of 1812-13, but it had already become clear that the well of available skilled 

labour in the countryside around Montreal in the summer was only so deep. Each batteau man, 

removed from his farm during the ploughing, sowing and harvest time, meant that output from 

Lower Canadian farms decreased proportionately. Lower Canada was feeling a severe strain on 

manpower as the planting time of 1813 approached, even before the inland shipping and 
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effort – a very broad and highly flexible category of goods, and one which was largely 
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campaigning season resumed to take ever more batteau men away from the farms. Before the first 

winter of the war was out, in early March of 1813, Louis-Joseph Papineau, lawyer, militia officer, 

and MPP in the Legislative Assembly since 1809, wrote privately to his father, Joseph, also elected 

to the Assembly since 1792, to express his deep concern about the effect manpower shortages were 

already having on farming in the Montreal District. 

La misère est grande au dèla de tout ce que l'on a vu depuis bien longtemps, et point 
d'apparence que cet état puisse changer l'an prochain. Ce que vous pourriez employer de 
bras pour vos travaux ne vous seront probablement point enleves pour les milices tandis 
qu'ils le sont dans la plus grande partie de la Province dans une trop forte proportion. Les 
travaux de l'agriculture en souffriront beaucoup, les semences seront moins fortes d'un tiers 
au moins de ce qu'elles ont coutume d'être, elles sont très mauvaises telles sont les suites de 
la disette cette annee. L'interruption qu'occasionnera dans les travaux des habitants tout le 
'remu ménage dont nous sommes menacés sera une nouvelle cause de disette pour l'an 
prochain.89 
 

But for the British, the need to move goods and people west from Montreal continued to 

increase relentlessly for a variety of reasons. One was the fighting itself, which required ever more 

troops, powder and shot, shoes, coats, guns, and provisions. Complicating that was the need to 

protect the supply line itself, adding even more troops and supply requirements to the batteau 

transport service. Another factor was the militia mobilization in Upper Canada, which also took 

men away from their farms, reducing the ability of Upper Canadian civilians not only to feed 

themselves but also to provide food to the army in the west, thus also increasing dependence on 

shipments from Montreal and other sources. Commissary-General Robinson had written Prevost 

late in the fall of 1812 to express his anxiety for the state of provisions. “In Upper Canada … a great 

deficiency is experienced …  not above half the usual quantity of flour has been brought down … in 
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proportion as Reinforcements come out [from Britain], provisions must be sent to feed them.”90  

What proved to be the most important stressor on the batteau transport service during the war, 

however, was the necessity to maintain naval control of Lakes Ontario and Erie. If this was lost then 

the British would lose Upper Canada. As a result, to maintain communication and supply links to 

the western theatre of the war, Prevost had prioritized the major shipbuilding and naval arms race 

on Lake Ontario. The impact of this decision was immediate. Vast quantities of naval stores had to 

be transported to Kingston and dozens of scarce shipbuilding artisans had to be brought from Lower 

Canada. Prioritization of the navy’s armament requirements before provisions also impacted 

Canadiens who were brought to Kingston to work in the dockyard.91 The swift enlargement of the 

dockyard in Kingston ultimately placed near-insupportable demands on the batteau service as the 

inland naval arms race heated up. 

The continuously growing needs of the war in the west and the resulting pressure on scarce 

transport resources were evidenced by Commissary-General Robinson’s expensive deployment of 

hundreds of sleighs over the frozen river between Montreal and Kingston during the winter of 1812-

13. Each sleigh could carry at best about 1/8 the cargo of a batteau.92 American resident Michael 
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Smith wrote that he had seen during January and February, “some hundreds of sleighs … As soon 

as the snow fell in Canada, and the sleighing became good, (which was in the last of November), 

the British exerted themselves to the utmost to provide for the support of the war …”93 Sleighs, too, 

were subject to attack from the American side. In February 1813, a convoy of 40 sleighs hauling 

naval and army ordnance stores including ten 12-pounder cannons for the post at Prescott was held 

up due to such concerns.94 Despite this, sleighs delivered 80 artillery pieces and their gear from 

Quebec to Prescott, Kingston, and York, along with many tons of naval requirements; just one ship 

building in Kingston over the winter, the Wolfe, required a list of stores four pages long.95 

Throughout the winter, troop reinforcements also moved up the frozen St Lawrence to Prescott 

and Kingston, both to support campaigning in 1813 and simply to protect the vulnerable supply line 

itself in the coming campaign. Over 600 regular troops were sent up to Kingston and Prescott over 

the winter to defend the batteau brigades, with roughly another 500 sent further west.96 These men 

also had now to be fed, clothed, and supplied with war materiel by the river transport system they 

were mobilized to protect. Overall shortages in transport capacity, and the decision to prioritize 

military stores rather than provisions, began to have repercussions by early 1813. The sleighs 

completed the delivery of hundreds of troops and hundreds of tons of materiel, but there was not 

enough food delivered to the Kingston Dockyard garrison to prevent the strike by hungry, angry, 

contracted shipyard workers there in March and again in September, and it forced authorities to 
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issue a General Order in June 1813 directing the evacuation of women and children attached to the 

Upper Canada garrisons to Montreal, except for nurses.97  

Through the autumn of 1812 and the early 1813 a variety of attempts were made by the British 

authorities to improve upon the existing transport system. The two main organizational initiatives 

included militarizing the service through the consecutive creation of a Corps of Canadian 

Voyageurs in the fall of 1812 and a Corps of Provincial Commissariat Voyageurs the following 

spring. As Robinson had recommended even before the war began, militarization of the batteau men 

offered several tantalizing potential benefits. Though neither of these units provided anything 

approaching real solutions, their creation underlines the serious, ongoing attempts to improve and 

protect the transport service and to remove from the Commissary the onerous, politically fraught 

necessity of utilizing civilian corvée labour en masse.  

Several months after the war began, the North West Company fur trading partners, no doubt 

exhilarated by the safe arrival at Montreal that August of its largest-ever annual cargo of furs, had 

offered the services of themselves and the Company’s skilled canoe men, the fur trade engagés, to 

Prevost.98 The Corps of Canadian Voyageurs was duly created in early October 1812. It was placed 

under the command of a newly-minted Lieutenant-Colonel, prominent Nor’wester Company 

Superintendent William McGillivray.99 The men were summoned to fill out the ranks of this unit 

under armed militia laws, and were thus under military command, not under that of the local 

Transport Commissary.100 Companies of 50 Voyageurs were to be posted at Chateauguay (2), 

Prescott (1), St-Regis (1) and Lachine (1), with another 50 men detached to serve in gunboats 
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escorting batteau brigades.101 In theory, the 240-300 armed Nor’West Voyageurs, minus the 

company assigned to be gunboat crewmen, constituted enough men to provide armed crews for 40 

to 50 batteaux. That would have represented one-sixth of the estimated overall pre-war transport 

service requirements. But British authorities already knew that it would be ineffective to have 

Voyageurs (or other troops) both rowing and shooting. In any case, recruitment was disappointing 

and never achieved more than 300 men -- the North West Company voyageurs whom McGillivray 

expected to sign up were understandably unenthusiastic about casting away their civilian status to 

enlist for winter militia duty. They had just returned home to their families with their pay from a 

season’s absence in the upper country. In the end, their numbers were much too small, they arrived 

too late in the season and served too short a time to have any significant effect. As an example of 

just how little difference even 300 Voyageurs made to the actual war effort, in June of 1814 just a 

year later, some 200 batteaux crewed by 1,000 batteau men were observed by the Americans 

proceeding upriver past Prescott each week.102  

In any case, the Corps was disbanded at McGillivray’s request in late winter, March 14, 1813, 

long before spring thaw arrived (though in plenty of time for the engagés to return to summer 

service with the Northwest Company). The authorities then attempted to replace the Voyageur 

Corps with another newly organized, similarly specialized military batteau unit named the 

Provincial Commissariat Voyageurs. Formed in April 1813, the Provincial Commissariat 

Voyageurs (confusingly also referred to as the Canadian Voyageur Corps or the Commissariat 

Bateau Corps) would, it was fervently hoped, accomplish during the navigation season what the 

Voyageur Corps had failed to do: provide as many as 425 batteau men, presumably many of them 
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being ex-fur trade voyageurs experienced on the rivers.103 The recruits would essentially work full 

time as militiamen on a seasonal basis. The creation of this unit once again attempted to eliminate 

or at least reduce demand on the civilian corvée system by establishing a permanent pool of skilled 

men who were soldiers, providing crews as well as reliable, on-hand, protection for the convoys 

going upriver. Improvements were made to the pay scale to try to attract recruits, since fur trade 

merchants and others who continued to compete privately for skilled batteau men typically paid 

three times the going rate that either the army or corvée duty offered.104  

Recruiting to this new unit was even more sluggish than it had been for the earlier Voyageurs, 

managing to reach roughly 100 men after eight months – the equivalent of just 20 batteau crews. 

Apparently, none of these men were re-enlistments from the previous Voyageur Corps.105 It is 

perhaps not surprising that enlistment rates for both of these armed, full time battalions was poor. 

The proposed recruits undoubtedly preferred the higher wages of the private sector fur trade 

employers; they also may well have seen corvées as preferable to full time militia deployment on 

the river. Militia enrollment was for the duration of the war; while on corvée they were engaged for 

several weeks or even a month at a time, but then could return home with their pay. There is 

evidence that after freeze-up, when corvée call-up meant using their sleighs to haul supplies, 

habitants “were glad to transport stores … for militia pay during the winter months when they 

normally had little to do.”106 Additionally, unlike militiamen called up for an army unit, there was 

also likely some flexibility around responding to corvées when their neighbours, the parish militia 

Captains, came knocking at their doors. Probably a certain local, individual negotiating room 

existed regarding deferring one’s service until another, more convenient date. But as full time 
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militiamen they would be removed from their farms for the entire season, paid low militia wages 

and be subject to other hard labour duties under relatively inflexible British martial discipline as 

well as batteau-ing.  

Prevost’s creation of two Voyageurs Corps echoed Carleton’s anxiety about transport in the 

previous war, but there were other worrisome issues as well. Early in the navigation season of 1813 

Prevost expressed concern that waterborne troop movements to reinforce Upper Canada were being 

delayed and attempted to alleviate the situation in part by having the brigades complete as many 

trips as possible during the season. All officers were “called upon to prevent unnecessary delay, and 

to expedite by ever[y] possible means the quick passage of the batteaux, both in coming up loaded 

and on the return to Montreal for further supplies.”107  

Other internal problems also had the potential to disrupt the transport service. In addition to the 

onerous workload, mutual accommodation between French and British was not always adhered to 

in the field once the war began. The incoming tide of British military men, both naval and army, 

had no experience in Canada. Many had personally experienced 20 years of constant war with the 

French overseas. Most had never worked with or depended upon a large civilian workforce. 

Complaints soon began to reach Prevost in 1812 and 1813 that British army and naval officers and 

their men were abusing Canadien batteau crews, and others. Having worked hard to placate angry 

Canadiens before the war, Prevost became concerned about deteriorating relations less than six 

months into the war.  

In October 1812 Prevost had to issue a General Order concerning British officers who were 

harassing wealthier and more influential classes of Canadiens – not a sensible course of action for 

maintaining good will in the countryside.  
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His Excellency the Commander of the Forces strictly forbids any description of Carriage 
being required to be furnished by the Inhabitants on Corvee, unless the same is wanted for 
the Public Service, and that the demand is made or authorized by a Person having due 
authority.  
His Excellency has learned with regret that in some few instances Individuals have pressed 
Carriages and even treated the Inhabitants with improper and unbecoming violence, to 
inforce [sic] compliance with their Orders.108  
 

Prevost reminded his men of the difference between Canadiens and the French with whom the 

British were at war.  

His Excellency trusts all officers of the army are sensible that every Canadian Inhabitant 
employed in forwarding the Public Service, is peculiarly entitled to their protection, and 
the zeal and willingness which has been so universally manifested by the Inhabitants of this 
Province to aid in forwarding His Majesty’s Service to the utmost of their power affords 
them a just claim to the favourable consideration of the Army, and the protection of the 
Commander of the Forces. 

 

Prevost also touched in this order upon the importance of proper behaviour with respect to corvées, 

underlining their importance to the British war effort. “Whenever Corvees are not immediately paid, 

the Persons employed are to be furnished with a Receipt or Certificate, entitling them to the 

compensation established by law, which is to be paid by the Office of the Quartermaster General’s 

Department, at the nearest station.”  

But this early direction proved insufficient. Army Adjutant-General Edward Baynes was 

compelled to prepare and issue a second, formal, printed, General Order dealing with such problems 

on behalf of Governor Prevost nine months later, in September of 1813.109 The order “strictly 

enjoined” all British officers not to ‘wink’ as their troops stole equipment from the batteaux or 

abused the crews en route from Lachine to Kingston.  

Complains [sic] being received from Conductors and Bateauxmen employed in the 
transport service between La Chine and Kingston, of irregularities committed on their 
passage by Officers commanding [posts]; in refusing to grant them Receipts for articles 
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which they are compelled to deliver from their charge—refusing to certify the deficiencies 
of Bateaux Appurtenances in possession of troops on their march—and also refusing to 
certify the performance of extra duties performed by them on the voyage. That for want of 
which Certificates on their return to Montreal, they are made accountable for deficiencies 
not depending on themselves—and are refused to be paid for their Services—and further 
that they are frequently ill treated by the troops. 

 

The new directive also reminded officers of the previous General Order.  

Such practices being greatly prejudicial to the Service—the Commander of the Forces 
strictly enjoins all Officers receiving into their charge Bateaux or Tackle or any other 
article of public stores—to grant immediately their Receipt specifying each article they 
receive, in such manner as to exonerate the person in charge and to make themselves 
responsible therefor—and on no account to refuse to grant proper Certificates to the 
Conductors or Bateauxmen which they are entitled to receive from them—and that no 
person under their command be suffered to ill-treat them—The General Order of the 14th 
October, 1812, is to be strictly adhered to.110  
 

The earlier general order had referred specifically to land corvées typically involving carriages, 

wagons and horses, but the same men, or family members, or their nearby neighbours in a given 

rural farming parish likely also were batteaumen (and owned sleighs). As Allan Greer reminds us, 

“Most eighteenth-century habitants had a cart and several had two or three.”111 In such small and 

close-knit communities any word of abuse would spread quickly.  

 Ominously, the trend of negative incidents between British and Canadiens continued and, in 

fact, worsened. By the fall of 1813, the stress on the Transport Service was becoming increasingly 

apparent and the Commissary was beginning to find it difficult to raise the numbers of men it 

needed. Commissary General Robinson wrote to Prevost’s Military Secretary Noah Freer requesting 

action from the Commander in Chief to overcome difficulties in obtaining wagoneers and 

batteaumen. 

I am sorry to say we still find the greatest difficulty in procuring Carts & Batteaumen so 
much so that I apprehend a total inability, with every possible exertion, to supply the 
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Troops in advance unless His Excellency the Commander of the Forces can apply a 
remedy. The Commissary of Transport informs me that he sends his orders to the Country 
in all directions for more carts than are required and that he has no other means of 
procuring them – These orders are now treated with Contempt and the King’s service 
suffers.112 
 

Robinson recommended a stiffer enforcement of corvée laws but admitted candidly that attempts to 

enforce legal prosecutions were likely going to be of little value. They would, he wrote, offer 

very little satisfaction at the moment, for six months may elapse before they can be 
convicted & then they are only liable to a small fine but the chance is that they escape 
punishment from some unavoidable want of form in warning them, which at this time 
when almost all the Captains of Militia are from home is very likely to be the case.113  
 

Robinson clarified to Freer that many of the problems lay with recruiting carts and wagoneers, but 

also that there was a short-term and short-notice need for less-than-highly-skilled batteaumen to 

simply move goods and soldiers across to the south shore of the St. Lawrence River and back, rather 

than west to Kingston.  

Yesterday 200 carts were required and only 50 could be mustered. To day not half the 
latter number are to be had & the necessary supplies cannot of course be forwarded.  
Batteaumen are also required at Lower Lachine to transport provisions & oats to the other 
side of the River & very few can be obtained. I beg leave to suggest that the Militiamen 
quartered there may be imployed [sic] in this service.114 
 

Robinson then lay in front of the Governor what he really wanted, and what, in his view, lay at the 

heart of at least the cart corvée problems. Issues were related to the annoying, unpaid, and 

unpredictable delays he described being suffered by the carters, that also were also afflicting batteau 

men.  

Much inconvenience & delay have in many instances been experienced & is still the case, 
from the corvée Carts being detained at the several Posts by the Commanding Officers. 
When they are sent with [provisions] by the commissariat, as soon as they are unloaded, 
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instead of being Returned, they are laid hold of, and many not allowed for three or four 
days to return either to the depot from whence they were dispatched or to their homes – 
which not only occasions great dissatisfaction but is a serious impediment to His Majesty’s 
Service.  
 

Robinson then gave a specific example to back up his complaint.  
 
The conveyance for Instance, was stop’d for two days … by Col. Duchambault’s detaining 
more than 50 carts at a time at his Post. How is it possible under all these circumstances for 
the Commissariat to move forward supplies to such a number of Troops with promptitude 
and Regularity? I strongly solicit his Excllency’s interference & with respect to the latter 
evil I would take the Liberty of recommending a General Order to be issued directing 
Commanding officers upon no account to detain carts employed by the Commissariat, but 
to exert their authority to have them returned as soon as unloaded to the Depot from 
whence they were sent.115 
 

One can easily imagine that civilian wagon owners took quite a dim view of their horses and 

carts (and themselves) being requisitioned and paid on a per-hundredweight-transported basis, only 

to have a trip normally occupying half a day or so turn into a forced absence from their own work 

and home for four days, just to do local unpaid work around the fort. The logical thing for them to 

do as civilians would be to simply refuse their services, especially under circumstances which they 

knew would likely be free of any but very minor, long-delayed consequences.  

Nonetheless, through the war’s first two years, the continually expanding availability, co-

operation, and ongoing efforts of thousands of civilian Canadien batteau men in the Transport 

Service allowed the British to fulfill Prevost’s highest priority during 1813, that of strengthening 

defences in the upper province and rebuilding naval strength in Kingston. As he wrote to Lord 

Bathurst early that year, “My attention … has been principally called to that re-inforcing … of the 

Upper Province and forwarding thither the supplies necessary for the building and equipment of the 
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vessels to be added to the Marine in that province.”116 But provisioning was sacrificed to achieve 

that goal and, compounding the situation, during the fighting in 1813 the Americans had laid waste 

or taken possession of large swaths of productive farming territory in western Upper Canada, 

leaving even the civilian population in desperate straights.  

British military acquisition of (and predation on) of private food stores also contributed to a 

near-desperate situation in Upper Canada in late 1813 and 1814. At the end of harvest season 1813 

in Lower Canada, Commissariat officer Thomas Ridout wrote to his father from Montreal that, “I 

have not seen a stack of hay or wheat in Lower Canada, and the barns appear to be only half full. 

There are also few or no cattle. Flour is now $20 per barrel, and bread 2s. per loaf.”117 As a result, 

he and his fellow British officers in provision starved Uppern Canada carried out “extensive 

robbing of peas, apples, onions, corn, carrots …” They burned the farmers’ rail fences in their fires, 

milked their cows and stole their other livestock. Altogether, British troops and Indigenous allies 

inflicted roughly half the war losses sustained by Upper Canadian farmers.118 The supply situation 

in the west became so urgent that in November 1813, Major-General De Rottenburgh, Commander 

of the Forces in Upper Canada, declared martial law in the region around Kingston to force 

reluctant local farmers to supply provisions to the army and navy. It was not a popular move. 

“Loyalists and malcontents … were unanimous in damning the government; rebellion appeared 

inevitable, threats to this effect were publicly and boldly thrown out.”119 The order was revoked in 

January 1814 by De Rottenburgh’s replacement, Lieutenant General Gordon Drummond. 

Nevertheless, disgruntled Upper Canadian farmers did not bring their grain in, and at one point the 
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Kingston garrison was down to “only sixteen barrels of flour, less than one day’s supply of 

bread.”120  

Despite the best efforts of the batteau crews, for several months through late 1813 and the first 

half of 1814 the provisions situation in the west was very much touch-and-go. Such shortages in 

food naturally aggravated desertion rates and ill feeling of all kinds in Upper Canada, just as it had 

provoked strikes among Canadien artificers in the Kingston dockyard the year before. By late 1813, 

even “Western [Indigenous] warriors … threatened that, if their share of the provisions did not 

increase, they would kidnap the men responsible and slowly starve them to death.” With an eye to 

the overall strategic shortages looming, the Commander-in-Chief favoured the imposition of martial 

law in Upper Canada.121  

Even temporary gaps in supply had significant repercussions. The food situation in the west had 

been severely aggravated in late fall of 1813 by a three-week interruption of the river batteau 

transport service, when an invading American army under General Wilkinson had occupied the 

north side of the upper river. Although this ill-fated effort culminated in the ignominious defeat of 

the Americans by a much smaller British-led force at the Battle of Crysler’s Farm, for several weeks 

batteaux could not pass upriver since the Americans for a time occupied both shores. At a 

conservative estimate, more than 1,000 tons of supplies were prevented from reaching Kingston 

during this period. By the time the river was cleared of Americans, the shipping season was at an 

end, and those missing shipments could not be made up before spring. In an attempt to make up for 

the gap and to keep up with ongoing supply demands	throughout the winter of 1813-14, the British 

resorted once more to the extensive (and expensive) use of corvée-ed sleighs and drivers. But the 

                                                        
120 Sheppard, Plunder, 116. 
121 Sheppard, Plunder, 112. 
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winter service could not keep up with the demand. As a result, Drummond had to re-impose martial 

law in Upper Canada in April 1814.  

To help address the problem of supply, Robinson had ordered an additional four million pounds 

of flour, four million pounds of salt meat and 673,743 pounds of rice from Britain, in late 1813, to 

be delivered before the end of navigation 1814.122 This cargo had equated to approximately 6,800 

daily rations for one year at 3½ pounds per person. To haul all 8.7 million pounds of this food from 

Lachine to Kingston during a single, six-month navigation season, a minimum of 150 additional 

batteaux would have to be deployed and maintained in constant hard service between Lachine and 

Kingston through regular repair or replacement. More importantly, 750 more men would have to be 

found to crew those batteaux each month. This provisions delivery alone demanded roughly three 

times the numbers of men and batteaux (55) that had been estimated to be the total needs for the 

upper river transport service just before the outbreak of hostilities 18 months previously.123 Even at 

that level of supply, no provisions at all could or would be supplied to some posts. For 1814, 

Thomas Ridout, now stationed in Cornwall, was ordered to obtain all his food supply for the 1,600 

soldiers stationed at his post from American smugglers.124 The situation in Lower Canada was no 

better.  

The batteau transport service was being overwhelmed. By the end of 1813 the total number of 

British regular troops in the colony had already roughly tripled overall to 16,000, and by the end of 

the war Prevost’s regular forces had nearly doubled again to just under 30,000, “exclusive of naval 

                                                        
122 Steppler, “Duty,” 84; The shipping season from overseas to Quebec itself was closed for 
six months, and transports from Britain often did not arrive until the end of the summer, so 
that an entire year’s worth of supplies had to be estimated a full year in advance by the 
Commissary-General and ordered from Britain each fall, to be shipped from Britain to Quebec 
the following spring and summer.  
123 “General Order, 24 April 1812,” LAC RG 8 C1168, 209-10. 
124 “Thomas Ridout to his father,” in Steppler, “Duty,” 86-7. 
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personnel, Indian allies and embodied militias.”125 Most of the naval personnel and Indian allies 

were in action in Upper Canada, and they all, as well as the increasing complement of regular 

soldiers, hundreds of militiamen, and the shipbuilders themselves had to be supplied from Montreal. 

The urgent requirements to keep moving provisions west in the winter of 1813-14 meant that by 

January of 1814, Dupré and his single clerk in the Montreal District Commissary’s office were also 

overwhelmed. His accounts were seven months in arrears, and he finally applied for a second clerk 

because,  

this office is continually besieged with Officers, Sergeants, Soldiers, Corvée Men, Carters 
& Ferrymen and the distributing to those Corvée Men, Carters and Ferrymen individually 
of upwards of £1,000 pounds per month on triplicate receipts and under difficulties for 
want of change and the difficulty of getting completed irregular certificates occupies the 
exclusive time of the one clerk allowed me which with the other duties of this office has 
prevented my completing the accounts in due time.126 
 

As Dupré explained, he had fancied the winter might give him a chance to catch up, but corvéeing 

the hundreds of sleighs and drivers needed fell under his jurisdiction as well. “Since the close of 

navigation I flattered myself with some relaxation of current business … but as I find that my duties 

are rather increasing than otherwise, I beg to represent the actual necessity of a second Clerk … 

otherwise existing orders cannot be complied with.” Dupré’s letter continued, pointing out “the 

inconceivable drudgery and responsibility of this duty on its present intended scale,” and that for the 

past year he had been forced to pay many of the smaller sums required, “some as low as 1/6,” out of 

his own pocket due to lack of small denomination army bills and change.127 He was granted more 

clerical support to help with paying cash or army bills out to satisfy the corvée-ed men appearing in 

his office. Clarke reported to Robinson in January 1814 that this was justified since “both Mr. St. 

George and his clerk are frequently called off for providing for the transport for various 
                                                        
125 Steppler, “Duty,” 38. 
126 “Dupré to Clarke, 22 January 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 373, 123-4. 
127 Ibid. 
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Services.”128 The returns (monthly reports) for the Montreal District corvées have not been found, 

possibly because Dupré’s office could not keep up, even with extra help. Later in 1814 the office 

was a year behind in documenting their activities. By 1816 accounts were still not fully 

completed.129 However, spreading the administrative load by adding a clerk did nothing to 

ameliorate the scarcity of skilled batteau men or of available supplies and provisions. 

There was no question but that the entire system was dangerously overloaded. At least some of 

the dearth of food and forage was a result of the lack of farmers on the land in the Montreal district 

during the planting and harvesting seasons. Lower Canada MP Louis-Joseph Papineau had brought 

up the same issues privately exactly one year previously, in his letter to his father of March 1813. 

As more and more men were drawn into the Transport Service the effort required from the farmers 

of Lower Canada to feed their own 260,000-strong civilian population while at the same time losing 

thousands of able-bodied men to the militia, to the transport services and to the army, sending 

hundreds of dockyard artificers to the upper province, and feeding the soldiers, militiamen and 

sailors in the west, caused complaints to continue to increase in volume and in political force 

throughout the next year of the war. The worsening situation in the countryside provoked a petition 

to the Regent himself in March 1814, six weeks before the navigation season opened. The severe 

shortage of farmers had alarmed Lower Canadian politicians of all stripes. The Assembly proposed 

a Parliamentary petition that was sent to London over Governor Prevost’s head. The resolution 

expressed their serious concerns about the situation in the province and added clarity to the 

difference between the various armed militias, volunteers, and others called up under the corvée 

law. The petition acknowledged that 

A short time before the declaration of War, House of Assembly of Lower-Canada 
concurred in passing an Act, declaring every man between the ages of Sixteen and Sixty, a 
                                                        
128 “Clarke to Robinson, 31 January 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 373, 128-30. 
129 “Fremont to Foster, 22 February 1816,” LAC RG 8 C 374, 162. 
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Militia man; by this Law, the Governor is empowered to call out the whole or such part of 
the Militia as he may deem expedient.130  
 

As a result,  
 
There are, in consequence, at this moment, about six thousand [armed] men embodied, and 
taking into consideration the Carpenters, the other descriptions of persons employed in 
public works, and those employed on Corvées, for transporting the effects of the army, the 
number of persons constantly employed in Services relating to the War, appears to be, at 
least Ten Thousand; add to these the several Corps which within a few years have been 
raised in the Province as the 104th, the Canadian Fencibles, the Glengarry Regiment, 
chiefly raised within the Province, the Canadian Voltigeurs Corps, also the men annually 
employed in the fisheries of Newfoundland and in service of the North West Company;  
 

Clearly, this situation was creating serious problems. 
  

… it will be found, that agriculture is, at this moment deprived of more than Fifteen 
Thousand men; being one third of the effective male population. … In a Country, as yet 
covered in forest, it is palpable that such levies do considerably impede the cultivation of 
the soil; and the failure of our harvests may, in part, be reasonably attributed to a want of 
hands for tillage. The accumulation of so many evils, well may produce uneasiness among 
the Inhabitants of the Country, notwithstanding their zeal, their courage and their loyalty.  
 

But even the Assembly’s statement did not encompass the situation eight months later at the end of 

the 1814 navigation season, nor did it resolve the problems, and the “uneasiness among the 

Inhabitants” it spoke of manifested itself within six months of the Assembly’s petition.  

The third year of the war intensified the need for even greater productivity by Canadien inland 

mariners to support war efforts in the west. But it also brought additional, worsening instances of 

abusive, threatening, and violent (and fundamentally demotivating and demoralizing) treatment of 

civilian batteau men, in particular, by British servicemen. Some of these arose from the behavior 

of Navy personnel new to the colony. These events contributed not only to a rift between batteau 

crews and British authorities, but also created new tensions between Commander-in-Chief Prevost 

and Great Lakes Commodore Sir James Yeo.  
                                                        
130 John Neilson, Journaux de la Chambre d'assemblée du Bas-Canada depuis le 13e janvier 
jusqu'au 17e mars, 1814 ...Journals of the House of Assembly of Lower-Canada from the 13th 
January, to the 17th March, 1814, (Quebec: 1814), 162. 
https://www.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.9_00938_24 
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By mid-1814, Commissary General Robinson had become acutely aware that the batteau 

transport service could not sustain the predicted extra load. He wrote to Prevost in June expressing 

his concerns, which were no longer about obtaining sufficient provisions, but about transporting 

them. In the letter, Robinson proposed to bulk up the batteau service with 1,000 men from the 

already raised local militia forces in the field, since 

It will be necessary to continue the transport of Provisions, which with the Naval, 
Ordnance, Barrack, Engineers’, Medical and Purveyors’ Stores, together with the 
conveyance of Troops, their Baggage, Clothing etc., will create a demand for men to 
navigate Batteaux beyond our present Means and Prospects, although … neither Expense 
or Exertion have been spared.131 

 

The problem, he explained, was that there were simply no more crews to be found.  

The number… employed in the Batteau Service, Corvees and Militia having put a Stop to 
the usual occupations of this Thinly Inhabited Country, and yet more Batteau men are 
required and by some means or other soon must be obtained, or every Military effort, I 
fear, will prove abortive.132 
 

In June of 1814, apart from simple scarcity in numbers, there was no mention in Robinson’s 

letter that shortages of batteau crews were due to any new, out of the ordinary problems with 

excessive desertion, or increasing refusals of corvée call-ups, or other evasions of duty impinging 

on the performance or morale of the batteau service, though these had afflicted the wagons and 

wagoner corvées from time to time. To the contrary, Robinson indicated that in his opinion the 

militiamen he proposed to employ would actually welcome the assignment. “The Embodied Militia 

should be immediately employed in the Batteau Service … [which] Service will be agreeable to the 

Men.” The implication was clear. Robinson thought that ordinary Canadien militiamen preferred to 

serve in the batteau service than continue the duties they were already engaged in as armed 

militiamen in the field. Arguably, this supports the impression of an ongoing fairly positive attitude 
                                                        
131 “Robinson to Prevost, 29 June 1814,” LAC, RG 8 C 373, 169. 
132 “Robinson to Prevost, 29 June 1814,” LAC, RG 8 C 373, 170. 
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among the habitants to batteau service as late as the early summer of 1814, when ship transports 

carrying provisions were arriving in Lower Canada from Britain.  

Robinson came late to the table in presenting to Prevost the problem of too few batteau men 

“from a dislike to appear to have difficulties, until it is impossible to do Justice to the Troops 

without some strong Measures.”133 But his impression that batteau men ‘were agreeable’ to militia 

duty serving as boat crews, as opposed to being called up by corvée, was likely over-optimistic, as 

had been evidenced the previous year in the lack of enthusiasm for the Voyageur or Provincial 

Commissariat Corps. Ordinary militiamen likely could be used, but only on less demanding parts of 

the river. Robinson’s idea of stretching the upper river batteau crews by throwing a thousand 

ordinary, inexperienced militiamen at the problem had already been tried to one extent or another 

without much success, except, perhaps, in employing these less skilled men in rowing boats a few 

hundred yards back and forth across the calmer waters of the river below the rapids, or up and down 

the lower river to Quebec and back. There, the particular skills and strengths required to navigate 

the upper St. Lawrence were not needed, but numerous batteau crews were nonetheless required.134 

It was not ideal, but Governor Carleton and Elizabeth Simcoe had observed decades earlier that 

much less experienced mariners could do that part of the job.135 And there were also many other 

means of transport available on the lower river, including the ubiquitous river schooners and a new 

steamship, chartered from its owner, John Molson.136 Troops could also, of course, march from 

Quebec to Montreal. 

                                                        
133 Ibid. 
134 “Robinson to Prevost, 14 November 1813,” LAC RG 8 C 117, 186. 
135 Simcoe, Diary, 347-9; “Carleton to Maclean, 10 July, 1777,” LAC, MG 21 B34.  
136 Alfred Dubuc and Robert Tremblay, “Molson, John (1787-1860),” in DCB, vol. 8, 
University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2003–, accessed February 10, 
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A Board of senior Officers convened at Prevost’s request in July 1814 examined the problem of 

too few skilled batteau men, but they, too, were unable to come up with innovative solutions. They 

only concluded that, “the Commissary General be authorized to procure as many additional 

batteaux as can be had, and the Men to navigate them to be furnished from the Militia, the Corvées 

being found inadequate to the present demand must consequently fall far short for any increase to 

the Establishment.”137 However, engaging more batteau men created other problems. Echoing the 

politicians in Lower Canada, MP Thomas Ridout wrote to the Civil Secretary of Upper Canada in 

July of 1814 that 

I humbly beg leave to state, that unless there be a sufficient number of Hands left at Home, 
to secure the approaching Harvest (which promises to-be very abundant in this vicinity), 
The Supplies for His Majesty's Commissariat established at this place [York], and the 
necessaries of Life for the Inhabitant, will be extinguished and the Farms become a scene 
of desolation. 138 
 

By the late summer of 1814 the entire Niagara District was so impoverished and desolated by two 

years of war that local food could not be found, and General Drummond wrote to Governor Prevost 

insisting that,  

in this alarming state I have to solicit Your Excellency to urge the necessity of Commodore 
Sir James Yeo hastening with increased exertions the completion of the new ship  … by 
which means and by which means alone, the supplies of Provisions … of which the army 
here stands in such excessive need, can be provided … The [Western army] … depends 
almost entirely on his prompt and vigorous exertions for its relief, nay, perhaps even for its 
safety.139  
 
 

But shipbuilding materiel was still prioritized. The dynamic naval situation and newly arrived 

reinforcements going west only increased the necessity for extra provisions and demanded ever 
                                                        
137 “Board of Officers to Freer, July 12 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 231, 107. 
138 “Thomas Ridout, M.P. to Robert R. Loring, Civil Secretary in Upper Canada, to Sir G. 
Drummond, 23 July 1814,” LAC RG 8, C 684, 200. Ridout represented the people of the East 
Riding of York County. His son Thomas served in the commissariat during the war. See also 
George Sheppard, Plunder, Profit, and Paroles, (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press 1994), 118-122. 
139 “Drummond to Prevost, August 18 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 118, 141-3. 
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more men and batteaux. Moreover, very heavy fighting in Upper Canada throughout 1814 also 

consumed many tons of munitions, all of which caused major headaches for the Commissariat, and 

steadily increased the pressure on the batteau men. 

By mid-1814, the Commissariat was sending provisions up the river as fast as it could, but 

General Drummond, commanding the British forces in southwestern Upper Canada, was still 

sending pleading letters to Yeo and to Prevost to expedite transshipping from the Kingston Depot. 

In August, Drummond wrote to Prevost, urging him to “impress on the Commodore’s mind, that 

[my army in the west] depends almost entirely on his prompt, and vigourous exertions, for its relief, 

nay perhaps even for its safety.”140 Supplies were at the time not being forwarded from Kingston to 

the western end of the lake because Yeo was unwilling to risk the destruction of his fleet on Lake 

Ontario until the launch of the dominating HMS St. Lawrence. Until the British could regain 

control, completion of the ship remained the highest priority for upriver transport, rather than 

provisions.  

A brief look at the equipment the brigades hauled up for the new ships in the summer of 1814, 

gives an impression of the extraordinary labour required to do it. Each of the 256 main guns 

required to arm the newly-launched 1814 vessels would have required several batteaux, one to haul 

the gun itself (a 32-pounder long gun weighed 6,496 pounds) and another to bring its associated 

fittings and equipment upriver from Montreal, along with a third batteau to haul one or two of the 

heavy wood-and-iron carriages required to mount the guns on the decks of the ships.141 By July 28th, 

the end of the first half of the 1814 navigation season, 127 of those guns and 148 carriages had been 

delivered to Kingston.142 These ordnance shipments alone would have required the use of roughly 

                                                        
140 “Drummond to Prevost, 18 August 1814,” LAC, RG 8 C 118, 142. 
141 Patrick M. Royce, Royce’s Sailing Illustrated, Vol. 2, (ProStar Publications 1997), 146. 
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150 batteaux and 600 men per month during May, June, and July. Although the boats were recycled 

continuously, the men could not be, thus in three months 1,800 batteau men would have been 

required just to deliver the 32-pounder guns and carriages required.  

The necessary ammunition for these guns was also heavy. Gunpowder and shot to fill the 

magazines of the largest warship, just once, totaled approximately 35 tons of powder in barrels and 

120 tons of shot. The smaller vessels carried somewhat less, perhaps 15 tons of powder and 4,000 

shot apiece. To fill the vessels’ magazines, the ammunition listed above, weighing some 280 tons 

overall, would have required over 70 batteaux and 350 men. In battle, ammunition is consumed in 

prodigious quantities and must be replaced. One requisition ordered up some 30,000 x 32-pound 

shot, a 480-ton cargo that required at least 100 batteaux. Similar or possibly even greater quantities 

would have been sent for the more numerous smaller guns.  

Each of the four vessels launched from the Kingston Dockyard in 1814 also required three 

massive iron anchors, carried singly up the river in batteaux. All ships used several specially woven, 

waterproof, hemp anchor cables, each weighing five tons or more and each requiring at least one 

batteau.143 Apart from anchor cables, the typical hemp rigging required to hold up the masts and 

control the sails amounting to as much as ten miles (16.67 km) of various sized cordage per ship, 

which also had to be sent up to Kingston, along with thousands of square feet of heavy canvas for 

the sails and thousands of pulley blocks to control them. Twenty-three thousand yards of canvas 

was ordered for just the two 1813-launched ships.144  None of it was available in Upper Canada, and 

                                                        
143 The largest classes of iron anchors were required for these warships, more than 18 feet 
long and weighing as much as 9,500 pounds. See Richard Pering, A Treatise on the Anchor, 
(Plymouth, Congdon & Hearle 1819), p. 88; also John H. Harland, “The Transition from 
Hemp to Chain Cable: Innovations & Innovators,” The Mariner’s Mirror: (2013), 76. 
144 “Wodehouse to Prevost, 9 April 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 732, 118; 
https://history.stackexchange.com/questions/48484/how-much-gunpowder-could-the-average-
napoleonic-ship-of-the-line-carry ; see also Spencer C. Tucker, Encyclopedia of the War of 
1812, ABC-CLIO 2012, 26.  



 

 219 

most of it had to be shipped overseas from London, or, at best, Halifax. The rest of the stores 

comprised more than four pages of such items for each ship, much of which was shipped from the 

Halifax naval depot.  

 

 

Figure 7: A coil of 16-inch hemp towing hawser (WW 2). Superseded by chain in the 
19th century for anchoring purposes, this image for illustrative purposes gives an 
impression of the size and bulk of cables required for the Kingston naval squadron, and for 
the flotilla at Carleton Island that preceded it. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawser 
 

External observers in 1814 confirmed the steadily increasingly river traffic. Thomas Ridout 

wrote about the daily arrivals of 12 batteaux at Cornwall in May, or 84 per week.145 By June, that 

number had more than doubled. That month, American Commodore Chauncey witnessed 200 

batteaux per week passing Ogdensburg on their way upriver.146 Averaging those two observations 

to 142 batteaux weekly meant that 568 batteaux were in more or less continuous operation per 

month, requiring 2,840 batteau men. Multiplied by six months, a staggering total of 17,040 men 

were required to crew batteaux during 1814. This number alone easily exceeded the total number of 

men complained of in the Lower Canada Assembly’s March petition as absent from farms. Since 

lists which actually named individual batteau men were not kept, it is impossible to confirm how 
                                                        
145 “Thomas Ridout to his father, 1 May 1814,” in Steppler, “Duty,” 170. 
146 Steppler, “Duty,” 146; Hitsman, Incredible, 216. 



 

 220 

many times each man was called out on corvée each summer. Assuming that none of these men 

were employed twice, however, more than one quarter of all the able-bodied men in the province 

would have been taken from their farms for a month just to crew a batteau that season. Employing 

each man twice meant that two months or more of their labour was missing from normal farming 

activities in an era when 50-60 man-hours or more were required to raise each acre of wheat on a 

typical farm.147  

Keeping up with the demand for materiel to build the ships as well as supply provisions for the 

growing number of workers, soldiers and sailors involved in the western war had placed a great 

strain on the Transport Service. Before the July Officers’ Board, Prevost had convened an earlier 

meeting in April of 1814 to discuss the feasibility and utility of an Admiralty ‘suggestion’ that they 

ship out and send up to Kingston prefabricated frames for several warships. It was concluded that it 

would not be possible to do it using the existing Transport Service, and confirmed that the entire 

available capacity of the Batteau Transport Service was already engaged in bringing naval and army 

military materiel to Kingston. As Robinson explained to Prevost,  

 … the guns and stores of  [HMS St. Lawrence] with the various other supplies absolutely 
necessary to be forwarded from [Lower Canada] for the … Army and Navy in Upper 
Canada will engage and occupy the whole of the Means of Transport by Batteaux or 
otherwise from Montreal to Kingston, which it will be possible to provide for the summer 
of 1814. 
We are therefore of opinion that any impediments whatever which would be thrown in the 
way of the above service would be attended generally with serious injurious Consequences 
to the Public …148 
 

Yeo himself pointed out to Prevost (who agreed with him) that HMS St. Lawrence, then under 

construction, was “equal to three or four of Such frigates, [and] would be built, equip’d and on the 

                                                        
147 A Chronology of American Agricu1ture 1790-1965, (Washington, United States Department of 
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148 “Robinson, Clarke and Freer to Prevost, 6 April 1814,” LAC RG 8 C 732, 97-103. 
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Lake ere the frames of the … Ships could be sent up.”149 The decision was made to engage a private 

contractor to ship the frames to Kingston. William Forbes charged the government almost £12,000 

for this one project, an extraordinary sum amounting to a full year of corvée payments out of 

Dupré’s office.150 It took all summer to ship the frames from Montreal to Kingston.  

In spite of delegating shipment of the frames to the private sector, the overall transport situation 

did not improve over the summer. Ships were being completed in Kingston, but Prevost had to 

report to Lord Bathurst that a planned operation to destroy the American naval base at Sackets 

Harbour, which London had directed him to complete, could not be accomplished due to lack of 

stores.  

the State of the Stores at [Kingston] proved that the Articles for the Armament and 
equipment of a Ship of the class of the St. Lawrence carrying upwards of one Hundred 
Guns, had absorbed almost the whole of the Summer Transport Service from Montreal … 
and now, [since the launch of HMS St. Lawrence] by giving precedence to that Supply of 
Provisions and Stores without which an Army is no longer to be maintained in Upper 
Canada, [Sackets Harbour’s] removal is inevitably postponed until the Winter Roads are 
established.151 
 

Over the summer and fall of 1814, impediments beyond simply extra and longer work demands 

were impinging upon the batteau brigades. Much more extreme incidents of abuse reported to 

Robinson added severe strains to the service. Some of these incidents likely had a serious effect on 

the morale of the crews and affected their participation rates. Certainly Robinson was alarmed that 

this behavior by the British could cripple the Transport Service. August 1814 brought formal 

complaints from batteau Conductor J-B Pouminville and several of his crew who had been detained 

and robbed on the river by Yeo’s gunboat sailors armed with cutlasses and muskets. Within a week 

the issue had risen to the attention of Commissary General Robinson, who wrote to Prevost’s 
                                                        
149 “Yeo to Prevost, 22nd April 1814,” LAC RG 8 C732, 139-40. 
150 “Steppler, “Duty,” 147. 
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Military Secretary Noah Freer to request a formal investigation. The specifics of this complaint 

involved Pouminville’s batteau returning from Kingston bearing a cargo of whiskey in casks for the 

Prescott garrison. The (unarmed) batteau men had been detained on an island at bayonet and sword 

point by a navy gunboat crew, who then “drove in the bung” of one of the barrels and filled a large 

pot with the contents, (likely more than once), spilling some in the process. The shortage measured 

out at 93 gallons. The batteau men also testified that British sailors, led by the gunboat commander, 

stole a hat, three bags of the men’s provisions, $4 in cash and a batteau sail, and then cut two of the 

batteau brigade’s essential tow cables in three places.152  

This complaint had initially been scoffed at and simply dismissed by the local British army 

officers who received it. The batteau men were “vagabonds,” they had said, even though the men 

were “well known in the [Transport] Service and have good characters.”153 Robinson reported to 

Freer, 

In consequence of the treatment they state to have received they positively refuse to engage 
with conveyance of stores and thus they will doubly have a very bad effect on others 
employed on the same lines which may prove a serious injury to the Transport Service at 
this moment of so much importance unless upon inquiry they can be convicted of 
falsehood. I therefore beg leave to request His Excellency will be pleased to give directions 
for such measures being adopted as may lead to the discovery of real facts.154  
 

Robinson also wrote to the senior Royal Naval officer in the Canadas, Captain Kempt, about the 

issue, expressing his concern. 

… the Commander of the Forces … will I have no doubt be satisfied of the necessity of 
representing to Commodore Sir [James] Yeo the material injury sustained by the transport 
service, in consequence of the Delays & outrages committed – the latter stated in some 
instances to be sanctioned by his authority … I need not dwell upon the importance of the 
transport service which requires every support protection & assistance, to enable the 
Commissariat to supply the numerous wants of the Navy & Army in Upper Canada.155 
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 223 

 Demonstrating the urgency with which his government viewed this issue, Prevost then wrote to 

Yeo, asking him to issue, 

… immediate orders to prevent a recurrence of the inconvenience complained of, for unless 
every support is afforded to the Commissariat in Conducting the Transport Service 
between this place and Kingston and the persons employed on it are properly treated, I 
apprehend the most serious consequences will occur in supplying the wants of the Navy 
and Army in Upper Canada.156 
 

Prevost may have been particularly annoyed because in June he had granted a request to award 

the same gunboat flotilla officers a substantial increase in pay of 5 shillings per day, due to the 

“incessant, and irksome hardships they suffer, and the expence they are subject to, on that 

service.”157 Yeo’s investigation ultimately resulted in one of his gunboat commanders being 

discharged from the Lake Ontario squadron and sent back to England.158 This disciplinary necessity 

likely did not endear either Prevost or Robinson to the ambitious inland waters Commodore. 

Robinson’s observation that the complainants were known to have ‘good characters’ supports 

the idea that the successful function of the Transport Service at the operational level relied heavily 

on positive personal interactions. The Commissariat had to know the hundreds of skilled men and 

their capabilities individually, whether they were Conductors or crews. This was what Voyageur 

Corps Lieut. Colonel MacGillivray had pointed out in 1812, stating that such personal knowledge 

and contact was important. Officers needed to be “well acquainted with the men, a quality which we 

find very essential in the officers of the [Voyageur] Corps.”159 

Yet more complaints, lodged in October 1814, indicated a still-worsening problem. Deputy 

Commissary General Clarke expressed dismay at the incidents being reported and the effects those 
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would have on the overall service, not just on the individuals involved, but on their entire 

communities. 

The complaints made to me by the Conductors & Batteaux men returning from Kingston of 
ill treatment they receive from the Gun Boats are so alarming lest those whom we depend 
upon for the transportation of Stores and Provisions be deterred on receiving information 
from others from prosecuting the voyage for which they are ordered & thereby the 
transport be stoped [sic].160  
 
In an age when most communications were personal and verbal Robinson well knew that when 

they returned the batteau crews would be talking among themselves, and to their neighbours at 

home, about such occurrences. “The Brigades of Batteaux that first arrive at Prescott are delayed 

some times several days until the number of five or six Brigades come up to depart together,” 

Deputy Clarke wrote to Robinson. “There being now a great number of Batteaux Men assembled at 

Lachine to go in the Batteaux that are come down I am very apprehensive of the ill effect that may 

be occasioned on their hearing these accounts from those who are returned.” One complaint was 

especially shocking, particularly as Robinson understood that it was becoming routine behaviour on 

the part of the gunboat crews. Delaying the men and boats was one thing, but firing on them 

because they were then perceived to be slow was quite another. The report he received and passed 

on in late October 1814 had also detailed that 

the Batteaux Men not being all equally able, some of them are not able to keep up with the 
rest & that the men in the gun boats very frequently fire upon the Batteaux, greatly to the 
terror of the Batteaux men, one of whom is reported to have received a ball through his 
cheek & left in Hospital, & that frequent delays unnecessarily are occasioned to the 
Batteaux on their passage, by which the batteaux men have much time without 
recompense.  
 

Gunboat crews were also inflicting lesser aggravations and continued to purloin equipment from the 

batteaux, which Conductors and crews would be charged for. 

They also complain of being prevented lighting fires for cooking Provisions, whereby they 
have suffered several days in very bad weather without cooking. [Deputy Assistant 
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Commissary General] Green at Kingston [wrote me] that a small barge in charge of the 
Commissariat sent with a Batteaux on which was held a large anchor was forcibly taken 
from the Conductor at Kingston said to be by order of the Commander in Chief & eight 
sails taken from Batteaux.161 
 

Such predatory behaviour by the British was bound to have a negative effect on the Transport 

Service. By late October, the District Commissaries of Transport were all experiencing rapidly 

growing resistance to corvées. In addition to being harassed and delayed by the British soldiers and 

sailors, many men were having to be recruited from outside Montreal making the usual length of 

service significantly longer. Men had to be brought for the run up to Kingston from as far away as 

Three Rivers, 150 km downriver from Montreal and even from the Quebec District itself, 420 km 

away. Travelling such [unpaid] distances severely lessened any benefit of the batteau men’s pay. To 

reduce complaints stemming from the increasing necessity for remote recruiting, the Transport 

Commissary for the District of Quebec recommended to Prevost that the men recruited in his 

District for duties in the west be paid an extra per diem for the time they would spend travelling and 

the extra days of absence from their farms which would otherwise not be compensated. “I beg leave 

to submit to you whether it is not reasonable that an allowance of so much per day should be made 

to each Boatman ordered to Kingston, from the place of the general Rendezvous in this District to 

Lachine, from whence they are to proceed to Kingston.” 162 The Quebec District Transport 

Commissary also pointed out in the same note that one of the corvées had been interfered with en 

route by unauthorized officials, and then sent home after the men had arrived at Three Rivers.  

Fifty seven [crewmen] met at the Rendezvous at St. Augustin and there were received and 
examined by M. Desbarats who had received a verbal order to that effect from Major 
General Glasgow. These men proceeded to Three Rivers from which place they were to be 
forwarded by the Commissary of Transports of that District. But I was not a little surprised 
to learn by a letter I received from that gentleman that he had taken upon him to dismiss 
eight of the men under pretense of their being unfit for the service required and requesting I 
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should replace them by others which I have not thought proper to do, knowing nothing of 
the gentleman’s authority to inspect Corvée men ordered in this District for any service in 
the other Districts.163  
 

Duchesnay explained that not only did this create difficulties maintaining the Transport Service but 

for those called up it meant an aggravating week of unpaid, unnecessary absence from their farms at 

ploughing time, followed by an additional, aggravating, unpaid, week if they were duly recalled to 

the service. The per diem pay increase was duly ordered.  

By this time in mid-November, everyone in authority was looking with some anxiety at 

planning for the next year of the war. In Kingston, Yeo’s planned construction of two additional 

very large warships plus wear and tear on the existing flotilla would require the Transport Service to 

ship much more than double the amount of naval stores that had been required in Kingston during 

1814. An extra 1,500 or so Royal Navy sailors would also have to be sent up to Kingston in 1815 to 

crew the new ships (and they, too, would have to be fed).  

Prevost’s Military Secretary, Noah Freer, informed Commissary-General Robinson in late 

November 1814 that Prevost had agreed to Robinson’s 1815 budget request, to deploy 516 batteaux 

and 104 Durham boats just between Lachine and Kingston, where only 55 batteaux had been 

thought sufficient prior to the war.164 Durham boats, much larger than typical batteaux, had begun 

working the river for the first time in 1809, constructed and crewed by American firms shipping out 

of Oswego. Each Durham boat had the approximate carrying capacity of five batteaux but could 

normally be handled by the same number of crewmen.165 That they had not been used extensively 

before suggests that they were not as practical as batteaux on the whitewater stretches of the river. 

Durham boats could be used efficiently on the flat stretch of river from Prescott westward to 
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Kingston, though constructing the 70-foot Durham boats would drain more artisan manpower. 

Freer’s note indicates clearly that Robinson expected that over 2,500 batteau men would be in 

constant active service to crew the boats, even assuming that the much larger Durham boats and 

possibly Navy or Army crews for them could be found for the final, rapid-free leg from Prescott to 

Kingston. This number roughly correlates with the previously calculated monthly average of 

batteaux actually in service during the 1814 season, based on those observed transiting points on the 

river. Even with Durham boats available, over the six-month navigation season the total men 

required would have amounted to over 15,000 men, assuming 2,500 rotated each month through the 

batteau service. This estimate, like the prewar one, was quite possibly yet another understatement of 

what would actually be required.  

In the late fall of 1814, the inland mariners and other habitants began to take their situation into 

their own hands by refusing duty and deserting to their farms en masse for the first time since the 

British had begun employing thousands of them in 1777. Prevost was now made aware of rapidly 

increasing desertion rates and as the navigation season came to a close in the bitter weather of late 

autumn, the overloaded batteau Transport Service, though heretofore reliable, suddenly appeared to 

be disintegrating. For the first time, large-scale resistance to British demands was manifesting itself. 

On November 14 Robinson wrote to Prevost detailing his concerns about the situation and the 

reasons for it, mentioning the ever-increasing working time, which had now become considerably 

more than a month per call-up. 

 [Many of] The Bateaumen for the transport from La Chine to Kingston  … have been 
absent from their homes, owing to various Causes of detention, forty days and upwards. 
The Severity of this Service has induced many to refuse to obey the Orders of their 
Officers, and others to desert from the Batteaux on the route; particularly of late when not 
more than two thirds of the number ordered have performed the Voyage.  
 

Something had changed, Robinson continued. 
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Of those [batteau men] Commanded during the last three Weeks, two hundred and twenty 
have either refused to obey the orders of their officers, or have deserted after appearing at 
La Chine to perform the duty. With so many Examples before them passing with impunity 
it is rather to be wondered at, that any come forward to this arduous Service, more 
especially as at this time the Merchants give three times the Wages paid by Government … 
and it is not without much difficulty that the Merchants can obtain Batteaumen even at the 
exhorbitant Wages paid by them.166   
 

But more productivity simply could not be squeezed from the Transport Service. 
 
Although the Transport this year has by great exertion been effected to an extent which 
could not reasonably have been expected, it is not to be supposed that the increased 
demands for Supplies to Upper Canada can hereafter be complied with, unless the 
impediments in the transport be removed; or the Means of obtaining the labor necessary, be 
rendered more certain … 

 

For the first time it also became clear that the legitimacy of the corvée law was being called into 

question. Robinson explicitly stated that there was no legal way to compel men to comply with 

British demands. “As it is the opinion of the Crown Lawyer,” he told Prevost, “that these men 

cannot legally be convicted and punished for their disobedience, it is evident on what precarious 

footing the Transport Service Stands.”167 

In this letter, Robinson was explicitly warning Prevost that the British so far had gotten away 

not only with stretching corvées out of all recognition in terms of the usual and traditional length of 

service of a few days, but also with evading the generally-understood laws and customs of militia 

service that actually prohibited using corvées to coerce men to work beyond the boundaries of 

Lower Canada, as Governor Simcoe had pointed out many years before. Not only was enforcing 

corvée laws now problematic from the practical impact and public morale point of view, British 

authorities were acknowledging among themselves that the laws could not legally be enforced 
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outside Lower Canada in any case. And the elected Assembly of Lower Canada was more than 

ready to object to illegal practices by Government.  

Three days later, Prevost wrote to British Secretary of War Lord Bathurst indicating he 

would attempt to head off any out-of-province corvée service objections by the partial measure 

of turning Canadien-crewed batteaux around at the head of the rapids at Prescott. But his own 

position was that attempting to solve the problem by asking the elected Assembly to consent to 

a stiffening of the corvée laws to allow such ‘out of country’ service or to prosecute those who 

refused it was simply out of the question. 

I … have sanctioned the abridgement of the Transport by Corvée in Batteaux to Ft. 
Wellington, where large Durham Boats will be provided to convey the lading to Kingston 
for I entertain no hope of obtaining an amendment of the ordonnance imposing heavier 
duties on this people from the popular branch of the Legislature, nor could I deem it politic 
or prudent in the present State of Affairs to agitate a question upon a Service, the pressure 
of which upon the agriculture of the province is so evident.168  
 

Less than a week after Prevost wrote to London, Robinson’s subordinate, Assistant 

Commissary-General Clarke, wrote a brief note to Prevost’s Military Secretary to inform him that 

another full brigade of 12 Batteau crews had deserted on their way up the river and that the contents 

of the boats, mainly provisions, would have to be held until the beginning of the “Sleighing 

Season.”169 The batteau men’s resistance to the work does not seem to have been related to 

compensation levels, since Robinson had pointed out in his November 14th letter to Prevost that 

merchants, too, were suddenly finding it difficult to sign up batteau crews for the Montreal to 

Kingston run.170 
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By the first week of December, the strong resistance on the part of the batteau men was 

becoming more generalized around Montreal. Transport Commissary Dupré wrote to Freer that two 

entire Flank Companies of Montreal District Sedentary militia had unanimously refused orders to 

provide any carts on corvée, citing their belief that because they were all serving militiamen, they 

were exempt from the duty.171 This was alarming because normally the “sedentary” militia, who 

had not as yet been mobilized and thus continued their day-to-day civilian lives, were the source of 

most of the batteau men as well as wagoners. The communities these sedentary units were drawn 

from had, since 1812, delivered not only their wagons, carts, horses and drivers, but in all likelihood 

batteau men, and sleighs with drivers as well, all of which which had repeatedly been successfully 

requisitioned by corvée to that point in the war.  

The growing resistance to corvée was a relatively swift and startling change in temper on the 

part of Canadiens. Just three months earlier Robinson had personally witnessed the enormous 

efforts of Canadien wagoners supporting the British army beyond the borders of the province. 

During Prevost’s ill-fated attack on Plattsburgh earlier in the fall, Robinson had written from Chazy, 

New York, 

It was most fortunate I determined on staying here a few days for I prevailed on the poor 
Canadians tho’ it went to my heart, to proceed all the way to Plattsburg. They have 
behaved uncommonly well & their suffering have been great, but the fate of the Expedition 
depended on their going on … I purchased & hired as many as many of the Canadian Carts 
and Horses as I could … the roads are worse than you can imagine & many of our waggons 
are broken down.”172 
 

Even in Montreal, the unpaved roads became so swampy just before freeze-up that at least one 

carter was paid five pounds for expenses because his horse had died in the street from exhaustion.173  

The British once more desperately looked for ways to solve their dilemma. During the winter of 
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1814-1815, after the campaigning and navigation season closed, another Board of Officers was 

assembled to examine one of Robinson’s November 14 proposals in detail – to deploy the militia 

once again to do the batteau men’s job.174 Robinson proposed that the entire 4th Battalion of 

Embodied Militia of Lower Canada go to work full time on the batteau transport service in the 

spring. This had the usual advantage that the men would be under military command and had 

already been mustered in the field away from their farms, so no additional corvée men would have 

to be sought. Unit organization would be similar to its predecessors. The headquarters would remain 

at Lachine, with the battalion commanding officer commanding the post. The number of batteaux 

assigned to each company would be determined by the number of crews recruited. A Brigade 

Adjutant would be posted on the line of communication for unit administration. In addition, 

Robinson recommended that in order to overcome any shortfalls in militia recruitment and provide 

for further expansion of the service, the 104th Regiment and the Nova Scotia Fencibles should also 

be attached to the unit.  

After some minor modifications, Prevost approved this measure. It is clear, however, from 

those discussions, that severe problems were anticipated in recruitment and retention, as had been 

experienced with the earlier Commissariat Voyageur units. The few enlistees still remaining in the 

Commissariat Voyageurs were, in fact, to be attached to the newly assigned 4th Battalion. British 

authorities were quite aware of their inability to simply coerce an unwilling populace to comply 

with their war needs, and thus had to adapt to the local circumstances, even within the compulsory 

militia service. Significant pay increases were proposed to keep the militia performing this work. As 

Deputy Commissary General Clarke wrote to Robinson, 

The allowances … to be employed in the Transport Service by Batteaux from Lachine, to 
be a Sufficient inducement to the Officers and Privates to exert themselves with energy in 
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performing this important Service, we have thought it advisable to suggest such as shall 
be deemed liberal considering that in the performance of this arduous Service the power 
of coercion being weak, men must be stimulated by prospect of gain – and therefore 
recommend the pay and allowances stated in the enclosure.175 

 

This pay increase was also to apply to the few remaining Provincial Commissariat Voyageurs, 

since “The Privates of the Commissariat Voyageurs being much scattered and many of them 

having absented themselves last autumn, it may be necessary to send after them to the different 

Parishes previous to the commencement of their duty in the Spring altho to be attended with 

some expence.”176 

In fact, using the militia would likely, once more, have been of only marginal assistance. Even 

if the British deployed the entire 4th Battalion of theoretically 800 men on the river at full strength, 

supplemented by the other soldiers, it still would constitute only about 1/3 of the men required. As 

actively serving (embodied) militiamen, the men had been exempt from corvée callup and a 

significant number of militiamen and other soldiers not only had no recent experience on the upper 

river, but were likely to be “landsmen,” not sufficiently skilled to navigate the rapids, though they 

could be deployed in boats on the lower river. The rest of the crews would continue to have to be 

corvéed. 

 Robinson’s other suggestions to ensure that all needed supplies reached Upper Canada in 

1815 included digging more canals, particularly one to bypass the massive Lachine rapids. The 

construction of canals was necessarily referred to London for a decision, and a reply could not be 

expected before April. Even if construction began then, it would take much too long to affect 1815 

campaigning in any way. The majority of Robinson’s proposals appear to have been more in the 

nature of stopgaps and band-aids than real, long-term solutions, which, two decades later, saw the 
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completion of the Rideau Canal system to bypass the St. Lawrence route entirely. The use of 

ordinary militiamen on the upper river also would inevitably bring once more its own routine 

implementation problems with training and deployment that would detract from the hoped-for 

benefits.177  

And there was also the problem of sufficient craft to haul the supplies. In Kingston, Yeo had 

urgently requested more artificers be sent from overseas, and 205 more arrived in December after 

the navigation season had closed.178 But Yeo already had two more huge line-of-battle ships under 

construction in Kingston, and unless and until those additional artificers constructed dozens of the 

extra 70-foot Durham boats required, batteaux would have to continue all the way to Kingston and 

back rather than stopping and turning around 100 km. short at Prescott (Fort Wellington).  

                                                        
177 Apart from theses by Glenn Steppler and John Grodzinski illuminating details of the 
logistics issues and defense of the upper St. Lawrence supply line during the War of 1812, 
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problems into an advantage, dismissing the St. Lawrence route as a “superior transportation 
corridor,” giving the British a route upon which they could “more easily, cheaply, and quickly 
move men and supplies from their seaport at Quebec to … Lake Ontario.” This seems an 
unintended, backhanded compliment to the effectiveness of the batteau Transport Service. 
Taylor, 1812, 345. James Hitsman’s older history does much better, mentioning the 
importance of the St. Lawrence supply route fairly often. “Those in charge of the defence of 
the Canadas were … uneasy at all times about the exposed state of the St. Lawrence water 
route, by which alone supplies could be moved with any degree or ease or speed to Upper 
Canada. Hitsman also does cite the Duke of Wellington, who spoke to Parliament in 1828 
about the geographic situation and the fundamental American strategic error in not  
“stationing their forces as they ought to have done, upon the right (northern) bank of the St. 
Lawrence.” Hitsman, Incredible, 60-61, 106, 278. British historian James Latimer hits the 
mark with a few succinct paragraphs in his 2007 book, while also quoting William Dunlop, 
“Control of the lakes, and of Lake Ontario in particular, was the key to the control and 
defence of Upper Canada … the St. Lawrence was the key to the lake.” Latimer, 1812, 114. 
But there is almost no focus on the difficulty the British had in maintaining this link, or who 
they employed to do it, or how it was done. 
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Even with all Robinson’s proposals approved, the looming supply situation was so dire that in 

January of 1815 he once again wrote to Prevost about it, underlining the utter inability of the 

Transport Service to meet the projected needs for provisioning Upper Canada in 1815. In his letter, 

Robinson insisted that martial law be imposed in Upper Canada to force inhabitants there to provide 

provisions and transport to the troops there, so that part of the load could be lifted from the batteau 

service. Robinson pointed out a fundamental difference in the way Transport had to be run in the 

western province from its function in Lower Canada, where the Commissary of Transport was 

empowered under civil law to call out militiamen on corvée, which was not the case in the west.   

The [Upper Canada Supply] Commissariat may be goaded and partial measures adopted 
but without coertions [sic] the Avarice of most of the Inhabitants and the disaffection of 
many can not be overcome. Wherefore, the measures of Subsisting the Right Division must 
always be precarious for I need not inform His Excellency that it is wholly impossible to 
convey from Quebec all the Supplies necessary for the troops above Kingston.179 
 
The imposition of martial law, on the other hand, quite apart from its inflaming effect upon the 

sentiments of the populace, included its own cumbersome necessities. All requisitions under martial 

law had to be approved by local magistrates in Upper Canada. Not only were the farmers reluctant 

in the extreme to obey it, even their magistrates were seen as dilatory and "unprepared to act with 

that stimulus and exertion which the critical state of the Country absolutely requires.”180  

All in all, the planned campaigns for 1815 looked increasingly daunting to fulfill. There were 

rumours, as well, that the Americans were finally becoming determined to attack the St. Lawrence 

route itself in force, and hold it long enough to defeat Upper Canada. The new Commanding 

General in Upper Canada, Frederick Philipse Robinson, wrote to London after the war ended to 

say so. 

Had the War continued it was the intention of the American Government to have 
interrupted our Transport Communication by the St Lawrence to the Lower Province in the 
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event of which an attempt at inland conveyance must have been made, or we must have 
endeavored to dislodge the Enemy from the South Shore of the River by transferring the 
seat of War thither.181  
	

Fortunately for the British, the disturbing events around transport and how they would affect 

the course of the war were rendered moot with the news that the war had ended. This reached New 

York in mid-February by sea, and came to Prevost overland from Halifax on March 1, 1815, 

probably eliciting a heartfelt sigh of relief from the Governor. If so, the relief was very short-lived, 

for the next day Prevost also received a letter from Lord Bathurst recalling him to England.182 

Prevost disbanded the militia and issued orders ending warfare. But problems did not suddenly end 

with Prevost’s recall and the end of fighting. Though moot because of the peace, complaints about 

batteau men not responding to corvées did not disappear. Once roused, antipathy to corvées could 

not just be turned off by decree, and strong sentiments of resistance continued to resonate through 

the populace. British military posts in the west continued to need large quantities of supplies, and 

the Transport Service necessarily resumed in the spring of 1815, but times had truly changed, and 

the service quickly encountered problems like the previous fall. 
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All in all, Canadien inland mariners contributed materially to the success of the British in 

defending the Canadas during the War of 1812. Without the batteau men and the shipbuilders, the 

war in the west on the ground and on Lake Ontario was simply unsustainable. Although there is 

debate about what might have transpired should the Americans have succeeded in dislodging British 

forces from Upper Canada in 1812, as many feared, or in 1815, as some also feared, without 

Canadiens in the Transport Service it would have been next to impossible to repossess the lost 

territory. There were no substitutes available for the thousands of skilled batteau men in Britain, or 

anywhere else.  

The British also had had to depend on Canadien artificers rapidly constructing a fleet superior 

to Commodore Chauncey’s that enabled Britain’s successful retention of naval control of Lake 

Ontario. As for the sailors of the Provincial Marine, without their presence in the earliest days of the 

war there would have been no resistance whatsoever to American supremacy on the lower Lakes in 

1812 and the first half of 1813. There were no officers nor seamen from the war-tempered Royal 

Navy on any of the inland warships at the outbreak of war, and the government had not provided the 

slightest naval training to the Provincial Marine merchant mariners whom they expected to resist 

the United States Navy, which humbled even the British in several single-ship actions on the 

ocean.183 The arrival of Yeo and his navy men in the spring of 1813 rescued the situation, more or 

less ending the role of Canadien seamen in the war on the lakes, but in the absence of Canadiens’ 

presence in 1812, there might well have been little left to rescue.
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Chapter Six 

Epilogue: 1815-1817 and beyond; Summary, and Conclusions 

 

“ … the most indefatigable diligence …”1 

 

The immediate postwar period saw the continuance and expansion of firm resistance to 

corvées on the part of batteau men. This forced the British regime into a complete change of 

practice for government transport services for the first time since the American Revolution, as 

the government moved entirely to the use of private contractors for transporting military goods 

to Kingston. Postwar budget cuts also resulted in downsizing and reduced the numbers of 

Canadien artisans working in the Kingston Dockyard, though some Canadiens remained in 

Upper Canada to establish their own ship building firms and pursue other careers in the 

maritime industries. Governor Prevost departed for Britain, and demanded a formal Court 

Martial to clear his name of what he perceived as unwarranted slurs inflicted by the disgruntled, 

assimilationist British in Lower Canada, and Navy Commodore Yeo’s aspersions of failure 

particularly related to the Battle of Plattsburgh. But just before the trial was to commence, 

Prevost died, and although the British authorities found no fault with his actions, Prevost has 

not been well regarded by history.  

On June 13 1815, about one month into the new shipping season and three months after the 

end of the war, Lt.-Col. Dupré wrote to Lieutenant-General Gordon Drummond, who had 

replaced Prevost as Governor of the Canadas and Commander-in-Chief. In a lengthy letter he 
                                                        
1 Robert Christie, Memoirs of the Administration of the Colonial Government of Lower 
Canada under Sir James Henry Craig and Sir George Prevost, from the year 1807 to 1815, 
(Quebec: 1808), 88. https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100259321 
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reported that he was now having great difficulty even getting Canadiens to transport “les effets 

du Gouvernement” across the river from Montreal to parishes on the South shore by batteau. 

Dupré was also experiencing very strong resistance to corvée orders from wagoners needed to 

transport such items from one parish to another, much less between Lower Canada and Upper 

Canada. “Que suivant ce Jugement les habitants des Campagnes étant exempte par la loi d’être 

commandés pour transporter des Effets du Gouvernement, sinon de paroisse au paroisse, ainsi 

que de transporte ces Effets et d’être employée au Service des Gouvernement pendant une 

journée ou plus, sans un Ordre special du Commandment en Chef … 2  

Dupré had asked the Crown’s counsel in the District of Montreal to prosecute some of the 

worst recalcitrants, and detailed to Drummond that he had received a legal opinion on enforcing the 

most recent (1787) Militia Law as it related to the corvée transport duties of His Majesty’s Lower 

Canadian subjects. The official interpretations of the statute by the Crown’s own legal counsel 

provoked by the resistance of the batteau men meant that for all practical purposes, use of corvées 

to transport goods beyond the habitant’s own parish limits was over. Private contractors (or regular 

soldiers) would subsequently have to be found to do all of this work. Fortunately, since the war was 

over and the militia had been dismissed to their farms, there were not a few expert batteau men who 

were quite happy to sign on with a transporting firm such as that of William Forbes, who had been 

hired to bring the warship frames to Kingston, or some other commercial contractor, such as Robert 

Grant.3 

                                                        
2 “Dupré to Drummond, June 13 1815,” LAC RG 8 C 374, 53-59. 
3 Grant had belatedly (and unsuccessfully) petitioned the government for reimbursement related 
to several of his batteaux that he claimed were loaned to or taken for use by the army during the 
war and not returned. His batteau men were likely chagrined at being “borrowed” as well. The 
complaint illustrates how short of batteaux and crews the colony was from the beginning of the 
war.  
-- That at the commencement of the late hostilities … application was made to Your Petitioner 
by John Finlay Esqr., then Deputy Assistant Commissary-General, for the loan of two 
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These entrepreners associated with the fur trade had continued in business throughout the war. 

Thus, in beginning the 1815 navigation season, batteau men were able to work doing the same jobs 

they had been corvée-ed to do, at three times the pay and at times of their own choosing. This 

sudden transition from compulsory duty to commercial contracting was a bit shocking to some in 

authority. Deputy Assistant Commissary Finlay at Lachine wrote to Deputy Commissary-General 

Clarke in July, “I am sorry to inform you that in consequence of the desertions of the Corvéemen at 

this Port [Lachine] we Cannot get on with the Transports from one hour to the other … The 

resistance of the Inhabitants with Corvée system is drawing to a Crisis – and if immediate measures 

are not taken  … the Transport must Stop.”4 Clarke duly reported this upwards to Commissary-

General Robinson two days later, adding his own observations.  

I am under the necessity of reporting to you the difficulties and uncertainty attending the 
Transport Service from the disregard of the Inhabitants to the Orders they receive for 
Corvée which is increasing daily … Many of them have lately deserted the Batteaux in the 
passage from Montreal to Lachine which I do not remember to have ever happened before. 
It shows the growing contempt of the orders of Government.5 
 

Robinson was also alarmed and wrote, in his turn, to Governor Drummond’s new Military 

Secretary, Major Foster, to urgently inform His Excellency “this morning” that “Until the System of 

Corvées so long acted upon should be enforced, or some other means adopted, … even the usual 

Supplies for the Upper Province cannot be forwarded.”6 The Commissary-General continued, 

pointing out that getting the supplies from Quebec to Montreal on the lower river would present “no 

difficulty in finding Small Craft.” On the lower river such transport had very commonly been 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Batteaux … one of which Batteaux has not been returned … Several of Your Petitioner’s 
Batteaux on their return from Kingston to Lachine were detained at various places by Officers 
in His Majesty’s Service some of which have never been restored. “Petition, Robert Grant to 
Governor Sir James Kempt, 23 March 1829,” LAC RG 8 C 95, 718-20. 
4 “Finlay to Clarke, 22 July 1815,” LAC RG 8 C 120, 23. 
5 “Clarke to Robinson, 24 July 1815,” LAC RG 8 C 120, 24-5. 
6 “Robinson to Foster, 26 July 1815,” LAC RG 8 C120, 17-22. 
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contracted out (including hiring Molson’s steamship under contract during the war).7 In his letter of 

July 26, Robinson appears to have gingerly hinted at the solution that was adopted, that of 

contracting this service out on the upper river as well, and even may have gently presented to 

Drummond a possible (and plausible) explanation to London about why batteaux might be delayed 

en route while such arrangements were set up. 

This last quantity [eight hundred tons] of Stores will require Three hundred Batteaux, and 
the Expenses … will amount to about Ten Thousand Pounds. As Government has sent out 
these Stores, it is probable the Cost of this undertaking was contemplated, otherwise 
instructions could have been given to lodge them here or at Montreal until they were 
wanted, or until the necessary Repairs of the Locks, already too long delayed in 
consequence of the late War, were completed. 8 
 
By January of 1817, the Royal Naval Dockyard in Kingston no longer relied on corvée-ed 

batteau men, and was awarding formal transport contracts to private firms and individuals for Naval 

Stores. Frederick Glachmeyer and Joseph Ballingale of Montreal won a year’s contract for land 

transport of naval stores from Montreal to Lachine at the rate of 7/6 for each half-ton and for “all 

Naval Stores exceeding half a ton in weight of every description as aforesaid at the rate and price of 

Two pounds nineteen shillings for each ton weight …”9 Similarly, in March 1817 a contract was let 

                                                        
7 Little work has been done to explore the history of the earliest steamships in Canada, or 
Molson’s contract with the government during the war. The Swiftsure was the second of his 
steamships, launched in 1811. “Launching of the Swiftsure was a great national event. Canada 
was now at war with the United States, with British supremacy on the North American 
continent in peril. John Molson, the immigrant boy of thirty years before, providing speedier 
transport for His Majesty’s troops and supplies, was the “Man of the Hour.” As the Swiftsure 
slid down into the St. Lawrence the Governor General of Canada stood at attention, a band 
crashed out “Rule Britannia,” the thunder of nineteen guns shook the air. In May, 1813, the 
Swiftsure sailed proudly into Quebec, after a trip lasting 22 hours, with American prisoners of 
war.” M. Grattan O’Leary, “A Legacy of Character: The story of the Molson family, business 
builders for 150 years,” (Toronto: Maclean’s, March 1, 1936).  
8 “Robinson to Foster, 26 July 1815,” LAC R G8 C120, 20. 
9 “Frederick Glachmeyer, For transporting stores, Montreal-Lachine,” Document 22, 
transcribed by LCol P.T. Nation, Contracts, Approved Tenders and Other Documents, 
(Kingston: Royal Military College 1992). 
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to William Boston of Lachine for batteau transport of Naval Stores from Lachine to Kingston; “… 

be the quantity, quality or weight of such stores what it may, at and after the rate and price of 

Twenty pounds currant [sic] money of the said province of Lower Canada for each and every 

Batteaux load of three tons and one quarter of a ton … and will furnish … a sufficient number of 

good Substantial sea worthy Batteaux and Boats …”10 In this contract, the Government committed 

to providing labourers to load and unload the batteaux at each end at its own expense but also 

demanded that contractor Boston be ready to transport “Seamen’s Baggage and light Stores within 

24 hours notice at his own expence without loss of time.”11  

 The vast majority of the crews of these private batteaux were Canadiens, who had successfully 

used their bargaining power through withdrawing their services to transition to a status resembling 

that of ship artificers, as free labourers in the private sector. Their skills recognized in 

compensation, batteaux and their crews remained in service for more than two decades postwar, as 

travellers’ chronicles attest. As late as 1832, there were still 1,500 batteaux and 800 Durham boats 

active on the river, and some continued in service until mid-century.12 The batteau men, through 

their own efforts, had essentially brought to an end the ability of the British Empire, through its 

colonial governments, to coerce their labour.  

 The shipbuilding crews in Kingston Dockyard had already been recognized and hired as 

individual civilian contractors, and once the construction of major new warships was halted in 1815, 

their contracts were gradually terminated. Most Canadien artificers in Kingston Dockyard returned 

to their homes in Lower Canada. There, in the capital, Quebec, and in Montreal, they helped expand 

a successful and important wooden shipbuilding industry that subsequently produced a million tons 

                                                        
10 Nation, Contracts, Document 23. 
11 Nation, Contracts, Document 23. 
12 Guillet, Pioneer Travel, 53, 71. 
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of ocean going sailing vessels during the 19th century.13 Some, such as Amable Beaupré, stayed in 

Kingston. By the early 1840s, he and his wife and family had established what would become a 

very large and influential shipbuilding family dynasty in Kingston and in a nearby settlement soon 

to be called Portsmouth Village. His descendants continued working in the maritime industry until 

the mid-1960s. One of Amable’s sons was Edouard, who built many freighting schooners and 

became the tax collector for Portsmouth Village. Edouard’s obituary in the British Whig mentions 

four of his own sons who were also prominent on the lakes.14 The inn that Edouard built across the 

street from his shipyard in Portsmouth Harbour still operates in the same building today. Since 1974 

it has been known as the “Portsmouth Tavern,” and remains a favourite haunt of the recreational 

sailors who have taken the place of most of those who worked the lakes for a living out of Kingston. 

Though little-studied, hundreds of other Canadien mariners like the Beauprés also worked in 

and around Kingston and the lakes in maritime-related industries including ship- and lumber raft 

construction and crewing throughout the 19th century, contributing significantly to Kingston’s 

economic prosperity. Historians Brian Osborne and Donald Swainson noted that “Of the five 

hundred or so vessels registered at the port of Kingston in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, more than 90% were built in Kingston and its environs.”15 One of the shipbuilding 

enterprises and individuals they identified was that of Beaupré. Other examples abound of 

Canadien mariners working in the town. American-born D.D. Calvin’s vast timber and 

shipbuilding enterprise employed 6-700 employees and lasted from the 1830s to 1914. Patriarch 

Dilano Dexter Calvin ran the business from an island he owned in Kingston harbor, and routinely 

                                                        
13 John Fry, A Mind at Sea: Henry Fry and the Glorious Era of Quebec’s Sailing Ships, 
Toronto, Dundurn Press (2013), 17. 
14 “Edward Beaupre dead.” British Whig, (Kingston: August 10, 1908). 
https://images.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/78205/data?n=1 
15 Brian S. Osborne and Donald Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past, (Westport, ON: 
Butternut Press, 1988), 192. 



 

 243 

generated $1.5 million annually in revenue. All of the men who took his huge timber rafts 

downriver to Quebec were Canadiens. “The permanent raftsmen … were French … all the raft 

foremen were French, as well as their seconds-in-command and the senior men.”16 Similarly, 

shipbuilding artisans in Portsmouth Village were mostly Canadiens, many brought from Quebec. 

In 1866 the total weekly payroll in the yards there was estimated at $2,000, a not inconsiderable 

sum for the time.  

The workmen employed in the yard, amounting to about three hundred in all, are nearly 
two-thirds French Canadians, There not being accommodation in Portsmouth … about one 
hundred of the workmen have had to procure dwellings or lodgings in the city. Many of the 
French Canadians have … their wives and families … with them. ... The weekly wages are 
about $2,000, besides payments made to farmers for timber to the amount of about $1,000 
a week.17  
 
Calvin alone employed double the number of shipbuilders working in the City of Kingston 

itself in 1871, where “some 147 men … variously employed in Kingston’s shipyards.” Totalled 

together in Portsmouth and Kingston almost 500 men were maritime workers in a town (writ 

large) out of a total workforce overall of around 3,500.18 If D.D. Dexter’s operation a mile across 

the harbor were to be added in as well, over a thousand men were working in shipyards or other 

related industries around Kingston Harbour, and a large proportion of them were Canadiens.  

The end of the War of 1812 was not in any way the end of the history of Canadien inland 

mariners. These thousands of skilled workmen, river batteau men, shipbuilders, and sailors, had 

established for themselves and for the British colonial authorities a clear marker, or milestone, in 

the relations between their two cultures. Historically almost completely voiceless, they had 

nonetheless demonstrated what the tissue of their loyalty to the new British regime was made of, 

almost to a fault. Through the severe crises of the early post-Conquest era these ordinary Canadiens 
                                                        
16 D.D. Calvin, A Saga of the St. Lawrence, (Toronto: Ryerson, 1936), 13, 77.  
17 “The Industry of Kingston: The Portsmouth Shipyard,” Daily News (Kingston: March 14 
1865), 2. https://images.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/18778/data?n=70 
18 Osborne and Swainson, Kingston, 199.  
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had also made it abundantly clear that they could not be exploited or abused indefinitely without 

serious, successful pushback. Their collective strength, shown almost exclusively through their 

actions, rather than words, had to be fully respected. And further, if treated respectfully, they could 

be depended upon to partner with the British Empire to further its goals in North America. And not 

just at home. For example, the Empire’s Sudan Expedition to raise the siege of Khartoum in Egypt, 

1884-5, included nearly 388 volunteer “voyageur” boatmen, 93 of them Canadiens, along with a 

number of Indigenous men who were used to working the Lachine rapids, to haul Wolseley’s rescue 

army up the Nile.19 

Canadian inland mariners, though little studied, played foundational roles under British rule in the 

defence and preservation of what became central Canada from 1775 to 1814. Like most other ordinary 

folk in Quebec and Lower Canada at the time, they left no personal journals behind to reveal their 

innermost thoughts and feelings toward the new British regime. But much can be learned from their 

recorded behaviour in preserved British colonial-era documents. It is significant that there were 

thousands, not just hundreds of these men. At times, the total numbers of Canadien batteau men, 

shipbuilders, and sailors working for the British regime constituted roughly one-third of the able-bodied 

men in Quebec/Lower Canada. This large a fraction of the population suggests strongly that the recorded 

actions of Canadien inland mariners may reasonably be considered as a proxy for the feelings of the 

average, historically-silent Canadien during the period.    

These civilians, some of them veterans from fighting against the British during the Seven Years’ 

War, served under the British flag through often-horrific wartime conditions. From the beginning of the 

American Revolution, Canadien mariners’ actions cannot be (nor were they at the time) considered to be 

“neutral,” whether they toiled in the batteau transport service hauling thousands of tons of British 
                                                        
19 Carl Benn, Mohawks on the Nile: Natives Among the Canadian Voyageurs in Egypt, 1884-
1885, (Toronto: Dundurn, 2009), 33. 
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munitions up the St. Lawrence, or worked commanding, crewing, and building British warships on the 

Great Lakes. Some mariners came under fire from American forces and were wounded or captured in 

battle. Others drowned on the river or in shipwrecks. Tellingly, most of the time the men were co-

operative when called up to work under generally detested customary French corvée statutory labour law, 

law which historians considered to have contributed its fair share to the French Revolution overseas. The 

batteau men cooperated for 54 years, until the final two months of the War of 1812, which saw a “sea 

change” in attitudes leading, postwar, to the British virtually eliminating use of the corvée, certainly on 

the upper St. Lawrence. 

This research supports the idea that for the first half-century after the Conquest, Quebec people in 

general remained on relatively positive terms with the British colonial officials. Evidence of mutual 

adaptation and accommodation is abundant, particularly around corvées. The British learned to restrict 

corvées, when they could, during planting and harvest times, and began to reimburse participants. On the 

part of the Canadiens, even when the British could not refrain from employing large numbers of batteau 

men during farming-important seasons, thousands of boatmen tolerated for years the widespread abuse of 

normal corvée customs during wartime. The batteau men served in unheard-of numbers, for far longer 

than was customary and in places outside of their home jurisdiction, apparently willingly. Their wagoner 

compatriots balked at corvée service on land more frequently, but even they resisted only sporadically, 

and senior British colonial authority in the person of Commissary General Robinson recognized the 

farmers’ forbearance during Prevost’s ill-fated late-1814 British campaign against Plattsburgh.  

Evidence of mutual accommodation among other types of mariners also includes the warship Seneca, 

an armed vessel on Lake Ontario that was constructed, crewed, and officered by Canadiens, apparently 

without coercion, from early in the Revolutionary War. Probably uniquely, for warships sailing under the 

British flag anywhere, Seneca operated entirely in French from 1777 to 1783. Similarly, Canadiens and 
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other shipbuilding artificers agreeing to serve under contract in the important Kingston Naval Dockyard 

on the frontier, under virtually continuous threat of American attack, negotiated advantageous terms of 

work with British military authorities during the War of 1812.  

It has already been recognized by historians such as Desmond Morton that during the War of 1812, 

“French Canadians had played a decisive role, as officers and as fighting soldiers, in saving Canada from 

invasion.”20 But the other, hidden roles they played as civilians, including shipbuilders, were equally or 

even more important factors in enabling the colony’s defence, particularly that of western Quebec and 

Upper Canada. Further, what has generally not been recognized is that during the earlier American 

Revolutionary War significant numbers of these civilian mariners had supported the British regime from 

the outset, and helped throughout the conflict to defend Montreal and Quebec City and ensure that 

western Quebec was not subsumed into the United States. This evidence adds substantial nuance to the 

debate regarding historic and modern relationships between French and British in Quebec; or to any 

doubts regarding Canadiens’ loyalty and willingness to work with or for the British between 1775 and 

1786, in particular. The Canadien mariners don’t fit into an oppressed proletariat pigeonhole. They were 

mostly part time mariners from a preindustrial subsistence farmer and individual artisan population. When 

compared to the picture of the rebellious, liberty-minded, revolutionary seafarers painted by Rediker et al, 

thousands of Canadiens not only refused to defect and join the American Revolution, they instead actively 

worked for the British regime.  

In the main, it seems likely that the mariners’ actions reflected with reasonable accuracy the 

overall societal attitudes of the French-Canadian population towards the British regime for at least 

55 years after the Conquest. Individually and collectively the mariners made conscious choices to 

serve the British rather than, for example, to desert to either the adjacent United States (as many 

                                                        
20 Desmond Morton, “How Lower Canada Won the War of 1812,” American Review of 
Canadian Studies, Vol. 42, No. 3, (September 2012), 321-328. 
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British troops did) or to the dozens of familiar, welcoming French/Indigenous communities long 

established during the fur trade in the centre of North America. The Canadien mariners generally 

adjusted to life in a majority French colony ruled by British Imperial officials – indeed, some 

mariners thrived - and the mariners contributed, more or less willingly, the indispensable labour 

and skills that allowed British war efforts to preserve the Canadas to succeed. By the end of the 

War of 1812, however, the inexorable weight of wartime necessity, hardship and contributing 

negative events combined to break down what can be interpreted as a mutually beneficial, if 

asymmetrical arrangement, one that had successfully spanned various serious crises during first two 

generations of the post-Conquest era.  

This is not to say, of course, that all was sweetness and light between new and old subjects, 

because from time to time it clearly was not. After a long, bloody and bitter losing war for the 

survival of New France, some underlying general hostility to the new British regime on the part of 

the French-Canadian colonists would seem entirely unsurprising, particularly in the face of French 

and American sedition and propaganda directed at them, which attempted to make them see the 

presence of the British as a temporary “occupation” to be overthrown rather than a permanent 

feature of their lives. During the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era especially, British 

colonial governments that feared and imagined such malignant sentiments responded by 

contributing significantly to a serious increase in tension and ill will. Some of the incoming British 

and British-American merchants, in particular, as well as other newcomers including ordinary 

British soldiers and sailors tended to heighten intercultural tensions with sometimes-harsh 

assertions of assimilation sentiments and even contempt for the majority populace, not to mention 

violence and theft committed against the mariners working for the British. However, hostility 

towards the British regime manifested in mass resistance during wartime seems never to have 
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appeared in any serious way in the actions of Canadien mariners until the very end of the War of 

1812.  

More research is needed to better understand the contributions of the Canadien inland 

mariners and their descendants to later Canadian history, though it is known that the son of J-B 

Bouchette became very well known and reached the position of Surveyor-General of Lower 

Canada. Similarly, R-H Laforce’s great grandson became one of Sir John A. Macdonald’s cabinet 

ministers and a Father of Confederation.21 The hundreds of artisans who had worked in Kingston 

departed, and likely formed the core of the 19th century Quebec wooden shipbuilding industry. As 

for batteau men, as late as 1835 there were still 1,500 batteaux (7,500 men) in commercial service 

“in the St. Lawrence traffic above Montreal.”22 Steamships, the Rideau Canal and the arrival of 

railways made batteaux obsolete, so then did many of those men, now surplus labour, become part 

of the mid-19th century French-Canadian diaspora to the United States? On the Great Lakes, 

Canadien inland mariners such as the Beauprés, some of whom first arrived in the pays d’en haut to 

work under the British regime, continued to fulfill numerous and important subsequent roles in the 

shipping and timber trades until the end of the era of ‘wooden ships and iron men.’ 

An apt quotation to sum up the thoughts of Governor Sir George Prevost about the Canadiens 

who had labored so mightily on behalf of his regime and the Empire he represented, but that also 

reflects the crises of the early post-Conquest era in what became Canada, is from a postwar 

memoir, “the whole supplies for the Upper-Province were forwarded to Kingston … with the most 

indefatigable diligence.”23  

                                                        
21 Andrée Désilets, “Sir Hector-Louis Langevin,” DCB, Vol. 13, (University of 
Toronto/Université Laval: 1994). 
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/langevin_hector_louis_13E.html 
22 Glazebrook, Transportation, 67. 
23 Christie, Memoirs 88. https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100259321 
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Appendix 1: Loyalist Batteau Units 

Several temporary Loyalist batteau companies were also formed during the war by British-

American colonial settlers. These units were small, sometimes only local, and have been little 

studied. Captain McAlpin’s Corps of Royalists included a Batteau Company of 58 men (including 

officers) that was formed as part of Burgoyne’s force at Saratoga in 1777. They were involved in 

transporting wounded men back to Quebec and were attached to Sir John Johnson’s King’s Royal 

Regiment of New York (KRRNY) in 1779. By June of 1780 at least one detachment of McAlpin’s 

Company was stationed at Nouvelle Beauce, near Quebec City, digging entrenchments for the 

British Army’s Engineer Department. The unit comprised 35 men, women and children. McAlpin’s 

Corps was disbanded in 1781 and did not take part in supporting the Loyalist resettlement.24 

Jost Herchimer’s Batteau Company was another that belonged to the KRRNY. Originally a unit 

of “about 65 men” they first assisted with St. Leger’s 1977 diversionary campaign that culminated 

in the Battle of Oriskany and which prominently included the KRRNY. Interestingly, several 

members of Herchimer’s Company were freed black slaves from the Mohawk Valley. After the ill-

fated Saratoga campaign they were assigned to the Coteau-du-Lac post, then to Carleton Island, and 

were disbanded in 1783 with the rest of the regiment, so did not participate in the ongoing batteau 

transport support after that date. During the time Herchimer’s unit was at Carleton Island, he drew 

the ire of Governor Haldimand for drawing provisions for 72 men while only having “barely 

enough men to conduct two boats.”25 A third unit, Van Alstine’s Batteau Company, also was 

formed and engaged during the 1777 Saratoga campaign. It was disbanded in 1780. Little 
                                                        
24 “Fraser to Burgoyne, 16 Aug. 1777, McAlpin’s Corps of Royalists, Establishment for a 
Company of Batteau Men,” in Loyalist Institute for Advanced Loyalist Studies, www. 
Royalprovincial.com/military/rhist/mcalpin/mcform.htm 
25 Scott Carmichael, “Former slaves started new lives here,” The Glengarry News, 17 (Feb. 
2016); Gibson, Carleton Island, 35. 
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information could be discovered about a fourth company known as the Royal Batteaux 

Volunteers.26 All in all, however, these Loyalist batteau companies were neither large nor long-

lived and, overall, their contributions to the transport support of western Quebec from 1775-1786 

seems to have lacked great significance. 

 

 

 

                                                        
26 Gavin Watt, A Dirty, Trifling Piece of Business, 211, also Gavin Watt, Rebellion in the 
Mohawk Valley: the St. Leger expedition of 1777, (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2002), 253. 


