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Abstract 

This project focuses on voluntary organizing by the patriots and their use of the press between 

1834 and 1842 in the Canadas and the United States, particularly in relation to the Canadian 

Rebellion of 1837–1838. The dissertation argues that historians should conceive of the Rebellion 

as an attempt by the patriots to establish a new order through the press and voluntary 

associations, both before and after the outbreak of insurrection. First constitutionalists and then 

patriots turned to militarized organizing as a natural outgrowth of their voluntarist values. The 

press was an important factor in this organizing and beginning in 1836 saw the rise of a “patriot 

press” in Upper and Lower Canada. These newspapers existed as a republican borderland: they 

were committed to republicanism and independence for the Canadas and therefore sought to 

transcend the border by erasing the boundary between monarchy and republic in North America. 

Past scholarship on the Rebellion has been segmented by “pre” and “post” 1837 and selective 

focus amongst Lower Canada, Upper Canada, or the United States. Studies have also 

concentrated heavily on the secret society, the Hunter’s Lodges, and their incursions into the 

Canadas. The dissertation instead explores the evolving interplay between military organizing 

and civil society both in the U.S. and the Canadas, demonstrating the surprising extent to which 

this military organizing has been rooted in and shaped by traditions of liberal voluntary 

associations and the press. Going beyond the narrow time-frame of the Rebellion, the 

dissertation provides a comprehensive and longer-term picture of how the patriot press continued 

and changed with its exile in the United States. The dissertation outlines the catalytic and 

animating role played by patriot editors in fostering a sense of community and common cause 

amongst patriots and their sympathizers as well as in engaging combatively with their 

constitutionalist counterparts in the Canadas. Also documented are the activities undertaken by 
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patriot editors to police vigilantly the boundaries and membership of patriot organizations, 

particularly in respect to minorities, and to seek to delineate acceptable roles for women in 

patriot organizing. 
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Résumé 

Ce projet a comme sujet d’étude les activités d’organisation voluntaires des patriotes et leur 

utilisation de la presse entre 1834 et 1842 aux Canadas et aux États-Unis, surtout en relation avec 

la rébellion de 1837 et 1838. La dissertation propose que les historien(ne)s devraient concevoir 

cette rébellion comme une tentative de la part des patriotes pour établir un nouvel ordre par le 

biais de la presse et des associations volontaires avant et après le déclenchement de 

l’insurrection. D'abord, les constitutionnalistes et ensuite les patriotes se sont concentrés sur une 

organisation militarisée comme une excroissance naturelle de leurs valeurs volontaristes. La 

presse jouait un rôle important dans leur organisation et, dès 1836 une presse « patriote » a 

commencé dans le Haut-Canada et le Bas-Canada. Ces journaux ont agi comme région 

frontalière républicaine. Ils se sont engagés envers le républicanisme et l'indépendance du 

Canada. En conséquence, ils ont tenté de transcender la frontière en effaçant la distinction entre 

la monarchie et la république en Amérique du Nord. Dans le passé, les érudits de la rébellion 

l’ont scindée en deux parties, la période pré et post 1837. Ils ont aussi centré l’attention sur le 

Haut-Canada, le Bas-Canada, ou les États-Unis. En même temps, les projets de recherche ont mis 

l’emphase sur la société secrète les Frères Chasseurs et leurs incursions aux Canadas. Au lieu de 

cela, cette dissertation fait l’examen de l'interaction évolutive entre les activités d’organisation 

militaire et la société civile aux États-Unis et dans les Canadas. La thèse démontre également le 

rôle inattendu de la presse et des traditions des associations volontaires libérales comme racines 

et leur influence majeure sur ces activités d’organisation militaire. La dissertation va au-delà de 

la courte durée de la rébellion pour donner un aperçu global et à plus long terme qui montre 

comment la presse patriote a survécu et évolué en exil aux États-Unis. La dissertation décrit le 

rôle catalyseur et animateur joué par les éditeurs patriotes dans la promotion d’un sentiment 
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d’appartenance et d’objectif commun dans les esprits des patriotes et leurs sympathisants. La 

thèse montre également comment les éditeurs patriotes ont engagé combativement leurs 

homologues constitutionnalistes dans les canadas. La dissertation documente aussi les activités 

entreprises par les éditeurs patriotes pour faire respecter les limites externes et l'adhésion des 

organismes patriotes surtout en ce qui concerne les groupes minoritaires. Elle décrit également 

leurs actions pour délimiter des rôles acceptables pour les femmes dans l'organisation patriote. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Routes for Radical Action: Voluntary Associations and the Press  

According to noted historian David Armitage, the question that this thesis seeks to 

investigate—the role of key mechanisms of civil society in violence—is inherently an 

oxymoron.
1
 Professor Armitage is correct in that the place and role ascribed to violence 

in civil society—at least in conventional wisdom—is pretty much nil. When then U.S. 

President Barack Obama turned to justify force after receiving the 2009 Nobel Peace 

Prize, he stated the same assumption: “To say that force is sometimes necessary is not a 

call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history; the imperfections of man and the limits of 

reason.”
2
  Violence in this case is rooted in “human nature,” beyond reasoning and 

therefore contrary to deliberation and civil society. Yet, for a period, the history of the 

Canadas witnessed violent challenges to state order and the emergence and continuation 

of this violence was closely reliant on newspapers and voluntary associations.   

 This project focuses on voluntary organizing by the patriots and their use of the 

press between 1834 and 1842 in the Canadas and the United States in relation to the 

Canadian Rebellion of 1837-1838. The dissertation advances three main arguments. First, 

it argues that historians should conceive of the Canadian Rebellion as an attempt by the 

patriots to establish a new order through the press and voluntary associations, both before 

and after the outbreak of insurrection. 

                                                 

1
 On April 3, 2014, David Armitage, Lloyd C. Blankfein Professor of History at Harvard visited Queen’s 

University at the invitation of the Queen’s Department of History. During a meeting with graduate students, 

Dr. Armitage asked each of us to state the central question we were seeking to answer through our research. 
2
 Barack H. Obama, Nobel Lecture: “A Just and Lasting Peace.” Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. 

Web. 2 July 2017. https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/obama-lecture_en.html  
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 Second, especially when considered within this longer timeframe, it becomes 

apparent that this attempt by the patriots to establish order was deeply tied to the border 

between the Canadas and the United States. While in the Canadas, the patriots sought to 

transcend the border with their drive for a new patriot order relying on bringing 

republican ideals associated with the U.S. north and erasing the boundary between 

monarchy and republic in North America. Once in exile in the U.S., the patriots 

continued to organize militarily but also, through patriot newspapers within civil society, 

sought to build a sense of community, shared experience, and common cause in their 

republican haven. Although in exile, patriot arguments continued to cross the border and 

elicited a response from the constitutionalist press that remained in the Canadas. The 

Rebellion thus both transcended and hinged on the border. The dissertation’s focus 

beyond the 1837-38 temporal range and beyond national boundaries reveals changes in 

what was envisioned by this new order with the move to the United States. 

 This points to the third and final argument: if, in addition to taking a longer view, 

one considers the borderlands public sphere as a whole, we see more clearly the 

important role played by the patriot press, the multifaceted nature of patriot organizing in 

exile—both in public and in secret—and the relationship between the Canadian refugees 

and Americans who might assist them militarily and by other means. 

For the first argument, the dissertation posits that, both before and after the 

outbreak of insurrection, the Canadian Rebellion constituted an attempt by patriots to 

establish a new order. I refer to order in two senses of the word. First, as an attempt to 

“reconstitute legitimate rule on new foundations” separate from the existing authority of 

the British administration in the Canadas. Historian Allan Greer has cast the self-



 

3 

 

organizing of habitants in the district of Montreal in the fall of 1837 as such an attempt.
3
 I 

argue that this project of ordering extended beyond habitant self-organizing and beyond 

the end of that organizing in November 1837 due to military suppression. For this study, 

“violence” refers particularly to the armed and organized resistance to state structures and 

the destructive forces unleashed when the state re-imposed its authority. 

In the second sense, I investigate order in the sense of the “orderly” nature to the 

Rebellion, through two of the principal mechanisms to create order: the press and 

voluntary associations. The Rebellion has been conceived as a sort of interregnum 

between earlier colonial society and modern liberal state structures. Therefore much work 

on the period has continued to view the Rebellion’s significance ultimately as an episode 

of disorder. In this model, after this episode of rebellious violence and disorder, order 

must necessarily be “reconstituted.”
4
 The Rebellion is thus significant in its defeat of an 

alternative: civic humanism, radical politics, one form of Québec nationalism, 

republicanism, or a republican conception of liberty.
5
 The story then becomes how, after 

this defeat of an alternative, the forces of order were “reconstituted” or “recommitted” as 

a point of departure for a “modern” “Canada” in forms such as a Foucaudian bureaucratic 

state or a liberal order.
6
  

                                                 

3
 Allan Greer, The Patriots and the People: The Rebellion of 1837 in Rural Lower Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press: 1993), 6. 
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ian McKay, “Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History” 

Canadian Historical Review 81 no. 4 (2000): 635; Greer, Patriots and the People, 362-363; Stanley 

Bréhaut Ryerson, Unequal Union: Confederation and the Roots of Conflict in the Canadas, 1815-1873 

(Toronto: Progress Books, 1973); Louis-Georges Harvey, Le Printemps de L’Amérique française: 

Américanité, anticolonialisme et républicanisme dans le discours politique québécois, 1805-1837 

(Montreal: Les Éditions du Boréal, 2005); Michel Ducharme, Le Concept de liberté au Canada à l’époque 

des Révolutions atlantiques (1776-1838) (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010). 
6
 E.A. Heaman, A Short History of the State in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 96. 

For a Foucauldian bureaucratic state, see some of the contributions to Allan Greer and Ian Radforth, eds. 
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 Initially, Rebellion historiography embodied what Allan Greer has labeled a 

“police officer’s conception,” which viewed the government response as unremarkable – 

a legitimate response of the state to re-impose order.
7
 There has been a growing focus on 

the exceptionality of the period in terms of ideas of order and questions of governance 

with the suspension of the state in Lower Canada.
8
 However, “the Rebellion” – as in the 

challenge to state order – has still been cast in many works as the “blood-and-

gunpowder” episodes of military conflict starting with the Battle of St. Denis.
9
 When the 

focus has included challenges to state order before November 1837, such efforts have 

been limited to Lower Canada.
10

 Where a new revolutionary vision in exile in the U.S. 

after the Rebellion has been the concern, there has been a focus on the role the Rebellion 

played for United States citizens to imagine an alternative to the existing American 

republic.
11

 This study bridges the gap between pre and post 1837 understanding of order. 

                                                                                                                                                 

Colonial Leviathan: State Formation in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1992) and Jean-Marie Fecteau, Un nouvel ordre des choses: la pauvreté, le crime, l'État au Québec, 

de la fin du XVIIIe siècle à 1840 (Outremont: VLB éditeur, 1989). For a liberal order, see McKay, “Liberal 

Order Framework,” 617-651. 
7
 Allan Greer, “1837–38: Rebellion Reconsidered” Canadian Historical Review 76, no 1. (1995): 5. 

8
 Maxime Dagenais, ““Le Conseil spécial est Mort, Vive Le Conseil spécial!” The Special Councils of 

Lower Canada, 1838-1841” (PhD Dissertation, University of Ottawa, 2011). Jarett Henderson “Uncivil 

Subjects: Metropolitan Meddling, Conditional Loyalty, and Lord Durham's 1838 Administration of Lower 

Canada” (PhD Dissertation, York University, 2010). 
9
 For the “blood-and-gunpowder” contention, see Greer, Patriots and the People, 7. See also the following 

scholarly and non-scholarly works: Réal Fortin, La Guerre des Patriotes le long du Richelieu (Saint-Jean: 

Éditions Mille Roches, 1988), 26. Fortin focuses on whether the patriotes intended to attack St.  Jean. See 

also introductory remarks by André Larochelle, which focus on the fields “of honour,” 8. Gilles Boileau, 

comp., 1837 et les patriotes de Deux-Montagnes: les voix de la mémoire (Montreal: Méridien, 1998). 

Boileau compiles a range of documents from the period of the battles. Edward Humphreys, Great 

Canadian Battles: Heroism and Courage Through the Years (London: Arturus, 2014) Chapter 5; Donald E. 

Graves, Guns Across the River: The Battle of the Windmill, 1838 (Prescott, ON: The Friends of Windmill 

Point, 2001). 
10

 Greer, Patriots and the People; Harvey, Printemps.  
11

 Andrew Bonthius, “The Patriot Wars of 1837: Locofocoism with a Gun?” Labour/Le Travail 52 (2003), 

9-43, Anthony Comegna goes much further and declares that the Rebellion was entirely locofoco, based 

exclusively on a limited focus on Upper Canada. Anthony Comegna, “‘The Dupes of Hope Forever:’ The 

Loco-foco or Equal Rights Movement, 1820-1870s,” (PhD Dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 2016). 

As part of her biography of American A.D. Smith, Ruth Dunley explores his role in the patriots and his 
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More significantly, by investigating the press and voluntary associations, I not only point 

to the alternatives patriots sought (the what) but also ask how. How did patriots attempt to 

establish this new order both before and after exile?  

I look for this “orderly” order in the patriot newspapers in the Canadas and the 

United States.  I also look for this order in the attempts at voluntary organizing advanced 

by and reported in those newspapers. It is in the press and in voluntary organizing that we 

can primarily see these projects of order. The patriot press and voluntary associations 

worked to create a new order in two ways. First, patriot newspapers and patriot voluntary 

organizing challenged the existing state order in the Canadas. Second, as the patriots used 

the press as a vehicle to help them organize and promote their agenda, they took part in 

the attempt to develop a social order rooted in a republican civil society independent of 

any state. 

 For understanding the challenge of the patriot press and organizing to state order, 

I begin with Max Weber’s assertion that the modern state is defined by a monopoly on 

the legitimate use of force.
12

 I temper this use of theory by relying on the ‘pragmatic 

approach’ clarified by William Novak: studying the state through its on-the-ground 

outcomes and real-world functions rather than through seeing “the practical world 

                                                                                                                                                 

economic radicalism. Ruth Dunley, “A. D. Smith: Knight-errant of Radical Democracy” (PhD Dissertation, 

University of Ottawa, 2008). Thomas Richards provides an excellent overview of how U.S. support for the 

Rebellion fits with other examples of U.S. territorial expansion as well as imaginings of the period 

(including envisioning an alternative to the existing U.S.). Thomas Richards Jr., “The Texas Moment: 

Breakaway Republics and Contested Sovereignty in North America, 1836-1846” (PhD Dissertation, 

Temple University, 2016). In another excellent addition to the scholarship, Julien Mauduit moves into 

interesting territory examining the exiles and their visions, however the focus is on how that influenced the 

United States. Julien Mauduit, “Vrais républicains d’Amérique: les patriotes canadiens en exile aux États-

Unis (1837-1842),” (PhD Dissertation, Université du Québec à Montréal, 2016). For coverage of Lower 

Canadians in exile more broadly see François Labonté, Alias Anthony St-John: Les Patriotes canadiens aux 

États-Unis décembre 1837 – mai 1838 première partie (Québec: Les Presses de l’Université Laval, 2004). 
12

 Max Weber, “Politics as Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, H. H. Gerth and C. 

Wright Mills, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 77-79. 
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according to ideal theoretical models.”
13

 State order and voluntary associations have a 

significant correlation because, as noted by Novak, public state power underlies even the 

most supposedly “private voluntary activity.”
14

 Case in point: E.A. Heaman argues that, 

in the case of agricultural societies, the state went so far as to partially fund their 

growth.
15

 Other scholars go further. Theda Skocpol, for instance, notes how the state and 

its elite have been instrumental in the creation of certain voluntary associations.
16

 Jean-

Marie Fecteau asserts that governments were originally wary of private associations and 

granted few of them recognition, and only if they pursued aims approved by the state. 

The state became more willing to allow associations with the growth of the associational 

nature of bourgeois liberalism.
17

 In the American context, Johann Neem notes the early 

role of the state as a gatekeeper of what could and could not become a voluntary 

association.
18

 

Second, from the nineteenth-century writings of Alexis de Tocqueville to more 

recent work by Jürgen Habermas, scholars have treated voluntary associations and the 

press as essential to the development of civic order: a means where individuals learned to 

deliberate and honed other civic skills, to limit state power and the tyranny of the 

                                                 

13
 William J. Novak, “The Myth of the ‘Weak’ American State,” American Historical Review 113, no. 3 

(2008): 764. 
14

 William J. Novak, “The American Law of Association: The Legal-Political Construction of Civil 

Society” Studies in American Political Development 15, no. 2 (2001): 163-188. 
15

 E.A. Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian Society during the Nineteenth 

Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), Chapter 2. 
16

 Theda Skocpol “Recent Transformation in Civil Life” in Civic Engagement in American Democracy, 

Theda Skocpol and Morris P. Fiorina, eds. (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2004). See also 

Theda Skocpol, “Unravelling from Above,” The American Prospect no. 25 (1996): 20-25. 
17

 Jean-Marie Fecteau, “État et associationnisme au XIXe siècle québécois: Éléments pour une 

problématique des rapports État/société dans la transition au capitalisme” in Colonial Leviathan, 134-162. 
18

 Johann N. Neem, Creating a Nation of Joiners: Democracy and Civil Society in Early National 

Massachusetts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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majority, and to advance common projects.
19

 Some of these same scholars have also 

noted the interrelated nature of the press and voluntary associations.
20

 Historians of this 

period in the Canadas have seen voluntary organizing and the press as complimentary 

ways contemporaries established civil order.
21

 Moving towards including violence, Ian 

Radforth investigates the violent opposition by conservatives to the assent of the 

Rebellion Losses Bill culminating in the burning of the parliament buildings in 1849. 

Radforth argues that this opposition constituted a “muscular conservatism”: a form of a 

popular conservatism “relatively unconstrained by the meeting hall’s rule of order” and a 

certain conception of masculinity.
22

 These displays of physical force and demonstrations 

of muscular conservatism contributed, along with deliberative democracy, to building a 

                                                 

19
 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, edited and translated by Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba 

Winthrop (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, [1835, 1840] 2000). J. Habermas, The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society. trans Thomas 

Burger with assistance of Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1989). A good primer that 

helped me immensely is Gordon Finlayson, Habermas: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005). 
20

 De Tocqueville, Democracy in America, especially volume 2 part 2, chapter 6, 493-495. Jeffrey L. 

McNairn, The Capacity to Judge: Public Opinion and Deliberative Democracy in Upper Canada, 1791-

1854 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), see especially Chapter 2. Historian Margaret Jacob 

argues persuasively that European Freemasonry was very much entwined with the growth of a new 

deliberative and democratic public sphere that emerged during the Enlightenment. Margaret C. Jacob, 

Living the Enlightenment: Freemasonry and Politics in Eighteenth-Century Europe (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1991), 17. 
21

 Darren Ferry, Uniting in Measures of Common Good: The Construction of Liberal Identities in Central 

Canada (Montreal and Kingston, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008); Andrew C. Holman, A Sense of 

Their Duty: Middle-Class Formation in Victorian Ontario (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 2000), Chapter, 4, 5; Heaman, Inglorious Arts of Peace; McNairn, Capacity to Judge; 

Michael Eamon, Imprinting Britain: Newspapers, Sociability, and the Shaping of British North America 

(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 2015), see especially chapter 5; Duncan Koeber, “Early 

Political Parties as Mediated Communities” Media History 19, no.2 (2013): 125-138; Albert Schrauwers, 

“A Farmer's Alliance: The Joint Stock Companies of the Home District and the Economic Roots of 

Deliberative Democracy in Upper Canada” Ontario History 99 no. 2 (2007): 190-220; Albert Schrauwers, 

“In Union There is Strength:” W.L. Mackenzie, The Children of Peace and the Emergence of Joint Stock 

Democracy in Upper Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009); Gilles Gallichan, Livre et 

Politique au Bas Canada: 1791-1849 (Sillery: Septentrion, 1991), see especially Chapter 5; Claude 

Galarneau, “Sociabilité et associations volontaires à Québec, 1770-1859” Cahiers des dix 58 (2004): 171–

212. 
22

 Ian Radforth, “Political Demonstrations and Spectacles During the Rebellion Losses Controversy in  

Upper Canada,” Canadian Historical Review 92, no.1 (2011): 5. 
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public sphere.
23

 However, violence was decried by the press and deliberative democracy 

eventually won out.
24

 In this case, deliberative democracy and demonstrations of violence 

constitute and either-or scenario as this violence “ran counter to the etiquette of 

deliberative democracy.”
25

 But what if violence and the “meeting hall rules” could be 

symbiotic? In the United States, scholars have followed a similar trajectory. Amy S. 

Greenberg chronicled how nineteenth-century volunteer fire companies provided both 

opportunities for “a republican ideal of citizenship” and ritualized violence while 

Kimberly Smith notes the presence of “antideliberative” arguments against a publish 

sphere full of only reasoned debate. However, in both these cases reason won out over 

riot.
26

 

 Voluntary associations could disseminate newspapers as newspapers published 

proceedings of voluntary associations. Juliana Stabile argues that it was thanks to the 

distribution of the Constitution and the Correspondent and Advocate through political 

unions that the papers were read “widely throughout the colony and at no charge to 

readers, while conservative newspapers did not have such distribution.”
27

 Reform, 

patriote, or constitutionalist meetings and associations had particular papers they would 

                                                 

23
 Ibid, 39. Radforth includes performance within the public sphere moving away from a purely deliberate 

definition. 
24

 Ibid, 41. 
25

 Ibid, 5. 
26

 Amy S. Greenberg, Cause for Alarm: The Volunteer Fire Department in the Nineteenth-Century City 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 84–90, 106; Kimberly K. Smith, The Dominion of Voice: 

Riot, Reason, and Romance in Antebellum Politics (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1999), viii, part 

1. 
27

 Juliana M. Stabile, “Toronto Newspapers, 1798-1845: A Case Study in Print Culture” (PhD Dissertation, 

University of Toronto, 2002), 203. 
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invite to their meetings and forward proceedings to.
28

 What can be discerned if one looks 

at those same tools, the press and voluntary organizing facilitated by that press, as 

building “new foundations” that run counter to existing state order? After the military 

defeat of 1837 and the exile of Canadian patriots to the United States, how did this patriot 

ordering continue and change? 

 I first examine the development of a patriot order as reflected in the press 

coverage of new voluntary associations that challenged the existing state order in the 

Canadas, such as the Sons of Liberty, and the formation of a new “patriot press:” a set of 

journals defined primarily by their near-open commitment to republicanism for the 

Canadas.
29

 I then follow the patriot press through the outbreak of violence and into exile 

in the United States. I examine how patriots tried to reconstitute an order in exile in the 

United States. I explore how they worked to define themselves partially through 

continued interaction with constitutionalists in the Canadas, and ask how they continued 

to believe in the benefits of association and engage in voluntary organizing in exile. By 

doing so, it is possible to reconceive of organizing around the Rebellion as extending 

beyond November 1837, beyond a disorderly interregnum, and beyond the emphasis in 

much of the scholarly literature on secret societies in exile. In addition, Greer has argued 

convincingly that the rebellions in Lower and Upper Canada are “best understood as 

                                                 

28
 See, for example, the resolution of The Young Men’s Political Association of Vankleek Hill that the 

proceedings of its meeting be published in the Vindicator and the Constitution. Constitution 4 October 

1837 p2 c2. 
29

 The term “patriot press” or “patriot newspaper” has been used before in the context of the Rebellion. 

Such similar terminology should not suggest a link with papers associated with other “patriot” movements 

such as the eighteenth-century Whig faction. See Robert Harris, A Patriot Press: National Politics and the 

London Press in the 1740s (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). 
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various elements of a single phenomenon.”
 30

 Understanding the Canadian Rebellion as 

an exercise in order deepens Greer’s conception of the Rebellion as a single phenomenon. 

As such, I refer to the rebellions as a single “Canadian Rebellion.”
31

 

 The broader significance of a study of the press and voluntary organizing in this 

context is twofold. First, contemporaries perceived formally organized voluntary 

associations that included military drill unsanctioned by the state as a threat to the state’s 

monopoly on the use of force. Such organizations are an oxymoron given how voluntary 

associations are typically conceived. Second, I see the press as crucial, both as an agent to 

help organize patriots and as a forum in which positions are laid out and issues debated. 

The involvement of the press in patriot organizing has been overlooked and, in the case 

of the United States, its importance is somewhat counterintuitive to the apparently secret 

nature of patriot organizing in exile. 

I argue that this order had four elements. First, with the flight to the United States 

patriots had to make decisions and choices about how this order would be reformed in 

exile. While patriots held a number of radical views on the economy, racial justice, and 

women’s rights, only the former was reflected in their papers. In the Canadas, many 

Blacks were opposed to an extension of U.S.-style republicanism into the Canadas due to 

                                                 

30
 Greer, “Rebellion Reconsidered,” 8.  

31
 Greer also uses the term “Canadian Rebellion.” (Greer, “Rebellion Reconsidered,” 7). Much earlier, 

American historian Orrin Edward Tiffany used the term “Canadian Rebellion of 1837-1838” as part of the 

title for his 1905 book, The Relations of the United States to the Canadian rebellion of 1837-1838 (Buffalo: 

Buffalo Historical Society Publications, Vol. 8, 1905.) A more significant discussion of what these events 

should be called could prove fruitful. Mauduit terms the events the “Canadian Revolution” and justifies the 

marker based not on the level of success or violence but rather the extent of patriots’ intellectual designs. 

While a vision certainly matters to conceiving a new order, for my project dissertation, how that challenge 

was made manifest to the existing order matters as a marker as well. At this time, although I could be 

persuaded, I have misgivings about the term “Revolution,” preferring to term the Rebellion a “Canadian 

revolutionary crisis.” Greer dislikes the term Rebellion for its connotations of “condescension.” However, 

like Greer, I use “Rebellion” for convenience sake. Mauduit, “Vrais républicain,” 94. Greer, Patriots and 

the People, 4–5.   
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the existence of slavery in the United States and many First Nations had an existing 

relationship with the British Crown. Consequently, the patriot press in the United States 

chose to cast Blacks and First Nations peoples as primarily opponents than to construct 

an alternative that included anti-slavery or racial justice. Patriots attacked their perceived 

loyalty in the press using common tropes of the day such as portraying them as deluded 

and dependents of the crown, thereby implicitly bounding the patriot community in the 

U.S. as a white one. As well, the patriots attempted to build a new political order that 

nonetheless conformed to existing gender norms. Second, patriots maintained an order 

that was based on a belief in the constructive benefits of voluntary organizing. Patriot 

engagement with violence and secrecy to overturn the colonial state did not run counter 

to this belief but was rather informed by it. In the Canadas, new militarized voluntary 

associations emerged from public calls regarding the mutual benefit of associating. In 

exile, patriot editors remained wedded to these values and looked to new attempts at 

organizing through them. Third, patriots attempted to build a republican community of 

likeminded individuals, which believed in republicanism and the duty of the United 

States to spread, or at least be a haven for, republicanism. The members of the developing 

patriot press community in the United States, both exiles and U.S. residents, held on to, 

and organized around, a similarly expansionary view of the republican project. For 

patriots, the belief in the press and in voluntary organizing was related to the ideals of 

republicanism. As opposed to monarchy and empire, republicanism was voluntary and 

deliberative. Finally, the order was still paradoxically defined by the border. The order 

was both transborder and state specific. It was transborder, with American founding texts 

informing patriots in the Canadas and with the use of American imagery, such as eagles 
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and U.S. state seals, by patriots in the Canadas. It remained transborder after exile with 

the continued concern with the Canadas by patriots in the United States and their 

continued engagement with the press in the Canadas. However, patriot attempts at order 

evolved from attempts in the Canadas to exile in the United States. 

In this context, my second major argument is that the Rebellion both transcended 

and hinged on the border. The Rebellion transcended the border as, in a sense, it was an 

attempt to eliminate the conceptual border between monarchy and republic in North 

America. The Rebellion hinged on the border as the survival of patriot attempts at order 

required the relatively safe haven of the United States due to the continuing permanence 

of that international border. The border was a real geo-political division and marked two 

images of political authority, but it was also porous. The importance of the border is also 

evident in how conceptions of patriot order shifted with the exile of the patriot press. For 

example, as will be seen in chapter 5, patriots shifted their organizing to conform to the 

different mores governing female participation in the public sphere in the U.S. as 

compared to the Canadas. 

Viewing the patriot press as creating a borderland in both these ways, I hope to 

bridge the gap between literature which emphasizes a borderland as the interplay across a 

boundary and literature which emphasizes “a borderland” as a community that transcends 

a boundary.
32

 In the vein of historians Tony Freyer and Lyndsay Campbell, I define the 

                                                 

32
 For examples of interplay, see the borderlands as “contact zones” in Gloria Anzaldúa Borderlands/la 

Frontera: The New Metiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987); Alan Taylor, The Divided Ground: 

Indians, Settlers and the Northern Borderland of the American Revolution (New York: Random House, 

2006); Oscar J. Martinez, Border People: Life and Society in the US-Mexico Borderlands (Tucson: 

University of Arizona Press, 1994). For those emphasizing borderlands as “social spaces” see Sharon 

Pickering and Leanne Weber, eds.  Borders, Mobility and Technologies of Control (Dordrecht, The 

Netherlands: Springer, 2006); Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly, “Special Section: Borders, Borderlands and 
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scope of the borderlands region geographically.
33

 The borderlands is the region where 

individuals came into contact and were influenced by the border on a regular basis. The 

border created a region of “constructed and disputed historicities, sites of displacement, 

interference and interaction.”
34

 The borderland region was also “historically 

transnational” owing to these cross border linkages, although the borderland as a 

homogenous community should not be overstated in this case.
35

 The border was an 

essential divide and the permanence of the border protected the patriots in exile. 

Therefore, I will be following John J. Bukowczyk in arguing that “the Canada-U.S. 

border […] never was a fixed structure, but rather a bundle of contingencies presenting 

both opportunities and constraints.”
36

 By casting the border as a thing which provided 

“opportunities and constraints” for the patriots I can also move away from a teleological 

analysis of when a “borderland” became a “bordered land.”
37

 

                                                                                                                                                 

Theory” Geopolitics 16, no. 1 (2011): 1-6. See also Holly M. Karibo. Sin City North: Sex, Drugs, and 

Citizenship in the Detroit-Windsor Borderland (Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 2015). 
33

 “Introduction” in Tony Freyer and Lyndsay Campbell, eds. Freedom’s Conditions in the US-Canadian 

Borderlands in the Age of Emancipation (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2011), 3. 
34

 Although discussing culture, travel, and translation, these words can apply equally to a borderland. James 

Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA:  Harvard 

University Press, 1997), 25. 
35

 John J. Bukowczyk, “Region, Border, and Nation” in Permeable Border: The Great Lakes Basin as 

Transnational Region, 1650-1990, by John J. Bukowczyk, Nora Faires, David R. Smith, and Randy 

William Widdis (Calgary and Pittsburgh: University of Calgary Press and University of Pittsburgh Press, 

2005), 177. I do not follow work that sees the border as a region that has more in common internally than 

with each of the two nations it separates. See Lauren S. McKinsey and Victor A. Konrad, Borderlands 

Reflections: The United States and Canada, Borderlands Monograph Series 1 (Orono, ME: University of 

Maine Press,1989), 4; Roger Gibbins, Canada as a Borderlands Society, Borderlands Monograph Series 2 

(Orono, ME: University of Maine Press, 1989), iii. 
36

 Bukowczyk, 180. Pekka Hämäläinen and Samuel Truett, “On Borderlands” Journal of American History 

98 no. 2 (2011): 338. 
37

 Adelman and Aron argue that over time borderlands transition to borderded lands. They posit that 

borderlands became bordered with the decline of European imperial involvement in the continent. Little, in 

his work on the Eastern Townships of Quebec, echoes this process. He places the hardening of the 45th 

parallel first at the Rebellions and later to the Fenian Raids. Fear of border raids first by unorganized 

patriotes and then by the secret societies helped push Townshippers away from their American neighbours, 

who seemed to support the raids wholeheartedly. In a later article, Little argues that the Fenian raids helped 

create bordered land out of the Eastern Townships. Newspapers in the Eastern Townships, unlike others in 
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With such a geographically specific definition, I do not follow Tom Dunning in 

treating all of Upper Canada as constituting a borderland.
38

 By arguing that the Rebellion 

was essentially a proxy conflict between British or American values, Dunning ignores 

major British North American factors that led to Rebellion such as French-Canadian 

nationalism, conservative political violence, and the debate over the nature of the colonial 

constitution. Upper Canada can be part of a “North American community” and not a 

borderland stretched to cover the entire colony.
39

 There was a persistent Britishness that 

mingled and created something different, especially given the large influx of British 

immigration after 1828.
40

 However, Dunning usefully points to how “republican 

borderlanders[’]” desire “to create a regional republican community and to be identified 

                                                                                                                                                 

British North America, took a strong pro-Union stance. Yet the aftermath of the Civil War saw a growing 

gulf between the Eastern Townships’ Stanstead Journal and Vermont papers over the renewal of the 

reciprocity agreement and the Fenian Raids. The border did harden with the Rebellion as Americans 

complained of increased harassment when crossing. New York State Library, John Ellis Wool Papers, Box 

27, Folder 2 “Affidavits of Vermont residents (U.S. citizens), 1838 re: problems encountered upon crossing 

the Canadian Border.” In this respect, I depart from past borderlands history that reinforces a state-centred 

teleology of when a borderland became a ‘bordered land’ while still being mindful of what Hämäläinen and 

Truett describe as respect for the temporal evolution of a borderland.  See Alan Taylor, The Civil War of 

1812: American Citizens, British Subjects, Irish Rebels and Indian Allies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

2010). Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, “From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation States, and the 

Peoples in Between in North American History,” American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (1999): 837-838. 

J. I. Little, Loyalties in Conflict: A Canadian Borderland in War and Rebellion, 1812-1840 (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2008), 102-103. Little, “From Borderlands to Bordered Land: Reactions in the 

Eastern Townships Press to the American Civil War and the Threat of Fenian Invasion” Histoire 

sociale/Social History 45, no. 89 (2012): 1-24. Hämäläinen and Truett, 344. I subscribe to the notion, as 

elaborated by Bukowczyk, that borders are “differentially permeable” to different types of labour, capital, 

and so on. Bukowczyk, 180. 
38

 Tom Dunning, “The Canadian Rebellions of 1837 and 1838 as a Borderland War: A Retrospective,” 

Ontario History 101, no. 2 (2009): 132. I also, therefore, do not follow the similar contention advanced by 

Roger Gibbins. Roger Gibbins, Canada as a Borderlands Society, 2.  
39

 Jane Errington, The Lion, the Eagle and Upper Canada: A Developing Colonial Ideology (Montreal and 

Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, [1987] 2012).  
40

 Ibid.,189. Errington notes Hartwell Bowsfield’s observation that Upper Canadians sought to shape a 

community “able to move within its own orbit, separate from the United States, separate but not estranged 

from the imperial mother,” proclaiming loyalty to the British crown while recognizing Upper Canada’s 

“place as a new North American community in which conditions [...] would necessarily and shape its 

attitudes.” Hartwell Bowsfield, Upper Canada in the 1820’s: The Development of Political Consciousness.” 

(PhD dissertation. University of Toronto, 1976) quoted in Errington, Ibid. Also see S. F. Wise and Robert 

Craig Brown, Canada Views the United States: Nineteenth Century Political Attitudes (Seattle University 

of Washington Press, 1982). 
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as residents of this borderland as well as citizens of the United States.” For Dunning, this 

was accomplished through the patriot secret society, the Patriot Hunters, and through 

later patriot life writings.
41

 Dunning also uses primarily American writings from the 

Battle of the Windmill to argue for an Upper Canadian republican community.
42

 While 

Dunning may overstate the case for this particular community, this conception of a 

regional republican community provides a useful way of understanding the patriot press 

community, begun in the Canadas, but developed in exile in the United States. I move 

toward a more clearly defined idea of “republican borderlanders” by relying on the 

patriot press: its community of patriot editors and how it worked to define such a 

community, first in the Canadas and then in the United States, but always centred on and 

concerned with the border.  

 The focus on the border ties both the Canadas and the pre and post 1837-38 

periods together, and allows the dissertation to connect events in Upper and Lower 

Canada and the United States. In his 1995 article calling for a reconsideration of the 

Rebellion, Allan Greer characterized scholarship on it as “a particularly advanced case of 

historiographical apartheid” with a “yawning chasm separating studies of Lower Canada 

and works on Upper Canada.” Both English-Canadian and French-Canadian 

historiography on the Rebellion had “been pursuing different issues using different 

methods and, on the whole, ignoring one another.”
43

 This has manifested itself in 

                                                 

41
 Dunning, 140. While Dunning uses this term, I refer to this organization as the Hunters’ Lodges. 

42
 Dunning, passim. 

43
 Greer, “Rebellion Reconsidered,” 6–7. As Greer notes, the Canadian Historical Association reflected 

this historiographic ‘two solitudes’ by its publication of separate CHA booklets on the Lower and Upper 

Canadian Rebellions. See Colin Read, “The Rebellion of 1837 in Upper Canada,” Canadian Historical 

Association Historical Booklet 46 (1988) and Jean-Paul Bernard, “The Rebellions of 1837 and 1838 in 

Lower Canada,” Canadian Historical Association Booklet 55 (1996).  
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different structures underlining the Rebellion. In Lower Canada much of the historical 

focus had centred on a nationalist interpretation.
44

 In Upper Canada, the focus has been 

on a compendium of grievances building into Rebellion, dubbed by historian Colin Read 

the “Lindsey thesis” in reference to its first proponent, Charles Lindsey.
45

 Because of this 

divide in the historiography, Read, in the Historical Atlas of Canada plate on the 

Rebellion, noted that “To the extent that the rebels came together to improve their lot, 

their movements were ‘associational’ and modern in character.” Whereas, in Lower 

Canada, “to the extent that it pitted francophone against anglophone[,] the rebellion was 

‘communal’ and pre-modern in character.”
46

 When one centers one’s work on the press 

and voluntary organizing, the associational nature of the entire rebellion project comes 

into view.
47

 More recently Michel Ducharme has convincingly bridged that “yawning 

                                                 

44
 Dominating the debate was the work of the influential scholar Lionel Groulx, who depicted the rebellion 

as “un épisode tragique dans la longue lutte d’un petit peuple pour un achèvement de ses institutions 

politiques et pour la conquête de ses essentielles libertés.” Lionel Groulx, Histoire du Canada français 

depuis la découverte, tome III (Montreal: Fides,1960), 177. Within the nationalist debate, there remained 

the question of whether national liberation “s’agit de la libération de tous les coloniaux du Bas-Canada de 

la sujétion à la Grande Bretagne ou de celle des « Canadiens » (Canadiens français) de l’hégémonie des 

Britanniques.” Jean-Paul Bernard, Les Rébellions de 1837-1838 : les patriotes du Bas-Canada dans la 

mémoire collective et chez les historiens (Montréal : Boréal Express, 1983), 340. 
45

 Grievances ran from the profound to the trivial and from constitutional to economic issues. Over the 

years leading up to 1837, grievance upon grievance was accumulated against the government by the 

citizens of Upper Canada. This eventually reached the point that exasperated citizens sought to achieve 

through the force of arms what they had not been able to secure through peaceful means. Colin Read, The 

Rising in Western Upper Canada, 1837–8: The Duncombe Revolt and After (Toronto, University of 

Toronto Press, 1982), 4. The Lindsey thesis also includes a belief that William Lyon Mackenzie, the leader 

of the Rebellion in Upper Canada, was also the leader of the reform movement in Upper Canada. See also 

Read, “The Rebellion of 1837.” 
46

 Colin Read, “Unrest in the Canadas,” in R. Louis Gentilcore, Historical Atlas of Canada Volume 2: The 

Land Transformed, 1800–1891 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), Plate 23. Also note that Read 

divides “Rebel origins” and “Rebel occupations” by Lower Canada 1837-8 and 1838-9 and Upper Canada 

“Mackenzie” and “Duncombe.” In Greer’s view, writing in 1995, it was through these divisions that “these 

teleological modes of explanation continue to resound down to the present day.” Greer, “Rebellion 

Reconsidered,” 4. 
47

 This is not to deny the role of ethnicity or nationalism in the Lower Canadian conflict; rather, the conflict 

was more associational in nature because, as other scholars have noted, ethnicity and nationalism were 

instrumentalized in the Rebellion in Lower Canada rather than instrumental. For his part, historian Fernand 

Ouellette asserts that mass participation of habitants in insurrection was exclusively the result of 

manipulation by the bourgeois patriote leadership. Ouellette elaborates that those instigating the 
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chasm” between Lower and Upper Canada, as Colin Coates notes, “by emphasizing how 

in both colonies republican thinkers and their constitutionalist opponents drew from the 

same ideological inspirations.”
48

 Studying order can be another bridge. This thesis 

attempts a balance between the two Canadas. However, given the emphasis on the press, 

Upper Canada receives more attention than the habitants of the district of Montreal due to 

the location of papers and comparative literacy rates.
49

 

 In addition the division between the Canadas, the heavily American phase of late 

December 1837 to October 1838 has been often hived into a separate conflict. What to 

contemporaries was one massive upheaval with different moving parts has become 

dispersed into different iterations. We now have Colin Read’s “Duncombe Rising,” 

Ronald Stagg’s “Yonge Street Rebellion,” the 1837 Rebellion in Lower Canada, the 

Patriot War, and the 1838 Rebellion in Lower Canada.
50

 However, even a cursory 

                                                                                                                                                 

Rebellion—“les professions libéral”—achieved this by “appuyant leur effort sur la préservation des 

anciennes structures institutionnelles élevées au rangs de valeurs nationales.” (Ouellette in Bernard, 228) 

Ouellette is making two arguments: first, it was old power structures that gave patriotes their privilege not 

nationalism; and second, those privileged institutions were elevated in national garb so as to gain support 

from the habitants. From his analysis, Greer sees the habitants as political as the patriote bourgeois 

leadership and truly interested in democracy. Greer further asserts that the conflict in Lower Canada was 

not a nationalist struggle and that “the lines of conflict were fundamentally political and incidentally 

ethnic.” In Greer’s view, “when political conflict over the shape of the Lower Canadian state reached a 

revolutionary crisis,[...] language and national origin came often to serve as rough and ready indications of 

political allegiance.”
47

 Greer, Patriots and the People, 188. 
48

 For the use of “yawning chasm” see Greer, “Rebellion Reconsidered,” 6; Colin M. Coates, “Liberty in 

Space and Time: A Commentary on Ducharme,” in “Macdonald Roundtable,” Canadian Historical Review, 

94 no. 1 (2013): 81. 
49

 McNairn, Capacity to Judge, 133. Michel Verrette, “L’alphabétisation de la population de la ville de 

Québec de 1750 à 1849,” Revue d’histoire de l’Améreique Française, 39, no. 1 (1985): 61-75. Literacy 

among francophones was 37.7 percent and this was in an urban area. The place of the press also positions 

Montreal in a greater prominence then the rural surrounding parishes. Alan Greer also notes that there 

existed “a cleavage” between the cities and the areas of rural agitation. Allan Greer, “La dimension ville-

campagne de l’insurrection de 1837,” in Société villageoises et rapports ville-campagnes au Québec et 

dans la France de l’ouest XVIIe – XXe siècles, ed. François Lebrun and Normand Seguin (Trois Rivières: 

Centre de Recherche en études Québécoise, 1985), 231. 
50

 Read, Duncombe Rising. Ronald Stagg, “The Yonge Street Rebellion of 1837: An Examination of the 

Social Background and a Re-assessment of the Events,” (PhD Dissertation, University of Toronto, 1976). 

Gilles Laporte, Brève histoire des patriotes (Quebec: Septentrion, 2015). See as well the separate Canadian 
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overview of only the military actions between 1837 and 1838 demonstrates how this is an 

arbitrary segmentation.
 51

 Promising new scholarship has brought the place of the United 

States and the role of the border into focus with either Lower or Upper Canada and 

scholars are working towards finally uniting the Rebellion in Lower Canada, Upper 

Canada, and the United States.
52

 This dissertation joins that effort.  

                                                                                                                                                 

Historical Association Booklets for the Rebellion in Upper and Lower Canada and for dividing events in 

Lower Canada into two Rebellions. Read, “Rebellion in Upper Canada” and Bernand “Rebellions in Lower 

Canada;” Richards, “Texas Moment,” draws a distinction between the experiences in Upper Canada and 

Lower Canada in 1837 (22) and separates the Patriot War from the rebellion in Lower Canada in 1838 

(143-144). For the continuation of the “Patriot War” into the most recent literature see Albert Schrauwers, 

“Tilting at Windmills: The Utopian Socialist Roots of the Patriot War, 1838–1839,” Labour/Le travail 79 

(2017): 53–80. 
51

 The first military engagement of the Rebellion was between British troops sent out from Montreal into 

the Richelieu valley and local opposition at the Battle of St. Denis on November 23, 1837, at which the 

British were defeated. The British won the next engagement at St. Charles on November 28. On December 

4, hearing news of victories in Lower Canada, anti-government forces began to assemble north of Toronto. 

In turn, news of the rising at Toronto reached western Upper Canada on December 6 or 7 and opposition 

leaders there began to muster supporters. The rebels north of Toronto were decisively defeated and 

dispersed on December 8. However, mustering continued in western Upper Canada until December 13 

when, with a large force loyal to the administration descending upon them, the rebels dispersed. Also on 

December 13, exiles from the initial stages of the Rebellion, who had made safe haven in Buffalo, together 

with American supporters, moved to occupy Navy Island—part of Upper Canada—in the Niagara River. 

On December 14, forces loyal to the government defeated the rebels north of Montreal at Saint- Eustache. 

Around two weeks later, on December 29, forces loyal to the British administration burned the U.S. 

steamer Caroline, which was supplying the rebels on Navy Island. This action represented a significant 

international incident in the eyes of U.S. authorities and enflamed American public opinion. From early 

January 1838 to June 1838, Lower and Upper Canada experienced a series of border raids from exiles and 

their supporters. Major fighting broke out again in November of that year. Coordinated risings in a number 

of regions in southern Lower Canada began the night of November 3, coupled with an invasion by exiles 

and sympathisers from the United States. Sporadic fighting followed, mostly between that invasion force 

and local militia loyal to the British administration between November 6 and 9. These armed 

insurrectionary groups were either defeated by British forces or disbanded when faced with the latter’s 

imminent arrival. The last camp of these armed groups dispersed on November 13. In possible loose 

coordination with some of those organizing revolts in Lower Canada, patriots launched a major invasion of 

Upper Canada by occupying and holding the village of Newport and its windmill, east of Prescott, between 

November 12 and 18. This group was defeated; those members who did not flee to the U.S. were tried by 

authorities. December 4, 1838 saw the last military engagement when exiles and sympathisers crossed the 

border in an unsuccessful attack on Windsor, Upper Canada. 
52

 For new works that offer a good analysis see: Ducharme, Le concept de la liberté (for between Upper and 

Lower Canada); Dunning, “Canadian Rebellion as Borderlands War;” Richards, “Texas Moment,” (for 

Upper Canada and the U.S.); Harvey, Printemps, Little, Loyalties in Conflict (for Lower Canada and the 

U.S.). Very recent work has taken Lower Canada, Upper Canada, and the United States together. See 
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Tying together events in both the Canadas and the United States allows an 

examination of the Rebellion beyond national borders. Including constitutionalist 

interlocutors in the Canadas, but especially in Upper Canada, with continued patriot press 

activity in the United States after late 1837, I show, contrary to other historians, that after 

November 1837 there was a continuing debate in the press over ideas of republicanism 

and monarchy, rather than the end of patriot voices in the public sphere.
53

 Therefore, I 

argue that the passing of information and arguments across the border resulted in the 

formation of a new, particular, borderlands public sphere debating the Rebellion. This 

transborder debate on the Rebellion is another instance of how the Rebellion both 

transcended and hinged on the border and points to the ways in which the border 

influenced the rhetoric around the Rebellion.  

 My third major argument is that this particular focus on the border, the press, and 

voluntary organizing alters how historians analyze the significance of the Rebellion in the 

United States. There are a number of ramifications to reinterpreting the Rebellion in the 

United States. First, I argue that a study of the Rebellion in exile should shift from a 

focus on battles and secret societies towards taking into account multiple attempts at 

patriot organizing and the importance of the patriot press. With such a shift we gain a 

fuller understanding of the diversity of patriot tactics and voices after the initial failure of 

rebellion and the flight into exile.
54

 Second, while referencing American assistance to the 
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Rebellion, current U.S. literature emphasizes filibustering as an attempt at territorial 

expansion and focusses on mid-century expeditions to Central and South America rather 

than on filibustering’s full geographic and temporal reach.
55

 There have been some 

promising investigations into the significance of the Rebellion to filibustering or the idea 

of breakaway republican alternatives for those in the United States.
56

 However, what 

about the Canadian view and opinion on these U.S. actions? A fuller examination of the 

Canadian Rebellion as related to filibustering can uncover how patriots viewed the 

United States as an exporter of republicanism and a haven for revolutionaries. Patriots 

cast the United States in a broader tradition of international revolutionary assistance 
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beyond the Atlantic Revolutions to include recent uprisings and revolutions in Greece, 

Poland, and Texas. Certain scholars have examined the United States as playing such a 

role in the Irish context.
57

 Existing filibustering literature has overlooked the perspective 

of those non-US revolutionaries who invited U.S. assistance and filibustering as tapping 

into that tradition.
58

 

 To make these arguments, I begin my study by situating it in the newly heated 

rhetoric in the press in the aftermath of the passage of the Ninety-Two Resolutions by the 

Lower Canadian House of Assembly in 1834. In Chapter 2, I examine the subsequent 

turn by constitutionalists and patriots toward self-organizing along militarized lines and 

particularly the role of the press in helping to organize them. It is the coverage and 

promotion of such organizations in the press that initiated a challenge to the existing state 

order. The drive to found new political societies rested on a belief in voluntary 

organizing. The success or failure of these political associations was judged by the values 

and benchmarks of voluntarism. Those values extended towards militarized organizing 

first among the Lower Canadian constitutionalists with the formation of the British Rifle 

Corps in 1835. I examine the extent to which other constitutionalist organizations as 

reported in the press could be such a vehicle for constitutionalists. In Upper Canada, 

while not establishing a new order, the partisan activities of the Orange Lodge caused 
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concerns among patriots about the propriety of secret “oath bound” associations that were 

reflected later, as discussed in Chapter 5, when patriots contemplated secret organizing 

themselves while in exile. I argue that militarized organizing by constitutionalists was 

nonetheless limited because they could not develop a new order outside state sanction 

without being branded as disloyal. I then examine the new organizations created by 

patriots and how their organizing constituted the beginnings of an attempt at a new form 

of order. I end with the outbreak of insurrection, the arrest and flight of patriot figures, 

and the closing of patriot papers in the Canadas as halting the role of the press in such 

organizing in November 1837. Rather than an episode of disorder, I argue that these 

instances of voluntary associating show how the Rebellion was an episode in both 

patriots and constitutionalists exercising order. Therefore, we must look for attempts to 

make order beyond the initiatives of the habitants in the Montreal hinterland studied so 

ably by Greer. The dichotomy between deliberative (ordered) and armed (disordered) 

organizing is not as clear as some have argued.
59

 

 Chapter 3 charts the rise of a new patriot press that begins in the Canadas in 1836 

and was crucial to these voluntary associations. To examine the role of the patriot press in 

forming a new order, I focus not on the language of debate but on the press itself. Who 

were the editors? What did they say about other patriot papers and what were not patriot 

papers? When and where were these patriot papers established? What did these papers 

promise to do? This developing patriot press was defined by its commitment to 

republicanism, anti-monarchism, and immediate independence for the Canadas from 
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British control. As part of centring the Rebellion on the border, I follow the press into 

exile after 1837 and examine the values and ideas around which it was reconstituted until 

the folding of the last patriot papers in 1842. I argue that, rather than terminating radical 

press voices, the Rebellion sent the patriot press into exile thereby perpetuating the 

conflict in print from the pre-Rebellion period touched on in Chapter 2. In this way, the 

Rebellion transcended the border. In the Canadas, the patriot press constituted an implicit 

rhetorical borderland given its open embrace of U.S. republicanism. After it was forced 

into exile, the patriot press became an explicitly geographic borderland: while located in 

the United States it was distinct from both the press in the Canadas and the press in the 

United States although in dialogue with both.  

I also outline the new radical politics of the patriot editorial community in exile. 

This new radicalism demonstrates one element of patriots’ changing ideas of order with 

the move to the United States. In this case, we can see a shift from traditions of the 

Atlantic revolutions in the Canadas pre ’37 to newer and more radical revolutionary ideas 

that prefigure what was to come in 1848.
60

 Miles Taylor has argued for a place for the 

British Empire in the Revolutions of 1848.
61

 As well, other movements associated with 

1848 span the period of study. 1837 saw the rise of the Chartist movement in Britain and 

Chartists and Canadian reformers maintained an active connection.
62

 Ducharme has 

argued convincingly for the Atlantic revolutionary heritage with his study terminating in 

1837. Durcharme’s stated hesitation for extending the study to 1848 was to avoid the 
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Revolutions of 1848 and risk jeopardizing the Atlantic framework of the study. The 

radical transition created by the flight across the border could offer a possible solution to 

this conundrum.
63

 Seeing this radicalism as prefiguring 1848 also provides another link 

for the Canadas in Taylor’s argument which mentions instead the later Rebellion Losses 

controversy and the annexation debate.
64

 This radicalism prefigures the Rebellion as part 

of the new wave of revolutions in 1848 rather than only the close of the eighteenth-

century Atlantic revolutions. The radicalism of the patriot press in exile—including 

abolitionism—also points to how the patriots complicate traditional understandings of 

filibustering as a movement by pro-slavery southern expansionists. Here, filibustering 

was done by northern radicals.  

 Staying with the patriot press in exile in Chapter 4, I turn to examine the language 

of the patriot press as it relates to understandings of order. I begin with the first papers 

that developed as early as January 1838. I use the rhetoric in the patriot press in exile to 

investigate how the patriot press tried to order and set boundaries around the movement 

despite the upheaval of military defeat and exile in 1837. The language of the patriot 

press in exile shows five key values that helped define the community in exile. First, the 

patriot press continued to believe in the benefits of organizing along voluntary lines 

despite failed uprisings and the use of force. Second, the patriot press in exile developed 

a self-perception of patriots as victims who “suffered” for their political beliefs. Third, 

the perception that this victimization included mistreatment by racialized peoples 
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constructed implicit racial boundaries for the community. Fourth, the fraternal language 

used by patriots to describe their suffering speaks to the place of masculine language in 

also defining the boundaries of the patriot movement. Both the third and fourth points tie 

into the rhetoric examined in Chapter 2. Fifth, the patriot press in exile positioned itself 

as part of a revolutionary tradition. The characterization of patriots as suffering and part 

of a revolutionary tradition emphasized an understanding of the United States as a 

supporter of and sanctuary for revolutionaries. The emphasis on certain revolutions and 

not others points, as does Chapter 3, to a change from purely an Atlantic revolutionary 

tradition and offers a non-American understanding of support for filibustering. In Chapter 

3, I note how patriot voices in the press were not silenced by the outbreak of rebellious 

violence. Chapter 4 demonstrates that the patriot press continued its conflict with 

constitutionalist papers in the Canadas based on the patriot press’s shared values, creating 

a public sphere that traversed but was also defined by the border. The debates between 

constitutionalists and patriots now hinged on the border. Such developments show the 

importance of the border to the Rebellion and the possibilities of transnational public 

spheres.  

 From examining the language in the patriot press in exile in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 

moves to interrogate how the patriot press in exile constructed order in voluntary 

organizing, returning to the topic of Chapter 2, but examines that phenomenon after 

November 1837. The patriot press perpetuated the voluntary organizing seen in Chapter 2 

and made concrete the rhetoric of voluntarism examined in Chapter 4. This community is 

evident despite the press’s symbiotic relationship with patriot military organizers even 

when such organizing was necessarily done in secret. In fact, the press used secrecy as a 
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further way to define a patriot community and thus chapter 5 carries on the argument of 

chapters 3 and 4 around how the patriot press established order and defined its boundaries 

in exile. Due to exile, the patriot press did have the added challenges posed by defining a 

movement concerned with the Canadas but based in the United States. This brought 

questions concerning the place of national origin to the fore and the issue of whether 

women’s participation would be more in line with existing mores in the Canadas or the 

United States. 

 In the conclusion, I posit that the memoirs of patriots transported to Van 

Diemen’s Land in 1838 and 1839 constitute the last gasp of the patriot press and patriot 

public sphere.  Here, as Tom Dunning as explained for patriot veterans of the Battle of 

the Windmill, patriots were working to imagine an alternative in their memoirs. Attempts 

at community-formation in print lasted longer than patriot organizations.
65

 

 As its principal subject, the research corpus of my dissertation is the “patriot 

press.” This is composed of newspapers committed to republicanism in the Canadas, 

opposed to monarchy, and who believed in immediate independence for the Canadas 

                                                 

65
 An exception might be the Société Saint Jean-Baptiste. When examining patriot alternatives in print, 

those patriots transported to Van Diemen’s Land and their memoirs have received disproportionate 

attention compared to the patriot press. See Jack Cahill, Forgotten Patriots: Canadian Prisoners on 

Australia’s Convict Shores (Toronto: R. Bass Studio, 1998); Marc L. Harris, “The Meaning of Patriot: The 

Canadian Rebellion and American Republicanism” Michigan Historical Review 23, no. 1 (1997), 33-69; 

Bevery Boissery, A Deep Sense of Wrong: The Treason, Trials, and Transportation to New South Wales of 

Lower Canadian Prisoners after the 1838 Rebellion (Osgoode Society for Canadian Legal History and 

Dundurn Press, 1995); Casandra Pybus and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart American Citizens, British Slaves: 

Yankee Political Prisoners in an Australian Penal Colony, 1839–1850 (East Lansing: Michigan State 

University Press, 2002); Tony Moore, Death or Liberty: Rebel Exiles in Australia (Millers Point, Australia: 

Murdoch Books, 2010); and Tom Dunning, “The Adventures of the Patriot Hunters at the Windmill: 

Memory Place and Virtue” Canadian Review of American Studies 29 no.1 (1999): 129-141; as well as the 

contributions by Terry Patterson, Ian Hunddey, Norm Howeard, and Hamish Maxwell-Stewart in a special 

issue on the Rebellion in Upper Canada in Australasian Canadian Studies 29, no. 1-2 (2011). For recent 

work tying together the Rebellion and Australian history see Benjamin T. Jones, Republicanism and 

Responsible Government: The Shaping of Democracy in Australia and Canada (Montreal and Kingston: 

McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014). 



 

27 

 

from British control. The press was important to patriot voluntary organizing, so much so 

that Mackenzie brought a portable press to the major reform meetings north of Toronto in 

November 1837 and printed a handbill on it.
66

 Other evidence points to the press even 

being a driver for armed insurrection. In the Home District, Juliana Stabile notes that a 

number of arrested rebels claimed to have taken up arms based on reading certain 

newspapers, especially Mackenzie’s.
67

 At the Battle of the Windmill, pro-patriot news 

and newspapers may have had a direct influence on the course of the battle. When, under 

the cover of darkness, a ship crossed from Ogdensburg, New York to the Windmill to 

transport patriots back to the United States, one of those who came over stated “that 

reinforcements would come over and read newspapers relating to the Patriot battles” to 

the commander, Nils Von Shoultz. Rather than escape in the night, the information 

contradicted the initial intent of the crossing and in the confusion the patriots stayed.
68

 

 Scholars have alluded to the importance of the press to the patriot organizing and 

the Rebellion. Most work, however, has divided its focus between newspapers in the 

Canadas and in exile in the United States.
69

 This dissertation sees the press as important 
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throughout the period and beyond the geographic divide created by the violence of 

November-December 1837. 

 Defining a patriot press before the outbreak of Rebellion in November 1837 has 

not been done. What historiography that does exist has until very recently been 

partitioned between Lower and Upper Canada.
70

 For Lower Canada, Louis-Georges 

Harvey singles out the Minerve and Vindicator as “les principaux outils de propaganda 

du parti” and Yvan Lamonde notes that the editor of the Canadien was the focal point of 

the attack of the Vindidator, Minerve, and Libéral/Liberal.
71

  For Upper Canada, scholars 

have noted William Lyon Mackenzie as the most radical Upper Canadian reformer and 

his Constitution as one of the most radical prints of Upper Canada.
72

 However, there is 

also a tendency to place the Constitution either with other radical reform prints or, more 
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often, to conflate all of Mackenzie’s papers.
73

 Recently, Michel Ducharme has 

recognized the special nature of the Vindicator, Minerve, and Constitution as he places 

the three together as “journaux patriotes et radicaux.”
74

 It is these three papers in the 

Canadas that I characterize as the first of the patriot press. 

 To define the patriot press once in the United States is clearer as previous 

historians have recognized elements of the patriot press community in the United States. 

However, coverage in the literature that identifies anything resembling a coherent patriot 

press community has been exceedingly limited. Individual papers have been mentioned 

by scholars in biographies, local press histories, or thematic works not related to the 

Rebellion. There have been a number of scholarly biographies of refugees involved in 

newspapers, the most extensive of which is Lillian Gates’s biography of Mackenzie after 

the Rebellion.
75

 Patriot papers appear in local press histories as early as the nineteenth 

century.
76

 Finally, certain papers appear in more global works on topics as diverse as 

American un-belief, early socialism, or New York City ethnic communities.
77

 None of 

these works examine these newspapers as part of a pattern, as part of a broader 

community, or as part of a history that begins across the border in the Canadas. The 
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patriot press in the United States was distinct from American papers that expressed 

sympathy for the patriot cause. Sympathy in the American press for the patriots was 

widespread in the initial phases of late 1837. However, American public opinion towards 

the patriots could change drastically and therefore alter who in the American press was 

sympathetic to the patriots.
78

 For example, Oscar A. Kinchen provides a list of five 

sympathetic papers, although he does not state why they were singled out for their 

sympathy.
79

 In contrast, Mackenzie provides a contemporary perspective of twenty four 

“public journals friendly to Canadian emancipation” that include nine non- patriot 

examples. Of the rest, only two are mentioned by Kinchen and Mackenzie does not list 

one of the papers which Kinchen does.
80

 

 There are three works that identify the phenomenon of the patriot press in the 

U.S., that is, that there was a collection of multiple papers in the United States solely 

dedicated to republicanism, anti-monarchism, and the immediate freedom of the Canadas 

from British control. Two are in surveys of other topics. Historian Tony Moore, in his 

work on political exiles in Australia, notes that in the aftermath of the Rebellion there 

was a “partisan patriot press” that worked “to support the movement for intervention” in 
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the Canadas. For this community, he lists three papers but does not give reasons for the 

choice.
81

  

 Kinchen, in his monograph on the Hunters’ Lodges, goes further by 

acknowledging that there were newspapers “identified with the movement” that were 

distinct from sympathetic American papers. Kinchen also provides a more exhaustive 

lists of six: the Canadian Patriot, Freeman’s Advocate, Lewiston Telegraph, Bald Eagle, 

Oswego Bulletin, and the Buffalonian as those papers “apparently launched for no other 

purpose than the promotion of the Patriot cause.”
82

 Kinchen misses a number of other 

papers founded for that purpose in the United States and the list is the extent of his 

discussion. Also Kinchen excludes the Detroit Morning Post and the Buffalo Daily 

Mercury categorizing them as only sympathetic. As will be noted in Chapter 3, 

contemporaries, both patriots and those opposed to them, singled out the Morning Post as 

being more than sympathetic. As well, Thomas Low Nichols established the patriot 

Mercury after he left the Buffalonian—which Kinchen notes as patriot.
83

 Kinchen seems 

to take as the benchmark for a patriot paper that it must have been founded for the patriot 

cause, but this should not be used as the only metric. Some editors simply took over 

existing papers. Upper Canadian refugee Samuel Hart assumed editorship of the Lewiston 

Telegraph, for instance, and recently established papers could pivot into being a patriot 

organ such as was the case with the Morning Post. 
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 Julien Mauduit also engages with patriot newspapers in his very recent thesis. 

However, his focus is on exiles, their political economy, and their impact on the United 

States. In his short section on the importance of the press to the patriots in exile, he 

provides an excellent overview of the geographic range of the agents for three patriot 

papers.
84

 Mauduit provides a more extensive list than Kinchen and another list provided 

by historian Stephen Kenny in an article on refugee editors.
85

 Kenny still provides the 

deepest analysis into the patriot press community. He examines the similarities and 

differences between the North American, the Patriote Canadien, and Mackenzie’s two 

papers (Gazette and Volunteer) in exile. His main thrust is the inability of these papers to 

rouse American support.
86

 

 I build off Kenny in four ways. First, as will be seen in Chapter 3, there were 

more refugee newspapermen sent into exile by the Rebellion than those mentioned by 

Kenny. Second, the transition to the United States was more complex than just exiled 

editors and contributors. Some editors in the Canadas were pushed into exile regardless 

of whether they were patriot or simply reformers. As well, there were other editors in the 

United States, some with deep connections to the Canadas and some with none, who 

joined with refugees to create the patriot press community in the United States. Third, 
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while the patriot press community failed to get the assistance from the United States it 

sought, the press was instrumental in sustaining the patriot movement in the United 

States. The press encouraged continued fighting and organizing, as will be seen in 

Chapter 5. Finally, Kenny is rightfully surprised that scholarship on Rebellion-era editors 

offers almost no coverage when they crossed the border: “The insistence of historians not 

to take the story past 1837 and across the frontier is puzzling.”
87

 Taking a borderlands 

approach, as this thesis does, answers Kenny’s call. It provides a fuller picture of the 

phenomenon of the patriot press community and its significance. 

 Finally, there is a tendency to interpret this community only in relation to the 

Hunters’ Lodges. Gates cites the Freeman’s Advocate as the Hunters’ newspaper.
88

 In 

contrast, Kinchen notes that the Bald Eagle was “one of the official organs of the 

Hunters’s Lodges” and Mauduit casts Samuel Underhill, its editor, as one of the 

intellectual leaders of the Hunters.
89

 Senior proffers, rather, that the North American was 

“the Chasseur newspaper.”
90

 While there may have been overlap in editors and 

readership, the patriot press community was more than simply an appendage of one of the 

many groups founded in the United States to invade the Canadas or promote Canadian 

independence. 

 In addition to the patriot press, I examine two other sets of papers. First are 

constitutionalist papers before 1837 that were involved in similar voluntary organizing to 

the patriot press. Second, I examine constitutionalist and reform papers that engaged with 

the patriot press after its exile.  I also consult the other published work of patriots, 
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including the later memoirs of participants, as well as the published broadsides of patriot 

and constitutionalist organizations. 

 Patriot papers in exile focused their arguments with only certain constitutionalist 

papers. There were two basic patterns in the way in which these papers raised the ire—

and therefore elicited a response from—the patriot press in exile. The first pattern 

involved proximity. Generally, the patriot press engaged with constitutionalist 

newspapers that were closer to them along the borderland in the Canadas. For example, 

Theller sparred with the Western Herald based across the river in Sandwich. In a similar 

vein, editors of papers in Vermont engaged predominately with those based in Montreal, 

editors in Western New York with those in Toronto and Cobourg, and papers in Buffalo, 

Lockport, and Lewiston, New York with those in the Niagara region and St. Catharines. 

The second pattern was that the most ardently constitutionalist papers, most notably the 

Toronto Patriot and the Montreal Herald, provoked the greatest response from the patriot 

press. 

 Patriot papers regularly copied articles of the Patriot, derisively describing them 

as the utmost expression of constitutionalist hyperbole.
91

 Even when not copying articles 

from the Toronto Patriot, patriot papers still singled it out for rebuke. The Buffalonian 

included in its comments on the anniversary dinner for the burning of the Caroline a dig 

at the “drunken ravings” of Patriot publisher Thomas Dalton.
92

 The Patriot caused such 

great annoyance to the patriot editors that two of them carried negative coverage of 

Dalton’s personal health and wellbeing. The Weekly Mercury and Buffalonian carried a 
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short notice that “a man by the name of Dalton” had been tarred and feathered in 

Brooklyn.
93

 Upon Dalton suffering a stroke in March 1840, Theller published an article 

headlined “Tom Dalton Dead.” In it, Theller bemoaned Dalton’s reported passing for a 

number of reasons, including “that we would have liked to settle our account with him; 

but he is gone, and we are deprived of the pleasure of that we would have had with 

Tommy, when Canada would have been free.”
94

 

 The other constitutionalist paper singled out by the patriots for scorn was the 

Montreal Herald. It was also copied extensively by the patriot press.
95

 Commenting with 

surprise when a local paper in New Hampshire copied the Herald, the patriot North 

American stated that “The name of the Montreal Herald connected with any article is 

sufficient to damn it in the eyes of every candid American.” In the same article, the North 

American termed the Montreal Herald “that worthy organ of the party that carries death 

and destruction through our native land.”
96

  

 Printing in the period was laborious work. Typesetting involved the methodical 

work of individually selecting letters from a tray and placing them into the composing 

stick.
97

 The process for inking had become easier with the purchase of manufactured ink 

and the introduction of roller brayers to roll the ink on the press; however, “brayers 

cracked easily and became pitted.”
98

 Therefore, it is important to note not only what was 
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printed but how it was printed. Decisions to highlight text with bold or italic type, to 

capitalize a word, or to line a paper in black required more labour. 

 I have augmented this defined research corpus with surviving patriot published 

writings as well as personal papers of patriot printers, editors, and owners as well as local 

witnesses to patriot activity. As the patriot press was nearing its end, narratives and 

histories by patriot editors (or ex-editors) began to appear.
99

 The papers of these 

individuals provide a window into how the press community helped reorganize the patriot 

movement in exile. They show the decisions behind the formation of new patriot 

organizations and the boundaries that were set. They also show the different campaigns 

that the patriot press moved into, diffusing the movement for independence. Writings by 

other local witnesses to patriot activity (such as supporters and detractors of patriot 

agitation) have been sampled. Although these are useful in specific points, the focus of 

the dissertation is on public organizing and the patriot press. It follows that these 

supplemental sources have not been treated systematically. 

 Using the patriot press as a case study, this project investigates the relationship 

amongst voluntary organizing, the press, and militarized violence. The objective is to 

gain an understanding of the importance of the press to the Rebellion and to para-military 

organizing, the role of the border in defining patriot actions in the press, and the active 

choices the press made to build a community in exile. By the end of the patriot 
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movement, over twenty patriot newspapers had started. These papers worked to direct 

patriot organizing, support armed raids, and define a community in exile. How did such 

papers and organizing first develop? The next chapter begins in 1834 with the first 

stirrings of this new relationship between the values of voluntarism and military 

organizing. The initial focus of analysis is not on the patriots, but the constitutionalists 

instead. 
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Chapter 2 

“Plans of action and not mere resolutions:”  

The turn to violence as an outgrowth of voluntary organizing 

 In the spring of 1834, at a Montreal meeting in support of government reforms, 

lawyer Benjamin Baubien spoke to the usefulness of gathering together in public. It was 

time to declare “frankly and openly our opinions of what our legislators have done [. . .] 

they are subject to the tribunal of public opinion; we should manifest it, being the 

legislators of the legislators.”
1
 By October 1837, those at the Great Loyal meeting—a 

gathering of constitutionalists in Montreal—had a different understanding of what would 

be useful. Speaking to the supportive crowd, a Mr. McGinn stated bluntly that “moral 

suasion will produce no effect, by way of convincing those deluded men of their error, 

we must try to convince them by the most pointed of all arguments―the point of a 

British Bayonet.”
2
 It was no longer useful to debate. Those in error who did not agree 

with a given point of view had to be coerced rather than convinced through argument and 

evidence. Yet, we know of McGinn’s speech because it took place at a mass public 

meeting whose proceedings were published in the press. This indicates a contradiction. If 

moral suasion of opponents produced no effect and if one of the reasons for large 

gatherings was to influence broader public opinion, what was the new reason to associate 

in mass public meetings? What purpose did contemporaries believe they could still serve 

if violence was the appropriate action? The fact that even though moral suasion had been 
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abandoned by some in talking to their opponents, the strategies of public meetings, 

resolutions, and the press became implicated in a polarized political climate where 

voluntary associations could be used to organize structures of violence rather than 

deliberation. 

 This shift towards non-deliberative rhetoric between 1834 and 1837 is located in 

the increasing political conflict that followed the passage of the Ninety-Two Resolutions, 

a series of demands for radical reform by the majority of the Lower Canadian House of 

Assembly. Between the adoption of the Resolutions in February 1834 and the outbreak of 

insurrection in the fall of 1837 there was growing political polarization, calls for 

collective violent action, and the organization of militarized political militias. This 

chapter charts the rise of these new forms of voluntary associations in the press between 

1834 and 1837. I argue that such new militaristic societies as the British Rifle Corps and 

the Sons of Liberty were violent, voluntary, and liberal. They associated using the tools 

found in other voluntary associations. They staked their claim to the public sphere on 

liberal rhetoric, arguing for their legitimacy based on the right to associate and the right 

of self-defence against attacks, real or imagined, on persons, property, and individual 

rights. Yet these associations pushed the boundaries of what liberal voluntary 

associations had done. Their ultimate goal of organizing a quasi-military force challenged 

the claim to a monopoly on the use of force by the state. In organizing militarily, these 

associations claimed that if debate around liberal rights had long become extra 

parliamentary so too could their armed defence. 

 Through their formation, these militarized societies represented not only a 

challenge to the existing state order but also an attempt by patriots and constitutionalists 
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to constitute a new one. As historian Allan Greer notes for the Montreal district habitants 

in the fall of 1837, their organizing constituted an attempt to “reconstitute legitimate rule 

on new foundations” separate from existing state authority.
3
 In this chapter, I argue that 

this project of ordering extends beyond this rural area and includes the new militarized 

voluntary associations formed in the Canadas after the Ninety-Two Resolutions which 

grew out of mechanisms common to civil society, but were repurposed for new ends. I 

also view this process of creating a new order as including constitutionalists in the 

context of the formation of the British Rifle Corps in December 1835. A new order was 

enunciated by military associations that nonetheless continued to see themselves in terms 

of the values of voluntarism and a new order committed to liberal rights. 

 Rather than merely a sign of a breakdown in order, forming paramilitary 

associations was a mark of order-making. Even in the heated political climate after the 

Ninety-Two Resolutions, newspapers still covered the formation of new voluntary 

associations and spoke of the benefit of voluntary organizing – including across partisan 

lines. As patriots and constitutionalists formed new political associations, they did so by 

calling on the importance of collective action. When newspapers covered political 

gatherings, they gauged their civic worth based on whether they had broad-based 

participation. The implication is that even with new militarized associations and 

meetings, newspapers were speaking to the continued voluntary origin of these new 

societies and remained committed to the values of voluntarism. 
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Historians in both the Canadas and the United States have noted the growth of 

voluntary associations over the period.
4
 In fact, historian Jeffrey McNairn, places Upper 

Canada’s exponential growth of voluntary associations as taking place in the twenty years 

between 1820 and 1840 – a period bisected by Rebellion.
5
 Even as newspapers became 

more bombastic, they still covered multiple associational meetings taking place. The 

Montreal Gazette of 1836 lauded the cross-party nature of a large temperance association 

meeting and some residents of Quebec City formed a temperance society on September 1, 

1837.
6
 In the spring of 1837, the Toronto Patriot copied an article on the benefits of clubs 

from Waldie’s Circulating Library and in the summer of that year the Courier of Upper 

Canada covered the establishment of both a St. Patrick’s Society and a Mechanics 

Institution in Toronto. In a tongue-in-cheek article, the Minerve complained in October 

1837 of the slow pace of the establishment of clubs but also noted how they had been 

taken up with gusto in the province. In the charged political atmosphere in the immediate 

post Rebellion period, some citizens of Hamilton combined to found the local Mechanics 

Institution.
7
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The Ninety-Two Resolutions and a new era of agitation in the Canadas 

 The Ninety-Two Resolutions fundamentally changed the nature of political 

agitation. In the words of the editor of the Montreal Vindicator, Edmund Bailey 

O’Callaghan, the Resolutions “will form a new era in the history of this Colony.”
8
 Indeed 

they did. By clearly laying out, for the first time, the grievances and demands of the 

patriote assembly, the document served as an ultimatum to Britain. More importantly in 

the Canadian context, the Resolutions became a lightning rod for public opinion allowing 

Lower and, to a lesser extent, Upper Canadians to more easily divide into their allies and 

opponents. To the patriotes, these resolutions embodied their quest for a more democratic 

government modeled, in many ways, on the United States and freed from British colonial 

control. Constitutionalists on the other hand viewed these resolutions as revealing the 

disloyalty of their opponents and their support of democratic, republican government. 

Regardless of one’s political leanings, as Greer has concluded, “the revolutionary thrust 

of the Ninety-Two Resolutions was not lost on Lower Canadians of all political 

persuasions.”
9
 While a litany of Lower rather than Upper Canadian grievances, subjects 

in Upper Canada followed political developments in the other province intently, passing 

resolutions on them and discussing the actions of the patriote assembly in the press.
10

 In 

their aftermath, Upper Canada also began to divide between those who supported the 

direction of the patriotes and those who were opposed to their agitation.
11
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While political polarization increased, voluntary organizing in the press, even 

across party lines, still occurred. Associating and corresponding for petitioning 

campaigns or to advance common goals was not, of course, new to either Lower or Upper 

Canadians.
12

 Nor were political associations, although these were still very much a 

novelty.
13

 The period from about 1828 to early 1832 had witnessed the extension of 

voluntary organizing into the political realm with the development of new political 

associations in the Canadas. These associations, such as the British Constitutional Society 

of York, were modeled to a large degree on other voluntary associations.
14

  Both 

provinces had undergone very turbulent political struggles with the expulsion crisis in 

Upper Canada and the shooting of three Patriote supporters at a contested poll during a 

Montreal by-election in Lower Canada.
15

 These controversies had spawned for the first 

time “some form of permanent extraparliamentary organization founded not on national 

or religious distinctions but on essentially political criteria.”
16
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 The political climate of 1834 resulted in the reorganization of moribund political 

associations from 1832 as well as the founding of new and larger political associations. 

These political associations included stirring examples of voluntarist values in their 

published rhetoric. For example, on July 1, 1834, some members of the original 

Constitutional Society of York, founded in 1832, joined with “other friends of the British 

Connection.” Their goal: to reorganize the British Constitutional Society.
17

 Much like a 

voluntary association, their introductory broadside began by outlining that the society’s 

sole goal was to preserve the connection between the United Kingdom and Upper 

Canada. Why? Because the British connection had been almost entirely responsible for 

the development of the province and would ensure its continued “wealth, population, and 

prosperity.”
18

 These were men combining for mutual self-interest and prosperity. Similar 

to any other society, the British Constitutional Society had conditions of membership, 

subscriptions, a constitution, and a system for establishing branches. The British 

Constitutional Society saw fit to include a statement that each member “pledge himself to 

oppose, by all lawful means, every attempt to weaken the Connexion, from whatever 

quarter it may emanate; and likewise to oppose, by all constitutional exertions, the 

election of all persons” who wished to dissolve the connexion.
19

 Such a caveat about 

legal means spoke to how political associations were in the precarious position of proving 

that they had a legitimate place in the public sphere.
20

 The Society was reorganized again 
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in April 1836 after it had become moribund in the intervening year. Speaking to the 

impact of the Ninety-Two Resolutions on both provinces, one of the two justifications for 

its reorganization was an accusation that the Upper Canadian assembly, then dominated 

by reformers, had adopted the Ninety-Two Resolutions.
21

 

 In December of 1834 it was the turn of the reformers in Upper Canada to begin 

organizing in response to the Resolutions with the creation of the Canadian Alliance 

Society, also at Toronto. With an executive comprised of prominent reform members of 

the assembly, such as noted reformer William Lyon Mackenzie, its goal was to work 

towards eighteen changes to the law ranging from the abolition of primogeniture to the 

creation of a written constitution.
22

 Two years later, on October 10, 1836, Upper 

Canadian reformers gathered again for the formation of the City of Toronto Political 

Union. Once again echoing the voluntarist language of mutual improvement, the society 

publicly pledged itself to “obviate […] the evil effects of the unconstitutional proceedings 

from the last general election.” Unchecked, such evils would end with the destruction of 

all civil and religious liberty. Those present sealed their commitment to work mutually 

with the resolution “that this meeting do now resolve itself into a society.”
23

 The City of 

Toronto Political Union debated how to best free Upper Canada from the “partial and 

unconstitutional legislation of the imperial parliament” and communicate “with the 

friends of reform” across the province.
 24
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 Throughout the period, the drive for forming political associations rested on the 

belief in voluntary organizing. In an article in his patriot paper, the Constitution titled 

“Political Unions,” William Lyon Mackenzie outlined the various groups not friendly to 

reform. The lawyers, Egerton Ryerson and the Methodists, tory commissioners and the 

militia, Strahan and the Anglicans, and “hundreds of such unions― all united to keep the 

people working for others, and in ignorance, or to live in ease at other men’s cost.” These 

clubs had the “very purpose of plotting and planning for pensions, power, place, and 

plunder―and so is the executive council club, the legislative council club, the Bank of 

Upper Canada club, and the like of them.” Mackenzie went on to encourage Canadians to 

“get up your reform clubs also” for “when bad men conspire, good men must unite.” The 

constitutionalist Toronto Patriot expressed the exact same phrase in response to a refusal 

to pay a government levy.
25

 The new political clubs after 1834 continued to apply 

voluntarist values to political organizing and these values were reflected in their public 

pronouncements. In Lower Canada, patriotes and constitutionalist also remained 

committed to values of voluntarism as will be seen in the discussion below. 

 Political associations judged their successes and their opponents’ failures based 

on broad-based participation and claims the reasons for associating were widely shared. 

The associations themselves were formally open and claimed to represent the populace at 

large. This may have been based on a continued hope that broad-based voluntary 

participation would precipitate change, winning individuals over and altering policy. This 

was evident in how reformers and constitutionalists discussed the Orange Order in the 
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Canadas, an organization typically seen as less a voluntary association than a sectarian 

organization involved in politics.
26

 

 The rhetoric around the Orange Lodge in Lower Canada primarily involved 

constitutionalists denying, through the press, accusations made by patriotes of the 

constitutionalists only being in reality a group of Orangemen—and therefore sectarian 

and secret rather than broad-based and public. Writing of its major meeting that year in 

December 8, 1835, the Montreal Constitutional Association stated that the society was 

“not as has been styled, a Society of Orangemen.”
27

 This fits with the main challenge the 

constitutionalist in Lower Canada had of arguing that their associations bridged national, 

religious, and linguistic divisions.  An 1835 article in the Montreal Gazette emphasized 

that all of the various national societies, except the French, were united in the 

constitutionalist cause.
28

 After the Ninety-Two Resolutions, some Canadien politicians 

moved from the patriote to the constitutionalist camp.  In these situations, 

constitutionalist papers were eager to make a great deal of any francophone support their 

cause received. In a letter to the editor, Runnemede, boldly stated that “all classes of the 

British and Irish people joined by some French Canadians of intelligent and independent 

minds” were banding together in the constitutionalist cause.
29

 An 1836 meeting of 

constitutionalists in the borough of William Henry took pains to note the many groups, 

including Canadiens and Irish, who participated.
30
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  In Upper Canada, reformers were eager to demonstrate the broad nature of their 

support, and so reached out to Orangemen even while criticizing Orange leaders. 

Reformers keenly highlighted that ‘true’ Orangemen were eager to support reforms. An 

article in the Constitution, titled “Orange Men” tying good masculinity with good politics 

went on to describe how “government ruffians” of Yonge Street invited “a number of 

respectable orangemen of Markham […] to join in the intended row at Finch’s.”
31

 The 

supposed reply was that Orangemen “will never be part of such blackguard proceedings. 

No honourable Irishman ever yet combined to attack and injure them who are unarmed 

and unsuspecting. We are Orangemen and cannot be assassins.”
32

 The use of the term 

blackguard in Mackenzie’s Constitution is of note since after exile to the United States 

the term became more racialized.
33

 This article was not a one-off anecdote but rather part 

of a concerted campaign in Mackenzie’s Constitution to both encourage Orangemen to 

join with reformers and to demonstrate to the wider public the broad popularity and 

therefore legitimacy to reform associating.  

Those efforts are particularly noteworthy given the role of the Orange Lodge in 

the election of 1836 on the side of the constitutionalist forces led by Lieutenant-Governor 

Sir Francis Bond Head.
34

 A letter by “T P” noted that “you will find many good 

reformers in our lodges” and warned Mackenzie that “you will never win the Orangemen 

by abusing them –drop that.” Mackenzie decided to publish the letter in the Constitution 
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titled “The Orangemen and the Reformers” along with his own commentary, partially 

agreeing with the letter and promising “to endeavor to the utmost of my power to refrain 

from widening the breach between friends by unkind personal allusions to my protestant 

brethren.”
35

 Closer to the outbreak of violence in Upper Canada, the Constitution  

contained an anonymous letter by ERIN calling on Orangemen and Catholics to join 

together, “rally around the friends of  equal rights and liberal institutions” as both groups 

have the same interest, “happiness, prosperity, and good government.”
36

 Such claims to 

cross these distinctions were especially important given the better known alliance of 

orange and green on the other side.
37

 

 In addition to making claims to a broad coalition, a similar tactic was to 

emphasize the sheer number of people who would meet for a given cause and to 

disparage opponents’ meetings as small and those who did attend as deluded or coerced. 

The St. Thomas Liberal was positively gleeful that “the high and mighty meeting of the 

Tories of the County of Middlesex! convened by ‘the powers that be!’ for the august 

purpose of putting down the Reformers, has been the most complete failure, and the most 

confounded farce.” Many who signed the requisition for the meeting backed out and 

“even the ‘Niggers’ of Wilberforce would not honour the meeting.” The comment by the 

Liberal is also revealing because it is the only clear instance I can locate of a radical 

reform paper explicitly racializing opponents before exile.
38

 The comment prefigures a 
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trope used much more frequently after the move to the United States.
39

 The Liberal, 

arguing for an attendance of less than a hundred people, and noting that the 

constitutionalists’ liberal estimate was only 150, boasted that “the radicals could collect 

at a day’s notice, more than that in the smallest of the fifteen townships.” Any resolutions 

that would emanate from the meeting were easily dismissed. According to the editor of 

the Liberal, John Talbot, it was even possible that at that very moment some were 

conspiring “to fabricate, or pillage some half dozen resolutions, and manufacture a 

statement for the next [London] Gazette.”
40

 The London Gazette responded to the article 

by countering that the Liberal can only succeed “in getting a dozen individuals to consent 

to meet.”
41

 Conflicts between constitutionalists and reformers continued to be based on 

the metrics of voluntary organizing even as the country became more polarized and 

cross-party collaboration less common. 

 

Militarized voluntary organizing and the challenge to state order 

 The question confronting these new political associations was how best to change 

the political climate. What could one do outside of elections and petitioning? There were 

now calls by political editors and writers in the press to use demonstrations of physical 

force or the formation of ‘self-defence’ organizations to push for redress as well. As with 

the example from Mr. McGinn cited at the beginning of this chapter, certain reformers, 
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patriotes, and constitutionalists grew tired of deliberation and declared continued 

discussion to be useless. The North West King and Tecumseh Political Union resolved in 

October 1837 “that it is the opinion of this Meeting that it is useless to talk about reform 

any longer” as “something harder than words” was now needed.
42

 

 The British Constitutional Society in Montreal was the first to move towards 

advocating new tactics. The resolutions of an 1835 meeting stated that “it becomes our 

duty as Britons, to obtain by force what has been refused to our petitions.”
43

 A year later, 

the Society complained that little had been done on this front. The executive committee 

was urged to “come forward manfully with plans of action, and not mere resolutions, 

expressed certainly with boldness and strength, but deficient in their effect, if not 

promptly put into execution.”
44

 Coming to mean more than deliberation and petitioning, 

the Society openly mulled over three major campaigns: withholding taxes or non-

importation, a large gathering of delegates from around province in convention, and a 

military organization. Historians of other contexts have analyzed the first two for their 

significance to the developing public sphere and civic engagement although usually they 

are associated with radical reform rather than constitutionalist causes.
45

 How does the 

idea of a military organization figure in such a frame? 

 This was not a linear evolution from petitioning, to conventions, to military 

organizations but rather these activities occurred simultaneously as contemporaries 
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explored the efficacy of the different directions voluntary organizing could go. As an 

example, in an 1836 letter to the editor of the Montreal Gazette, “Runnemede” proposed 

a formal resolution to the Constitutional Association that they “use all legal and 

constitutional means to frustrate and render abortive the laws for the collection of the 

Revenue, until positive assurance be afforded that when paid into the Provincial 

Treasury, it will not be placed at the mercy of the Assembly, or expended without 

sanction of law.”
46

 However, this suggestion occurred months after both the formation 

and ‘dissolution’ of a military corps organized by the Constitutional Society, the British 

Rifle Corps. 

 What did this system of quasi-military organization look like? Contemporaries 

turned to what they knew about organizing and the press. As with other initiatives, 

members voted that the British Constitutional Society create a committee to report on 

how to best proceed. One of its recommendations was that:  

the executive committee have been very desirous of 

organizing Ward Committees throughout the City and 

Suburbs [of Montreal], the utility of which would be fielded 

in the event of any emergency arising, requiring union and 

strength; – but they fear that their wishes have been but 

partially and imperfectly carried into effect ; and this 

Committee cannot refrain from recommending the 

immediate and general adoption of a system of 

organization.
47

  

 

Four days later the Montreal Gazette reported that the members followed the executive 

committee’s recommendation and were forming a force for protection but also to create 
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an “imposing display of moral determination” to demonstrate their resolve to the 

government.
48

  

 As with other political associations in the Canadas, Montreal constitutionalists 

bent on such a display benefitted from active collaboration with friendly papers. The 

Montreal Herald was “l’organ de diffusion” for the various paramilitary organizations 

and urban patrols.
49

 In addition Robert Weir Jr., the main force behind the Herald, was 

both a signatory to the British Rifle Corps public declaration of December 22 and later a 

member of the Doric Club.
50

 As a harbinger of being the organ for organizations that 

would soon challenge state order, historian François Deschamps notes that 

‘paradoxically’ “le Montreal Herald partage avec ses adversaire radicaux du Vindicator 

et de la Minerve l’honneur d’être parmi les rares feuilles ouvertement hostiles à 

l’administration Gosford.”
51

 

 While the Herald was the mouthpiece for ultra toryism and the British Rifle 

Corps, it fiery rhetoric met with a fiery end in 1910 when a major conflagration destroyed 

its offices, including its newspaper archive.
52

 However, Deschamps has discovered and 

analyzed two scrapbooks of Herald articles, one collected by Charles Kadwell, the other 

by Robert Mackay, as well as a collection of Herald abstracts.
53

 In doing so, he has 

produced a great deal of work on the Herald’s views of and role in the Rebellion, 
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Toryism, and Canadien-British coexistence.
54

 From his thorough work, it is clear that the 

Herald was deeply embedded in attempts at organizing along quasi-military lines. 

 With the loss of the Herald, I turn my focus to the Montreal Gazette, the other 

major constitutionalist paper in Montreal. Both Gilles Laporte and André Lefebvre note 

that together the Herald and the Gazette constituted the principal British constitutionalists 

journals and with the Ami du Peuple constituted the major journals of Lower Canada.
55

 

Weir of the Herald viewed the Gazette as an auxiliary and Deschamps notes the paper 

usually aligned with the Herald.
56

  Gazette scholar and columnist John Kalbfleisch states 

that the Gazette did not “shrink from endorsing the English speaking Doric clubs, whom 

it saw as admirable defenders of the status quo.”
57

 

 From the Gazette, it is evident that the “system of organization” adopted was the 

same as a voluntary association. Created at a public meeting on December 12, 1835 in 

Montreal, the British Rifle Corps was to be a force 800 strong. Its purpose was to show, 

according to its published motto, “hearts resolved and hands prepared, our freedom and 

our rights to guard.” Like other voluntary associations, the Corps had an executive 

committee, passed resolutions, held internal elections, advertized regular meetings, and 

                                                 

54
 Ibid. See also François Deschamps “La coexistence des communautés canadienne et britannique vue par 

le Montreal Herald (1837-1839),” La revue d'histoire du Québec, no. 121, 2015, p. 9-12. Deschamps, La 

rébellion. 
55

 Gilles Laporte, Patriotes et Loyaux: Leadership regional et mobilisation politique en 1837 et 1838 

(Québec: Septentrion, 2004), 101. André Lefebvre, La Montreal Gazette et le nationalisme canadien 

(1835-1842) (Montreal: Guérin, 1970),  See also similar coverage in Laporte’s Brève histoire des patriotes 

(Quebec: Septentrion, 2015), 120-122. Although similar, the Montreal Gazette was more moderate than the 

Herald. Deschamps, La rébellion, 96. Both Laporte and Lefebvre highlight the Gazette’s emphasis on 

Britishness. John Kalbfleisch contends that while the Gazette was “Tory” it was more a “champion of the 

settled way of doing things, and the enemy of those who would challenge that,” rather than cleaving on 

purely linguistic lines. John Kalbfleisch, “The Evolution of The Gazette as an Official Language Minority 

Newspaper” Canadian Issues/Thèmes canadiens (2007): 33. 
56

 Deschamps, La rébellion, 135. 
57

 Kalbfleisch, Evolution of The Gazette, 34-35. Unlike others, Kalbfleisch pluralizes “Doric clubs.” 



 

55 

 

published its proceedings in the press. Yet the British Rifle Corps also sought out arms 

and ammunition.
58

 The Herald underlined the dual nature of the society “Let 

organization be the word . . . The organization that it may combine both moral 

determination and physical force, must be as military as political. THERE MUST BE AN 

ARMY AS WELL AS A CONGRESS. THERE MUST BE PIKES AND RIFLES.”
59

 

 The Montreal Constitutional Association justified the British Rifle Corps in public 

as a necessary step to both self-defence in case of an “emergency” and as a way to 

publicly demonstrate their resolve to government authority and specifically to Lieutenant-

General John Colborne, Commander-in-Chief of Forces in the Canadas.
60

 The public 

organizing of a non-state military Corps was, in itself, a major challenge to state 

authority. Here constitutionalists were reacting to what they perceived as an illegitimate 

government in the form of an unrepresentative and treasonous assembly left uncontrolled 

by an out-of-touch governor.  Using the voluntary benchmark of broad-based 

participation, constitutionalists cast the assembly as a French clique. A letter writer to the 

Gazette, calling for “resistance” in the form of withholding taxes, even paraphrased the 

cry of the American Revolution stating twice “no representation – no taxation!” pointing 

to the perceived unrepresentative, and therefore illegitimate, nature of the assembly.
61

 In 

their final proclamation before dissolving, the Corps accused patriotes of using the state 

for election violence and the militia overseen by Clément-Charles Sabrevois de Bleury of 
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being political.
62

 Voluntary organizing had turned to a military end, and the one the state 

declared illegitimate first was composed of Montreal’s constitutionalists. 

 In their public address to Earl Gosford to request state sanction, the British Rifle 

Corps stated that the impetus for their formation was to preserve the connection to Great 

Britain and maintain rights guaranteed to them by the constitution.
63

 It was not simply 

that they were organizing militarily to preserve order and for self-defence of persons and 

property threatened by armed conflict, but also to preserve constitutional rights and the 

existing political arrangements – aspects of civic life that were to be protected by existing 

state structures. Instead of being constituted as part of state authority, the British Rifle 

Corps was self-organized and while nominally loyal to the government was responsible 

to an elected executive chosen by the very membership now arming itself. In essence, the 

only authority for taking up arms came from those taking up arms. Only after organizing 

themselves did the British Rifle Corps ask for approval from state authorities. At their 

second meeting, the Corps expressed a desire for Colborne to “sanction” the organization 

and approve the officers.
64

 The next meeting produced an address to the Earl Gosford, 

Governor-in-Chief of British North America and Lieutenant Governor of Lower Canada, 

from the British Rifle Corps explaining their reasoning and asking for his sanction.
65
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 Patriote opponents saw the organizing of the Corps for what it was, a violation of 

the state’s monopoly on the use of force, and in that sense a challenge to the existing 

order. Edmund Bailey O’Callaghan in the Vindicator noted that as Gosford gestured to 

redress patriote grievances, constitutionalist “loyalty is forgotten, or conveniently 

pocketed; and violence and revolution are openly resolved upon.” Upon quoting excerpts 

from the Herald, the Vindicator, continued  

  Upon the mere supposition that the order of things is about to be 

  changed, that the oligarchy who have so long preyed upon the 

  vitals of the country, were about to be disturbed in their work of 

  plunder, and “physical force”—“an army as well as a  

  Congress”—“pikes and rifles”—usurp the place of their  

  hackneyed expressions of loyalty and respect for the law.
66

 

 

The Minerve also copied the same, but translated the ‘physical force-pikes and rifles’ 

extract from the Herald noting that of the constitutionalists: “on les croirait vraiment 

décides à produire quelqu’ émeute.” Readers of the extract could see “les injonctions du 

comité exécutif de former un organisation capable de tenir un coup de main.”
67

 Here, 

“coup de main” probably meant “helping hand.” It could also have the double-entendre 

meaning of a fast, hard strike, used as a military term. When news of the Corps reached 

reform papers in Upper Canada, the reaction was the same. The Brockville Recorder, 

when copying Gosford’s proclamation, reminded the leaders of “the rebellious Rifle 

Corps” to remember the fate of the Cato street conspiracy and its leaders.
68

 Voluntarism 
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was replacing constitutional forms as constitutionalists no longer accepted the latter’s 

legitimacy. 

 It was not only the patriotes and reformers more broadly who were concerned 

with the challenge to the state that the British Rifle Crops posed. O’Callaghan in his 

Vindicator spoke approvingly of the fact that Gosford had sent letters to “Law officers of 

the Crown” and “Military authorities” were “enquiring into the nature and object of an 

advertisement which appeared lately in the Constitutional Journals of this place.”
69

 The 

editor of the Gazette responded positively to this extract from the Vindicator noting that 

Gosford would now find out “the state of public feeling.”
70

 

 The Corps sent the address asking for state sanction to Gosford on Christmas Eve, 

1835. On January 2 Gosford wrote in reply that the Corps was unnecessary and inflaming 

public opinion.
71

 Some Corps members and supporters appear to have taken little note of 

Gosford’s reply. The editor of the Gazette stated that “Whether it receives his sanction or 

not, the corps is formed, its members are known to each other, and all are prepared to 

take their stand for the preservation of their mutual rights. They care little for the 

approbation of Earl Gosford or his allies, and his disapproval will give them no 

concern.”
72

 After approximately three weeks, Gosford ruled that the Corps was 

unconstitutional and illegal, and ordered it to disband.
73

 Even so, the Corps promised to 

maintain the position it had already assumed and to “proceed as far as justifiable in the 

organization and training requisite, so that in [an] emergency our efforts may be the more 
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prompt and efficient.”
74

 Only on January 20, meeting in defiance of Gosford, did the 

British Rifle Corps formally dissolved only to re-form itself into the Montreal British 

Legion.
75

 The tension between extra-parliamentary organizing and the state had not been 

resolved. 

 So ended the major experiment in constitutionalists constructing aspects of an 

order independent of state structures and outside state sanction; however, were other 

constitutionalist organizations such as the Corps’ successor, the Montreal British Legion, 

engaged in a similar project of order-forming along voluntary lines? The same question 

might be asked of the two other major constitutionalist political associations of Montreal: 

the Doric Club and the Axe-Handle Guards. François Deschamps argues that the Corps 

and these three organizations were part of the same phenomenon of “une police parallèle 

privée et l'avant-garde d'une faction politique” and places them in the longer history of 

political violence in Montreal, tracing their origins to the night patrols formed around the 

1834 election.
76

 There had been political violence before in Montreal and it would 

continue with the 1840s being a major decade of political unrest.
77

 As well, political 

violence perpetrated by organized groups was not limited to Montreal in this period.
78

 

However, I would argue that press coverage betrays a crucial difference. The Montreal 
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British Legion, Doric Club, and Axe-Handle Guards, while founded at around the same 

time as the Corps, were different.
79

 The Corps’ organization was covered in the press and 

newspapers were instrumental in its organization, whereas, for these other organizations, 

it was not. To act in public was one of the crucial aspects of voluntary organizing. 

 With its founding, the Montreal British Legion promptly disappears from the 

extant papers. Deschamps provides a reference from the Montreal Herald that the Legion, 

Axe-Handle Guards, and Doric Club lined the street to see Colborne when he passed 

through Montreal in February 1836.
80

 He also notes that a letter to the editor of the 

Herald was from “Legion” although whether that was a reference to the organization is 

unclear.
81

 In April 1836 the Gazette also copied a reference to the Axe-Handle Guards 

from the Herald: 

On and after the first day of May next, Montreal will be 

destitute of watchmen and lights, the Act of Parliament for 

collecting a fund for those purposes expiring at that period. 

At it [i.e. at the end of the watchmen] is probably that some 

of the hired bullies of the House of Assembly may make 

cowardly attacks on the persons and properties of the ‘little 

body of the people,’ we think the Axe-Handle Guards 

should be organized, and exercised in the game of single-

stick. A friend has suggested the use of lanterns, as when 

attacked, he has invariably found that by raising the lantern 

to the face of a scoundrel, he avoids the light, his deeds 

                                                 

79
 As will be seen, except for a few oblique references, these organizations were outside of the printed 

sphere. Adam Thom was accused by Papineau in a serialized “Histoire de l’insurrection du Canada” 

published in May 1839 of being involved in the Doric Club. Histoire de l’insurrection du Canada par L.-J. 

Papineau de ci-devant Chambre d’assemblé du Bas Canada en réfutation de Lord Durham (Burlington, 

Vermont: L. Duvernay, 1839). However, according to Deschamps, Papineau’s claim was refuted by the 

Herald. Deschamps, La rébellion, 91–92; Fernand Ouellet, “Louis-Joseph Papineau,” DCB. Originally 

published in Paris in a journal, the Papineau’s text was republished by Duvernay. See Louis-Joseph 

Papineau, Histoire de la résistance du Canada au gouvernement anglais: texte intégral, ed. Georges Aubin 

(Montreal: Comeau et Nadeau, 2001), 8. 
80

 Gérard Filteau, Histoire des patriotes (Montreal: L’Aurore, 1975), 270; Deschamps, La rébellion, 153n1. 
81

 Ibid., 93. Deschamps does not outline what the letter contained. 



 

61 

 

being evil, and by averting his face, affords an excellent 

opportunity of knocking him down.
82

 

 

Here the Herald proposed the Axe-Handle Guards stand in for the state-paid municipal 

night watch. However, if replacing the state order was the case as that order began to step 

back due to parliamentary deadlock, it was secondary to the casting of violence as sport. 

The Herald even used the term “game” and playfully suggested that their lanterns be used 

as weapons—knocking an opponent down by “raising” a lantern to their face. Here the 

press notice cast violence as sport, rather than actively organizing through the public 

sphere a new night watch to replace the existing state-sanctioned one.  

Scholars have indicated the way in which street violence acted as sport in ways 

that detract from any sense of voluntary organizing to create a new order.
83

 The press 

under study, for instance, contains a number of other examples of violence being cast as 

lighthearted sport. The Montreal Gazette portrayed a confrontation of constitutionalists 

and patriots as a snowball fight.
84

 The difference in form and lack of public presence 

between the British Rifle Corps and both the Montreal British Legion and the Axe-

Handle Guards is also evident in historical studies.
85

 The Legion and Axe-Handle Guards 
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are such an enigma that some works even cast the British Rifle Corps as forming directly 

into the Doric Club, rather than the British Legion.
86

  

 Of these later groups, the Doric Club is more well-known as it was responsible for 

a major riot with the Sons of Liberty on November 6, 1837 that included the destruction 

of the office of the Vindicator.
87

 The Doric Club held their first public meeting on 

December 15, 1835, soon after the formation of the British Rifle Corps. The Gazette 

provided a short summary of this first Doric club annual meeting. The paper mentioned it 

had been in existence for about a year suggesting the Doric Club as on rather a parallel 

track to the British Rifle Corps rather than its successor. It was self-described as a 

“political club” and that was the reason given for why the regimental band was not there. 

The meeting included combative and loyal toasts such as one to “our rights and 

priviledges, infringe them who DARE.”
88

 As with the Montreal British Legion, after the 

public founding of the Corps, the press statements stop except for the reference found by 

Deschamps to their presence when Colborne passed through Montreal in February 

1836.
89

 In March 1836, the Doric Club distributed a manifesto promising to defend 

British interests, however it still, at least publicly, committed itself to “meetings, 
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addresses and petitions.” After that, “on perd ensuite la trace du Doric Club jusqu’au  

lundi 6 novembre 1837.”
90

 Even if the membership of the Corps transferred to the Doric 

Club, its near-complete removal from the public sphere signals a move away from a 

challenge to the state authority based on voluntary liberal principles. 

 Similar tensions arose, on a lesser extent, in Upper Canada. In that province, the 

Orange Lodge took on something of the role that the quartet of constitutionalist 

organizations did in Montreal. The political violence associated with the Orange Lodge 

was on a spectrum including both informal mob violence as well as ritualized violence to 

intimidate opponents. The Orange Order was very much trying to foster an aura of 

respectability, yet was also the instigator of much of the political violence in this period. 

This was especially the case in the 1836 election which a number of historians have 

chronicled was notable for the level of Orange violence.
91

 

 This division between seeing the Orange Order primarily as a deliberative 

voluntary association and as sectarian Tory bullies is evident in past academic work on 

the Order. Scholars such as Jeffrey McNairn, Greg Kealey, David Wilson, and Hereward 

Senior have highlighted the associational nature of the Order and its role in bringing ideas 

of democratic sociability to the more working-class elements of society.
92

 Historians such 
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as Carol Wilton, Scott W. See, Michael Cottrell, and Robert McLaughlin have 

emphasized its violent, sectarian nature.
93

 However, parades and music were rituals to 

assert control and intimidate opponents—violence could be part of that rather than just a 

sort of ‘mob’ action or ‘outburst.’ In addition to their voluntary influences outlined 

below, the Orange Lodge in Upper Canada also had a similar relationship to newspapers 

as that of the Montreal constitutionalist groups organized to use armed force. Ogle R. 

Gowan, the then Grand Master of the Grand Orange Lodge of British North America, had 

made a number of attempts to start a newspaper, finally succeeding with the publication 

of the Brockville Statesman in this period.
94

 

 In the press, the Orange Lodge cast itself as respectable and non-sectarian. The 

Courier of Upper Canada covered a meeting of Orange Lodge 137 in Toronto which 

included toasts to the “Constitutional Catholics” of Upper Canada as well as one to 

Catholic Bishop Alexander Macdonell.
95

 The Cobourg Star noted that in conformity with 

resolutions passed by the Grand Lodge and the District Lodge, there was no parade by the 

Orange Lodge on the 12
th 

of July 1836. There was however a dinner which extended 

thanks to Catholics, as fellow loyal subjects.
96

 The Star continued: “We are happy to say 

that the good sense and good feelings of our loyal Orange friends in this district, induced 

them to waive their accustomed procession on the 12
th

 instant. A resolution which 
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entitled them to the respect of the whole community.”
97

 Thomas Dalton, the editor of the 

constitutionalist Toronto Patriot, noted the appearance of the Brockville Statesman and 

that “From the known talents of Mr. Gowan we have the fullest expectation that the 

Statesman will, be an effectual antidote to the poison perpetually concocting by that 

despicable print the Brockville Recorder.”
98

 Here the Lodge in Upper Canada was 

cultivating respectability, non-sectarianism, and respect from the broader constitutionalist 

community and acting like a voluntary association with public meetings, resolutions, and 

symbiotic relationship to the press. 

 Reformers castigated the Orange lodge for their conditional loyalty, factionalism, 

sectarianism, and violence. This did not stop reformers from also reaching out to 

Orangmen as noted earlier. Mackenzie underlined Orange conditional loyalty in a copy of 

a critique from the London Globe: “they are loyal and obedient to the orders of their 

chiefs, and to the wishes of their Imperial Master, as long as these are in accordance with 

their own views.”
99

 A common tactic was to reference the controversy over the banning 

of the Orange Lodge in Ireland and the investigation into the existence of Orange Lodges 

in the Army in violation of military protocol. Reform papers copied from England the 

charges of an Orange conspiracy and how the Irish Orange Lodge had recently voted to 

disband itself out of loyalty, compared to the continuation of the Lodges in the 

Canadas.
100

 Mackenzie accused Governor Head of favouritism for Orangemen and 
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Orangemen of disloyalty.
101

 A letter to a reform paper from “Q in the Corner” claimed 

Orangemen were only interested in “political religion” and were not faithful church 

goers.
102

 Mackenzie noted that the Lodge in Kingston “have insulted the Catholics of that 

place” by processing on July 12, the annual day Orangemen marched to commemorate 

the 1690 Battle of the Boyne.
103

 In outlining documents revealing the existence of Lodges 

in regiments stationed in Lower Canada, the Vindicator reminded readers that those who 

had been shot dead by the 32
nd

 Regiment in 1832—one intimated to contain a Lodge—

were all Catholic.
104

 In one example of Orange electoral violence, reformers decried the 

violence in Grenville during the 1836 election, the Cobourg Reformer claiming one of the 

issues was that the Tories named a “violent Orangeman as returning officer.”
105

 In 

another example, Mackenzie printed a letter from a correspondent accusing Orangeman 

George Elliott of killing a man in a duel.
106

 Radical reformers struggled with the Orange 

Lodge because of  their commitment to voluntarism. Radical reformers reached out to 

Orangemen because of  a desire to build a broader movement and the idea that rational 

men could be persuaded. However, those same reformers also recoiled at Orange 

factionalism, sectarianism, and organized violence which ran contrary to those same 

values that caused reform overtures to the Orangemen in the first place. 

 A writer to the Reformer, W. B. Wells, also complained of the treatment of such 

complaints by the allied Orange press. Wells’ letter attacked Gowan for denying 

involvement of Orangemen in election riots in Leeds. Wells also noted that Gowan 
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refused to print the letter in his Statesman.
107

 It was this conception of the Orange Lodge 

as a secretive organization working for its own interest at variance with public good and 

refusing public debate in its press that may have influenced patriot perceptions in exile 

that oath bound associations did not contain the true values of voluntary associations. 

Regardless, both patriots and constitutionalists forces in the two Canadas claimed the 

mantle of voluntary organizing. Constitutionalists argued Orange organizing was similar 

to that of other voluntary associations while patriots refused to see such organizations as 

akin to other organizations in civil society. The Orange Lodge in Upper Canada was 

active in print and published its meetings through the press, as was the British Rifle 

Corps. Constitutionalists undertook such militarized voluntary organizing first in Lower 

Canada as they did not see themselves as holding any sway in the Assembly, so they 

worked around it by beginning to build an order that challenged state structures and 

asking authorities only for retroactive sanction. 

 

Patriots 

 If the constitutionalist British Rifle Corps constituted the first use of voluntary 

organizing to challenge the existing state order, reform and patriote supporters also 

moved in the direction of an organized military force growing out of more traditional 

liberal voluntary associations. Patriotes had established central and permanent 

committees in a number of locations in Lower Canada with the Montreal Committee 

established the day after the adoption of the Ninety-Two Resolutions.
108

  However, it was 
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the Canadian reception in early 1837 of the response to the Ninety-Two Resolutions, 

Lord John Russell’s Ten Resolutions, that radicalized both patriotes and reformers.
109

 

Patriote organizing along such lines really only began in October 1837 when patriote 

supporters combined to form a similar association to the British Rifle Corps: the Sons of 

Liberty/Fils de la liberté. 

 While the Sons of Liberty did not begin until the latter part of 1837, there are a 

number of antecedents that point to patriotes moving in a similar direction to the 

organizers of the British Rifle Corps. Soon after the adoption of the Ninety-Two 

Resolutions, Ludger Duvernay, the editor of the patriote Minerve, founded the society, 

“Aide-toi et le ciel t’aidera.” Denis Monière argues that the society “prefigured” the Sons 

of Liberty that emerged a few years later.
110

 It was a voluntary association with an 

explicit devotion to the public sphere: the goal was to increase the political sagacity and 

writing of its members. Each month a member would deliver a lecture on a political or 

literary subject. The society was a fledgling but not-military challenge to state order. It 

was secret, so as to not expose the discussion of its members, and also had a similar name 

to societies instrumental in the 1830 July Revolution in France that toppled Charles X.
111

 

Yet, it was not until the passage of the Russell resolutions when such a challenge entered 

the public sphere and involved extending voluntary principles to military action.  
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 On the morning of January 8, 1836 a small handbill went up in Montreal calling 

for reformers to form Volunteer “Voltigeurs.” The Gazette was floored, dubbing it an 

“astounding announcement” and noting patriote leaders (it used Clique) were vehemently 

denying it and that the Vindicator blamed the Tories.
112

 O’Callaghan, under the title 

“Tory Tricks,” noted in his Vindicator the bad French with which the handbill was 

written.
113

 If the handbill had indeed been written by a patriote, it would constitute the 

first attempt at a similar organization to the British Rifle Corps. However, patriotes were 

clearly not publicly organizing along these lines given the denial from the Vindicator. 

 Reputedly the inspiration of the Sons of Liberty came from young men of the 

small eastern Upper Canadian settlement of Vankleek Hill. Drawing on the grievances in 

both Upper and Lower Canada, they founded The Young Men’s Political Association. 

The members engaged with the public declarations of both Upper Canadian reformers 

and Lower Canadian patriote and addressed themselves to reformers in both provinces.
114

 

Formed at a meeting on July 29, 1837, the association aired grievances about the Russell 

Resolutions, the commissioners sent to investigate grievances in Lower Canada, and the 

issue of the clergy reserves in Upper Canada.
115

 However, speaking to a move towards a 

challenge to state structures, the Association began their resolutions with the preamble of 

the U.S. Declaration of Independence. In addition, following a similar pattern to the 

Montreal Constitutional Association before the founding of the British Rifle Corps, the 

Young Men’s Political Association resolved that it was useless to petition, declaring it 
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“base, mean and servile” to petition the monarch or the Imperial Parliament.
116

 In the 

shift towards para-military organization, petitioning again lost its association as an 

effective tactic, as deliberations took on particularly martial characteristics. At a later 

meeting, the Association expressed concern with the violence met by reformers at their 

meetings north of Toronto and resolved to “applaud the determination of the Reformers 

to prepare themselves at all future meetings with the means of self-defence.”
117

 By their 

name, the Young Men’s Political Association reflected other deliberative debating 

societies in British North America, yet in this case the society was much more political 

and republican than other similarly designated societies had been in the past.
118

 

 The organizing of the Sons of Liberty began soon after in August of 1837.
119

 It 

was not just a self-organized militia battalion, but explicitly created as a deliberative 

voluntary association that encompassed military organizing as well. As Amédée Papineau 

noted: “dans le principe, l’Association des Fils de la Liberté avait été formée pour 

répandre les connaissances politique parmi la jeunesse et lui donner de bonne heure du 

goût pour les affaires publiques. Mais bientôt le plan avait été modifié, de manière à en 

faire tout à la fois une société civile et militaire.”
120

 

 Although beginning in August, it was not until October that the Sons of Liberty 

adopted military preparations and published their first declaration. The group had 

published notices in the press before calling for meetings of either the “local assemblies” 
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or the “comité de régie.”
121

 The Sons published an “Address of the Sons of Liberty, of 

Montreal, to the YOUNG MEN of the North American Colonies” as a broadside and in 

the Vindicator on October 4, 1837 and in the Minerve on October 9.
122

 At the first major 

meeting in October, the Minerve carried its proceedings and noted its respectable and 

orderly nature even in the face of constitutionalist harassment.
123

 

 The broadside best exemplified the tandem goals of fostering deliberation by 

establishing reading rooms and actively fostering discussion and military training. In the 

past, the deliberative nature of the Sons of Liberty has been minimized as a “mask” or a 

“front.”
124

 The Sons of Liberty was not an example of any sort of “front organization” but 

rather was the pushing of the boundaries of voluntary organizing.  The idea of a ‘front’ 

reflects a more modern notion that violence has no place in civil society, therefore any 

sort of organized violence must have been subversive and clandestine. However, such a 

mental cordon sanitaire around violence does not appear to have existed in mid-

nineteenth century North America. The organizing was both para-military and 

voluntarist. 

 Amédée Papineau, son of patriote leader Louis-Joseph Papineau, recounted in his 

journals one of the founding meetings on September 25, 1837. Like many voluntary 

associations, the organizing began with an assembly. The assembly nominated a 

committee, of which Amédée was a member, to report back to a meeting the following 
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Sunday.
125

 The organization that would eventually emerge was both organized for 

violence and voluntary.  

 The Sons of Liberty consisted of an elected executive with a president, André 

Ouimet, a secretary, and two vice-presidents. The society was divided into six sections, 

based on the neighbourhoods of Montreal, with each section having a leader. The 

organizing committee had also taken the time to decide on a society motto: “En avant!”
126

 

The society held a general meeting on the first Monday of each month which, according 

to historian Elinor Kyte Senior, “was an opportunity to discuss the affairs of the province 

and to read newspapers aloud to those members unable to read.”
127

 Amédée Papineau 

noted that the Sons of Liberty had opened “des écoles politique et des chambres de 

lecture.”
128

 The Sons worked to establish branches of the society elsewhere, however, 

outside Montreal they were only successful in establishing one at La Prairie. Amédée 

Papineau claimed the Sons had a membership of two thousand; however there are only 

reports of between six hundred to one thousand members at the largest gathering. Like 

many organizations, there was a discrepancy between active members and membership 

on paper.
129
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  As for its military nature, each one of the neighbourhood section chiefs acted as a 

colonel and each of the sections was to double as a battalion. There would be captains 

and sub-officers under the colonels and the six battalions could be subdivided into 

companies. Besides meeting to read newspapers and discuss current affairs, the Sons of 

Liberty also met for military training. One of those appointed a general, Thomas Storrow 

Brown, described what was meant by military training in his later memoir: “We called 

our members for parade, but there was no division into companies, or appointed sub-

officers, or arms, or ‘drill.’ In our public address we only called the young men of the 

Provinces to know their strength by organizing, and being prepared to assist for 

independence at some future day.”
130

 However, Amédée Papineau viewed what the Sons 

were doing as drilling. According to him: “Le dimanche, toutes les sections se 

réunissaient et étaient drillées publiquement, mais sans armes, aux environs de la ville. 

Dans la semaine, chaque section se drillait dans des maisons et cours privée.”
131

 

 The Sons of Liberty thoroughly blended its deliberate and para-military 

incarnations. The most violent confrontation involving the Sons of Liberty bears this out. 

During their monthly meeting on November 6, 1837 individuals began to throw stones 

over the wall into the courtyard where the Sons were meeting and, according to Amédée 

Papineau, “to take care of our assailants. In an instant roles were changed. Our president, 

André Ouimet left the chair. The orator, [Thomas Storrow] Brown, became the 

commandant and gave his orders. Our peaceful section chiefs became colonels and the 

sections battalions.” With this change complete, the Sons of Liberty launched themselves 
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at their harassers.
132

 The transition from political to military association was to, Amédée 

Papineau, seamless. 

 This action resulted in a major riot. After the riot, Amédée Papineau recounted 

how the Sons defended property, in this case the house of his father that was under threat 

of attack from Montreal constitutionalists. Around 6:00 or 7:00 in the morning, about 

fifteen members of the Sons of Liberty arrived, at 9:00 they barricaded the doors. Using 

the dining room as the headquarters of the operation, which had been filled with all sorts 

of armaments, they posted sentries in the rooms that looked out onto the street, changing 

shift at each half hour, keeping up the watch until around midnight. According to 

Amédée Papineau “C’était une vie de camp et toute militaire.”
133

 State theorists 

categorize the defence of property as one of the main purposes of government. The need 

to accomplish this outside of state forms points to a lack of legitimacy of the existing 

state and an effort to construct a new order in place of it.
134

 

 The press also carried news of new organizations established in the rural regions 

outside Montreal that assumed a role previously occupied by the state. In early October 

the local patriote Permanent Committee in the County of Two Mountains resolved to 

empower “juges de paix et amiable compositeur.” Here things were truly revolutionary. 

As Greer states, “rather than complaining about the current government, people were 
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attempting to organize a new one with completely different foundations.”
135

 This 

organizing spread outside of the Two Mountains region with the Great Meeting of the 

Confederation of the Six Counties. At that meeting in late October 1837, representatives 

of the counties of Richelieu, Saint Hyacinthe, Rouville, Chambly, Verchères, and Acadie 

resolved to follow the example set by the County of Two Mountains and begin to 

organize a new justice system.
136

 In fact, one article in the Quebec Gazette alleged a link 

between habitant mob violence and new paramilitary voluntary societies by tying rural 

mob violence into an organized conspiracy. The editor claimed “the outrages, loss of life, 

and destruction of property which have occurred in some parts of the district of Montreal, 

are not the effect of temporary and local popular excitement, but the result of a deliberate 

system, adopted for the purpose of over-awing the peaceable and loyal inhabitants, and 

forcing them to join in the views of the revolutionary faction at Montreal.” These 

societies, the reader was told, “have been resorted to in all countries by those who 

mediated rebellion and treason.” The article took aim at their perceived illegitimacy: “the 

committees lately formed, or rather the self-constituted revolutionary societies”. Echoing 

similar refrains about aims and consequences, the same article continued that “They now 

want nothing but the possession of power, to subject the heretofore peaceable and happy 

inhabitants of this province to all the horors of a French revolution.”
137

  

 Upper Canadian reformers were also forming similar types of associations as 

existing deliberative associations took on military organizing. A joint meeting on 
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November 11 of two political unions, Number 1 covering South Uxbridge and Number 2 

covering parts of Pickering and Markham passed a resolution calling for every man in the 

township to get a good rifle.
138

 Such a resolution challenged the state monopoly on force. 

Based on store inventories, Douglas McCalla argues that while there was a “heritage” of 

firearms from pioneering, gun ownership was “not universal” and there was a 

diminishing prevalence of guns with settlement. In McCalla’s samples those who bought 

the most powder and shot were listed as “Indian.” Moreover, while country stores were 

not monopolies and Upper Canadians could have purchased a wide variety of goods at 

them, firearms would have been expensive and possibly would have had to be bought in 

town.
139

  

 Finally, arming outside of the militia for political purposes was a challenge to the 

state. Already there was a history of confiscation and regulation of firearms from those of 

questionable loyalty. There were already provisions against firing guns in a number of 

urban areas in British North America.
140

 The constitutionalist Patriot reflected the 

disturbed reaction to these newly armed groups. Thomas Dalton was flabbergasted at 

what habitants were doing and how Mackenzie was supporting them. Dalton wrote “that 

is, at the command of Papineau, assembling ARMED WITH MUSKETS!!! and for what? 
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why McKenzie tells us “to resist and throw off British Colonial Tyranny”!!!”.
141

 In 

another instance, a constitutionalist meeting in London echoed similar sentiments that 

rather than an expression of public opinion, armed organization by opponents unnaturally 

stifled it. The constitutionalists charged that an organization of armed men, assembled by 

reform notable John Talbot, had formed in the south of the Township of Yarmouth who 

were “pledged to hold themselves in readiness” and travel with Talbot to his meeting 

around the township.
142

 One of the resolutions at the London meeting decried that some 

persons from Yarmouth Township came to public meetings “unlawfully armed with 

loaded firearms and other dangerous weapons, for the avowed purpose of carrying their 

measures at such meetings by force and preventing a free expression of public opinion.” 

The next resolution prophesized that if the government did not put down this “organized 

and armed body” either the majority must have to submit to this “mob” or bloodshed 

would ensue.
143

 Although there appears to have been no Upper Canadian statute that 

would have made such actions illegal, in 1820 Britain had passed a law against 

organizing and training militarily and in the aftermath of the Rebellion the Province of 

Canada implemented laws in 1842 and 1843 to prohibit guns from polling places and 

public meetings.
144

 

 It was not only in Yarmouth Township that reformers were already putting such 

organizing into effect. William Lyon Mackenzie recounted in his newspaper a meeting in 

York Township where “old loyalists and boys from the 79
th

 [regiment] and other glorious 
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corps, directed the movements of the loyal sons of liberty.” At the meeting, “The Yonge 

Street Lads” fired a feu de joie in honour of Papineau.
145

 Here organizing reformers 

assumed another state function and ritual as a way to build a new patriot order. 

Newspapers of the period carried news of feu de joies fired off by the militia in honour of 

state events such as the arrival of a governor.
146

 Here, the Constitution covered non-state 

ones as if they were official. Voluntarist values were deeply held by both constitutionalist 

and patriot, Upper and Lower Canadian. Both turned to these tools as the natural step in 

defending rights if the state could not guarantee their protection. 

 

Liberal justifications in the press 

 The use of the voluntary benchmark of broad-based attendance for gauging the 

success of associating extended even to those voluntary associations that challenged the 

state order. Commenting on the accusations that some in the British Rifle Corps were 

open to plotting murder, the Montreal Gazette declared that:  

we cannot use language sufficiently strong to give our 

complete and positive denial, to a statement which appears 

in Thursday’s Minerve. In alluding to the last meeting of 

the British Rifle Corps, a correspondent of that journal 

says, “it would appear that a proposition was made by the 

most fanatical among them, to arm themselves and divide 

into parties of fifteen to twenty, enter into the houses of the 

principal citizens and destroy them, under the idea that such 

a massacre would have the effect of exciting fears in the 

Canadian ranks, and particularly in the country.” None but 

a madman or an idiot could believe such a tale, and nothing 

but the most inveterate hatred to the character and honour 
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of BRITONS, could attribute such blood thirsty feelings to 

upright patriotic citizens.
147

 

Here the patriote attack on the British Rifle Corps centred on both the Corps using 

murder under the cover of darkness and the desire to establish exclusive ethnic privilege. 

The Gazette then responded by accusing the patriotes and the Minerve of being engaged 

in ethnic exclusivity themselves due to its “hatred” of Britons. The passage reified the 

Briton-Canadien dichotomy in Lower Canadian politics, something that historian Elinor 

Kyte Senior noted constitutionalists did to the detriment of building a political movement 

that included a sizeable number of moderate Canadiens.
148

 The Montreal Courier 

described the meeting to form the Sons of Liberty similarly as an unnatural combination. 

It was a “France-Canadian Clique” bent on rebellion.
149

 

 Contemporaries used the press to legitimate this new militaristic organizing. 

Despite the sort of criticism they faced, their rationale rested on a liberal argument 

concerning a right of association and right to defend one’s person, property, and rights. In 

their 1837 broadside addressed to the “Young Men of the North American Colonies,” the 

Sons of Liberty proclaimed that “We consider that, next to the privilege of acting for 

himself, man possesses, from the very foundation of society, that of uniting his energies 

with those of his fellow citizens for all purposes of mutual interest, or defence; and that, 

therefore, the right of association is as sacred and inalienable, as the right of personal 

liberty.”
150
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 In response to the complaint from the London Gazette that reformers in Yarmouth 

had organized themselves into appearing at meetings armed, Mackenzie copied the 

resolution and was quick to point out that “It is lawful to carry weapons of defence, and 

in the case of the reformers it became necessary.”
151

 This necessity was brought on, 

according to Mackenzie, by militia captains and local Justices of the Peace organizing 

groups to attack reformers and by death threats against Mackenzie and other leading 

reformers by Thomas Dalton in the Patriot. Indeed, in July 1837 Dalton had published a 

thinly veiled threat about “the high price of HEMP” that would soon be announced after 

Mackenzie started a speaking tour.
152

 

 To the protection of personal safety endorsed by Mackenzie, constitutionalists 

also added a justification of the new direction in voluntary organizing through the liberal 

notion of the right to defend one’s property. The formal response to Earl Gosford of the 

British Rifle Corps to the demand of its dissolution stated that the Corps members “had 

been treated as traitors, by a British Governor, for no other crime than that of rousing 

themselves to protect their persons and property, and to assist in maintaining the rights 

and privileges granted to them by the Constitution.”
153

 

 The maintenance of individual rights was the final justification for these 

organizations. A letter to the editor of the Montreal Gazette encouraged readers that “For 

the enjoyment of all your political rights . . . let your oppressors see that ye possess 

means to preserve them against ‘a world in arms’.”
154

 In Upper Canada, a joint meeting 
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on November 11, 1837 of the political unions of Uxbridge, Pickering, and Markham 

passed a resolution “that every man in this township who has not got a good rifle, do 

forthwith prepare himself with one as we do intend to maintain our political rights 

inviolate.” Yet again, this sentiment was not an outgrowth of a desire for violence, but 

presented rather out of the common belief in associating as the route for mutual 

improvement, in this case a self-defence of rights. Echoing the belief in the benefits of 

benevolent associations, the resolution continued: “brother reformers, be encouraged, be 

true to each other, and be united, as union is strength.” These men were still engaged with 

the public sphere even while stockpiling weapons as their next resolution thanked the 

editors of the liberal presses in Canada “for their able opposition of the present state of 

our public affairs.”
155

 Not only was it important to publicize organizing in the press, but 

also to have a sympathetic, allied, or affiliated press was very important to this 

organizing. As will be seen in Chapter 3, organizing groups began to specify not only 

“liberal presses” but specific papers that formed a new group of radial papers. Since new 

organizations turned older liberal notions of organizing and voluntarism towards military 

preparations and a challenge to the existing state order with a new one, so too a more 

rights-based language was adopted by both constitutionalists and, less surprisingly, 

patriotes.
156
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Rebellion 

 Before the military confrontations traditionally seen as the start of the Rebellion, 

organizing along such lines in the Canadas had come to an end. The November 6, 1837 

riot between the Sons of Liberty and the Doric club was the beginning of the end for this 

type of voluntary organizing and its close relationship to the press. Brown was wounded; 

the Vindicator was destroyed. Patriote military preparations increased, but the Montreal 

patriote leaders, including those of the Sons of Liberty, began to look to the countryside. 

Within a week, Brown, Amédée Papineau, O’Callaghan and others had left for the 

relative safety of the Montreal hinterland.
 157

 Within 10 days of the riot, on November 16, 

British authorities had had enough. Patriote organizing with the Sons of Liberty was 

enough of a challenge to state order to be threatening. In the days that followed, others 

associated with the patriot press and those associated with the Sons were apprehended or 

fled in the face of arrest.
158

 For constitutionalists, organizing would continue, but it would 

now be under the auspices of the state. The Doric Club and the Montreal Cavalry (a sort 

of amateur police force) became official appendages of the state military apparatus. 

According to Deschamps, “la censure vice-royale à l’encontre du B[ritish] R[ifle] C[orps] 

a été effectivement levée devant l’ampleur imprévue des désordres civils.”
159

 The space 

for such organizing was also becoming limited in Upper Canada too. The last issue of 

Mackenzie’s Constitution appeared in conjunction with the last one of the Correspondent 

and Advocate on November 29. By December 3, those aware of Mackenzie’s plans for a 
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rising had heard rumours of looming arrests and a militia call out.
160

 Organizing that 

remained tied to voluntary associations was shut down by the state as the challenge 

moved to physical coercion itself. 

 

Conclusion 

 Military organizing was attempted by the same means as other organizations in 

the public sphere and was also encouraged as a means to influence public opinion. Four 

days after the 1835 call for action in Montreal Gazette, the paper reported that members 

of the Constitutional Association were following the executive committee’s 

recommendation and were forming an organization as an “imposing display of moral 

determination and physical force” to demonstrate their resolve to the government. In this 

case contemporaries treated militarized organizations as part of public opinion: marching 

with a gun showed how strongly many believed in a given idea and the ability to agitate 

for it outside state forms. 

  By November 1837, both Upper and Lower Canada contained a number of armed 

voluntary associations which helped to set the stage for the Rebellion of the next two 

months. Unlike previous studies that have traced the violence of the Rebellion to 

conservative mob violence, these companies—and their threatening potential for serious 

violence—emerged as offshoots of larger voluntary organizations. The Rebellion then, 

can be seen, in part, as contemporaries pushing and testing the boundaries of voluntary 

organizing rather than as violent interlude in the development of civil society in the 

Canadas. Moreover, the formation of liberal voluntary associations that were also 
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militarized challenges older notions of what constitutes liberal voluntary organizing and 

suggests a much more central role for violence in the history of civil society.
161

 Finally, 

the use of military organizing as a tool to sway public opinion hints at a more complex 

relationship between violence and democracy. An allied press was essential to organizing 

the means of violence through voluntary associations. While Rebellion brought an end to 

this type of organizing in the Canadas, it survived through the patriot press which 

continued in exile. The next chapter will chart the rise of the patriot press beginning in 

1836 and follow it into the United States
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Chapter 3 

 “A powerful auxiliary in the cause:”  

the Rise of a Patriot Press Community 

In Chapter 2, I demonstrated the importance of the press to the growth of military 

organizing especially in the months before the outbreak of armed conflict in the Canadas 

in 1837. This chapter examines the rise of a new set of newspapers in the Canadas—what 

I term the patriot press—during that same period and charts its growth and change once it 

was forced across the border. The principal focus is on its work to build a patriot order.  

 The patriot press, even as it formed in the Canadas, constructed a borderland due 

to its extensive use of U.S. republican argument, vocabulary, and imagery. In exile, the 

patriot press retained its borderland nature, although the reasons for this changed. Patriot 

newspapers were conceptually part of a new Canadian republican borderland that bridged 

the boundary in an attempt to erase the geographic divide between monarchy and 

republic in North America. In exile, the patriot press was significant in creating a public 

community of likeminded individuals united in a republican vision for the Canadas. Once 

in the United States, the borderland for these papers and those associated with them 

became a physical one. While patriots had worked to eliminate the border, now the 

permanence of that border allowed for the continued survival of patriot voices. In the 

United States, however, the patriot press was defined by a greater commitment to radical 

politics than it had been in the Canadas. Subsequent chapters analyze the continuing work 

of the patriot press to build a patriot order now in exile. Chapter 4 analyses how the 

patriot press in the United States fostered a unique borderland public sphere in its conflict 

with constitutionalist editors in the Canadas and how, with the rhetoric it used, it also 
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sought to set boundaries around the movement in exile. Chapter 5 investigates how the 

patriot press in the United States was instrumental in ongoing patriot organizing, 

including directly encouraging continued patriot violence. 

 This chapter intervenes in past scholarship in two ways. First, it emphasizes the 

importance of a borderland: a collection of papers that transcended the border through 

common republican argument, vocabulary, and imagery and then as a community that 

was defined by the border and that remained cohesive and somewhat separate from the 

rest of the U.S. press once it was forced into exile. Scholars have viewed the 1837-8 

Rebellion as silencing radical reform voices in the developing British North American 

public sphere.
1
 However, such a national emphasis misses how patriot newspapers and 

public meetings continued beyond November 1837. Newly published newspapers, edited 

by Canadian refugees or U.S. residents, formed all along the border from Michigan to 

Vermont.
2
 These papers remained accessible to and engaged with those in the Canadas. A 

fuller picture of the breadth and continuity of the Rebellion thus emerges if one centers 

the study along the Canadas-U.S. border. These newspapers, as will be seen in Chapter 4, 

continued to engage actively with constitutionalist papers in Upper and Lower Canada in 

debates over the future of British North America. Moreover, editors, filibusters, and 

refugees continued to be invested in voluntary organizing and held public meetings to 

raise support and funds for their cause, as will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
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 Second, this chapter puts the press at the centre of the patriot movement in exile, 

rather than secret paramilitary organizations such as the Hunters’ Lodges, which have 

attracted significant scholarly attention. While the Hunter fraternalism and ritual 

constitute an important part of the continuing Rebellion, they should not stand in for the 

wider patriot movement. It was in the press that patriots learned about meetings and 

filibustering expeditions, read pro-patriot literature, and exchanged news on favourable 

developments from their perspective in British North America. The press created a 

community of editors and worked to form a broader patriot community by giving 

cohesiveness to the movement in exile that it was otherwise lacking. 

The Patriot Press 

 The importance of patriot newspapers is evident from their number and expansion 

in exile as illustrated in the following table. The table excludes papers for which no issues 

are extant. 

Table 1: Patriot newspapers (organized by date of founding) 

Newspaper First Issue Frequency 

of Editions 

Last Issue 

 

Minerve 9 November 1826 Semi-weekly 20 November 1837 

Vindicator 12 December 1828 Semi-weekly 7 November 1837 

Constitution 4 July 1836 Weekly 6 December 1837 

Libéral/Liberal 17 June 1837 Semi-weekly 20 November 1837 

Lewiston Telegraph
3
 Mid-late 1836

4
 Weekly 1839 

Detroit Morning Post 

 

3 July 1837 

1838 

Daily
5
 

Weekly 

1838 

“early part of 1840”
6
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Canadian Patriot
7
 22 December 1837

a
 Weekly 1838 

Buffalonian 25 December 1837 

5 March 1838 

2 June 1838 

Daily 

Triweekly 

Weekly 

5 March 1838 

19 January 1839? 1840 

Estafette
8
 2 January 1838 Semi-weekly 1839 

Budget 21 January 1838
a
 Daily 3 February 1838 

Mackenzie’s Gazette 12 May 1838 Weekly 23 December 1840 

Freeman’s Advocate 28 September 1838
a
 Weekly 29 March 1839 

Mercury 16 November 1838
a
 

21 November 1838 

1 December 1838 

Semi-weekly 

Daily 

Weekly 

? 

19 January 1839 

19 January 1839 

Oswego Bulletin Fall 1838 As needed?
9
 ? 

Patriot Express Fall 1838 ? ? 

Bald Eagle 23 November 1838
a
 Semi-weekly “early in 1839”

10
 

Mercury  

and Buffalonian 

? November 1838
a
 

5 January 1839
a
 

? 

Daily 

Weekly 

Semi-Weekly 

“spring” 1840
11

 

 

Patriot’s Friend 8 December 1838
a
 Weekly 1839 

Canadian 1 January 1839
12

 ? ? 

North American 10 April 1839 Weekly 12 August 1841 

Patriote Canadien 7 August 1839 Weekly 5 February 1840 

Spirit of ’76 17 August 1839 

19 August 1839 

Weekly 

Daily 

Only issue 

17 October 1840 

Volunteer 17 April 1841 Weekly Late January 1842
13

 

Truth 3 May 1841 Daily  ? 

Sublime Patriot 15 November 1841
a
 Weekly Early 1842 

 
a 
indicates that the date of first issue has been derived from later issues. 
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 The papers listed have been defined as the patriot press by two main 

characteristics: first, the papers embraced immediate independence for the Canadas from 

British control and, second had a strong dedication to republicanism as well. Thus, even 

when initially printed in the Canadas, patriot papers contained a borderland element in 

that they wished to erase the existing boundary between republic and monarchy in North 

America. 

 The development of the patriot press began in the Canadas and continued in the 

United States. In the Canadas, it was a response to actions by British and colonial 

administrators that radicalized a segment of the reform and patriote movements. July 4, 

1836 saw the publication of a new paper edited by William Lyon Mackenzie, the 

Constitution. The Constitution was by no means the first paper, or even the first paper 

begun by Mackenzie, advocating for reform in the Canadas. However, the Constitution is 

best viewed as the vanguard of a new set of newspapers, which I term the patriot press. 

Beginning with the Constitution, the community grew to include the established Lower 

Canadian newspapers the Vindicator and Minerve. These two Montreal-based papers 

became part of the patriot press at the latest from April 1837 in response to Lord John 

Russell’s Ten Resolutions. The June 1837 founding of a new paper for the patriotes of 

Quebec City, the Libéral/Liberal, rounded out the patriot press in the Canadas. 

 After forswearing journalism, Mackenzie re-entered the profession with the 

Constitution only weeks after a loss in the highly controversial June 1836 election for the 

Upper Canadian House of Assembly.
14

 A number of historians have noted the historical 
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significance of the election. More specifically, Carol Wilton, Colin Read, Ronald Stagg, 

and Allan Greer have all noted the important role of the election in the radicalization of 

part of the reform movement and especially of Mackenzie.
15

 However, it appears that the 

“final straw” for more advanced reformers in Upper Canada, as for Lower Canada, was 

the Russell Resolutions.
16

 Historian Ronald Stagg notes an increasingly radical tone in 

the Constitution beginning in April 1837, soon after news of the Russell resolutions 

reached Toronto.
17

 While William LeSueur notes the Constitution’s growing stance in 

favour of separation from Great Britain, Stagg cautions against viewing the Constitution 

as too radical, too soon, concluding that Mackenzie was not an advocate of armed 

separation from Britain until late September or early October 1837.
18

 In Stagg’s view, the 

evidence “is contradictory” as to what Mackenzie meant by “resistance” in the 

Constitution before that time.
19

 Nevertheless, Mackenzie included such language as early 

as mid-October 1836. As will be seen later, Mackenzie used blatant American republican 
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symbols as emblems of the paper from the Constitution’s founding.
20

 Therefore, the 

founding of the Constitution should be viewed as the beginning of this process of 

radicalization for Mackenzie and consequently the beginning of the patriot press. 

 Lower Canada had a long-established campaign for redress of colonial grievances 

supported by allied newspapers. The Patriote party had roots that extended back to 1805 

and both the Vindicator and the Minerve had an extensive tradition of demanding redress 

and running afoul of the colonial administration. Publishers Ludger Duvernay of the 

Minerve and Daniel Tracey of the Vindicator had spent time in prison in 1832 for articles 

criticizing the Legislative Council.
21

 To incorporate the Vindicator and the Minerve into 

the patriot press only from 1837 is not to ignore such a tradition of radical reform, but to 

recognize the changing nature of advanced reform and the ebb and flow of patriote 

agitation. What transformed these two papers into patriot papers was the arrival of the 

British response to the Ninety-Two Resolutions.
22

 Habitant patriotes singled out these 

papers at a large meeting on June 1, 1837 in Sainte-Scholastique with the banner “À la 

Minerve, au Vindicator, à la presse libéral.”
23

 Also in June 1837 a new patriot paper 

began in Québec. Robert-Shore-Milnes Bouchette and Charles Hunter founded the 
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Libéral/Liberal to replace Étienne Parent’s Canadien and John Neilson’s Quebec Gazette 

after both abandoned the patriote movement due to its increasing radicalization.
24

 

 Proudly standing for the patriot cause, these papers displayed their belief in 

independence for the Canadas and republicanism, in both text and visuals. Patriot 

newspapers included republican arguments, vocabulary, and imagery from the United 

States and symbols reflecting their voluntarist values. Use of these symbols would 

continue in exile. The focus on the borderland nature of the patriot press is not to deny 

the long history of cross-border copying of news and commentary or of republican 

rhetoric in the Canadas. A number of historians have pointed to the long tradition of 

American news and information being copied by papers in the Canadas.
25

 However, the 

extensive use of U.S. news and symbols and their deployment as a near-open challenge to 

British administration demonstrate a marked difference between the wider press in the 

Canadas and the borderland nature of the patriot press community. 

 The republicanism of the patriot press community had deep roots and early 

manifestations. In Upper Canada, reformers in St. Thomas held a celebration for the 4
th

 of 

July in 1832 that was threatening enough to be attacked by constitutionalists.
26

 As its 

most distinguishing feature, the later patriot press in the Canadas consistently deployed 

strident republican texts to bolster support for independence and thus to erase the 
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monarchical-republican boundary in North America. Patriot papers chose to repeat news 

from the United States to attack Britain and bolster the patriot cause. For example, 

Mackenzie noted that U.S. President Martin Van Buren would soon deliver his Message 

to Congress, which would reveal the position of the U.S. in relation to agitation in the 

Canadas. Mackenzie then copied a report of a meeting in Philadelphia against British 

interests and influence in the United States, especially by British banks.
27

 Patriot papers 

not only celebrated the fourth of July, but also made frequent, if veiled, calls for 

republican liberty, often by alluding to events surrounding the American Revolution.
28

 

The patriot press often tied these references to past revolutionary events to current 

political developments in the Canadas.
29

 In addition, the patriot press copied U.S. 

republican documents. Mackenzie serialized Thomas Paine’s Common Sense and the 

Vindicator published “Extracts from the History of the American Revolution.”
30

 

 Republican symbols and mottos also figured prominently in the patriot press and 

emphasized Canadian independence, U.S. republicanism, democracy, and a belief in 

associationalism. The Minerve’s masthead consisted of the goddess Minerva with her 
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owl, surrounded by rays of light pushing out to clouds to signify knowledge dispelling 

ignorance. Louis-Georges Harvey has noted that the Minerve’s Minerva constituted a 

symbol of republicanism that was as much part of a U.S. tradition as a French one.
31

 The 

Vindicator included the motto “United We Stand – Divided We Fall.”
32

 Le Libéral/The 

Liberal used the Latin motto “Salus Populi, Suprema Lex Esto,” which is generally 

translated as “let the welfare of the people be the supreme law.”
33

 Mackenzie did not 

have a set motto for the Constitution. Rather, he included a number of long quotations 

that he would change after a number of issues.
34

 On one run of issues, Mackenzie 

included a motto, printed in bold letters, “A Long Pull—a Strong Pull—and a Pull 

Altogether” showing a continued commitment to collective organizing and common 

purpose.
35

 Mackenzie’s most striking symbol, however, appears to be a modification of 

the State Seal of Missouri as the page two masthead for the Constitution as well as on the 

top of his notice for the August 1837 reform meetings in the northern parts of York and 

Simcoe counties.
36

 Containing both the mottos “United We Stand Divided We Fall” and 

“Salus Populi, Suprema Lex Esto,” the arms of Missouri combined two mottos adopted 

by the patriot press. Mackenzie appears to have used a version of the state seal denuded 

of the twenty-four stars signifying Missouri as the 24
th

 state and the United States federal 
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coat of arms from the right quadrant.
37

 Such repurposing of American symbols also 

demonstrates the extent to which these patriot papers were part of a republican 

borderland, hovering on the edge of what could have been seen as sedition in the 

Canadas. While constitutionalists also used a similar language of combination (such as 

“when bad men conspire, good men must unite”) the use of such language by the patriot 

press reveals a republican connotation, fundamentally at odds with monarchy. It also 

pointed to the continued belief by the patriots in the positive benefits of voluntary 

organizing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the United States, patriot papers continued to make heavy use of U.S. 

republican texts, content, symbols, and mottos that promoted collective organizing and 

unity. Emphasis on American republican language in the patriot press in exile is the 

subject of the next chapter, but such visuals represented one of the strongest means by 

which to convey republican beliefs, given that not all who accessed newspapers may have 
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been literate.
38

 Multiple patriot papers had variations of “American Eagle” imagery. The 

Freeman’s Advocate simply used a more lifelike rendering of the Great Seal of the 

United States: an eagle with a shield clutching olive branches and arrows.
39

 Others added 

their own modifications. The Bald Eagle’s masthead consisted of an eagle holding a 

ribbon emblazoned with “E Pluribus Unum” and above, on later issues, the motto 

“Liberty and Equality.”
40

 Duvernay’s Patriote Canadien also featured an eagle, this time 

clutching a ribbon with the words “L’Union fait la Force.”
41

 The Lewiston Telegraph 

printed an eagle, wings spread, above the motto “FREEDOM TO THE OPPRESSED.”
42

 

The Mercury and Buffalonian, edited by Thomas Low Nichols, included the slogan “a 

long pull, a strong pull, and a pull all together” in an issue, the same slogan Mackenzie 

had used in his Toronto Constitution.
43

 

 Two of the most elaborate uses of patriot images were found in the Spirit of ’76 

and the Volunteer. Patriot editor Edward Alexander Theller emblazoned his Spirit of ’76 

with a large masthead containing multiple American flags, an eagle, and two allegorical 

supporters around a portrait of George Washington. One of the allegorical supporters 

drapes an unidentified flag—possibly patriot—over drums.
44

 William Lyon Mackenzie’s 

Volunteer included an elaborate masthead with a scene of Navy Island in the Niagara 

River with the Caroline burning. After his flight to the United States, Mackenzie and 

other patriots had occupied that Upper Canadian island as a republican foothold in the 
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Canadas. Eventually the British burned the American ship, the Caroline, supplying them 

from New York. Prominently included was the Navy Island flag of twin stars for Upper 

and Lower Canada and below the word “Liberty.”
45

 One of the last patriot newspapers to 

emerge, Thomas Jefferson Sutherland’s Sublime Patriot, strongly mirrored the republican 

visuals of the first, Mackenzie’s Constitution. Sutherland’s paper contained a modified 

version of the coat of arms of New York state above the motto “Light, Liberty and 

Truth,” harkening back to the modified state seal of Missouri deployed by Mackenzie six 

years before.
46

  

The advocacy of republicanism for the Canadas was also evident in the very titles 

of newspapers, especially of those published in the United States. While Minerva could 

be a republican symbol and naming a paper the Constitution could be a subtle call for a 

written one, patriot papers in the United States were replete with the words “Canadian,” 

“Patriot,” and other titles suggesting a more direct association with the American 

Revolution, the Bald Eagle and Spirit of ’76 being the most obvious.   

 Beyond visual support for U.S. republicanism, patriot papers attacked monarchy 

more generally. Demonstrating a continued commitment to the public sphere, Mackenzie 

printed in the Constitution the prospectus of a new constitutionalist paper in Toronto, the 

Royal Standard. However, when Mackenzie printed the royal coat of arms that 

accompanied the prospectus, he did so with the coat of arms turned on its side. This was a 
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major sign of disrespect to monarchical authority.
47

 In a similar vein, the Minerve 

attacked the monarchy in France, notably Louis Philippe and Charles X, arguing that the 

French Revolution of 1830 had only increased tyranny and suffering.
48

 Critiques of 

monarchy by the patriot press once exiled in the United States will be covered in the next 

chapter. It is worthy of note here that interest in the Revolution of 1830 continued with 

Mackenzie publishing an article “How the tyrant Charles X was put down.”
49

 A 

republican press had begun in the Canadas. 

 

The Patriot Press in Relation to Other Radical Newspapers in the Canadas  

 In the Canadas, the four patriot newspapers were evolving into a distinctly patriot 

press, but still interacted extensively with other papers. As the patriot press increased its 

radicalism and use of republican rhetoric and imagery, a number of reform papers turned 

away from such positions, including some that did so just before the outbreak of violence. 

Other reform papers had not reached the level of radicalism of the patriot papers by the 

time of the outbreak of violence. 

 In Lower Canada, other reform newspapers diverged from the increasing 

radicalism that defined the patriot press in the Canadas. As already noted, both Étienne 

Parent’s Canadien and John Neilson’s Quebec Gazette pulled away from the patriots in 

the face of political radicalization: Neilson in 1834 in the context of the Ninety-Two 
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Resolutions and Parent in 1835.
50

 Another newspaper, the “radical” L’Echo du Pays, 

begun in 1833 in the patriote heartland of St. Charles, published its last issue in June 

1836. Owned and initiated by the patriote seigneur Pierre-Dominique Debartzch, the 

paper ended as Debartzch did a major about-face and moved deep, in the words of Greer, 

“into the bosom of the colonial administration.”
51

 Working with the second editor of 

L’Echo du Pays, Jean-Baptiste Boucher-Belleville, Debartzch began Le Glaneur as a 

“Journal littéraire, d’agriculture et d’industrie” to “replace” his “publication politique.”
52

 

While Boucher-Belleville was involved in patriote activity, Greer has argued that “the 

change of heart” by Debartzch and others patriote-sympathetic seigneurs could be “an 

illustration of the general tendency among those with a major proprietary stake in any 

existing order to recoil at the picture of revolution.”
53

 The period immediately preceding 

the outbreak of armed insurrection was the second threshold when other radical papers 

stepped back from the growing radicalism of the patriot press. In November 1836 

Elkanah Phelps began the Township Reformer in Stanbridge East, Lower Canada. 

Surviving a constitutionalist mob in August 1837, he ended his publication on November 

21, 1837 with a defence of the patriotes but “counselled” his readers against 

insurrection.
54

 

 The major radical paper to veer from supporting the patriot cause was the 

Correspondent and Advocate in Upper Canada. It was the product of a November 1834 
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merger of Mackenzie’s Colonial Advocate and the Canadian Correspondent begun by 

James King and William O’Grady.
55

 The Correspondent and Advocate was one of the 

most radical papers in the Canadas.  However, O’Grady sold his press abruptly in 

November 1837. After the sale, the Correspondent and Advocate was published “in 

combination with Mackenzie’s Constitution” for two issues before expiring.  By then, 

O’Grady had moved out of the public eye and the patriot sphere, providing military 

intelligence to authorities in the Canadas. As Curtis Fahey notes in his biography, 

O’Grady “remained committed to the cause of reform” but not to sedition.
56

 In sum, 

while he was a radical, O’Grady did not make the jump to work actively to build a new 

patriot order through the press.  

 There were other papers in the Canadas that existed more as allied, radical reform 

journals, which might have become patriot had not violence broken out. The St. Thomas 

Liberal was an increasingly radical paper, but by the fall of 1837 the paper still fell short 

of the strident republicanism characteristic of the patriot press. John Talbot had assumed 

editorship of the Liberal in early 1836. Only scattered issues remain from 1836 and 1837, 
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but the Constitution extensively copied news from the Liberal.
57

 H. Orlo Miller, in his 

study of the press of the London area, characterized the Liberal as “violently radical.”
58

 

However, extant issues of the Liberal gesture to a radical reform paper that continued to 

believe in the Canadas as part of the British Empire. To be sure, the Liberal had 

published a revolutionary poem in October 1836 promising to fight against despotism and 

slavery. Hinting at possible armed confrontation, one verse stated “we’ll rather in the 

conflict fall, / Than round a despot rally!”
59

 While this poem could hint at plans for 

immediate independence, other evidence suggests the Liberal stood against severing the 

connection with Britain and against republican symbols. For example in September 1836, 

the Liberal featured an advertisement of its terms including a short statement of purpose 

in upper-case type, which included the header “Established to advocate provincial 

reform—Upon British Principles.”
60

 This statement appears to have been more typical of 

the paper’s continuing outlook. In a similar vein, John Talbot was taken aback when, as 

secretary of a fall 1837 reform meeting in Sparta, Upper Canada, the meeting passed 

radical resolutions and displayed American republican symbols. After viewing a flag at 

that meeting featuring an eagle, six stripes, and six stars representing the provinces of 

British North America, Talbot counseled readers of his paper to eschew flying such a flag 

“of another country” and, in order to prevent such controversy, refrain from using 

banners. Talbot elaborated that this approach should be followed until such time as 
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individuals were ready to take up arms to defend these new flags “or […] which we 

would like better, when such a change in the government take place, as would encourage 

the people to look with confidence and pride to the established banners of the Empire.”
61

  

 The newspapers of Samuel Peters Hart could also be placed in this category of 

veering away from open republicanism. Hart produced The Weevil with “radical 

tendencies.” In 1836 he began the Belleville Plain Speaker, which, according to an early 

local press history, was “friendly to the rebels.”
62

 The Plain Speaker was radical enough 

to be targeted in the wave of extra-legal constitutionalist violence against radical and 

reform papers.
63

 Hart’s response proved to be an interesting exception to that of other 

editors fleeing violence: he attempted to restart his paper in the Canadas, down the road 
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in Cobourg, rather than in the United States after the outbreak of insurrectionary conflict 

in late 1837. 

 Hiram Thomas founded the radical Missiskoui Post and Canadian Record in 

Quebec’s Eastern Townships in 1834.
64

 With the outbreak of the Rebellion, Thomas fled 

to Vermont and constitutionalists targeted his paper for destruction. However, his paper 

does not seem to have made him a personal target of authorities as he was able to return 

to see his dying wife, Emily Rice, for the birth of their second child.
65

 It is hard to chart 

the political trajectory of the Post based on the activities of its editor. He had been quite 

active in earlier patriote agitation but has been described as “totalement inactif en 

1837”.
66

 However, in 1839 in the U.S., Thomas helped found the patriot North American 

in Swanton, Vermont with Jackson Abraham Vail, a newly married lawyer recently 

called to the bar.
67

 

 Even up to November 1837, reform papers in both Canadas existed on a 

spectrum. The development of the patriot press was an ongoing process with some papers 

not fully radicalized, while others broke with radical reform in the face of that radicalism. 

The outbreak of the Rebellion substantially altered this process and triggered an even 
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more rapid recalibration of their political trajectories. Many were forced into exile which 

precipitated further shifts in content and rhetoric. 

 

Movement of the Patriot Press to the United States 

 By November 1837, with the increasing loss of control in the hinterland of 

Montreal, growing paramilitary organizing, violence, and increasingly strident anti-

government rhetoric, British authorities in the Canadas moved to rein in the patriot press. 

Although partially due to extra-legal constitutionalist violence, ultimately state 

suppression removed the patriot press from the Canadas. Such state suppression points to 

how strident patriot papers were in supporting republicanism and independence. 

 Constitutionalist rioters, led by the Doric Club, destroyed the office of the 

Vindicator during the rioting in Montreal on November 6, 1837. The press, types, and 

office were thoroughly destroyed, causing six thousand dollars in damages. The printer, 

Louis Perrault, and his family escaped before the destruction.
68

 As well, a group of rioters 

seriously injured one of its main contributors, Thomas Storrow Brown.
69

 After the 

outbreak of insurrection, Hiram Thomas of the Missiskoui Post had his press thrown into 

the mill pond in Stanbridge East by constitutionalists. As noted earlier, Hart’s Belleville 

Plain Speaker was possibly the focus of a riot, forcing his move to Cobourg.
70

 

Constitutionalist mobs had sacked opposition journals before, including a previous paper 
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edited by Mackenzie.
71

 This time editors moved to the Lower Canadian countryside or 

the United States out of fear of—or in the face of actual warrants for—their arrest, rather 

than restarting their papers in the Canadas. 

 British authorities had moved rapidly to bring an end to the patriot press in the 

Canadas. Sir John Colborne, commander of the forces in Lower Canada, had been 

pressuring Governor Gosford to act against the patriote press.
72

 On November 16, Lower 

Canadian authorities issued warrants for the arrest of a number of prominent patriotes, 

including press figures such as Duvernay.
73

 The Minerve only managed to publish one 

issue after his flight. Charles Hunter and Robert-Shore-Milnes Bouchette of the 

Libéral/Liberal were both arrested in November along with some of the “shareholders 

and directors” of the paper, bringing it to a final close on November 20.
74

 In Upper 

Canada, the executive council met to discuss “the highly seditious, if not treasonable” 

content in the Constitution. Upper Canadian reform politician John Rolph learned of the 

meeting and actions leading toward the possible arrest of Mackenzie, setting in motion 

the actual rising in Toronto.
75

 

 While there were many reprisals against both reform and radical papers in the 

wake of the initial Rebellion, a reform press continued in both Canadas. Individuals 

established at least three new reform newspapers between 1837 and 1838. François 
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Lemaître, the former printer of the Libéral/Liberal, moved to Montreal in time to oversee 

the last issue of the Minerve and subsequently began La Quotidienne in late November 

1837.
76

 Francis Hincks began a new reform paper, the Examiner, in Toronto in June 

1838.
77

 However, these papers bore two fundamental differences to the papers of the 

patriot press community now forming in the United States in the same year. First, after 

the outbreak of violence, the state moved rapidly to stop any paper or rhetoric it deemed 

seditious. Authorities imprisoned François Lemaître, placing La Quotidienne on hiatus 

for six months, and stopped Blanchard’s Montreal Express within a few weeks of its first 

publication.
78

 Even moderates Napoléon Aubin of the Fantastique and Étienne Parent of 

the Canadien served time in prison for minor transgressions of what was then acceptable 

speech.
79

 Second, in this climate, newly established papers adopted a reformist rhetoric to 

adapt to the new political reality. As Gilles Gallichan has noted for papers in Lower 

Canada, “le ton n’était plus le même, le message non plus.”
80

 Neither the Quotidienne nor 

the Examiner retained the qualities of the patriot press in the Canadas. While Lemaître 

continued to work clandestinely for the goals of the patriot movement, the Quotidienne 

shied away from such statements in print.
81

 In Upper Canada, the Examiner advocated for 
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British parliamentary government —not republican independence.
82

 After the crackdown 

by the authorities in November 1837, the patriot press did not survive or re-emerge in the 

Canadas, but became entirely based in the United States. 

 Nonetheless, patriots attempted to re-establish papers in the Canadas after the 

initial phase of the Rebellion to make it physically as well as intellectually, a borderland 

community. In 1838, Hiram Blanchard, who had already begun the Canadian Patriot in 

Derby Line, Vermont moved back to Lower Canada and founded the Montreal Express. 

The paper, however, was quickly shut down by authorities.
83

 Samuel Hart clearly 

struggled to keep a radical paper in Upper Canada. As noted earlier, after the possible 

mob attack on his Belleville paper, rather than fleeing, Hart began publishing a new 

weekly in Cobourg also called the Plain Speaker. After a few months of publication in 

Cobourg, the paper moved back to Belleville only to be sacked by a well-documented 

mob on November 26, 1838.  By the standards of pre-November 1837, the 1838 Plain 

Speaker was a patriot paper.
84

 However, the patriot press had moved on both literally and 

figuratively: acts that the patriot press had done before, such as disrespecting the royal 

coat of arms, now resulted in Hart having his press destroyed.
85

 Hart and his family had 

had enough and by January 1839 were in the United States. By April 1839 he was at the 
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helm of the Lewiston Telegraph where he could publish the royal coat of arms on its side 

with impunity.
86

 By the summer of 1839, Hart was planning an attack on Cobourg. He 

traveled back to Upper Canada only to have his plan—a bank robbery and the murder of 

a number of constitutionalist notables—divulged by an accomplice, resulting in his arrest 

by local authorities.
87

 Even though this time Hart had crossed the border to fight with 

arms for the patriot cause, he still remained committed to the press. A few months before 

the raid he published a “prophecy” that he would soon recommence the Plain Speaker in 

Belleville.
88

 Here, Hart was expressing both a desire to return to and publish in Upper 

Canada and threatening those constitutionalists that had forced his exile. 

 Patriots were not successful remaining in the Canadas and past scholarship has 

interpreted the Rebellion as silencing the patriot press. In the case of Lower Canada, 

received wisdom has reasoned that “the clamour of arms silenced the voices of the 

Patriotes, the press in particular.”
89

 In Upper Canada, the “effect of the rebellion was to 

put an end to efforts at reform, whether through popular politics or through other 

channels.”
90

 There has been ample historical coverage of heart-wrenching stories of 

personal vendettas, arbitrary arrest, destruction of property, lengthy imprisonment 
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without trial, assault, and harassment.
91

 What such histories delineated by national 

boundaries miss is that the voices of the patriot press were not silenced, but rather 

reconfigured across the border in the United States. Their presence in the public sphere 

was in many ways uninterrupted by the Rebellion.  Pamphlets, broadsides, memorials, 

and newspapers appeared in the U.S. in large number in support of the patriots even 

before the last battles of the first uprising in late 1837. Contemporaries in the Canadas 

made note of the large number of documents by the patriots still circulating.
92

 

 

Composition of the Patriot Press Community in the United States 

 Who comprised the patriot press now that it was in the United States and how did 

it differ from when it had been based in the Canadas? Patriot newspapers in the U.S., like 

their Canadian predecessors, shared the characteristics of dedication to republicanism, 

anti-monarchism, and immediate freedom of the Canadas from British control. 

Nonetheless, the move to the United States wrought three changes. First, papers were 

now more strident and open in their denunciations of monarchy and British rule in the 

Canadas. Second, the patriot press was now part of a physical borderland—surviving in 

exile due to the permanence of the boundary—as well as a discursive one. Third, the 

patriot press was more politically radical along a range of issues than in its previous 

incarnation in the Canadas. 
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Table 2: Location of patriot papers and associated individuals by date of founding 

Newspaper Location Associated Individuals 

Minerve Montreal, LC Ludger Duvernay 

Vindicator Montreal, LC Edmund Bailey O’Callaghan 

Louis Perrault 

Thomas Storrow Brown 

Constitution Toronto, UC William Lyon Mackenzie 

James Mackenzie 

Libéral/Liberal Québec, LC Robert-Shore-Milnes Bouchette 

Charles Hunter 

François Lemaître 

Lewiston Telegraph Lewiston, NY John A. Harrison 

Samuel Peters Hart 

Edward Allen Talbot 

Detroit Morning Post Detroit, MI Benjamin Kingsbury Jr. 

George Burnham 

Canadian Patriot Derby Line, VT Hiram Blanchard 

Buffalonian Buffalo, NY Thomas Low Nichols 

J. Whipple Dwinell 

Estafette New York, NY Henry D. Robinson 

Budget Conneaut, OH Daniel C. Allen 

_____? Finch 

Mackenzie’s Gazette New York, NY  

later Rochester, 

NY 

William Lyon Mackenzie 

Edmund Bailey O’Callaghan 

Henry O’Reilly 

Freeman’s Advocate Lockport, NY James Mackenzie 

John A. Harrison 

Mercury Buffalo, NY Thomas Low Nichols 

Oswego Bulletin Oswego, NY John Carpenter 

Patriot Express Syracuse, NY Unknown 

Bald Eagle Cleveland, OH Samuel Underhill 

W. M. Thompson 

Mercury and Buffalonian Buffalo, NY Thomas Low Nichols 

Patriot’s Friend Painesville, OH Horace Steele Sr. 

Canadian Jackson, MI Rufus Budd Bement 

North American Swanton, VT Hiram Thomas 

Jackson Abraham Vail 

Cyrille-Hector-Octave Côté 

Patriote Canadien Burlington, VT Ludger Duvernay 

Spirit of ’76 Detroit, MI Edward Alexander Theller 

Volunteer Rochester, NY William Lyon Mackenzie 

Truth New York, NY Edward Alexander Theller 

Sublime Patriot Buffalo, NY Thomas Jefferson Sutherland 
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Figure 2: Geographic location of patriot newspapers
93

 

 
  

 As Table 2 reveals, there were twenty-one verified patriot newspapers in the 

United States.
94

 Most of the papers existed in the borderland and corresponded to areas of 

patriot activity.
95

 Historians Albert B. Corey and Oscar Kinchen have gestured towards 
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the links between areas of patriot agitation and settlement by New Englanders and 

support for social reform.
96

 These links are true for the distribution of patriot papers as 

well. As evident in Figure 2, there are two concentrations of patriot papers that overlap 

with what historians have identified as “radical” districts: the Western Reserve of Ohio 

and Western New York.
97

 Settled by New Englanders, the Western Reserve, was the 

centre of Ohio radicalism, was swept by religious revivals in the 1820s and 30s, and, 

according to local chronicler A. G. Riddle, was “the home of various isms.”
98

 It is 

interesting to note in this regard that the three patriot papers published in Ohio were 

concentrated along the Lake Erie shore at Cleveland (Bald Eagle), Painesville (Patriot’s 

Friend), and Conneaut (Budget), all within the old boundaries of the Western Reserve. 

The “Burned-Over District” of Western New York also contained a large contingent of 

patriot papers. A number of these papers were located along the border with the Canadas: 

Buffalo, Lockport, and Lewiston. However, given the presence of patriot papers in 

Rochester and Syracuse, one should look beyond the border for reasons for their 
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continued survival in these three centres. The name of the district originated in 

evangelical Charles Finney’s reflection that the district was fully converted—“burned”—

in his autobiography.
99

  While Linda Pritchard has questioned how unique the Burned-

over District was in terms of number of evangelical converts, the striking growth of 

reform and religious movements in the region as a result of evangelism is well 

documented in the literature.
100

  

 The only exceptions—outliers to the concentration of patriot papers in radical 

areas and along the border—were the three papers in New York City. Mackenzie first 

established Mackenzie’s Gazette in New York City. However, Lillian Gates notes that 

Mackenzie had proposed establishing a newspaper to patriot supporters when he was first 

in Buffalo. The reception of his idea had been “lukewarm,” he had “lost prestige” in the 

city, and there were a number of patriot papers already established there.
101

 Mackenzie 

therefore established the paper in New York City and moved later to Rochester. Theller 

followed a similar trajectory, publishing the Truth in New York City in May 1841 but 

moving to upstate New York by the following month.
102

 The Estafette, a French-language 

patriot newspaper owned and edited by Henry D. Robinson, was already established in 
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New York with the city containing a francophone population sufficient to support such a 

newspaper.
103

 

 The patriot press in the United States was both vibrant and ephemeral. Individual 

papers survived for limited runs. As seen in Table 1, the longest papers survived for 

about three years and the shortest possibly lasting just one issue.
104

 The fragility of 

individual patriot papers, however, was offset by the constant arrival of new papers into 

the developing community. Only by the last months of 1840 did the number of patriot 

papers begin to wane: in the period from Mackenzie closing his Gazette on 23 December 

1840 until launching his Volunteer on 17 April 1841, only one patriot newspaper, the 

North American of Swanton, continued to publish. 

 As with editors more generally, many editors of patriot papers were often 

associated with several papers across their lifetime. These individuals were serial 

editors—moving and creating one newspaper after another. Refugee editors such as 

Duvernay, Thomas, Hart, and William Lyon Mackenzie continued their work from the 

Canadas. The same was true for American editors who were not refugees. It appears that 

the first issue of the Bald Eagle was published on November 23, 1838, just one month 

after the suspension of Underhill’s first paper, the Liberalist. Henry D. Robinson began 

the Estafette after working with other New York City papers.
105

 In 1836 Benjamin 
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Kingsbury Jr. was working for the Methodist Zion’s Herald before moving to Detroit.
106

 

Kingsbury founded the Detroit Evening Spectator and Literary Gazette with his brother-

in-law George Burnham in October 1836 before turning to the Morning Post.
107 

After the 

Morning Post, Kingsbury edited the Democratic American of Portland, Maine.
108

 James 

Mackenzie had worked with his father, William Lyon Mackenzie, before beginning the 

Freeman’s Advocate and the patriot papers of Painesville, Conneaut, and Oswego were 

begun in tandem by editors of existing papers there. 

 Others moved between patriot papers in the United States. With declining 

finances in Detroit, Theller closed his Spirit of ’76. He migrated with his family to New 

York City where he began another patriot paper, the Truth.
109

 Thomas Low Nichols 

moved from the Buffalonian to begin the Mercury and then purchased the Buffalonian 

and merged it with the Mercury.
110

 William Lyon Mackenzie was notable for establishing 

multiple patriot papers. Editors in the U.S. joined the patriot press as part of the common 

practice of editors moving from paper to paper. Rather than abandon the cause, some 

editors would try to continue within the patriot movement after the failure of one paper 

by founding another. 

 The founding of patriot newspapers in the United States roughly coincided with 

major developments in the continuing Canadian Rebellion. The first wave of papers 
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developed between late December 1837 and late January 1838, coinciding with the initial 

rebellion, the occupation of Navy Island, and the Caroline affair. Next, as a solitary 

addition, was Mackenzie’s Gazette, which began in May 1838 and whose start may have 

been delayed due to his imprisonment for debt.
111

 The second wave of newspapers began 

from the fall of 1838 and lasted until January 1, 1839, coinciding with the next round of 

major raids as well as renewed insurrectionary violence in Lower Canada.  

 The correlation between newspapers and events became more tenuous after this 

second wave. Three papers, one in April 1839 and two in August 1839, were established 

and after another hiatus, a last cluster of newly-published patriot papers appeared, 

consisting of two begun in the spring 1841 and a final patriot paper that was established 

that winter. There had been a rise in border incidents between March and May 1839. 

Most notably, beginning in March constitutionalists began crossing the border to burn the 

barns of Americans in Vermont. While not mentioning these burnings as a cause, the 

North American began in April and carried news of the continued arson attacks in its first 

issue.
112

 March through May 1841 saw a rise in the diplomatic controversy surrounding 

the arrest of Alexander McLeod, an Upper Canadian arrested in November 1840 while in 

the United States, for alleged involvement in the burning of the Caroline.
113

   

 The correlation to events was weakened because three of the individuals involved 

had been delayed in establishing papers. Both Theller and Sutherland had been captured 

in 1838 and imprisoned by British authorities while active along the border and Duvernay 
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had had difficulty obtaining printing equipment.
114

 Second, two of the papers in 1841, the 

Volunteer and the Truth, were second attempts by patriots, Mackenzie and Theller 

respectively, to keep a patriot newspaper afloat. The patriot press was an integral aspect 

of the patriot movement. Its success correlated with the peaks and valleys of the 

movement more generally. 

 The patriot press in the United States acted as a tightknit community of editors 

continually corresponding with one another, forwarding newspapers, and republishing 

one another’s articles. Besides giving each other quills and exchanging newspaper copies, 

Dr. Samuel Underhill of the Bald Eagle and J. Whipple Dwinell, then editor of the 

Buffalonian, corresponded, occasionally publishing some of this correspondence in the 

pages of their newspapers, including a self-deprecating commentary by Dwinell about 

writing patriot editorials with his new gift.
115

 The Lewiston Telegraph wrote about Ann, 

the wife of Theller, and their baby when she passed through Lewiston on her way to seek 

her husband’s release when he was still in prison in the Canadas.
116

 

 A press community in constant flux, patriot newspapers warmly welcomed any 

new additions and marked when one of their own ceased publication. The Lewiston 

Telegraph, in announcing the prospectus of Mackenzie’s Gazette, stated that “his paper 

will be of great service to the Canadian Patriots” and, in announcing the North American, 
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that it would “become a powerful auxiliary in the cause.”
117

 In mourning a paper, the 

Telegraph cast the demise of the Buffalonian as “like the noble Lion it kicked at his 

opponent when struggling for his last breath.”
118

 Mackenzie included a favourable 

discussion in his Gazette on receiving the prospectuses of the Patriot Canadien and the 

Canadian, the latter of which he referred to as “Another Fellow Laborer in the 

Vineyard.”
119

 As evidence of how replete the patriot press was of these updates on fellow 

papers, James Mackenzie of the Lockport Freeman’s Advocate noted the beginning of the 

Canadian and the Patriote Canadien as well as Mackenzie’s move to Rochester in a 

single issue.
120

 Conversely, patriot papers shunned others to define the membership of the 

group. The Lewiston Telegraph rebuffed the editor of the Niagara Falls Recorder when 

the editor offered Hart a compliment.
121

 Theller, in his Spirit of ’76, advised his readers 

that the Mt. Clement Patriot was not a patriot paper, but a Democratic one.
122

 In exile, it 

was important to define explicitly what was and was not a patriot paper to foster a sense 

of community in exile. 
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 Many patriot papers openly disclaimed interest in U.S. party politics, instead 

promising Canadian news and a republican stance. The Canadian proclaimed in bold 

type that it was “edited by a refugee—published by a Democrat—printed by a Whig, and 

read by all the world.”
123

 Underhill described the politics of the Bald Eagle as “intended 

to support the PATRIOT CAUSE—give the earliest Canada News—go against the 

Neutrality Bill—and to EXPOSE TORYISM wherever found. In short it is to be a 

REPUBLICAN PAPER.”
124

 Later, when planning for a daily edition of the Bald Eagle, 

Underhill and Thompson stated that “we do not intend to make it a party journal” and 

described how they looked not to “any exclusive party […] but to every PATRIOT” for 

support.
125

 The North American also proscribed any “meddling with party politics of the 

United States.”
126

 Theller in his Spirit of ’76 spoke adamantly against party politics, 

declaring party discipline “a curse to social intercourse; and a disgraceful barrier to the 

promotion of the public good.” Theller explained that “we have always been, and ever 

will continue to be, a genuine democratic republican in the strictest sense.” When 

attacked by the Detroit Free Press as a Whig, Theller responded that if he was indeed a 

Whig, he was “a Whig—of ’76!”
127

 As will be seen in the next chapter, the patriot press 

perceived those newspapers that attacked them, not as of a different party, but as 

opponents of a transnational republicanism. 
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 This is not to say that patriot papers or editors were never partisan. For example, 

the Morning Post was a Democrat paper.
128

 Mackenzie moved into the Democratic party 

orbit as well in Rochester, possibly because of his close association and increasing 

financial reliance on Henry O’Reilly, Rochester postmaster, editor, and Democratic 

operative.
129

 However, as a sign of the cross-party nature of the patriot press, 

Mackenzie’s move to endorse the Democrats cost him a sizeable number of 

subscribers.
130

 In addition, letter-writers to patriot newspapers debated the patriot 

credentials of American federal officeholders such as President Martin Van Buren and 

both major political parties.
131

 

 Thomas Richards suggests that this aversion to party affiliation was based on two 

motives: a wish to not alienate Whig members and, more importantly, a product of the 

desire of American patriots to establish in Upper Canada a republic without the ills of the 

antebellum United States. Upper Canada would become “the ideal – nonpartisan – 

republic.”
132

 While Richards’ assertion regarding an American desire for a new and better 

republic merits consideration, especially given the comments of Theller, three other 

factors may also explain the roots of the nonpartisan nature of much of the patriot press. 

The first two of these factors speak to the borderland nature of the patriot press in the 
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United States. First, with its origins in the Canadas, the aversion could have been an 

import from the press in the Canadas, which, while political, disclaimed interest in 

“factions” or parties.
133

 In support of his assertion, Richards points to those patriot editors 

with a connection to the Canadas, namely Mackenzie and his son James. Second, with 

their primary focus on promoting republicanism and the freedom of the Canadas from 

Britain, patriot papers in the U.S. were not invested directly in American electoral 

politics. As Richards notes, it could as well reflect a desire to unite refugees and 

Americans around a shared republicanism regardless of party. Finally, as the patriot press 

community coalesced in the U.S., the editors of these papers sought to find their place in 

the existing American political landscape. They were building a new order in exile and 

determining how to fit a previously Canadian movement into a U.S. milieu, in addition to 

allowing Americans to envision a nonpartisan one north of the current border. 

 While predominantly English, the patriot press community in the United States 

continued to span the language barrier. Two papers, the Estafette and the Patriote 

Canadien, were francophone. The Patriote Canadien contained English translations of 

salient articles or the original article if it was copied from an Anglophone paper.
134

 

Theller received copies of the Patriote Canadien, informed readers of Duvernay’s patriot 

credentials, and encouraged “old Michigan” inhabitants who still knew French (a 

reference to the francophone community in the region from the time of New France) and 
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young ones who wished to learn French to subscribe to the Patriote Canadien.
135

 

Mackenzie also covered the start of the Patriot Canadien and spoke of the “utility” of the 

paper for Lower Canada, as well as American francophones and those “desirous of 

cultivating their familiarity” with French.
136

 Thomas Jefferson Sutherland included 

English, French, and German advertisements for his services as a lawyer in the Sublime 

Patriot, pointing to an understanding of French.
137

 In these ways, the patriot papers 

promoted cohesiveness to the patriot movement. Nonetheless, the patriot press in the 

United States was predominantly an English-language one. 

 Patriot papers in the U.S. can also be analyzed in respect to the people behind 

them. Such an analysis reveals how the patriot press evolved and the decisions around 

how editors chose to construct this community in exile. Of the twenty-one confirmed 

patriot papers listed in Table 2, biographical information has been found for twenty 

editors, publishers, or printers. Twenty of these twenty-one papers fall into three 

categories as graphed in Figure 3: those established by refugees, recently founded 

American newspapers whose editors pivoted their paper into one devoted to the patriot 

movement, and those founded as explicitly patriot papers by American citizens or 

residents in the aftermath of the Canadian Rebellion.
138
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Figure 3: Classification of patriot papers in the U.S. based on associated individuals 

 

 Those newspapers founded wholly or in part by refugees were the clearest 

indication of the continuation of the patriot press. However, demonstrating the changing 

nature of the patriot press once in exile, these papers were in the distinct minority. Seven 

of the twenty papers with known participants were either established in whole or in part 

by a refugee or with a refugee editor for at least part of its existence. Editors, printers, and 

publishers from patriot papers in both Canadas and in both languages worked to establish 

new papers after the end of their Canadian titles. William Lyon Mackenzie is the best 

known of this group, which included Ludger Duvernay who published the Minerve 

before the Patriote Canadien in Burlington, Vermont.  Hiram J. Thomas, one of the duo 

connection 
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of refugees behind the North American, was the former editor of the Missiskuoi Post and 

Canadian Record.
139

 

 Other Canadian newspaper editors in exile continued involvement in other ways. 

Edmund Bailey O’Callaghan, formerly of the Vindicator, contemplated establishing a 

paper in the U.S. and investigated purchasing an existing paper in Albany and Saratoga, 

but instead assisted Mackenzie with his Gazette.
140

 Patriot Cyrille-Hector-Octave Côté, 

while not a journalist in Lower Canada, was part of a group of patriote intellectuals who 

had met at Duvernay’s printing shop in Montreal. Côté was a regular contributor to the 

North American and, according to historian Stephen Kenny, a “substantial influence” on 

the paper.
141

 

 Other patriot journalists exiled from the Canadas did not, however, become 

involved with the patriot press in the United States. Robert-Shore-Milnes Bouchette of 

the patriot Libéral/Liberal spent only a limited time in exile.
142

 Donald M’Leod, editor of 
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the Grenville Gazette in Prescott, published a history of the Rebellion and his 

involvement in it but never started a patriot paper in the United States.
143

 Thomas 

Storrow Brown, a leader in the Sons of Liberty and a regular contributor to the Montreal 

Vindicator, moved to Florida to edit a newspaper, probably the St. Augustine Herald, 

which was largely unrelated to the patriot press community despite it being edited by a 

refugee of the patriot press.
144

 It should also be noted that it was not only patriot editors, 

but some reform editors as well who fled to the United States.
145

 A Canadian’s exile did 

not qualify one as a patriot editor in the United States. 
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 Residents of the United States before 1837 became the majority in this 

community of patriot newspapermen. Of the twenty U.S. patriot newspapers were the 

individuals associated with them are known, some sixteen had a U.S. citizen as founder, 

co-founder, or editor. These papers comprised the two remaining types of patriot 

newspapers. The first group consisted of papers founded by American citizens to promote 

the patriot cause. The second consisted of recently established U.S. newspapers whose 

editors shifted their paper to the patriot press. Americans with these papers were not 

known to have pre-existing connections to the Canadas. They were all, except two, born 

in the United States.
146

 Interestingly these two migrants to the U.S. were the only ones 

known to have had connections to the Canadas prior to the Rebellion. Patriot papers 

published by Americans were established on their own or, in three cases, as an auxiliary 

to a local pre-existing non-patriot paper. 

                                                                                                                                                 

into exile after fighting broke out in Toronto. He would later, for a short period, support armed 

filibustering. However, after the 1836 election and before the Rebellion, Wells ventured to Britain to press 
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 The surprising similarity in personal background amongst American patriot 

editors merits exploration. First, it speaks to how the patriot press was coalescing into a 

community from a number of individuals, both refugee and non-refugee, who were in 

transition, either moving into exile or a new stage of their lives.
147

 Second, the strong 

New England and New York heritage is striking and points to the role those regions and 

settlers from them played in movements associated with radical causes.
148

 Finally, 

Buffalo was a common stopover or final destination, given its role as the major entrepôt 

for settling Ohio, Michigan, and points farther west.
149

 This migration included 

individuals involved in filibustering into British North America beyond the better known 

examples associated with the Canadian Rebellion. Only a year before the Rebellion, one 

instance of western migration from Buffalo included a filibustering expedition to Red 

River to enlist help to create an “independent Indian state” to be proclaimed in Santa 

Fe.
150

 Recent arrival on the “frontier” gave those U.S. patriot editors common cause with 

their Canadian counterparts to alter the border. 

 Many were born in New York or New England and had recently moved to where 

they would establish their patriot paper. For example, Samuel Underhill, the editor of the 
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Bald Eagle, was born into a New York farming family and was living near his family in 

the Hudson River where he established the Forestville Commonwealth. He then moved to 

another utopian experiment in Ohio before ending up in Cleveland in 1836 where he 

became involved with the patriots.
151

 John Carpenter of the Oswego Bulletin was born 

less than fifty kilometers from where Underhill would work to establish the Forestville 

Commonwealth and moved to Oswego soon after finishing an apprenticeship at the 

Herkimer Herald.
152

 Both Thomas Jefferson Sutherland and Daniel C. Allen were also 

born in close proximity to each other in upstate New York.
153

 Other editors had been born 

in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont.
154
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 As for one of the two with a known connection to the Canadas, James Mackenzie 

edited the Freeman’s Advocate in Lockport, New York. James Mackenzie had assisted 

his father in printing the Constitution, but by July 1837 he was no longer working with 

the elder Mackenzie and by the outbreak of the Rebellion had moved to southern Ohio. 

When news of the Rebellion reached him, James Mackenzie journeyed to the border and 

became involved with the patriots, eventually starting the Freeman’s Advocate.
155

 

Edward Alexander Theller, the other patriot editor with Canadian connections, 

immigrated in 1826 to Montreal from Ireland and studied medicine there under Daniel 

Tracey, the first editor of the Vindicator before moving to the United States.
156

 These 

individuals left the Canadas but in the U.S. they re-engaged with Canadian politics and 

with Canadian refugees. Such movement across borders speaks to the fluidity with which 

contemporaries carried identities as subjects or citizens.
157

 

 A sub-group of patriot papers were established by Americans as offshoots of 

existing non-patriot papers. John Carpenter, the editor of the established Democrat 

Oswego Palladium, founded the Oswego Bulletin for patriot news.
158

 Daniel C. Allen 

worked on the Gazette in Conneaut and started the patriot Budget as the first daily 
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published in the area.
159

 It is possible that the editors of the Republican in Painesville, 

Ohio were also behind the Patriot’s Friend as an additional paper explicitly supporting 

the patriots.
160

 That none of the three existing papers shared geography or politics or 

began their patriot offshoots at a similar time demonstrates that the true link amongst 

patriot papers was their conviction.
161

 Perhaps editors were responding to a readymade 

constituency by shifting a paper that did not have enough of an established readership or 

“wheelhouse.” 

  The third and final category of the patriot press community in the United States 

consisted of pre-existing papers established just as Rebellion broke out that shifted to 

supporting the patriot movement. Unlike the first two categories (papers founded for the 

cause by refugees or U.S. inhabitants), the newspapers that transitioned into patriot 

papers have not been identified by historians as “patriot papers”. For Kinchen, they do 

not count because they were not founded for the patriot cause and for Kenny because 

they were not founded by exiles.
162

 Yet, the three newspapers in this category, the 

Lewiston Telegraph, Morning Post, and Estafette, shared the qualities of being recently-

established and the individuals who ran them embraced the patriot movement both in 

their papers and beyond. Refugee patriots discussed, exchanged, and sent writings to the 

Estafette.
163

 The Estafette spoke against the British rule in the Canadas so forcefully that 
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Upper Canadian constitutionalist editor Thomas Dalton assumed it was established by 

Louis-Joseph Papineau himself. In addition, authorities did not permit it to circulate in 

Lower Canada.
164

 John Harrison spoke forcefully for the patriot cause in the Lewiston 

Telegraph. He was willing to provide a voice and employment for those who had left the 

Canadas, first with exile Edward Allen Talbot and then with refugee Samuel P. Hart.
165

 

Harrison also worked with James Mackenzie to issue the Freeman’s Advocate.
166

 Hiram 

Leavenworth, the editor and proprietor of the constitutionalist St. Catharines Journal, 

associated the Telegraph with the patriot press, lumping it with Mackenzie as “the false 

and specious prating of Mackenzie, Telegraph & Co.” and referring to the Telegraph and 

its “‘Patriot’ friends.”
167

 Benjamin Kingsbury Jr. of the Detroit Morning Post 

corresponded with active patriot filibusters and published their proclamations and 

correspondence.
168

 Detroiters and Detroit papers took notice of Kingsbury’s deep 

commitment to the patriots. Elizabeth Campbell of Detroit in a letter to her friend Sophia 

Biddle complained that “the most extravagant stories are circulated by those in favor of 

the Patriots” and singling out the Morning Post as the leading paper spreading patriot 
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boosterism.
169

 Upon his retirement from the Morning Post, Kingsbury was feted with a 

public dinner with the patriot filibuster Donald M’Leod giving one of the toasts.
170

 

Kingsbury wrote the introduction to the 1847 memoir of the high-ranking Patriot Hunter 

Daniel D. Heustis.
171

 These three papers were recently founded, their editors were 

actively involved with the patriot cause, and they were all seen as such by friend and foe 

alike. 

New Directions with the Move of the Patriot Press to the United States 

 How did the patriot press, now in the United States, attempt to form a coherent 

order through active community-building in exile? There were two key changes brought 

about by the geographic shift. First, the way in which the patriot press formed a Canadian 

republican borderland changed. The patriot press remained defined by its formation of a 

discursive borderland, but in the U.S. it was now also defined by a physical borderland as 

well. Second, the patriot press in the United States became more invested in a broader 

radical politics than it had been in the Canadas. Individuals associated with the patriot 

press community in the United States had ties to early socialist experiments, freethought, 

concern for racialized peoples, women’s rights, and new ideas about the mind and body. 

Both before and after editing their patriot papers, these patriots gave public support to 

these causes. Yet, in their patriot papers certain of these causes were given pride of place, 

such as economic egalitarianism, while others, such as freethought or racial justice, were 
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ignored or abandoned outright. The choices patriots made about what causes to support in 

the patriot press also speak to specific conceptions the patriots had of how this order in 

exile should be crafted. 

 Prior to exile, the patriot press had existed as a rhetorical borderland—based in 

the Canadas but promoting U.S. republicanism in an attempt to erase the border between 

monarchy and republic. In the new reality of exile, the patriot press survived because of 

the continuation of that physical border. The continued focus on the Canadas meant that 

contemporaries associated the patriot press in the United States with a borderland 

separate from the Canadas and the U.S. For one, the patriot press community in the 

United States retained a singular focus on immediate freedom for the Canadas from 

Britain. Mackenzie stated that the purpose of his Gazette was to enable “the suffering 

inhabitants of Canada [. . .] to promulgate their political views and principles, tell their 

country’s wrongs, and explain their conduct” to sympathizers in the U.S.
172

 Linking the 

two sides of the border, the aptly named North American promised in its prospectus that 

it would “advocate solely the cause of Canadian Liberty.”
173

 It also conflated opponents 

in the Canadas with those in the United States, again treating the continent as a single 

unit. It declared in capitalized type that it “will advocate the RIGHTS OF THE CANADIANS 

AND CANADIAN INDEPENDENCE ; and denounce Republican apostates and Monarchical 

cut throats whoever and wherever they be.”
174

 Opponents on both sides of the border 

were dismissed as tories.  
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 Those opponents reciprocated, identifying patriot papers as part of an explicitly 

borderland press, using the term “frontier” to refer to the border. The Bald Eagle 

promised its readers “Canadian and Frontier news” in its prospectus.
175

 The St. 

Catharines Journal created a new section in 1838 entitled “Niagara Frontier” dedicated 

exclusively to news of the borderland around the time of patriot activity on Navy 

Island.
176

 

 Of course, as evident in Figure 2, most patriot newspapers were physically 

clustered along the border. They were often distinguished as a “frontier press” from other 

newspapers in the United States. In a letter to the editor claiming that a lynching in 

Philadelphia discredited republican institutions, for instance, the writer singled out the 

“low-minded scoundrels of the frontier press” for rebuke.
177

 Similarly, the Western 

Herald of Sandwich, Upper Canada attacked the “mendacious character of the U. S. 

press, generally, and that of the Frontier press, in particular.”
178

 

 Moreover, despite being published in the U.S., the patriot newspapers retained 

strong links to the Canadas. Regular correspondents sent information south while editors 

were still able to ship papers north. For its part, the Telegraph noted it would be 

“regularly delivered” to subscribers in a number of towns on the Niagara Peninsula as 

well as in Hamilton, Dundas, Toronto, Whitby, and Cobourg and that Canadian 
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subscribers could pay in “Canada money.”
179

 Traveling the other way, correspondents in 

both the Canadas were able to send letters over the border. Even in exile, Mackenzie had 

a fairly regular correspondent to his Gazette from “the spy in Toronto” as well as letters 

from Brockville, Queenston, Niagara Falls, and Montreal.
180

 

 A borderland categorization also offers a new perspective on refugee papers. 

Rather that perceive, for example, Duvernay’s Patriote Canadien as unique, as past 

interpretations have, the Patriote Canadien was Duvernay’s sixth newspaper, one that 

just happened to be published in the United States.
181

 Attesting to the continuity between 

the patriot press in the Canadas and the United States highlights the community’s 

borderland nature and how current divisions in the ways in which studies parse the 

Rebellion, such as stopping in December 1837 and restarting only in Lower Canada in 

November 1838, obscures important continuities and its ongoing borderlands nature. 

 Despite this continuity, exile to the United States helped the patriot press develop 

as a community in exile as it became more radical than patriot papers had been in the 

Canadas. A general radicalism was a shared element of the patriot press in the United 

States, perhaps related to its geography as noted earlier. That certain U.S. editors would 
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transition from radical to patriot papers also points to the patriot cause being an integral 

part of their radicalism rather than an aside.
182

 Patriot editors, newspaper owners, and 

printers before and after the Rebellion period were involved in a range of causes such as 

early socialism, free thought, new scientific fads, and concern for racialized people and 

women’s rights, yet not all of these causes were evident from reading their patriot papers. 

The choices made by radical patriot editors about which of these causes to emphasize and 

which to ignore in those publications structured the patriot movement in exile. Economic 

radicalism became more pronounced, freethought and new science fads were ignored or 

downplayed, and patriots retreated from advocacy for racialized people and women in the 

patriot press. They sacrificed those causes for the sake of attacking Britain and 

maintaining a “respectably” gendered public presence for the movement. 

 There had been stirrings of economic radicalism in the patriot press in the 

Canadas. Older work on the radicalism of the patriots focusses on Mackenzie and the 

influence on him of ideas of financial equality and anti-monopoly sentiments from the 

radical wing of the Democratic party.
183

 Recent work in new imperial history focuses on 

the links between the Chartist movement, Owenism and the patriote and reform cause 
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more generally as well as new understandings of connections with the United States.
184

 

The Vindicator copied articles from the London Despatch, a Chartist paper run by 

Owenite and free-thinker Henry Hetherington when looking for anti-monarchical and 

pro-patriot commentary from the United Kingdom.
185

 A major grievance of reformers 

was the emergence of a political elite that became known as the ‘Family Compact.’
186

 

The grievance against the ‘Family Compact’ presaged the extensive protest in the patriot 

press against monopolies, exclusive privileges, and un-earned wealth controlled by a 

coterie of professional men.
187
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 With the move to the United States, the patriot press became even more clearly 

associated with egalitarian economic ideals of Owenism, Fourierism, and banking 

reform. The economic radicalism of patriots in the United States—especially the banking 

reforms advocated by Upper Canadian refugee Charles Duncombe—has been well 

documented and is currently attracting fresh scholarly attention.  Early work on the 

patriots in the United States gestures to links with Jacksonian democracy and a New 

England heritage while more recent studies provide more detailed analysis of the political 

economy of patriots in exile.
188

 More broadly, a substantial number of editors had links 

with radical reformers, and experiments in early socialism through Owenism. Samuel 

Underhill of the Bald Eagle was one of the founders and directors of the experimental 

Owenite Forestville Commonwealth in Coxsackie, New York in December 1825.
189

 

Underhill was in charge of the Commonwealth’s decision to merge with another Owenite 

community at Kendal Ohio and he was also a member of that community until it 

disbanded in the fall of 1828. Underhill came to the patriot community with a history of 

utopian socialist experiments and, while he had left communal life, he “never deserted his 

Owenite ideals.”  After his move to Cleveland, Underhill published the Cleveland 

Liberalist, a radical paper and vehicle for his Owenite views.
190
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 Henry D. Robinson also had a close association with Robert Owen and Frances 

Wright.  Robinson took over their paper, the Free Enquirer, in December of 1832 and 

edited it until 1835. The paper was a successor to the New Harmony Gazette. Robinson 

also dabbled in Fourrierism. He was responsible for an 1838 pamphlet on Fourierism and 

for printing the constitution of the Fourienne Society of New York. The Estafette he 

edited, in addition to being a patriot paper, “was the only American periodical in the 

1830s that showed any interest in Fourierism.”
191

 

 Edward Alexander Theller, like Robinson, involved himself with Fourierism. In 

1843, the Fourier association of Rochester chose Theller as its director and Theller spoke 

about those about to join the communitarian settlement as “pioneers of industrial 

combination; may their success be such that others may soon follow their glorious 

example and make the earth what God intended it.”
192

 Thomas Low Nichols would also 

later turn to Fourierism. Woman in all Ages and all Nations, his 1849 survey of women’s 

history, reflected according to historian Carl J. Guarneri, “the Fourierist-tinted view of 

love and marriage.”
193

 In 1856, with his wife Mary Gove Nichols, Thomas founded the 

free love and Fourier Memnonia Institute.
194

 Refugee William Lyon Mackenzie 

continued his interest in financial equality and anti-monopoly initiatives, later joining the 
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National Reform Association to engage in co-operative land experiments.
195

 Mackenzie 

also had an ongoing association with Frances Wright. In November 1838, during a surge 

in patriot military activity, Mackenzie held a meeting with paid admission in New York 

City. In the course of the meeting, Mackenzie invited Wright to address the gathering. 

While Mackenzie was eager to hear Wright, the meeting attendees were not, and as 

Wright began to speak she created “uproar and confusion”
 
and the meeting “became very 

disorderly.”
196

 After an unsuccessful tour by Mackenzie to drum up support for the 

patriot cause in New York and Philadelphia, about half the money raised, a hundred 

dollars, had been donated by one person: Frances Wright.
197

 

 The economic egalitarianism and proto-socialist elements of patriot thought were 

evident in their papers. In addition to patriot news, patriot papers in the United States 

complained of aristocratic exclusivity and economic privilege and made early distinctions 

between the toiling “working class” and a caste of professionals and politicians.
198

 The 

North American complained of a new “evil springing up in the land,” the “aristocracy of 

wealth ; of associated wealth.”
199

 Mackenzie in his Volunteer complained about Wall 

Street bankers and in his Gazette attacked well-to-do “editors, priasts[sic] and lawyers” 

while Theller also went after lawyers, office holders, and professional politicians.
200

 

Samuel Hart in his 1838 Plain Speaker provided the clearest distillation of this 

provisional class analysis with the article “Who compose the Producing Classes,” stating:  
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all those labourers who exercise their physical power 

whether they hold the plough, swing the axe, shove the 

plane, shoulder the hod, throw the shuttle, trail a net or 

follow any of the various avocations which supply the 

comforts and necessities of life and contribute to increase 

the wealth of the community are Producers and “eat their 

bread by the sweat of their brow.” 

 

They were contrasted with those “who wallowing in luxury call themselves the 

“Professional Class”” who were “lovers of exclusive privileges.”
201

 A number of scholars 

have argued that the American involvement in the Rebellion stemmed from a vision 

among patriot refugees and Americans to create in the Canadas a Jeffersonian-Jacksonian 

yeoman vision of “agrarian freedom and equality” against an emerging capitalist order.
202

 

Economic radicalism was important to how the patriot press helped order the patriot 

movement in exile and relate it to streams of radical thought in the United States. 

 Expressions of religious radicalism in the patriot press in the Canadas had, 

alternatively, been exceeding limited. Duvernay had run afoul of Lower Canadian 

Catholic authorities when he printed Hugues-Félicité-Robert de La Mennais’ Les Paroles 

d’un Croyant which had been condemned by Pope Gregory XVI and with the Minerve’s 

role in the debate over establishing a secular school system in Lower Canada.
203

 

According to Lindsey, Mackenzie had read a defence of atheism by the Compte de 

Mirabeau.
204

 However, in the U.S., freethought and new ideas of mind and body were 

surprisingly common among members of the patriot press community, but unlike radical 
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egalitarian economics, these were left out of the patriot press. These ideas may have been 

dumped for expediency to try to build a broader community. Radical economics was part 

of the identity of the patriot community and was one of the attractions to the movement, 

more so than freethought or racial and gender equality.
205

 

 The overlap between those interested in socialist experiments and those interested 

in freethought, noted by other scholars, was also evident among patriot editors.
206

 In the 

winter of 1822, Underhill had acted as an itinerant freethinker “missionary,” traveling 

through a number of counties on the east side of the Hudson River Valley.
207

 As a doctor, 

Underhill came to Cleveland for a position as a professor of chemistry at Willoughby 

University. Terminated from his university post probably for unbelief, Underhill lectured 

on a variety of subjects, including free thinking, reform, education, and women’s 

rights.
208

 In honour of the centennial of the birth of Thomas Paine, Underhill undertook a 

series of lectures in the Cleveland hinterland that attacked Christian religiosity for 

persecutions, including of freethinking physicians, and for limiting inquiry.
209

 In 

September of 1836, Underhill moved into the newspaper business with the publication of 

the Cleveland Liberalist which espoused not only reform, but also freethought. His 

advertisements in the Cleveland City Directory even included an announcement of his 

and the Liberalists’ freethought beliefs.
210

 Underhill was one of the seventy freethinkers 
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who met in January 1837 to form the Ohio branch of the United States Moral and 

Philosophical Society. The convention elected Underhill president and Lucius Verus 

Bierce as one of its vice-presidents. Bierce would become one of the main leaders in the 

patriot movement in Ohio, including with the Hunters, becoming Inspector General of 

patriot forces.
211

  

 Robinson of the Estafette was also a “combative freethinker” who began the 

freethought Comet in the spring of 1832. Its columns were filled with “extreme anti-

clericalism.” In December 1832, Robinson assumed control of the Free Enquirer. Under 

his direction, the paper increasingly focused on atheism, becoming “probably the first 

atheistical paper ever published in the United States.”
212

 This singular focus alienated 

others in the social reform movement who were skeptics, freethinkers, or deists, causing a 

slow decline for the Free Enquirer.
213

 In addition, Robinson was responsible for a long 

biography of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley that, according to scholar Sidney Ditzion, 

“stressed his anti-religious feelings and belief in human perfectibility, and also defended 

Shelley’s marital conduct and views on morals in general.”
214

 

 Members of the patriot press community were also interested in ideas of health 

reform and new understandings of the mind and body. In the fall of 1838 Underhill 

became interested in animal magnetism.
215

 In December 1843, he was in St. Louis 

Missouri to debate the merits of mesmerism with Dr. John Cook Bennett, a former 
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colleague at Willoughby and a one-time leader in the Mormon Church who had written a 

popular exposé of the organization. Underhill supported Mesmerism in the debate.
216

 

Thomas Low Nichols also developed a deep interest in mesmerism and spiritualism.
217

 

On the medical front, Nichols had an interest in new ideas concerning nutrition, a 

curiosity for phrenology, and was a proponent, like his wife, of the water cure. His 

interest in “food reform” became a commitment to vegetarianism.
218

 In the last years of 

his life Thomas Jefferson Sutherland migrated through the “river towns” of the American 

Midwest, paying his way with phrenological lectures and exams.
219

 Neither of these 

causes loom particularly large in the columns of patriot papers, which is surprising given 

the interest of patriot editors in these two movements. It is possible that this absence was 

strategic, so as to build a patriot order in exile attractive to adherents otherwise opposed 

by such positions. Robinson and Underhill knew the problems unbelief posed for 

newspapers; Underhill’s Liberalist closed and Robinson’s atheism in the Free Enquirer 

caused its decline and eventual closure.
220
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 Another striking aspect of the radicalism of many individuals associated with the 

patriot press in exile is their concern for racialized communities, including Blacks and 

First Nations peoples, as well as the commitment of some to women’s rights. However, 

unlike economic radicalism that had pride of place in papers and the silence accorded free 

thought and health reform, race and gender progressivism suffered an about-face in the 

press. While before and after this period and outside of these papers patriots spoke 

publicly in favour of these causes, in their papers they worked to maintain existing 

gender norms with respect to female voluntary participation and used negative racial 

tropes to evoke sympathy from their readers.  

 A number of patriot editors expressed abolitionist or anti-slavery sentiment. 

Before exile, Mackenzie reached out, somewhat unsuccessfully, to Upper Canadian 

blacks in his Constitution. Presaging later rhetoric in the patriot press, Mackenzie covered 

a story of a petition by blacks to arm themselves to “coerce” the white inhabitants of 

Upper Canada. However, in the next issue he included a signed notice from nine male 

leaders of the Black community in Upper Canada denying any association with the 

petition.
221

 His coverage of the Moseby Affair the next month is another case in point. 

Solomon Moseby, an escaped slave, was ordered extradited back to the United States on 

the charge of horsestealing. However, as the accusation stemmed from Moseby taking 

one of his masters’ horses to ride to freedom, there was a riot at the jail when he was to 

be extradited resulting in two deaths.
222

 In covering the Moseby Affair, Mackenzie stated 

that he was an “uncompromising abolitionist” and criticized the Lieutenant-Governor of 
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Upper Canada, Sir Francis Bond Head, for permitting Solomon Moseby’s extradition, 

claiming “Sir Francis abhors the black people.”
223

 Also, Mackenzie had subscribers 

among the Mississauga.
224

 Later Mackenzie’s draft constitution for Upper Canada 

contained not only a clause against slavery, but one aimed at protecting First Nations land 

rights.
225

 Robert Nelson was said to have an “affection” for First Nations stemming from 

an appointment to tend to “the corps of Indian braves” during the War of 1812 and until 

at least 1826 volunteered as the physicians to the First Nation communities of 

Akwesasne, Kahnawà:ke, Kanehsatà:ke, and Odanak.
226

 

 In the United States, members of the patriot community continued to support 

abolitionism. A number of patriots remained explicit abolitionists, including Maria 

Waite, William Lyon Mackenzie, James Mackenzie, A. D. Smith, and O’Callaghan.
227

 In 

1843 Theller declared that members of the Rochester Repeal Association should be “the 

enemies of slavery in every form and in every clime, and the friends of the oppressed of 

ever creed and color.”
228

 While Daniel O’Connell and others in the Irish repeal 

movement had spoken out against slavery, Theller’s position was controversial and 

unpopular in the American Repeal movement.
229

  Rufus Bement, a Congregationalist 

minister and member of the Michigan House of Representatives who had “direct 
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superintendence” of the Canadian, ran unsuccessfully for the abolitionist Liberty Party in 

1843.
230

 According to Kinchen, patriot newspapers devoted ample space to abolitionist 

societies; however, he does not name the papers he is referring to and research for this 

dissertation has not found this claim to bear out.
231

 

 Moreover, interest in abolition was not universal. Benjamin Kingsbury, as editor 

of Zion’s Herald, resisted abolitionism. In 1835, the paper published a series of anti-

slavery articles but only because their author, Orange Scott, had begun a campaign within 

American Methodism for abolition and Kingsbury feared a schism and the loss of 

subscribers to an anti-slavery Methodist publication.
232

 Abolitionist William Lloyd 

Garrison did not see Kingsbury as worthy of taking over an anti-slavery paper.
233

 Much 

later Nichols left the U.S. early in the Civil War to spend the rest of his life in self-

imposed exile in England and became an apologist for slavery, the Confederacy, and 

attacked Reconstruction.
234

 

 Patriots also expressed concern for the plight of First Nations people; however in 

many cases their concern was influenced by European understandings of “proper” land 

use. The Lower Canadian Declaration of Independence issued by Robert Nelson near 

Noyan in February 1838 included clauses that First Nations individuals would have the 
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same rights as other citizens of a republican Lower Canada.
235

 In 1851 Sutherland, now 

in the west, complained to Indian Commissioner Luke Lea that editor, Orson Hyde, of the 

Mormon paper The Frontier Guardian was encouraging the mistreatment of the Omaha. 

However, the same year Sutherland wrote in an article on Nebraska that “the Indians had 

no right to keep such fine lands.”
236

 Patriot Lucius Verus Bierce expressed similar 

sentiments in later historical lectures, stating of First Nations in 1860 that “The survivors 

have been driven to the setting sun, Civilization, and improvement have been advanced 

by their destruction, but humanity weeps the wrongs, and extinction of the Red man of 

the forest.”
237

 Beirce, like Sutherland, echoed common Euro-American understandings of 

land use, where any form of land not seen as cultivated in the traditional European 

fashion was unused.
238

 In another historical address, Beirce made such a differentiation 

explicit when he cast the past First Nations inhabitants as transient nomads.
239

 

 In terms of the place of women, Samuel Underhill was a strong advocate for 

women’s education and lectured and published in the Liberalist on the subject. Underhill 

also reprinted an essay on the lack of rights and property of married women.
240

 As 

already noted, during the Rebellion period, Mackenzie invited Frances Wright to speak at 
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a patriot meeting.
241

 Later, Thomas and Mary Nichols became “notorious sex radicals” 

advocating free-love and the sexual autonomy of one’s body and published a periodical 

and a number of books on sex, marriage, and the body. The Nicholses were radical 

enough as to be avoided by other activists looking to cultivate a more “respectable” 

image of the women’s rights movement.
 242

 After Detroit, Benjamin Kingsbury Jr. 

became a local notable in Portland Maine as a judge, member of the State House of 

Representatives, and Mayor of Portland. He announced at the 29 January, 1873 Woman 

Suffrage Association in Augusta, his “unequivocal” support for women’s suffrage—46 

years before it became law.
243

 

 As the next chapters will elaborate, patriot concern for racialized people and for 

challenging understandings of gender roles was not only absent, but actively undermined 

by the patriot press. These concerns for racialized peoples and changing gender roles 

would not be part of the patriot order formed in exile by its press. Such ideals were 

sacrificed for rhetorical expediency. 

 

Conclusions 

This chapter has taken July 1836 as the beginning of the patriot press and 

emphasized its borderland nature in the Canadas due to its republicanism, including a use 
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of American imagery. With the outbreak of insurrectionary violence in November 1837, 

state suppression and constitutionalist attacks pushed the patriot press out of the Canadas 

and to the United States where it expanded and changed, but remained an identifiable 

community of allied papers. The patriot press in the United States worked to form itself 

into a community. Papers corresponded with one another, welcomed new papers and 

mourned those that closed, maintained a common cause, and made choices around what 

radical elements to emphasize. These elements speak to how the patriot press was 

working to establish what a patriot order should look like in exile. There were two noted 

changes to the patriot press in the United States. First, the borderland the patriot press 

occupied was now much more defined geographically. Papers clustered mostly along the 

international boundary and the press’s very survival depended on the continued 

permanence of that border. This was in contrast, rather, to the solely discursive 

borderland that worked to transcend the border before the Rebellion. Second, the patriot 

press, in line with the increasing radicalism of patriots in the U.S., became much more 

radical than the patriot press in the Canadas. While examples of such radicalism from 

patriot editors span a large timeframe, in the period of the patriot press some of these 

causes, such as economic radicalism, continued to receive attention in their newspapers 

while others, such as free thought or anti-slavery, were downplayed or wholeheartedly 

abandoned. Here the press was making choices about how to order their movement in 

exile. 

 A number of conclusions may be drawn from an analysis of the formation, move, 

and resulting change of the patriot press. First, the continuation of the patriot press in the 

United States after November 1837 speaks to the artificial national division between the 
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“Rebellion” and the “Patriot War.” When one looks from the vantage point of the patriot 

press, the agitation of 1837-1842 appears as a ‘Long Rebellion’ rather than as separate 

conflicts. Second, the multiple ways in which the patriot press interacted with the border 

both before and after November 1837 speaks to the importance of a borderlands approach 

to the understanding of this topic. Third, the extensive geography and the constant arrival 

of new patriot papers speaks to the existence of a definable patriot press, its importance, 

and its historical significance to an understanding of the Rebellion. Fourth, the radicalism 

of the patriot press community shines a different light on historiographies of the 

Rebellion and these patriot editors and offers an opportunity to understand how choices 

around these radical causes helped the patriot press define a community. The scholarship 

on individuals such as Nichols or Underhill touches on their economic ideas, 

communitarian past, or freethought. Their interest in freedom for the Canadas from 

British control or their membership in the patriot press community is missing and only 

very recently has Owenite communitarians or freethinking Fourierists been cast as the 

“radical element” of the Rebellion.
244

 However, the focus remains on patriot’s economic 

radicalism. Taking in the breath of patriot causes and comparing to what was and was not 

in the press, can provide fruitful insights into their choices. 

 The radicalism of the patriot press in the United States, noted by other historians, 

can also point to a transition away from the heritage of the Atlantic Revolutions and 

towards the economic radicalism evident in the Revolutions of 1848. Miles Taylor has 
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argued for a place for the British Empire in the Revolutions of 1848.
245

 As well, other 

movements associated with 1848 span the period of study. The year 1837 saw the rise of 

the Chartist movement in Britain.
246

 Michel Ducharme has argued convincingly for the 

Atlantic revolutionary heritage of the Rebellion with his study terminating in 1837. 

Ducharme hesitates to extend the study to 1848 to avoid the Revolutions of 1848 and risk 

jeopardizing the Atlantic framework of his study. The radical transition created by the 

flight across the border could offer a possible solution to this conundrum.
247

 This 

radicalism, as prefiguring 1848, also provides another link for the Canadas in Taylor’s 

argument beyond the Rebellion Losses controversy and the annexation debate which he 

considers.
248

  

 The next two chapters focus more specifically on the content of the patriot press 

community in the United States. Chapter 4 outlines how, in conflict with constitutionalist 

papers in the Canadas, the patriot press in the United States created a borderlands public 

sphere. It investigates further how the more radical ideals held by patriot editors about 

race and gender were not evident in the patriot press which actively used negative tropes 

about racialized groups. Chapter 5 investigates the continued commitment of the patriot 

press to voluntary organizing and the importance of the patriot press to continued 

Rebellion agitation in patriot associations and filibustering raids.
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Chapter 4 

“Dear brethren in affliction:”  

The Language and Arguments of Community-Formation 

As Chapter 2 chronicled, after the passage of the Ninety-Two Resolutions in 1834, 

language and initiative around political organizing in the press evolved towards assisting 

in and justifying militarized organizing. Chapter 3 analyzed the emergence of a 

republican “patriot press” beginning in the Canadas in 1836 and followed it into exile in 

the United States after the outbreak of armed insurrection and state suppression. Both 

chapters outlined the drive towards constructing order, using voluntary associations and 

the press, outside of (and often in conflict with) state sanction. This chapter analyses how 

the patriot press in the United States used language to define the patriot community in 

exile. Following the discussion in Chapter 3 about the choices made by patriot editors on 

what aspects of radicalism would feature in their newspapers, this chapter explores how 

the patriot press defined itself as a community united by suffering at the hands of 

opponents, that situated itself within an international revolutionary tradition, and that 

continued to believe in the benefits of voluntary organizing. With each of these aspects of 

community self-fashioning, we see how the patriot press crafted particular criticisms of 

monarchy and empire as the violent, despotic, arbitrary, and the unstable rule of an 

unqualified aristocratic faction. This critique reflected a belief in the values of voluntary 

associations, a belief that the patriot press felt was inherent in republicanism. 

 This chapter also outlines the formation of what I term a “transborder rhetorical 

conflict:” a conflict in print between the patriot press now in the U.S. and the mostly 

constitutionalist papers in the Canadas. There was a significant intermingling of terms, 
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arguments, and language between papers in the Canadas and the U.S. Descriptors such as 

“tory” as well as a gendered critique of Queen Victoria, which had emerged in the 

Canadas, now appeared in the patriot press in the U.S. albeit with new meanings. The 

debate between patriot and constitutionalist papers continued even while the border 

became starkly defined for the patriot press, its continued survival depending on the 

border’s existence. This transborder rhetorical conflict thus became the ultimate 

manifestation of the borderlands public sphere. Shared values, traits, and arguments in 

favour of republicanism and against monarchy and empire and an ongoing conflict with 

constitutionalist papers in the Canadas helped to solidify the patriot press community.  

 Finally, by exploring how the patriot press community situated itself within an 

international revolutionary tradition, this chapter points to a new analysis in the study of 

filibustering—non-state invasions by U.S. residents into foreign lands. It permits a view 

of filibustering from the perspective of those requesting American assistance and an 

examination of the degree to which patriots situated themselves within an Atlantic or 

more broadly international revolutionary tradition.
1
 

United in Suffering 

 One of the boundaries of the movement policed by the patriot press was the unity 

of patriots in their role as victims of mistreatment. Authors, editors, and meeting 
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attendees often referred to the “suffering” patriots.
2
 Besides providing a sense of unity, 

the use of suffering as a marker of community accomplished other goals. First, it could 

invoke sympathy—and financial assistance—from patriot supporters. Second, patriots 

could define how they conceived of their order in exile by categorizing those who 

persecuted them. Suffering at the hands of “tories,” both in the Canadas and the United 

States aided and abetted by their Black and First Nations supporters, placed patriots as 

opponents of an aristocratic, pro-British, violent, and anti-deliberative order associated 

with ‘racial’ inferiority. 

 Importantly, this sense of shared suffering was not limited to past adversities 

flowing from the violence of the Rebellion, but extended to ongoing challenges 

experienced by refugees after their exile to the United States. The fact that suffering 

continued in the U.S. was yet another indicator of the separation between patriots—on 

the borderland—and the U.S. in general. It also revealed how understandings of the 

responsibilities of American citizens to help revolutions were not entirely shared by the 

American public and government on which the patriots hoped to rely. The patriot press in 

exile complained of verbal abuse and threats of violence that they or the patriots in 

general suffered. For example, Samuel Underhill, editor of the patriot Bald Eagle, 

criticized the Nantucket Inquirer for calling on the American federal government to 

apprehend and hang all Canadian refugees. At a more local level, Underhill also 
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complained of “Ward’s grocery store” in Cleveland for containing individuals “who 

make it their business to abuse every Patriot who comes within hearing distance of their 

Tory slang.”
3
 Tories were not confined to the empire or British North America. On the 

proposed title page for his Lives of Remarkable Irishmen, Mackenzie outlined how he had 

suffered in the Canadas and the United States for the same goals, explaining how 

“monarchy proscribed and democracy imprisoned” him “for endeavouring with others in 

1837-8 to carry into effect the views of congress in 1775 and 1812, relative to Canadian 

independence.”
4
 Here Mackenzie combined the language of suffering with the charge that 

the United States had forsaken its past commitments. In Mackenzie’s calculus, the 

patriots were the true republicans while the United States had forgotten its duty and its 

past.
5
 

Most explicit in this notion of a shared sense of victimhood was the Canadian, a 

patriot paper edited by a refugee in Jackson, Michigan. In January 1839, the paper 

included a letter addressed “To our friends & brethren—the refugees from Canada” from 

“a refugee.” Beginning “Dear brethren in affliction,” the letter outlined “the dragon[’]s 

wrath” suffered by Canadians who had sought refuge in the United States. Readers ought 

to be thankful for assistance from American residents because even in the United States 

there were “cold misanthropes, who scoff and sneer at the idea of Canadians having any 
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rights and cast a contemptuous jeer at the unfortunate Refugee.” The letter’s valediction 

read “Yours affectionately, In Bonds of affliction”
6
 

In his 1847 memoir, patriot Daniel Heustis singled out women as those who 

expressed the most concern for suffering patriots. For Heustis, “the heart of WOMAN 

instinctively entwines its sympathies around the oppressed and unfortunate.” A common 

narrative thus begins to emerge: patriots employing fraternal language of “bretheren” and 

“bonds” that bounded them together not only by political beliefs but by the emotive 

experience of suffering. Moreover, while some “misanthropes” spurned the patriots out 

of a hatred of humanity, others—particularly women who were thought particularly 

sensitive—empathized with their suffering. It is interesting to note in this regard that in 

the 1820s and 1830s in Upper Canada sentiment was becoming increasingly prominent as 

a form of public expression and argument.
7
 At the same time, the singling out of women 

as those more attuned to such emotion was in line with the developing gendered 

discourse of the period.
8
 Amy S. Greenberg argues that filibuster William Walker and his 

confreres acted partially out of a view of themselves as especially manly despite their 

outward appearance as poor and dishevelled. There are perhaps interesting parallels with 

the patriots and their emphasis on “suffering.”
9
 The patriots in exile were in a position of 

penury and loss and in need of aid not out of personal failings, but rather external 

political forces working against them. 
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 Notions of shared sufferings helped racialize those who perpetrated this 

mistreatment. By using common racial tropes to disparage the patriots’ opponents, the 

patriot press set boundaries around the patriot movement and coded it as white, 

highlighting the victimization suffered by patriots at the hands of “black guards” and 

“Indian Savages.”
10

 In the context of suffering, such language spoke to patriot umbrage at 

the added insult of mistreatment by those of perceived inferior status.
11

 Such language 

may also have reflected the expedient choices made by patriot newspapermen to build a 

patriot order that harkened back to the American revolutionary tradition, despite where 

that tradition placed most First Nations, and to use existing racial tropes of Blacks to 

attack Britain, monarchy, and empire.   

 The epithetic nature of “Black Guard” was not lost on contemporary readers: 

blackguard was a then-current term for a scoundrel or someone who was rude or used 

foul and abusive language. Mackenzie’s Gazette accused the British of encouraging the 

formation of “Royal Black Guards” who harassed the Upper Canadian population. It 

copied the Lewiston Advocate in singling out of “Her Majesty’s Negroes at Chippewa” 
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for accusations of perpetrating violence.
12

 In his published memoir, patriot William Gates 

recounted his experience from the Battle of the Windmill. Crossing in a canoe from the 

Windmill to the U.S. to retrieve medical supplies, Gates explains that he was 

apprehended by a passing British boat on which a Black sailor knocked him out.
13

 By 

associating monarchy and “negroes,” the patriot press community in the United States 

reinforced the conception of monarchy as not based on deliberation, independent 

manhood (coded as white), and citizenship. It instead cast constitutionalist support as 

deluded and unthinking: the attendance of Blacks at public meetings was sometimes 

deliberately noted by the press in this period as a way to discredit the gathering, the 

presence of Blacks pointing to a “fringe cause.”
14

 

 The patriot press also highlighted examples of victimization by “Indian Savages” 

in such a manner as to evoke images from the American Revolution and War of 1812.
15

 

The patriot treatment of First Nations in the press mirrored both longstanding 

assumptions about Aboriginal peoples and their current treatment by the wider 

antebellum U.S. press. First Nations were both “routinely judged by Anglo-American 

standards” and “explained as dangerously different, prone to irrational behavior and 
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violence.”
16

 Rumours and accusations swirled in patriot circles about killings by 

indigenous warriors sent by Upper Canadian authorities to suppress the December 1837 

rising in the Western District of Upper Canada.
17

 As a case in point, Mackenzie published 

a letter from an exile living in Ypsilanti, Michigan. The writer outlined his escape from 

Upper Canada after being charged with planning a conspiracy. He related how the local 

militia hired “Indians” to pursue him, had plied them with liquor, and promised them 

money for his scalp.
18

  

 In another example, the editor of the Buffalonian commented on a gathering of 

local Seneca at Perry’s Coffee House in Buffalo. The editor linked such a gathering to 

reports that a chief had admitted that they were bribed by the British “to cross to Canada, 

and help the Queen’s Troops hunt down the Patriots – a large sum having been offered 

them for every scalp!” Evoking images of past conflicts with the British, the editor 

intoned: “This is British to the back bone—so were our fathers hunted down by savages, 

hired by British gold.” He continued that “hiring our Indians to do the brutal and bloody 

work they [the British] have not the courage to accomplish is perfectly characteristic.”
19

  

 Both the editor of the Buffalonian and Mackenzie made direct links between the 

role of First Nations in the Rebellion and accusations of indigenous violence in the 
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American Revolution. Linking the 1838 Battle of the Windmill and American images of 

indigenous peoples’ involvement in the Revolution, Mackenzie reprinted a grievance 

contained in the Declaration of Independence: “He [George III] has excited domestic 

insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our 

frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an 

undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.” Mackenzie followed this 

with a report on the battle by the Kingston Chronicle, which stated that “a party of Indian 

Warriors” had arrived at the Windmill “anxious” to attack the patriots.
20

 Through 

Mackenzie’s editorial handiwork, the “merciless Indian Savages” of 1776 had become 

the “merciless Indian Savages” of 1838. The Buffalonian quoted a similar grievance from 

the Declaration of Independence in its discussion of the rumours of Seneca-British 

cooperation.
21

 

 In a speech given at a dinner in his honour in Rochester, and copied in the 

Lewiston Telegraph, patriot editor Edward Alexander Theller highlighted the racialized 

context of the suffering of patriots. Theller asked rhetorically “Who could hear some of 

these stories and not be affected? Who could hear the thrilling incidents from a father’s 

lips, of the violation of a daughter, of the murder of a son, of a house burnt over his head, 

and himself obliged to leave all, hunted like the beast of the forest by the Indian and 

Negro, through the woods, and with streaming eyes imploring us for aid to drive off the 

despoilers.” Theller answers: “I, sir, could not” for he was aware that it was “the bigoted 

tory Orangeman, the merciless Indian, and the runaway negro slave who formed at that 
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time the militia force in Upper Canada.” Here Theller relied extensively on stirring the 

racist sentiments of his audience. Such a call included the gendered language of the 

attack on a male householder: his property destroyed, his heir killed, and his daughter 

assailed sexually. In addition, Theller linked British control of Upper Canada to its active 

enforcement by ultra-tories, First Nations, and Blacks. Not only concerned with Upper 

Canada, Theller extended the critique of empire to Lower Canada in the destruction of St 

Denis, St Charles, and St Eustache and to Ireland, “the scenes of ’98 in my own native 

land.”
22

 

 The theme of racialized oppression by monarchy was picked up and challenged 

by the constitutionalist press in the Canadas, creating an aspect of the transborder 

rhetorical conflict of the press. Constitutionalists were quick to expose the hypocrisy of 

patriots declaring the United States a land of liberty in contrast to the “slavery” of the 

Canadas upheld, in the patriots’ views, by non-whites. When discussing the rumoured 

invasion of Sandwich, Upper Canada in the first issue of his constitutionalist paper, the 

Western Herald, editor Henry Grant highlighted the “English and Irish, Scotch and 

French, and the enfranchised colored people, all united as one man resolved to repel any 

aggression mediated against them.”
23

 There was a substantial Black population in 

Sandwich, many of whom had escaped slavery in the United States. Using his italic type, 
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Grant was keen to highlight this fact for readers to acknowledge Black person’s 

participation on the empire’s side and the speciousness of patriot claims that the U.S. was 

the land of liberty.
24

 On a number of other occasions, references by constitutionalists to 

slavery in the U.S. were more pointed. In his St. Catharines Journal, Hiram Leavenworth 

covered a public demonstration of loyalty by local Blacks celebrating the anniversary of 

abolition of slavery in the “West Indian Colonies.” Leavenworth described in detail each 

of the pro-British banners and symbols used in the procession to emphasize the deep 

loyalty of the participants. Feigning ignorance, Leavenworth then rhetorically wondered 

what contributed to the loyalty of Blacks in Sandwich and outlined what he saw as the 

double standard of the United States: professing liberty while at the same time practicing 

slavery. He concluded by noting that a slave insurrection or an “Indian uprising” could 

easily dismantle the U.S. government.
25

 

 Other constitutionalists combined criticisms of American treatment of Blacks and 

First Nations with the perceived prevalence of mob rule in the U.S. Robert Dunlop, a 

member of the Upper Canadian House of Assembly for Huron and an ardent 

constitutionalist, reflected such sentiments in a speech to the assembly. His speech, which 

focused on Americans sympathizing with the patriots, was copied by a number of patriot 

papers. Dunlop declared that “it is neither the talent, the intelligence, nor the moral worth, 

which bears sway in the land of Lynch law, negro oppression, and Indian extermination: 

the majority, that is the tag, rag and bobtail, the scum of the large cities, rule the roost.” 

For Dunlop, the U.S. government was completely beholden, not to a rational deliberating 
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public, but to this “Sovereign Mob”. Dunlop then provided a potent mixed metaphor to 

describe the results of such mob rule, stating “I call them the swinish multitude, and may 

the Gadasenian Devil enter into them, and drive them down a steep place and into the sea 

where they shall perish.” The “swinish multitude” was a controversial term coined by 

Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in France. The “Gadasenian Devil” 

probably referenced the Gadsden flag – yellow with a curled snake and the motto “Don’t 

tread on me” – from the American Revolution. Both of these references were in turn tied 

to passages in the bible, in which a legion of demons entered a herd of pigs and drove 

them down a steep bank to drown. Dunlop hypothesized that the British could put down 

such a mob government in the U.S. with help from the Canadas on one side, the French 

navy on the American seaboard, and emancipated slaves from the south.
26

 Through his 

critique of the patriots, Dunlop sought to compare the humanitarianism of the British 

government with the hypocrisy of the U.S., infusing an element of social class into ideas 

of voluntary organizing. In Dunlop’s view, it was thus not deliberation by talent, 

character, or intelligence but rather the arbitrary authority by a mob of a certain 

composition that imposed a tyranny of the majority on others and was hypocritical and 

racist.  
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 The June 8, 1838, Toronto Patriot provided another example of the way these 

various themes were worked into a constitutionalist critique underlined by the patriot 

organizing after the failed Rebellion. The article raised the continuation of slavery in the 

U.S. and American persecution of First Nations and depicted the U.S. government as one 

of mob rule. It also contained gender tropes of assailed British womanhood and 

comments of the weakness of the American military. The Patriot attacked 

the undisguised ruffianism at work in the United States of 

America, farcically termed freedom, the audacious, bloody, 

and unblushing piracy carried on by its patriotic citizens—

the crusade against the Irish Catholics […] the banishment 

of the Indians, – the continued slavery of the Blacks, – the 

defeat of the military in New Orleans by the mob, – the 

repeated assaults on British Officers and the indignities 

offered to British females, – these incessantly recurring 

outrages, coupled with the invasions of British territory, the 

slaughter of British soldiers, the permitted sacking of all the 

arsenals and magazines, the insults offered to British 

subjects, and finally the attack on the commercial relations 

between the countries by the wanton destruction of the Sir 

Robert Peel Steamer, affords as fine a practical comment 

on republican blessings, as the most ardent friend of the 

Monarch could desire.
27

 

 

Such a commentary came in the aftermath of the patriot burning of the steamer Sir Robert 

Peel, hence the charge of attacking commerce. During one of its regular trips up the St. 

Lawrence, a group of patriots commandeered the steamer when it stopped to pick up 

wood on Wells Island. After evicting the passengers and ransacking the Peel, the patriots 

burned the ship. In its critique, the Patriot combined this incident with others to outline 
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what it viewed as a pattern of egregious behaviour—including slavery and the policy of 

Indian Removal— indicative of republicanism, concluding with a comparison to 

monarchy. 

 In answer to such charges, patriots responded two ways. The first was to lash out 

with insults and violence. As a case in point, in response to a critique from Grant’s 

Western Herald about persecution of First Nations people and chattel slavery in the 

United States, Samuel Underhill in his Bald Eagle resorted to name-calling. For raising 

such issues, Grant was called a “baby” and a “baboon.”
28

  The second was to highlight 

British hypocrisy around abolition, the “white slavery” of the English working class, and 

asserting that Britain was only interested in abolition to damage the United States. 

Finally, patriots pointed to acts of violence within the British Empire. In response to the 

constitutionalist papers’ focus on the existence of chattel slavery in the patriots’ supposed 

land of liberty, the patriots countered with claims to natural rights as well as criticisms of 

empire and class. 

 Patriot newspapers published accounts of patriot attacks on racialized opponents; 

these opponents who, we have seen, were cast by the patriot press as the cause of much 

of the patriot community’s suffering. In his Spirit of ’76, Theller recounted that a member 

of one of the Upper Canadian Black Volunteer militias—or, as Theller described him for 

his readers, “one of Her Majesty’s Ex Black Guards”—came to Detroit in search of a 

cobbler to “get trusted for a pair of shoes.” The militia soldier was refused service. 

Theller does not specify if the soldier’s treatment was a consequence of his political 
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beliefs, his ‘race,’ or both. Following the denial of service, the soldier “undertook to 

abuse the vender. But Mr. Negro barked up the wrong tree – he found he was not in 

Malden, and that the folks here knew the vulnerable parts of his race.” For crossing to 

Detroit in search of  consumer goods, despite being a ‘tory,’ the black militia member 

“got it on the shins, and retreated roaring.”
29

 Theller had commanded the schooner Ann 

during the patriot capture of the Upper Canadian Bois Blanc Island in the Detroit River.
30

 

Theller was captured by the 2
nd

 Essex Company of Coloured Volunteers, a black militia 

unit, when the Ann ran aground near Malden, Upper Canada. On one level, it is possible 

that in reporting the incident Theller sought vengeance for the humiliation—both political 

and racial—of his own capture. On another level, Theller was crafting how the patriot 

movement in exile might be ordered, namely as exclusively white, as well as republican. 

 In another issue, Theller wrote that the British were actively trying to court the 

First Nations around Lake Superior in the event of a war. Theller thought the state of 

Michigan should, in such a case, procure its own arms: “we will not trouble the United 

States for help, we will help ourselves, and rendering a good account of all their red skins 

and red coats too.”
31

 The Buffalonian, when reporting on the Seneca congregating at 

Perry’s Coffee House, added that “the American population is perfectly quiet and 

unexcited, but they remember too well the horrors of Indian warfare to remain so when 
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such means are resorted to,” implying that racialized violence would stir American 

citizens to mount an active defence of transborder republicanism.
32

  

 Patriots also threw back charges of hypocrisy. For example, Maria Wait, on her 

journey to Britain to seek redress for her exiled patriot brother Benjamin Wait, wrote 

publicly of attending various anti-slavery meetings. Wait critiqued the aristocratic pomp 

of the African Colonization Society and noted to her imprisoned brother “that the twenty 

millions paid to West India slave owners, are wrung, by taxes, from the scanty earnings 

of those in this country who are little less slaves than the blacks.”
33

 Wait was alluding to 

the compensation offered to planters as part of the recent abolition of slavery across the 

British Empire. 

 In a similar vein, a letter-writer to Mackenzie’s Gazette complained that when 

“The [US] government wish[es] to abolish the slavery of the nation to foreign [i.e. 

British] masters—the friends of despotism step in and cry ‘first put an end to negro 

slavery’ — ‘don’t touch the banks’ — ‘put down the secret societies’.”
34

 In the view of 

the letter-writer, constitutionalist critiques were intend to distract Americans from their 

efforts against banking elites and foreign capital.  

For his part, Mackenzie used the Enterprise case to attack British designs on the 

United States. The Enterprise had been involved in the coastal slave trade before being 

driven by bad weather to Bermuda. There, British authorities freed the slaves on board as 

they were now on British soil. Mackenzie wrote a long open letter to William Wallace, an 

associate now based in Richmond, Virginia, which Mackenzie published on the front 
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page of the Gazette. Mackenzie complained of “those presses which, like the New York 

Emancipator, continually harp upon the hardships attending the condition of the 

agricultural bondsmen of the south, yet have not one sympathizing tear to shed over the 

horrible crimes committed by the English authorities in their efforts to subjugate soul and 

body of the white slaves of Canada.”
35

 The language of slavery was used here to mean 

subjects of monarchy in the Canadas. In a subsequent response to some negative 

reactions by readers to his initial letter, Mackenzie asked “Who paid the West India slave 

owners for their negroes? The aristocracy of England! How did they raise the money? By 

screwing the last dollar out of their domestic cream coloured serfs, the most miserable 

wretches in all God’s creation.” The British working class and Canadians were both 

oppressed by British capital and empire. Mackenzie then compared the experience of a 

pregnant English factory worker with that of a pregnant West Indian slave, concluding 

that the situations of “The working men of Lancashire were worse than the slaves of the 

West Indies.”
36

 In sum, to the charges of hypocrisy, the patriot press developed a class 

critique of the industrialization of Britain to stave off questions about U.S. chattel slavery 

and expanded it to the political subjugation of the Canadas.  

 Mackenzie’s initial coverage of the Enterprise case also charged that such actions 

by the British were a violation of American sovereignty and indicative of British attempts 

to foment desertion or mutiny amongst slaves in the United States rather than oppose 

slavery out of a concern for natural rights. For Mackenzie, British emancipation was a 
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political ploy rather than a magnanimous gesture: “we all know that England makes a 

pretense of freeing the slaves for no other purpose than to weaken and harrass [sic] these 

free states.”
37

 Pointing to past practice as evidence of insincerity, Mackenzie stated that 

“England […] has been for centuries the greatest slave-holding state in the world.”
38

 In 

his follow-up letter, Mackenzie blamed the presence of slavery in America on the British 

asking “who imposed and forced negro slavery on the Southern States? The aristocracy 

of England.”
39

 

 The Lewiston Telegraph raised the case of a specific individual to show the 

hypocrisy of British concern for Black rights in the United States. The paper carried a 

story of an unnamed “black man” who had had an audience with Lieutenant-Governor of 

Upper Canada, Sir George Arthur, with the goal of bringing “400 colored families into 

Canada, from Ohio and Kentucky” in exchange for seats for himself and others on the 

Legislative Council of Upper Canada. Here were individuals leaving republicanism for 

monarchy. In reponse, the Telegraph stated that the Black man in question would be “too 

decent” for the Legislative Council. The paper advised him “to call upon Judge 

Robinson’s colored son here in Buffalo, and learn the conduct of the tories towards the 

blacks.” The Telegraph thus described the magnanimity of the British authorities as 

insincere based on the treatment by Upper Canada Chief Justice, Sir John Beverley 

Robinson of his supposedly Black son.
40
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Figure 4: Henry R. Robinson “British Warfare in 1812, 1837–38.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In Figure 4, a hand-coloured lithograph entitled “British Warfare in 1812, 1837-

38” by Henry R. Robinson portrayed the true motives of British Indigenous allies and of  

British abolition efforts.
41

 In the centre, a figure dressed like John Bull holds up a sign 

 “Liberty to the Negros,” attracting the attention of a slave who cries out “Gorra - mighty! 

me burn all de farming utensil!” In the front is a pile of said farming utensils ablaze. Here 

lay the accusation that the British were undertaking abolition, not out of a concern for 

natural rights but rather to subvert the American republic and that Blacks would not work 

outside slavery. To the right, a British officer caressing a slave holds a torch to an ornate 
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building—possibly the White House given the reference in the title to 1812.Under his 

feet and presumably set to be trampled upon are two papers, one inscribed with “Rights 

of Nations,” the other with “Rights of War between Civilized Nations.” In addition, the 

lithograph perhaps also paints the British as promoters of miscegenation with the 

depiction of the British officer caressing the slave. Robinson’s message in regards to 

slavery and Blacks was two-fold. First, the British violated rights of nations and proper 

warfare with scalps, inciting slave insurrection, and burning valued property as they had 

with the Caroline and the White House. Second, the British used racialized others to do 

their work—racialized others who were not deliberative citizens, given their uneducated 

speech patterns and their susceptibility to the bribes of rum and politically expedient 

emancipation. 

 Maria Wait merits further attention in this context. Attending anti-slavery 

meetings when visiting Britain, Wait also called out British hypocrisy. At the World 

Anti-Slavery Convention, which became infamous for its limitations on participation of 

female delegates, Wait used the controversy to criticize Britain. She explained how 

British abolitionist George Thompson had pleaded for female participation at the 

convention and how, according to Thompson, it was the “Spartan” women who had stood 

between him and his own death at the hands of a mob during his 1834 speaking tour of 

the United States. Wait poignantly commented that since female voluntary participation 

was “contrary to the custom and usage of this nation [the United Kingdom,] the fearless 

daughters of America, who were so deservedly compared to brave Lacedaemonian 

women, were doomed to silence.” Wait here developed a unique response to 

constitutionalists’ critiques of slavery in the United States, one based on her gendered 
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exclusion by the British from the World Anti-Slavery Convention. While many women in 

the U.S. strived to end slavery, British gendered exclusion kept those same women from 

partaking in their rightful roles as delegates and hindered the progress of abolition.
42

 Wait 

noted the hypocrisy of limits to female participation imposed “by Englishmen, who sung 

hozannas to their sovereign Queen.”
43

 As will be seen in the following chapter, the place 

of women in patriot voluntary organizing in exile became a clear demarcation point 

between how patriot papers hoped to order the movement and the norms in the Canadas 

around female voluntary participation. As a result of defending a nation with chattel 

slavery as the bastion of liberty, Wait developed a claim to the natural rights of voluntary 

participation by certain classes of women which she accused the British of limiting. 

 The final strategy used by the patriot press to deflect constitutionalist criticisms of 

slavery in America involved casting the British as cruel oppressors in their own right. 

Returning to Robinson’s lithograph, it portrayed the British as working with both Blacks 

and First Nations against the patriots in line with British actions in the War of 1812. On 

the left, with the burning Caroline in the background, a figure addressed as Upper 

Canadian Lieutenant-Governor Sir Francis Bond Head, dressed in British military garb 

and holding a scalp, exclaimed “No Quarter, no prisoners! Hurrah! for Queen Victoria!” 

as he egged on a caricatured First Nations’ warrior. The warrior, wielding a tomahawk, 

shouted “Give me plenty rum, Gubner Head, I catch you more Scalps - !” Mirroring 

accusations against the British by the Buffalonian for inciting the Seneca to attack the 

patriots, Bond Head was farming out the committal of atrocities to a First Nations 
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warrior, in this case with promises of rum rather than money. What patriots were 

experienced with the burning of the Caroline was equated to the suffering caused by the 

British burnings of the War of 1812.  

Likewise, Mackenzie attacked the cruelty of poor houses, cotton factories, 

impressment, and the British army’s practice of lashing its soldiers and charged that 

Britain “tramples under foot every vestige of freedom in Canada, and wades through the 

blood of crouching millions in India.”
44

 Mackenzie’s depictions of cruelty ended with an 

attack on empire as cruelty’s embodiment. One of the first stories in the Patriote 

Canadien was of an unsuccessful petition for clemency in India making sure the 

similarities of the supplicating wife in India and the wife of Samuel Lount were 

highlighted.
45

  In one of the farthest flung instances of a critique of empire, Mackenzie 

greeted with joy news of the destruction of the British force that had retreated from Kabul 

during the First Anglo-Afghan War. In a large title announcing the news, Mackenzie 

proclaimed “British Burnings, Butcherings, and Robberies in Ireland, Canada, China, and 

India, terribly avenged at Cabool [sic], Wellington’s Moscow!!!”
46

 While Britain 

criticized American slavery, patriots contended that Britain was also engaged in cruelty 

and pointed to actions in the empire as a whole, not just in the Canadas, to justify their 

argument. 
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 The depiction in patriot and constitutionalist rhetoric of Blacks and First Nations 

as some of the strongest forces in opposition to patriots and American republicanism had 

some basis in fact. Historian Mary Beacock Fryer notes how “Blacks were among the 

most reliable troops for service on the frontiers because they viewed Americans as 

implacable enemies for tolerating slavery.”
47

 Josiah Henson, an escaped slave and local 

notable in the Upper Canadian Black community, recounted his experience helping to 

lead the 2
nd

 Essex Coloured Volunteers during the Rebellion. In his version of the capture 

of the Ann, Henson explained the motives for members of the Black community: “the 

coloured men were willing to help defend the government that had given them a home 

when they had fled from slavery.”
48

 In an earlier edition of his autobiography, Henson 

noted the joy occasioned by crossing the Detroit River boundary, explaining that on his 

escape “my first impulse was to throw myself on the ground, and giving way to the 

riotous exultation of my feelings, to execute sundry antics which excited the 

astonishment of those who were looking on.”
49

 A number of historians have chronicled 

Black participation in the Rebellion on the side of the colonial administration.
50

 The 

‘racial’ divide between supporters and opponents of British rule in the Canadas was a 
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transnational one. Recently Gerald Horne has noted the long history of perceived and 

actual support for Britain among African-Americans in the United States. David Shields, 

in his study of the American abolitionist newspaper The Liberator, also noted that it was 

strongly against the Rebellion out of support for the continued presence of a British—and 

abolitionist—political entity in North America.
51

 

 However, can such violent attacks, both literal and figurative, in the patriot press 

against Blacks and First Nations be ascribed only to the fact that those groups took 

actions—real or imagined—against the patriots? Thomas Richards posits that such 

language also reflected American desire for a new republican Upper Canada as a solution 

to problems of the American republic. According to Richards, Upper Canada would offer 

a white, free-soil republic.
52

 Yet, four facts gesture to active order-building by the patriot 

press through this language. First, such language was coming from a number of patriot 

editors with not only anti-slavery views but solid abolitionist credentials. Second, 

members of the patriot press were aware of the galling hypocrisy of professing the United 

States as a land of liberty in contrast to the slavery of the Canadas when, for the case of 

chattel slavery, the opposite was true. For example, James Mackenzie wrote to his father 

complaining of the elder Mackenzie’s actions to paper over slavery in the United States. 

James Mackenzie stated he “will never (as you have done) pretend to justify for a crime 
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by apologizing with the assertion that England is the greater criminal.”
53

 Third, as noted 

in Chapter 3, before, during, and after the Rebellion, patriots expressed support for the 

rights and wellbeing of racialized people. If the Canadas were to be a white republic as 

Richards posits, it reflected only the desires of American patriots, as the provisional 

constitutions of Upper and Lower Canada explicitly guaranteed rights to Black and 

Aboriginal residents.
54

 Fourth, in their calling out of British cruelty, patriots referenced 

atrocities perpetrated by the British against non-white peoples in the empire and cheered 

the destruction of a British army at their hands. 

 This rhetoric, then, constituted a choice by patriots to sacrifice their principles on 

racial justice for rhetorical expediency. To help build support for the patriot cause in the 

U.S., patriot newspapers emphasized the suffering of the patriots. As part of this 

emphasis on suffering, the patriot press used old tropes from the American Revolution: 

“the British, blacks, and Indians – the three bête noires of the early republic” in Richards’ 

words to help encourage sympathy and support from Americans.
55

 Patriots were also 

keen to foment conflict between the American government and Britain. Any support by 

them for abolition would not have endeared them to the many southern politicians 

leading America’s foreign relations.
56

 These choices around what sort of order would 

exist in exile had the effect of publicly coding the patriot community in the United States 

as white. This had significance for building a patriot order as well. As Jarett Henderson 
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has explained, white and male were crucial markers to move to responsible government 

and they were markers of the alternative republican order the patriot press was attempting 

to construct.
57

 

 

Casting the Movement in a Revolutionary Tradition  

 The second major identifier after suffering, was placing the patriot movement in a 

broad revolutionary tradition. As already noted in Chapter 3, the patriot press in the 

Canadas made frequent reference to the American Revolution, but increasingly there 

were gestures towards other revolutions as well. Historian Michel Ducharme has placed 

the Rebellion in the ongoing Atlantic Revolutions dating from the late eighteenth 

century.
58

 In one of the clearest instances of such gestures, Mackenzie’s call for 

independence, published as a handbill on December 1, 1837, began with an explicit 

reference to the revolutions in the Americas. Immediately under the title 

“INDEPENDENCE!” Mackenzie included the passage: “There have been Nineteen 

Strikes for Independence from European Tyranny, on the Continent of America. They 

were all successful!”
59

  

 After the exile of the patriot press to the United States, calls to an international 

revolutionary tradition became more prominent and more focused on recent revolutions 

that fit with how they defined themselves in exile while shifting away from a sole 

emphasis on the earlier Atlantic Revolutions with the exception of the American 
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Revolution itself. Of all the international revolutions from which to draw, the patriot 

press community in the United States focused on the Greek War of Independence, the 

Polish November Uprising, the Texas Revolution, and Ireland.
60

 With the exception of 

revolts and revolutions in Ireland and the Thirteen Colonies, those in Greece, Poland, and 

Texas all dated from the 1830s: the Polish November Uprising ended October 1831, the 

Greek War of Independence ended in May1832, and Texas won its independence the year 

before the Rebellion.
61

 More importantly, these revolutions were in line with how patriots 

saw themselves and tried to construct their community in exile. The choice of the patriot 

press to highlight these conflicts speaks to its desire to emphasize a critique of monarchy 

and Britain and to remind its readers of the tradition of international assistance to 

revolutionary struggles. The situations in Greece and Poland involved revolts against 

what were perceived by Anglo-Americans as “foreign” and “despotic” monarchies.
62

 

This placed these uprisings in line with American thinking on the American Revolution 

and placed Britain as a foreign despotic monarchy in its dealings with the Canadas. In 

addition, Greece and Texas occasioned substantial sympathy or outright assistance from 

Americans, sympathy that could be emphasized by patriots when that same sympathy 
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was not forthcoming for their cause in the Canadas.
63

 In the case of Greece, there had 

also been substantial assistance from British philhellinists, including providing Greek 

insurgents with a major loan and a number of individuals, most notably the poet Lord 

Byron, going to fight in the Greek War of Independence.
64

 

 Patriots reached for examples that would link the experiences of Canada with 

these other places in a common analogy of lands suffering foreign oppression deserving 

of American aid. Such an emphasis revealed the patriot press’s conceptions of monarchy 

as cruel and despotic. Even before the outbreak of Rebellion violence, such comparisons 

had been made. The Toronto Patriot critiqued a comment made by reformer Marshall 

Spring Bidwell about Upper Canada having as much liberty as Russian emperor Nicolas I 

claimed that Poland possessed.
65

 Such examples were renewed, modified, and amplified 

with the exile of the patriot press to the United States. As a case in point, the Toronto 

Mirror, an Irish Catholic paper, made a controversial comparison between the official 

declaration that “order reigns in Lower Canada” with the declaration by the Russians that 

“order reigns in Warsaw.” This was eagerly taken up by the Patriot’s Friend on the other 

side of the boundary as evidence of British oppression of the Canadas. In the United 

States, such a comparison between Poland and the Canadas was not relegated to the 

margins as evidenced by the circulation of a full-page short story of “The Polish Wife: A 

story of the Revolution of 1831” about “the struggle between the brave Poles and their 

despotic masters.” Evidently somewhat popular, the Canadian Patriot included the story 
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in a “popular tales” section.
66

 The Patriote Canadien also included a copy of this story in 

both English and French.
67

 The story spoke to the tropes of suffering women as a mother 

witnesses the near execution of her son. Such tales tied in the material suffering of 

patriots in exile and the British in the Canadas to foreign, despotic, and cruel monarchical 

government. 

 The Patriot’s Friend declared that to merit assistance the people in the Canadas 

had to show the world “that they have a deep abhorrence of their oppressors and are 

determined to cast off the shackles and fetters of their vile task masters who wish to 

degrade them to the lowest standard of Russian serfs.”
68

 In a letter to the Albany Evening 

Journal, republished in the Canadian Patriot, a refugee wrote that “Perpetual exile must 

be a sad fate, yet, I can think of one much worse, servitude.—If my dearest native land is 

to be made a new Poland, or a new Ireland, then shall I never again set foot upon its 

soil.”
69

 In a long poem in honour of the new year, 1839, the Bald Eagle referenced 

British oppression in its execution of Hunter leader Nils von Schoultz by comparing it to 

the execution of Irish Rebellion leader Robert Emmet.
70

  

 In addition to casting the British administration in the Canadas as a cruel and 

despotic monarchy, such comparisons reminded readers that assistance had been afforded 

to those “oppressed lands.” References by the patriot press to this tradition of 

international revolutionary assistance took two forms. The first highlighted the foreign 
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assistance provided to American patriots during the American Revolution, calling 

Americans to provide assistance to later-day patriots in the same manner and justifying 

the legitimacy of a revolution still in need of outside assistance. The second type of 

reference sought to compare the Canadas to other “oppressed lands” and highlight the 

outside aid that was provided when those other lands struggled for liberty.  

 There were multiple instances in the patriot press referencing the external support 

received by American patriots during the American Revolution. At the commencement of 

the second outbreak of insurrection in Lower Canada in November 1838, Mackenzie’s 

Gazette copied a proclamation by Charles G. Bryant, ‘Grand Eagle’ of a patriot force, 

hoping to provide Lower Canadian rebels with assistance.
71

 On November 1, the force 

moved from Vermont into Lower Canada near Caldwell’s Manor. On November 5, 1838 

Bryant issued a proclamation that framed revolutionary assistance in terms of the 

immaterial rewards associated with being a foreign volunteer and active participant in a 

paramilitary force. Referring to the “sons of noble sires” – as children of those who 

fought in the Revolution – he promised fame, such as that of Lafayette, for being known 

to posterity as examples of those who left their land to fight for liberty.
72

 

 The Bald Eagle contained a resolution of a patriot meeting in Cayuga County, 

New York at which patriot supporters evoked the foreign assistance that had been 
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provided to the American Revolution. However, on this occasion it was to claim the right 

to intervene. The meeting resolved: 

that as the descendants of a noble band that dared to resist 

the oppressive acts of the mother country, and who aided 

by the sympathies and actions of such men as Lafayette, 

DeKalb, Kosciusko and a host of foreigners, gained the 

liberty we now enjoy, we claim the right as freemen to 

sympathize with, and assist our suffering brethren of 

Canada to break the yoke of oppression.
73

  

 

Here the legacy of the American Revolution stood to both remind Americans of the 

external support received for their revolution as well as to affirm the appropriateness of 

providing aid in a later-day revolution. 

 Using the examples of Greece, Poland, and Texas, the patriot press evoked aid 

being afforded to other conflicts against foreign and despotic monarchies. For instance, 

the Bald Eagle contained a long discussion of the tradition of international assistance to 

Greece and linked the struggle in Poland with the exploits of Nils von Schoultz, the 

patriot commander at the Battle of the Windmill.
74

 Von Schoultz presented himself in 

North America as a Polish émigré. Although a Swede born in Finland, von Schoultz was 

indeed a veteran of the Polish November Uprising and thus became a personal 

embodiment of the international revolutionary tradition in which the patriots placed 

themselves.
75
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 Taking a position of official neutrality, the U.S. government in 1838 developed a 

stronger Neutrality Act in 1838 and Van Buren issued a proclamation strongly 

denouncing patriot activities in response to continued agitation.
76

  Faced with active 

countermeasures by the federal government, patriots evoked this international 

revolutionary tradition to protest the government’s actions. The Canadian Patriot, for 

instance, included a resolution from a patriot meeting in Newport, Vermont that stated 

“That the right of assistance, afforded by Americans and other nations to Greece when at 

war with Turkey, Texas when at war with Mexico, not having been called in question, in 

our opinion it illy becomes this Government, to forbid our affording similar assistance to 

the patriots of Canada.”
77

 

 Another meeting in Philadelphia, reported in Mackenzie’s Gazette and at which 

both Theller and Mackenzie spoke, expressed similar sentiments. The meeting voted that 

“American benevolence, which turned a willing ear to Greece, to Poland, and to Texas, 

will never be deaf to the cries of the houseless and homeless widows and orphans of the 

Canadian martyrs.” Here patriots coupled the political suffering of Canadian “martyrs” 

with narratives of familial suffering, combining a tradition of international revolutionary 

assistance with a protective patriarchy.
78

 In his own newspaper, Mackenzie made these 

comparisons more explicit. In the December 1, 1838 issue of his Gazette, Mackenzie 

copied a letter from “A Friend to the Canadians” to the editor of the New York Gazette, 

                                                 

76
 Guillet, 184; SUNY Oswego, Penfield Library Special Collections, Wood Family Papers MS040, Box 3, 

Folder 16 “ephemera,”  Proclamation from President Van Buren, 21 November 1838.  
77

 Canadian Patriot 2 February 1838 p3 c4. 
78

 Mackenzie’s Gazette 24 November 1838 p1 c1-2. 



 

185 

 

with Mackenzie giving it the title “Is Greece More Dear to the Citizens of New-York 

than Canada!”
79

  

 Mackenzie also carried a long article on the execution of Koniaski, a veteran of 

the Polish November Uprising. Mackenzie recounted Koniaski’s fortitude when he joked 

as he was shown the grave dug for him and requested that he not be blindfolded— a 

request denied by the Russians. Mackenzie used the tale to cast the British as crueler than 

the Russians: “Russian law is bad enough but it gave the Polish soldier a soldier’s trial 

and a soldier’s death. It was reserved for the whig hypocrites of the British Cabinet, who 

whine over Polish misery to give the gallant Von Schoultz the death of a dog. How is it 

that in this country (the U. S.) which boasts of freedom, the best supported editors, 

priasts[sic] and lawyers are the truest friends of English cruelty and the bitterest enemies 

of human rights?”
80

 Mackenzie focused on purported British sympathies for Poland and 

the hypocrisy given British conduct in the Canadas. 

 As well, patriots turned again to transnational and non-historical rights-based 

claims in this regard. The patriot press placed itself within an international revolutionary 

tradition, crafting arguments in favour of international assistance to other struggles 

against monarchies. Rights transcended national boundaries and limits. Historians have 

categorized the revolutions of 1760-1826 in Europe and the Americas as part of the wave 

of “Atlantic Revolutions.” However, with the exception of America and Ireland, the 

conflicts highlighted by the patriot press have not been categorized as Atlantic by 
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scholars.
81

 The focus by the patriot press on Greece, Poland, and Texas points to the 

move away from Atlantic revolutions with the move to exile. Those revolutions of the 

1830s against “foreign” “despotic” monarchies that received foreign assistance better fit 

what the patriot press was trying to achieve in exile. The move away from a purely 

Atlantic revolutionary tradition echoes the changes noted in the last chapter around a 

wider radicalism that prefigured aspects of the later revolutions of 1848. 

 Having placed themselves within an international revolutionary tradition, patriots 

viewed it as the duty of Americans to offer them financial assistance and even to take up 

arms alongside them. They emphasized their continued suffering as the U.S. government 

and its citizens, in their view, abandoned this tradition. For example, rather than being 

supported, Mackenzie was jailed for violating American neutrality laws.
82

 The patriot 

press further complained of the federal government’s uneven enforcement of neutrality. 

For the patriot press, it was outrageous that the United States would prevent American 

assistance to the Canadas after having tacitly permitted assistance to the revolution in 

Texas. The patriot press blamed such disparate treatment on the undue influence of 

Britain or the American South. Such critiques spoke to a negative conception of 

clandestine influence—as against open deliberation—that perverted the natural support of 

Americans for spreading republicanism to the Canadas. 

 Such comparisons between the Canadas and Texas had been made before the 

Rebellion, but appeared more prominently once the Rebellion had started. The Canadian 

Patriot found a letter to the New York Express from “L.M.N.” that had been sent from 
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Montreal in September, 1836. The writer was surprised that the “geographical position 

and political condition” of the Canadas did not excite public attention, yet “the resources 

and population of an immense country give place to the cause of a few “squatters” in 

Texas.”
83

 

 In his Cleveland Bald Eagle, Samuel Underhill blamed the influence of Britain 

for keeping the American government from supporting revolution in the Canadas while 

turning a blind eye to Americans’ support for the revolution in Texas.
84

 Theller, in an 

article labeled “Neutrality,” also accused the U.S. government of being unduly influenced 

by Britain and of engaging in sectional favouritism. “In what” Theller asked “consisted 

the difference between helping the Canadians, and overrunning Texas, a Mexican 

Province?” The response was “that, to gratify a base fear of England’s might and power, 

would ferret out from musty statute book, an obsolete law.” The Neutrality Act, in 

Theller’s estimation, saw the U.S. government punish activities on its northern border, 

but not its southern one. Referencing the 1837 burning of the Caroline that took place at 

Schlosser, New York, Theller warned those in power that “Michigan, with western New 

York and Northern Ohio, will poll ten time the votes of Mississippi and Louisiana—and 

will REMEMBER THE UNATONED OUTRAGE AT SCHLOSTER![sic]”
85

 Theller 

saw the Neutrality Act as interfering with the American’s revolutionary tradition, but it 

was used selectively. In his view, Southerners were allowed to assist revolutions across 

their border but Northerners were denied the same rights. 
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 Like Theller, the noted patriot William Johnston thought it was the South that 

caused this differentiated treatment. Johnston had been disappointed in Mackenzie’s 

attack on the Whigs, highlighting in his letter that the Democrats were not friends of the 

patriots given their hypocrisy in acquiescing to filibustering in Mexico but not the 

Canadas.
86

 In a published response to Johnston’s letter, Mackenzie noted that the 

comparison between the Canadas and Texas was perhaps not valid as there was no state 

in the former the filibusterers could join as patriots in neither Lower nor Upper Canada 

had been able to “keep a standard up anywhere.”
87

 

 As evidence of how Texas loomed large in the minds of members of the patriot 

press, in a number of instances patriot papers contained short positive notices on the 

situation in Texas. In one of its issues, the patriot Budget of Conneaut, Ohio noted that 

the Tennessee House of Representatives had passed resolutions supporting the annexation 

of Texas and in another issue provided information on preparations by Texans for another 

battle with Mexico.
88

 The Mercury and Buffalonian contained the short note in one issue 

that “All is prosperity in Texas, ‘the flower garden of the world.’”
89

 For its part, the 

Lewiston Telegraph contained a short article on the discovery of “a beautiful specimen of 

native gold” in Texas that equaled the purity of the gold of Mexico or Peru.
90

 That the 

patriot press community in the United States felt that such snippets would be relevant and 

of interest to readers indicates a juxtaposition of the Canadas to Texas in the minds of 
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patriot editors and readers, a comparison which, as we will see, played out in transborder 

rhetorical conflict. 

 The patriots’ shock at the denial of revolutionary aid by Americans and especially 

the actions of state and federal authorities speaks to the vision of those who sought the 

aid of American private citizens, a vision that has not been analysed in the literature on 

filibusters.
91

 In his history of American involvement in Nicaragua, Michel Gobat argues 

that contrary to other Latin American nations of the period, the Nicaraguans embraced a 

positive image of Americanization which led them to induce filibuster William Walker 

and American colonists to join them. Only once Walker arrived were Nicaraguan 

conceptions shattered with Walker who instead brought an Americanization defined by 

violence and racial hierarchy. Similarly, Canadian patriots embraced a positive vision of 

the U.S. republic and only once in exile did the republic lose its luster.
92

 The patriots 

emphasized suffering to such an extent that they not only expected assistance but felt that 

they deserved it given the responsibility of Americans to assist republican revolutions. 

 The debate about how the Canadian Rebellion fit into the history of an 

international revolutionary tradition and paralleled the Texas Revolution, became another 

example of the transborder rhetoric with constitutionalists in the Canadas who pointed to 

the consistency between American actions in Texas and the Canadas: if one was just a 

land grab, so was the other. The comparison could serve constitutionalist ends. Grant, in 
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his Western Herald, wrote that American residents should explicitly acknowledge that 

they approved of the patriots attempt to “rob Great Britain of the Canadas in the same 

manner as you plundered too-submissive Mexico of her Texian possessions.”
93

 An Upper 

Canadian writer to the Detroit Daily Advertiser also reminded U.S. readers that “Upper 

Canada is not Texas, Upper Canadians are not Texans, and Great Britain is not Mexico” 

to highlight both the different levels of support for revolution and the difference between 

a powerful global empire and a weak state with multiple regions in rebellion.
94

 The 

Journal of Commerce out of New York City carried an article about a “meeting in behalf 

of Canada,” which editorialized against U.S. filibustering.
95

 The St. Catharines Journal 

copied the article, presenting it as a statement against patriot filibustering. 

 Patriot responses to these charges were not as numerous as those involving chattle 

slavery, perhaps because Americans were the key audience. In one instance, Mackenzie 

brought up the dispute over the Maine boundary question as a counter-argument to 

constitutionalist critiques. In an article titled “Robbing Arsenals” Mackenzie wrote:  

When a few Americans borrow from one of their own 

arsenals, after such an affair as that of the Caroline, a gun 

or two to be used in favor of Liberty, the British Tory 

papers in Canada, London, and New York set up a doleful 

howl about the partiality of American officers. Now the 

tables have turned and the plunderers of $100,000 value of 

American timber in Maine break up British arsenals to 

enable them to keep the territory and the spoils. Does [the 

Lieutenant Governor of New Brunswick] Sir J. Harvey 

complain!!
96
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In another instance, at the funeral of J. M. Wheelock who died of wounds at the Battle of 

the Windmill, Marcus Smith, the Presbyterian minister of Watertown, gave an address. In 

it, he argued that while it may have been a violation of neutrality, those who invaded 

should not be compared to “freebooters and pirates” as they had honest motives in 

believing the Canadians desired republicanism. In Smith’s view, they had been 

“awakened” by watching other international revolutions and they believed “that every 

nation and people had a right to throw off an aristocratical government.”
97

 

 In their continued debate with constitutionalist papers in the Canadas, patriot 

papers spread ideas of the Rebellion within a broader revolutionary context and 

positioned themselves and their failed rebellion as part of a specific revolutionary 

tradition that emphasized monarchy as foreign, cruel, and despotic and that noted past 

international assistance afforded those revolutions. These political disputes became 

transborder through the survival of the patriot press in the United States and its continued 

conflict with constitutionalists papers in the Canadas. The focus of the patriot press on 

both suffering and the international revolutionary tradition stemmed from a desire to 

build legitimacy for their project in exile. They were not pirates, but revolutionaries. 

They were not weak because many other revolutions, including the American, had relied 

on foreign assistance. Their penury was due to suffering at the hands of the British, and 

their racialized supporters and friends in the United States, not any personal or political 

failing. 

 

Deliberation and Association 
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 The third idea central to setting the boundaries of a patriot order was the high 

value placed on deliberation and association. These values, crucial to initial organizing 

along militarized lines as discussed in Chapter 2, remained deeply held by the patriots, 

even after having engaged in military violence. Not only did patriot initiatives emerge 

from voluntary associations, but the press also helped to sustain a voluntary ethos among 

patriots with its coverage and promotion of debating societies. Patriot editors often 

provided space for positive commentary on the propriety of literary and debating 

societies and were involved in organizing and participating in those debating societies 

and lecture clubs. Although shying away from partisan discourse, these debating societies 

could cover what might be termed “patriot” topics and the coverage of these associations 

reflected patriots’ belief in the values they expressed. 

 Resolutions of patriot public meetings, news of military engagements, and patriot 

editorializing often shared space with notices for debating societies. Like similar 

associations of their time, these societies met for lectures and debates on contemporary 

topics. The patriot Budget, of Conneaut, Ohio, carried an announcement for the Conneaut 

Young Men’s Debating Society’s upcoming debate, on “has Ignorance and Superstition 

caused more bloodshed than Pride and Ambition?”
98

 The Bald Eagle announced a 

forthcoming debate by the Cleveland Lyceum with a more expressly political focus, 

namely whether Congress should abolish slavery in the District of Columbia.
99

 

Announcements in the Spirit of ’76 for the Detroit Young Men’s Society included notices 

of debates concerning whether the state should limit interest rates and whether 
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professionals such as doctors, lawyers, and the clergy should be required to divulge 

information concerning those in their care in a court of law.
100

 The Detroit Young Men’s 

Society as well as the Rochester Young Men’s Association also organized gatherings for 

addresses on a diverse range of subjects from history, nature, astronomy, and theology.
101

 

 Patriot editors and organizers actively praised or even led these literary and 

debating societies. In the columns of his Spirit of ’76, Theller praised the local debating 

society, declaring that he had “the highest opinion of the importance and value of this 

society.” Theller announced he would attend the society now that the “more exciting 

topics” of the Michigan gubernatorial campaign were over “and our Canadian friends 

have finished their celebration of the ‘Battle of Windsor’.”
102

 In another issue, Theller 

advised that “we would say to all our readers, that there is no way, in which an evening 

can be more profitably or pleasantly spent” than at the Young Men’s Society.
103

 As a 

unique example of leading such societies, Benjamin Wait, a veteran of the Rebellion and 

a number of border raids, noted how he and other prisoners had formed a society for 

“literary improvement” while imprisoned in Fort Henry, composing original lectures to 

deliver to each other.
104

 

 At Rochester, the local Young Men’s Association had a number of connections to 

patriots. Rochester postmaster, Democratic operative, and patriot Henry O’Reilly, in 
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addition to his work organizing the stockpiling of materiel—including weapons—for the 

patriots, was one of the lead organizers of the Rochester Young Men’s Association in 

1838, becoming its president.
105

 While corresponding with Mackenzie and working with 

other Rochestarians to supply aid to the patriots, O’Reilly also worked to find lecturers 

for the society’s semi-weekly addresses. For instance, O’Reilly made multiple requests to 

John Rolph, an exile of the Rebellion and former associate of Mackenzie, to lecture at the 

Rochester Young Men’s Association. Rolph acquiesced; the calendar for the 1839-1840 

season indicated that he was to give three lectures: one on astronomy, one on science, and 

another on a subject that had yet to be determined.
106

 The fact that Rolph, who had played 

a controversial role in the uprising in Toronto, did not lecture on subjects such as the 

Rebellion or the Canadas is possibly due to a convention or outright policy in certain 

debating society to avoid obviously controversial topics.
107

 However, as will be seen, 

debating societies did embrace on other occasions patriot topics. Rolph’s relationship 

with the Young Men’s Association was testy. Rolph complained that O’Reilly was too 

demanding, first refusing O’Reilly’s “unwelcome command” to give an address and later 

refusing to send his address to be published in the proceedings as it was “far too 

unfinished.”
108

 This testy relationship and the avoidance of topics on the Rebellion could 

have stemmed from Rolph’s dispute with Mackenzie over each other’s conduct in the 
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Rebellion and O’Reilly’s heavy support for the latter.
109

 However, it is significant that 

Rolph was able to overlook such divisions with Mackenzie in the context of a voluntary 

association. His discussions with O’Reilly in the context of speaking at the Young Men’s 

Association demonstrates some engagement with patriots overlooked by past scholars.
110

 

 Hestor L. Stevens, a fellow member of the Rochester patriot committee, also had 

a history in voluntary associations. Stevens had dabbled in temperance organizing, being 

elected secretary to the Monroe County Temperance Society in 1830 before the society 

took a stand against total abstinence.
111

 In addition to serving alongside O’Reilly on the 

committee, Stevens acted as one of the assistant directors of the Young Men’s 

Association.
112

 William Lyon Mackenzie also used the foreign newspapers received at 

the Rochester Young Men’s Association to gauge the reach of his Gazette in Europe.
113

 

Literary and debating societies were increasing in number in the period and 

contemporaries in the press spoke to their usefulness.
114

 Here patriots concurred and 

continued to assist in their development. 

 Some literary and debating societies did discuss topics of resonance to the patriot 

cause or patriot papers engaged with these subjects in such a way as to make them 

pertinent. For instance, a lecture at the Rochester Young Men’s Association prompted a 

letter from “Scrutator” to Mackenzie’s Gazette to put a patriot twist on the debate about 

“moral force versus physical force.” The lecturer had asserted “that knowledge unaided 
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by physical force, was all-sufficient to liberate people from the evils of mis-government.” 

Scrutator differed, suggesting that knowledge produced an understanding of one’s 

situation and compelled the use of force to enjoy those rights, surmising that “Moral 

force is the power of virtue, not the knowledge of things.” Here, a reader, thought to be a 

member of the patriot press, intervened in a debate at the Young Men’s Society to argue 

for the existence of civic virtue as a key component of republicanism.
115

 Mackenzie 

criticized a similar subject chosen in Upper Canada, noting that “on the 19
th

 of April, the 

Kingston Young Men’s Society were to meet to discuss the question, “What are the 

excuses, or are there any, that make war justifiable?” A very suitable question but the 

suspension of the habeas corpus act will prevent a fair investigation.”
116

 Here Mackenzie 

rejected the idea that this debate in the Canadas could be truly deliberative due to the 

suspension of certain legal rights and implied that war—and by extension the 

Rebellion—was justifiable.  

 In a similar vein, in his Spirit of ’76, Theller mused about his desire to take the 

place of George Dawson, the Whig editor of the Detroit Advertiser, in a debate at the 

Young Men’s Society about what he termed “military matters.” Teller claimed only his 

age precluded him from taking part.
117

 Regardless, the article speaks to patriots giving 

their own interpretations to debates they found pertinent in these societies. Not 

surprisingly, the literary club of patriot and Rebellion prisoners turned to relevant 
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subjects. In his memoir, Wait claimed that his first address to his fellow prisoners in their 

literary society was on “patriotism,” stating that for him “it was a subject that had 

actuated every nerve of my system, and reduced me to my present slavish situation.”
118

  

 Finally, ideas around the propriety of uniting in a voluntary association, in the 

abstract, held credence for patriots. The Bald Eagle included a running advertisement for 

a bookseller selling copies of none other than de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America 

with its positive commentary on voluntary associations and the press.
119

 William Lyon 

Mackenzie had read Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws and often read the Life and 

Essays of Dr. Benjamin Franklin, both of which discussed the nature and benefits of 

association.
120

 In Detroit, the Young Men’s Society held a debate about the current 

structure of Michigan’s internal improvements. In a commentary to his readers, Theller 

stated that “we are informed that the debate was full of interest, and ably conducted –that 

statistical facts, and practical remarks, were thrown forth valuable to become acquainted 

with.” Theller noted that the decision to abolish the current structure of internal 

improvements was “worthy of being copied by a higher body.” Such rhetoric echoed the 

principle of a rational state implementing what was decided by the public deliberation of 

facts and information. This public deliberation was between equal opinions whose merits 

were decided in a forum that mimicked the rules and forms of state deliberation.
121

 Such 
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commentary could, in addition, be an implied criticism by Theller of the political 

situation in Michigan.
122

 Patriots recognized that these specific literary and debating 

societies were part of a larger pattern of local literary societies across the United States. 

Theller hoped that the Young Men’s Society of Detroit would “take a high rank among 

the multitude of kindred associations in the Land.”
123

 

 Literary and debating societies had resonance for the patriot press community 

which displayed a continued belief in the benefits of liberal voluntary organizing, not 

secret military organization, as historians have more typically emphasized. The belief in 

these benefits was also part of a critique of monarchy. Rather than mutual benefit and 

deliberation, patriots equated monarchical empire with aristocracy and rule by a “clique.” 

Patriots used the term “tory” to express these criticisms of monarchy and empire. “Tory” 

did not only apply to Britons, but carried accusations of self-interested and unqualified 

leadership and living off the work of others. Such rule was violent as it was maintained 

by the ignorance of the populace and by brute force.
124
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 The use of the terms tory, royalist, and loyalist as epithets by the patriot press for 

constitutionalists and their supporters—real or imagined—spoke to the emphasis the 

patriot press placed on the monarch in British colonial government.
125

 Such emphasis on 

only one portion of the colonial constitution evinces how patriots perceived the colonial 

administration as under the direct control of every whim of the monarch. Patriots 

perceived an empire unresponsive and unaccountable to the Canadas, continuing on the 

continent through imposition by force. Both criticisms rested on the contention that 

empire and monarchy were not mutual and deliberative. 

 Samuel Underhill frequently labelled his U.S. opponents Tories. At his most 

accusatory—in a single column, of a single issue—Underhill cast the Nantucket Inquirer 

as “the most deadly TORY paper that we have received”; Ward’s grocery store as “A 

DEN OF TORIES”; “Our friend of the [Cleveland] Herald and Gazette” as “a clever 

fellow and a Tory”; dared another Cleveland editor, A. H. Curtis, to respond to the charge 

of being a Tory; and noted that “T. Johnson don’t feel disposed to satisfy the public that 

he is not a TORY!” The reasons given were as varied as the targets: Curtis was accused 

of reading taking newspapers without paying for them, and the Nantucket Inquirer was 

targeted for its calls on the U.S. government to apprehend and hang all refugees.
126

 For 

calling opponents tories, both Underhill and Nichols had their press destroyed making 
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suffering as a marker of “patriot” that much more concrete.
127

 Mackenzie complained of 

the criticisms leveled at the patriots by “the British Tory papers in Canada, London, and 

New York.”
128

 Such complaints were not without foundation as support for the 

constitutionalist cause did exist in the United States. The Western Herald appears to have 

been popular enough on both sides of the Detroit frontier that Grant had an agent for 

subscriptions in Detroit.
129

 The patriot press perceived British and constitutionalist 

attacks from both Canada and the United States as one despite the border. 

 As it was applied extensively without regard to citizenship or national origin, 

what did “tory” actually signify for patriots besides providing a broad marker for “not 

one of us?” “Tory” also encompassed the negative perception by the patriot press of 

monarchy based on its voluntarist values. The editor of the Canadian Patriot, Hiram 

Blanchard, provided his readers with an article “Who are Tories” that captured the 

voluntarist meaning of its own causes. Blanchard cast tories into two categories: “those 

who are well informed and know their cause to be unjust, and those who believe the 
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assertions of the before mentioned, and think them honest, and believe their cause to be 

just. The former adhere to toryism and strive to perpetuate it by every means in their 

power, for the advantages they have received, or those they expect to receive.”
130

 The 

argument that certain individuals clung to their tory ways for personal advantage 

combined patriot criticisms based on race and class. Tories were concerned with personal 

advantage, not principle or equality, be it rum, money for scalps, office holder privileges, 

or pensions. Thomas Low Nichols in his Mercury and Buffalonian provided the starkest 

version of this definition. In a column of short notices and phrases, Nichols included two 

definitions each separated by a line: “PATRIOT.—A lover of his country and of liberty” 

below on a separate line “TORY.—A monarchist and aristocrat.”
131

 Julien Mauduit 

argues that rather than a conflict between republican and monarchist as had been the case 

in 1776 and 1812, patriots conceived of their struggle as between “true republicans” 

regardless of nationality and “aristocrats.” The particular use of “tory” by the patriot 

press, by contrast, demonstrates that those ideas of “true republican” versus “aristocrat” 

were still intimately bound up with the older notions of the struggle between monarchy 

and republic.
132

 For the patriot press, “tory” was tied to monarchy and privilege. In turn, 

monarchy was tied to violence, unqualified rule, and the lack of reasoned deliberation. 

 The Canadian Patriot re-published a letter from an unnamed refugee in exile in 

Franklin County, New York to his father in the Albany Evening Journal. The letter writer 
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criticized what he understood to be the oppression and destruction wielded by the British 

to maintain their authority. He wrote that “all possible outrages and violences have been 

perpetuated by a brutal soldiery. Wherever they fought, and in many instances, even 

where they did not, robbery, pillage, arson, crimes to women, and murder, (all the lawless 

warfare of barbarians) followed them in their train.”
133

 In the same letter, the writer stated 

that he was in a better position than others to avenge those wronged because he was not 

the head of a family, echoing conceptions of patriarchal duty—although not tied to 

heading or protecting women within a household.
134

 Beyond highlighting the brutality on 

which the survival of empire rested and the concomitant suffering under monarchy, this 

critic turned to the common ploy of using gendered tropes to emphasize that suffering. 

When reporting on the executions of patriot prisoners, the Patriot’s Friend copied the 

Daily Buffalionian stating that “the Kingston Chronicle of 20
th

 ult. deprecates any more 

executions of the Prescott prisoners ‘they would not add to the dignity of the empire;’ and 

intimates pretty strongly that the ‘most sanguinary governments are often the weakest.’ 

That last sentence expresses our ideas of the military despotism in the Canadas, very 

exactly.”
135

 To these patriot papers, the Kingston Chronicle had inadvertently revealed 

the violence on which British authority in North America rested. 

 Beyond specific instances in the Rebellion, patriots in the press contrasted order 

in the Canadas based on suffering from empire, hierarchy, and violence to an emphasis 

on self-taught white men, republicanism, and self-organizing as evident in their program 

in the U.S. “Azro,” a letter writer to the Budget, stated that “in turning the pages of 
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history […] proscriptions, racks, and torturers, have in the most enlightened nations been 

the companion of Princely courts.” Turning to the Canadas, he asked readers to “Look to 

the Provinces, and see if happiness is there; several thousand of their inhabitants, for 

merely expressing their opinions are doomed to cells and chains; torn from their family 

and friends, to waste away their lives on the miserable pittance of bread and water.” In a 

not so subtle linkage with fallen ancient empires, Azro also wrote that “neither is 

[happiness] to be found in Tartary, Egypt, Greece, or Rome. Can it be found in the land 

of the free? Yes; She guilds her magnificent temples, and gently zephyrs waft her sweet 

perfume”
136

 

 As noted earlier, ideas of who could partake in the public deliberation that defined 

republics was circumscribed by racial and gendered boundaries. These boundaries 

extended to the patriots’ critique of monarchy in the press as a system of government that 

relied on the rule of those they felt was unqualified to deliberate—the Queen, Blacks, and 

First Nations. Like race, the patriot press deployed gendered tropes in their critique of 

monarchy as non-deliberative. Not only was monarchy the rule of one, but in Britain it 

was the rule of Queen Victoria in particular, who was seen as unqualified both as a 

woman and because of her youth. Since at least the 1820s in Upper Canada, behaviour 

and traits coded as feminine were used derisively in the public sphere against 

opponents.
137

 Reformers and patriotes had decried Queen Victoria’s competence and the 

appropriateness of female governance, or had attacked constitutionalists for their 

                                                 

136
 Budget 3 February 1838 p3 c2. 

137
 Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women, 13. 



 

204 

 

dependence, a lesser quality associated with femininity. These lines of attack increased in 

exile.
138

 

 At a patriot meeting in Newport, Vermont, two resolutions used the epithet 

“petticoat government.” As with the tactics of the reformers and patriotes in the Canadas, 

the term was used to feminize and thus undermine monarchical authority.
139

 The first 

resolution called for “all professed friends of liberty” to “afford protection to such as may 

have fled from the tyrannical “Petticoat Government” of the Canadas.” The second was a 

denunciation of the destruction of the Caroline by “tyrannical officers, soldiers, and other 

subjects, of Her Majesty’s Ladyship, John Bull, (acting under Petticoat authority).”
140

 In 

line with the second resolution, the patriot press also attacked those men who took 

council from women. The Patriot’s Friend attacked the Governor of Lower Canada, Sir 

John Colborne, for breaking with gendered understandings of manly deliberation. Instead 

of citizens (coded male) and a wide range of opinions, according to the Buffalo 

Commercial Advertiser, the Montreal Herald had complained that “Sir John Colborne is 

surrounded by a parcel of old women, both in petticoats and in trowsers, whose influence 

over him is sacrificing his high reputation for political sagacity and knowledge of human 
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nature”.
141

 The Patriot’s Friend made reference to trowsers to mock this council as 

“unnatural” and gender non-conformist. Mackenzie copied from the Morning Chronicle 

an article that the Marchioness of Normanby was the real power moving Queen Victoria 

between ministers during the Bedchamber Crisis. Included with the article was a poem on 

government instability: “But whate’er the decision, I think we may say, / That henpecked 

John Bull yields to petticoat sway.”
142

 Not only British politicians and administrators 

were under “petticoat” control. The Bald Eagle included an “Eleventh Commandment.—

M. Van Buren has done as much as to command the Government officers (post masters 

and all) that “You must express your sympathy in favour of the ‘darling Queen and 

Tories, or resign. Well as a matter of course, they shout, “God Save the Queen!!””
143

 

Now it was also U.S. federal office holders who were under the sway of not only the 

British monarch but a young woman. 

 The singling out of Victoria for special rebuke was a product of the patriot press’s 

commitment to republican deliberation. As Marilyn Randall has noted, Victoria’s 

ascension was treated by patriot press in Lower Canada as both a complete reversal of the 

natural order and proof of the problems of hereditary monarchy.
144

 In response to this 

anomaly patriots offered government by republican citizens. In her study of the gendered 

language of the Rebellion, Cecilia Morgan argues that radical reformers cast the Queen 

(and by extension monarchy and empire) as “the antithesis of the upright, honest, and 
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virtuous man the reformers had chosen as their symbol.”
145

 For Allan Greer, such attacks 

stemmed from a “profoundly gendered republican concept of citizenship.”
146

 

 The violence and unqualified rulers that defined monarchy were evidence of that 

sytem of government’s incompatbility with voluntarist values. To contrast the problems 

of monarchy with the benefits of republicanism, in 1838 Blanchard compared the 

successful 1834-1836 campaign for the creation of a Senate in Vermont, with the Lower 

Canadian campaign to establish an elective Legislative Council.
 147

 He outlined how, to 

establish a Senate, the Vermont legislature passed an act which referred the question to 

“the PEOPLE.” Voters then elected delegates to a constitional convention and Blanchard 

described the scene as follows: “the Senators have been quietly elected; no noise; no 

trouble.” However, he then compared the passing of the act with the move for similar 

changes in Lower Canada: 

In using their constitutional rights to accomplish their 

views, our fellow-citizens have been shot down in our 

streets by an armed soldierly, the blind tools of a fanatical 

faction, opposed to the wishes of the country. Year after 

year we have to record political murders, or violent 

political persecutions. Governors have come among us only 

to have their reputations ruined, while the peace of the 

country is destroyed, industry disturbed, and public 

improvements arrested, by the obstinacy with which 

ignorant men, at a distance from the Province, or stranger 

to, and unconnected with the country, dabbling in what 

does not concern them, have used their influence in 

opposing the legitimate wishes of those who own the soil, 

and have no other country but this.
148
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Violence, obstruction, ignorance, the arbitrary decisions of a small faction, the disconnect 

with popular appeal: these were Blanchard’s concerns and also the patriot criticism of the 

constitutionalist cause. To the idea of ignorance, Blanchard attached a critique of empire. 

Monarchy was far away, unconnected with and without understanding of the Canadas. 

 For constitutionalists, it was republicanism instead that was characterized by 

violence and arbitrariness. The constitutionalist response to these patriot criticisms 

continued the debate in the press from the Canadas and demonstrates that, even after the 

Rebellion, both patriots and constitutionalists used voluntarist values as benchmarks for 

an effective society. Constitutionalists viewed the violence of the patriots in cross border 

raids as symptomatic of the absence of the rule of law they felt was intrinsic to the 

American government. Terms used included “lawless anarchists” and “piratical 

blackguards.”
149

 Such terms of lawlessness, violence, and anarchy cast the patriots as 

criminals, not revolutionaries—and, by extension, cast the republicanism they fought for 

in the same light. 

 The rule of the “sovereign mob” in the United States, according to 

constitutionalists, left the United States a weak state and promoted violence amongst its 

citizens and across the border. Constitutionalists equated the United States government 

with mob—and therefore arbitrary and unreasoning—rule. A letter writer to the 

constitutionalist Toronto Patriot cast the Governor of Michigan, Stevens T. Mason, as 

“the boast and idol of a vile mob.” The Patriot, for its part, cast the U.S. government as 

the “most sovereign mob” and noted that “a man differing from the multitude on any 
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favorite topic of public opinion” could face mob violence.
150

 Grant, when writing about 

assaults on three British officers in Detroit, linked violent incidents with mob rule and 

decried any official denunciations as empty rhetoric. 

Was this [assaulting British officers] becoming? “O, no,” 

say the knowing ones, with a sly Yankee grin, well 

understood by the rabble, “the authorities did not sanction 

this.” Pray who are the authorities? The mob? If so, the 

authorities committed it, and the mob (i.e. the authorities) 

have most grossly violated the faith of the mob 

Government; but if the mob have acted in opposition to the 

authorities, one thing is certain; either that the authorities 

are insufficient to control the mob, or they covertly connive 

at their doings.—Thus has the glory of the great Republic 

departed. We stick you then upon either “horn of this 

dilemma.” Are you too weak to control the sovereign 

people? Then, in the name of high Heaven, make no more 

treaties. Give no more assurances of “amity” and “neutral 

relations,”—confess the rottenness of you republican 

institutions, and your inability to control the despotism of 

“His Majesty the mob!
151

 

 

For Grant, any U.S. promises of respecting sovereignty, international law, and the 

boundary rang hollow as the “authorities” and the “mob” were one. Patriot critiques of 

monarchy also rang hollow as the U.S. too had a king, however it was the absolutist mob 

and not the balanced monarchy of the British constitution. 

 Arguments over monarchy and republicanism crossed and re-crossed the border. 

The patriot press, in response to constitutionalist dislike of republicanism, emphasized 

desertions from the British as revealing both the Army’s apparent lack of support for 

monarchy as well as the violent military control patriots perceived was responsible for 

solidifying monarchy in the Canadas. For both sides, the charge of instability in the 
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opposing system of government harkened back to criticisms leveled around the period of 

the American Revolution.
152

 Patriots were quick to turn to the American Revolution and 

the War of 1812 to remind constitutionalists of Britiain’s past track record of invasions of 

the United States as proof of the “land of liberty’s” stable path.
153

 The patriot press, 

however, concentrated on desertions of British troops to the United States as it was the 

clearest evidence of both military weakness as well as the lack of popular support for 

monarchy. Patriot editors, especially William Lyon Mackenzie, tracked the flow of 

deserters to the United States. A letter from a correspondent in Toronto to Mackenzie’s 

Gazette contained the passage: “the desertion in the army to which you have so often 

alluded, has now increased to such a degree as to give serious alarm to our government.” 

Mackenzie highlighted the passage with 10 manicules.
154

 The Canadian Patriot quoted 

the Buffalo Star that so many desertions were occurring that “John Bull can hardly count 

so securely upon thrashing Uncle Sam, as some of his Canadian editors have 

threatened.”
155

 As Alan Taylor notes, in the contest between republicanism and monarchy 

in North America, contemporaries recognized desertion as an effective metric for 

determining popular support. Speaking of the War of 1812, he notes that “in a war of 

persuasion and conversion, commanders struggled to retain their men while enticing 

deserters from the enemy. Generals measured their fortunes in the ebb and flow of 

deserters.”
156

 The boundary remained porous but continued to mark a transition between 
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monarchy and republic. Beginning in the 1840s, the use of local militia and volunteer 

companies increased on the frontier of British North America partially from fears British 

regulars would desert if posted to the border.
157

 

 In the patriot press, desertions were symbolic of desire in the Canadas for 

republicanism instead of monarchy. Deserters chose the U.S., while patriots had been 

forced there. A refugee letter-writer to Mackenzie’s Gazette from Detroit wrote of four 

soldiers that had deserted across the river. The writer noted the four “declared that the 

whole of the troop on our frontier would desert to-morrow if they knew how to go about 

it. They are harassed to death – one half of them constantly watching the other half.”
158

 

For the writer, monarchy kept control through “harassing” the troops who, when allowed 

to speak openly, opted for republican government. Theller’s Spirit of ’76 included a 

report that part of the night watch at Sandwich, “with muskets, and all the equipage of 

soldiers on duty, […] had come over to enlist in the patriot service. Of course we enrolled 

them and put them on duty.” Theller continued: “We find good situations for every 

decent fellow that throws himself upon us for protection, and especially those who treated 

us respectfully when we were honored by the numerous escorts Her Majesty so politely 

furnished us, when on our visit to her dominions.”
159

 In this article British soldiers chose 

not only republicanism but to join the patriot cause. As has been noted earlier, Theller 

had been captured in a failed patriot invasion. Theller’s reference to his good treatment 

may be seen as an ominous hint to the British authorities that he had found a sympathetic 
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ear in his dealings with British soldiers when in captivity. The physical border came to be 

more significant to the patriots after the Rebellion: it protected patriots, offered “liberty” 

to soldiers (and to slaves moving in the other direction) even as a transborder public was 

being sustained in the press.
160

 

 

Conclusion 

 After its creation, the patriot press community engaged in a continued conflict 

with the constitutionalist press in the Canadas and it used rhetoric to define a community 

united by suffering, part of an international revolutionary tradition, and committed to the 

ideals of voluntary organizing. Based on these traits, they crafted arguments in defence of 

the patriot movement. The patriot press cast their suffering as partially perpetrated by 

racialized opponents, critiqued U.S. state interference in patriot attempts to assist 

revolution in the Canadas, and developed a patriot definition of “tory” that embodied 

their criticism of monarchy as violent, arbitrary, and unstable. Constitutional and anti-

patriot papers responded to each argument. They pointed to the loyalty of racialized 

peoples given slavery and the persecution of Aboriginal peoples in the United States, cast 

patriot assistance as a land grab rather than assistance for a revolting people, and cast 

republicanism as violent, arbitrary, and unstable. In response, the patriot press 

emphasized desertions by British soldiers as evidence of the weakness of monarchy and 

the popular desire for republicanism. 

                                                 

160
 See Taylor, Civil War of 1812, 112–113, for earlier examples of the crisscrossing of slaves and 

deserters. See also Mackenzie’s Gazette 18 August 1838 p114 c3. 



 

212 

 

  Within these arguments was a conflict over the legitimacy and stability of the 

competing systems of constitutional monarchy and republicanism. Contemporaries 

judged these systems of government according to their belief in the proper forms of 

voluntary organizing. The patriot view was that monarchy, rather than deliberative, was 

maintained by violence and ignorance. That a young woman could bear ultimate 

responsibility for an empire was proof positive of this fact. The constitutionalist view was 

that it was the United States where absolutism rather than deliberation reigned, the 

“sovereign mob” governed the public sphere. Beyond these arguments and rhetorical 

tropes, how did the press influence the boundaries and norms by which patriot organizing 

continued in exile? 
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Chapter 5 

“If the British war with them they will find some ‘clear grit:’”  

Voluntary Organizing, Secrecy, and Community in the Patriot Press 

Chapter 2 explored the strong linkages among the press, rhetoric, and militarized 

organizing and how those relationships evolved in the lead-up to the Rebellion. This 

chapter asks how the patriot press, once in exile, related to militarized voluntary 

organizing after the Rebellion. How did the patriot press relate to patriot organizations 

and to initiatives to form patriot voluntary associations in the United States? 

 The patriot press remained crucial to patriot organizing in the U.S. in a number of 

ways. For example, it will become evident how editors of patriot newspapers, in addition 

to covering military organizing and patriot proclamations, corresponded with leaders of 

patriot military forces and assisted them in raising funds. A number of editors were also 

leaders in military organizing (as was the case with the British Rifle Corps and the Sons 

of Liberty examined in Chapter 2) and contemporaries noted a preponderance of editors 

and printers in the patriot rank-and-file. Members of the patriot press sought more 

broadly to organize the patriot movement in exile in a manner that furthered their goals of 

defining its boundaries and voluntary form. This included attempts by patriot editors to 

define and direct patriot voluntary organizing by speaking out against “ill planned” raids 

into the Canadas and making multiple calls for broad patriot organizations to coordinate 

and advocate for refugees. The analysis will then focus on another example of these 

efforts, namely the debate within the patriot press on using secret associations. This 

debate is all the more interesting given the roots of virtually all individuals associated 
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with the patriot press in liberal voluntary associations and the values those associations 

connoted. When the patriot press referred to secret patriot associations, it was in a way to 

build a sense of community in exile and to define who was and was not a patriot. As a 

final area of analysis, the chapter reviews how the patriot press focused on two important 

markers—national origin and gender—to further define the boundaries of the patriot 

community through its organizations. 

 

Patriot Editors and Military Organizers 

 The patriot press in the United States not only carried news of military organizing 

and raids but interacted with and assisted those patriots leading them. The patriots of 

Navy Island—after their evacuation from the island in January 1838—relied on the 

public for their sustenance on their winter trek around Lake Erie to Detroit, holding 

meetings to raise the necessary funds and public support for their continued mission. The 

patriot Budget of Conneaut Ohio, situated on the route between Buffalo and Detroit, 

closely followed this patriot movement westward.
1
 It provided updates on the patriots 

from other papers on or near the Lake Erie shore such as the Censor of Fredonia, New 

York to the east.
2
 When the patriots arrived in Conneaut, the Budget reminded readers of 

their destitute state and how the patriots were obliged to rely “upon the hospitality and 

benevolent of a generous public.” In its next issue, the Budget included a notice titled 

“Patriots!” reminding readers of a meeting that evening in their support. The subsequent 

two issues contained information on the meeting. The first after the gathering contained a 
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very positive report, noting that attendance at the meeting was so large that “every part of 

that spacious edifice was filled to overflowing” and resulting in “a handsome and liberal 

collection” to aid the patriot forces. Also in this issue, the newspaper spoke highly of the 

speech given by patriot Donald M’Leod, who “no doubt” convinced the audience of the 

justness of supplying aid. In its following issue, the Budget published the formal 

proceedings of the gathering.
3
 The newspaper functioned to extend the reach of the 

meeting to its readers. 

 Similar adulatory press reports were filed further west along the lakeshore when 

the patriot group reached Painesville, Ohio. Some ten months before he would found the 

Patriot’s Friend, Horace Steele, in his Painesville Republican, published an article—duly 

copied in the Budget—on two public meetings held in quick succession in Painesville. 

The meetings were held to organize a committee of twelve to oversee the sustenance of 

the patriot force while in town. Steele was “happy to add that a spirit of benevolence 

seemed to prevail” and that “the tales of wo [sic] related by some grey headed veterans, 

who have fled from British vengeance - is enough to arouse the indignant feelings of 

every friend of liberty.”
 4

 The developing patriot press provided positive coverage to 

assist patriot refugees and filibusters in sustaining themselves and regrouping.  

 Patriot papers also provided a platform for patriot military organizers. Benjamin 

Kingsbury Jr. of the Detroit Morning Post wrote to Thomas Jefferson Sutherland, who 

later became a patriot editor himself, to ask about patriot plans with respect to Upper 

Canadian banks. Kingsbury addressed Sutherland by his patriot title, General Sutherland. 
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Returning from the recent occupation of Upper Canadian Bois Blanc Island, Sutherland 

wrote that he could not at that moment provide a full reply. However, he did forward 

copies of a number of patriot dispatches and proclamations from the occupation of the 

island, which Kingsbury duly printed.
5
  

 William Lyon Mackenzie provided a platform in his Gazette for patriot William 

Johnston to justify the burning of the steamer Sir Robert Peel in late May 1838. 

Launched the previous spring, the Peel was enroute from Brockville to Toronto. A group 

of patriots led by Johnston attacked the Peel while it was docked at Wellesley Island, 

New York and after forcing the passengers off and unable to re-start its boilers, the 

patriots set it on fire.
6
 Mackenzie carried a notice from Johnston in which the latter 

argued that the act was not against the property or persons of the United States. Johnston 

was also at pains to claim that the attack had in fact taken place in British waters against 

British subjects. In Johnston’s view, rather than committing a criminal act, he had instead 

acted under military authority as “commander in chief of the naval forces and flotilla” in 

“the Patriot service of Upper Canada.”
7
 

 In addition to providing a forum for Johnston, Mackenzie himself came to the 

defence of his patriot colleague, outlining the wrongs that Johnston had suffered at the 

hands of the British and complaining of accusations by the Rochester Advertiser that 

Johnston had committed a robbery on Amherst Island, Upper Canada. Mackenzie would 

publish two more letters from Johnston in which the latter described the burning the Peel 
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as an act of “retributive justice,” denying any charges of piracy. In the same period, 

Mackenzie published three items that were sympathetic to Johnston. The first was an 

article by Mackenzie disparaging the owners of the Peel, especially Brockville’s Jonas 

Jones, judge and member of the Family Compact. The second was a letter to Mackenzie 

from a resident of Ogdensburg, New York accusing the Orangemen of Brockville of 

encouraging some in the United States to rob the Peel by alleging that the boat contained 

a large shipment of government specie. The third was a biographical article on 

“commodore Johnston” that emphasized his loyalty to the United States and his 

respectability, reiterating that he did not attack the Peel as a “robber” or a “buccaneer.”
8
 

In such ways, patriot papers defended and assisted patriot filibusters and helped 

propagate declarations and notices by them justifying their actions. 

 Many patriots who organized militarily and were involved with the press wrote to 

non-patriot American papers as well. They typically sought to justify their personal 

conduct or there was a specific reason for collaborating with the non-patriot paper. 

Rensselaer Van Rensselaer, who led patriot forces on Navy Island, wrote to the Albany 

Argus to explain his involvement with the patriots after the end of his active participation 
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in military expeditions. That Van Rensselaer was the proprietor of the Argus probably 

explains his choice of the venue.
9
 Henry O’Reilly wrote to the New York American in 

response to being accused in that paper of being one of the main military organizers of 

the patriots and a partisan postmaster. William Lyon Mackenzie wrote the first narrative 

of the Rebellion in the Home District, which was published in the Jeffersonian of 

Watertown, New York. Mackenzie attempted to have the Democratic Review print his 

narrative. However, O’Reilly informed Mackenzie that the periodical would not publish 

it as it was too negative about John Rolph.
10

 

 A number of refugees and sympathizers who turned to organizing patriot military 

expeditions were already editors or would go on to found patriot papers. Six of those who 

would join the patriot press had earlier organized patriot military expeditions. One did the 

reverse. While the editor of the Lewiston Telegraph, Samuel Hart led a failed raid on 

Cobourg in July of 1839.
11

 As is well-known, Mackenzie had been one of the leaders on 

Navy Island and Sutherland and Theller had been involved in patriot military expeditions 

in the winter of 1837-38.
12

 James Mackenzie also took part in patriot military organizing 

before turning to the patriot press, serving as a general in the trek along the Lake Erie 
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coast, fighting at Fighting and Pelee Islands in February and March 1838 respectively, 

and helping to organize what became the Short Hills expedition into the Niagara 

peninsula in June 1838.
13

 Cyrille-Hector-Octave Côté, who had a close association with 

the North American of Swanton, Vermont helped lead two invasions, one in February 

1838 to Caldwell’s Manor and the other in November to Napierville and Oddeltown as 

part of the second wave of the Rebellion in Lower Canada.
14

  

 Henry O’Reilly, who had a close association with the newspaper business of 

William Lyon Mackenzie in exile, founded, with Hestor L. Stevens and other patriot 

sympathizers in Rochester, the less-known Committee of 10, one of the earlier 

associations established to assist the Rebellion. It began as a committee appointed by the 

“Monroe County Convention” to “receive and forward contributions for relieving the 

suffering Patriots in Canada.”  The committee met for the first time on December 28, 

1837, even before the burning of the Caroline whipped up intense Anglophobia along the 

frontier. Their rough pencil notes demonstrate a group of individuals grappling with the 

limits of acceptable organizing. Would the society consent to violence and secrecy? The 

executive appointed a committee of three for each of the five wards in the city. They also 

created various committees comprised of one to three members to raise and organize 

donations. There were to be committees responsible for clothing, provisions, 

correspondence, transportation, and the distribution of the circular asking towns in 

Monroe County to conduct meetings and forward supplies. There was also to be a 

committee for “arms and ammunition.” Two of its members, O’Reilly and E. B. Smith, 
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also had roles in the committees charged with correspondence and distributing the notice. 

Provisions and ammunition would be accepted at the same places.
15

 Amassing materiel 

for war was thus not a side project, but was as integral to the organization as the more 

traditional aspect of a corresponding committee.  

On January 2, 1838, the executive of the Committee of 10 sent a delegation “to 

proceed to the frontier, and state the views prevalent in Rochester and vicinity respecting 

the cause of liberty in Canada.” In a later notation, O’Reilly related how he visited Navy 

Island on the boat of General Van Rensselaer—while the British were bombarding the 

island—to see for himself the propriety of furnishing further aid.
16

 Military organizing 

through voluntary channels continued among patriot editors in exile. 

 Another patriot organizer, Thomas Jefferson Sutherland, who would go on to 

found the Sublime Patriot, took an active part in organizing the expedition to Navy 

Island. General Van Rensselaer dispatched Sutherland from the Niagara region to the 

Detroit frontier to raise a force and create a diversion. On his way through Cleveland, 

Sutherland spoke at a “Canada Meeting” on January 1, 1838. The meeting passed 

resolutions expressing its “strong sympathy with the interest of liberty in every country” 

and organizing a committee to accept donations for the patriot cause. That same day, in 

his capacity as Brigadier-General of the Patriot army, Sutherland issued a proclamation 

offering 300 acres in the Canadas and a hundred dollars in silver to recruits who joined 
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before May 1, 1838.
17

 Signups from Sutherland’s proclamation were recruited under the 

guise of an “emigrating committee” presumably to ‘emigrate’ to—or filibuster—the 

Canadas. 

 Although not part of the patriot press in the United States, other examples of 

editors of papers based in the Canadas involved in military organizing exist. Robert-

Shore-Milnes Bouchette of the patriot Libéral/Liberal helped lead the attack by refugee 

patriots on Moore’s Corner in Lower Canada on December 6, 1837, where he was 

wounded and captured.
18

 Donald M’Leod, who had been the editor of the Grenville 

Gazette in Prescott, Upper Canada, became a leading figure in the patriot movement in 

the United States. Although M’Leod never founded a patriot paper, he did publish a 

history of the Rebellion and his involvement.
19

 Rensselaer Van Rensselaer was not only 

the proprietor of the Albany Daily Argus as previously noted, but was actually near 

Buffalo looking for subscribers when he heard about the Rebellion, rushing to Lewiston 

to see events first-hand.
20

 

 Not only were editors and printers well represented in the filibustering leadership, 

they were also found in the patriot rank and file. While the Navy Island force was passing 

through Conneaut, Ohio, the patriot Budget happily noticed that among the travelers “the 
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printing fraternity, ever the ardent friends of Liberty, and ever on the ground when her 

cause needs defenders, are numerously and respectably represented, several of the Patriot 

officers and privates being brothers of the craft.”
21

 In a subsequent issue, the Budget 

remarked that others noticed this fact as well: “we see from accounts that the Printers 

from all sections of the country are joining the Patriots. If the British war with them they 

will find some ‘clear grit.’”
22

 

 Editors who actively opposed the patriot movement also noted the large 

contingent of the fourth estate within the ranks of patriot military forces. Henry Grant 

cautioned readers of his Western Herald of Sandwich, Upper Canada that if he did not 

receive payments from subscribers in a timely manner he would be forced to join 

“Sutherland’s patriotic pack of printers” and invade Canada for the promised 300 acre 

farm.
23

 One of the patriot casualties of the Battle of Windsor, according to Grant, was “a 

Printer of Detroit, whose name we could not ascertain, bearing a tricolored flag, [who] 

fell in the rear of his absconding companions.”
24

 Historian Oscar Kinchen notes another 

newspaperman joined the patriot secret society the Hunters’ Lodges.
25

 

 As it had before the Rebellion, the patriot press in exile remained instrumental to 

militarized voluntary organizing. The developing patriot press called on readers to assist 

patriot filibusters, provided positive coverage of patriots and their activities, and gave 

space for patriot filibusters to propagate their views. Moreover, many of those involved 
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in patriot military organizing were already members of the patriot press or would go on to 

establish newspapers that would form part of it. 

 

The Patriot Press and its Relationship to Secret Patriot Organizing 

 The role of the press and editors in military organizing raises the question of how 

secrecy in the patriot movement evolved after the outbreak of the Rebellion. Members of 

the patriot press, in line with their voluntarist values, debated the propriety of such secret 

organizing. They also used references to secret patriot organizations to foster a sense of 

community. 

 While patriot organizing in exile had many centres, leaders, and iterations, much 

of the work was in relation to a secret society, the Frères Chasseurs (in English, the 

“Hunters’ Lodges” or “Patriot Hunters”) organized by Robert Nelson, C-H-O Côté, and 

others. Concentrated south of Montreal and in that city, variations of the Chasseurs’ 

fraternal ritual spread to cover areas of patriot activity throughout the United States. 

 As other historians have shown, the Hunters’ Lodges had elaborate initiation 

rituals and degrees of membership loosely based on freemasonry.
26

 The latter were 

similar to military ranks, but as historian Allan Greer notes, with a distinct canadien 

cultural influence.
27

 One began as a “chasseur” (hunter/private); platoons were led by a 

“raquette” (snowshoe/corporal), who in turn were led by two “castors” 

(beavers/captains). If numbers warranted, a superior rank of “aigle” (eagle/colonel) was 
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created.
28

 As for ritual, the Hunters took an oath promising secrecy and assistance to 

fellow Hunters. A generic version of the oath in Lower Canada stated that 

I, A. B., freely and in the presence of Almighty God, 

solemnly swear to observe the secret signs and mysteries of 

the said society of Chasseurs never to write, describe, nor 

make known, in any way, any things which have been 

revealed to me ... to be obedient ... providing I can do so 

without great prejudice to my person; to aid with my 

advice, care and property, every brother Chasseur in need, 

and to notify him in time, of misfortune that may threaten 

him. All this I promise without Reservation and consenting 

to see my property destroyed, and to have my throat cut to 

the bone.
29

 

 

Once the oath was taken, the member, who had been blindfolded, “was asked what he 

wanted to see. The reply was ‘light’.”
30

 The blindfold was then removed with the new 

member now seeing himself surrounded by pistols and rifles with a dagger at his throat, 

informed of this fate if he revealed the society.
31

 The Hunters were successful in 

establishing a secret headquarters in Montreal and initiating a large number of adherents 

into their network, especially in the Beauharnois and Châteauguay regions.
32

  

 According to a later confession of Dr. Henri Brien to Lower Canadian authorities, 

Donald M’Leod was inducted into the Hunters’ Lodges when he visited Nelson in the 

early summer of 1838.
33

 According to Brien, M’Leod made a pledge to Nelson and his 
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compatriots “that on his return among his brethren, he would cause this [secret 

organization] to be adopted in preference to all others.”
34

 Although not mentioned in his 

memoirs, M’Leod then established himself in Cleveland and, beginning in May or June 

1838, Hunter ritual spread from Lower Canada rapidly throughout the borderland and 

possibly into Upper Canada.
35

 The Lodges that developed in the United States adopted 

similar degrees, oaths, and rituals to their Lower Canadian antecedents.  

For the study of the patriot press, it is important to emphasize that the Hunters’ 

Lodges movement in the U.S. consisted of the spread and modification of Hunter ritual 

from Lower Canada amongst the patriots and their supporters. To try to definitively count 

membership, or cast the Hunters as the sum of U.S. patriot organizing or as a tandem 

organization to the “Chasseurs” in Lower Canada is to make the Hunters’ Lodges of the 

United States into something they were not.
36

 Hunter ritual spread expansively among 
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patriots along the U.S. border and was consequently picked up as a marker of community 

by the patriot press. There were reports of various versions of the Hunter oath and 

degrees, all varying in different ways from the original ones of Lower Canada. This 

would all suggest modification at the local level rather than centralized control over 

ritual.
37

 The fact that the attack on Prescott in Upper Canada was conducted by lodges in 

a localized part of New York state suggests an independence from Cleveland.
38

 Finally, 

there are differing interpretations of the Hunter convention in Cleveland on September 

16, 1838, which approved a provisional government and a banking scheme for raising 

funds, as a major gathering of all Hunters or only a regional meeting.
39

   

 Debate about the role of secrecy in the patriot community started neither in May 

1838 with the establishment of the Hunters, nor after the failure of initial patriot raids.
40
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As is evident from the Committee of 10 in Rochester and the Emigrating Committee at 

Cleveland, secret organizing was a patriot tactic from the start of exile. In fact, historian 

Julien Mauduit has noted the early origins—the end of December 1837—of the secret 

organizing that became the Chasseurs.
41

 Given the need to organize clandestinely to 

avoid exposure to British and American authorities, the use of secrecy is not surprising. 

Nonetheless, secrecy proved troubling for various members of the patriot press in exile as 

at odds with their understandings of liberal voluntary associations. As a case in point, 

Edmund Bailey O’Callaghan, now in exile in Vermont and who worked with Mackenzie 

on his Gazette, grappled with the moral and strategic implications of a secret 

organization. Writing to fellow Lower Canadian exile Louis Perrault, O’Callaghan 

admitted “I have been invited to join these Lodges – to be ‘initiated.’ I have declined, for 

I do not consider the means adequate to the end – if I am opposed, on principle, to such 

mode of proceeding altogether. They have been the ruin of Ireland, although the 

consequences there, as in every Country, of despotism. They put men of the purest 

morals and of the highest principle, whose honesty cannot be doubted, into the power of 

base spies who join these societies to betray those who belong to them, and take oaths for 

the purpose of breaking them.” O’Callaghan was referring to the many secret societies 

both for and against British rule, which had resulted in violent conflict and the continued 

presence of large numbers of British troops.
42

 Henry O’Reilly similarly questioned the 

propriety of secrecy. He wrote of his involvement in the Committee of 10 that “When I 
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was invited to cooperate with parties friendly to Canadian Independence, – in secret 

meetings – I said that if the object was, as I believed it to be a good one, we should do 

openly whatever we did to promote its success.  For myself, I said, I would ask openly, or 

not at all.”
43

 Secrecy was born of despotism, not independent men joining together to 

advance the cause of liberty. 

 William Lyon Mackenzie echoed similar concerns in public. Writing in the 

Gazette about the patriot Benjamin Lett, most known for reputedly bombing the 

monument to General Sir Isaac Brock in 1840, Mackenzie mused on the nature of 

secrecy: 

Like myself, Benjamin Lett, if I understood him right, has a 

hearty contempt for the system of oaths and Hunter’s 

Associations, founded upon violent imprecations and 

threats. I administered not one back of Toronto, nor 

previous to it. I picked my men in all I had to do, and with 

all I can learn of both ways I would prefer to do so again. 

The villain will not be bound by the strongest oath-the 

honest man requires it not. On Navy Island we had no 

swearing, and where was there ever to be found a situation 

of more danger from enemies without and traitors within? 

From many circumstances I judge that plunder has been 

obtained by the unworthy through the machinery of sworn 

associations, and hence I dislike them the more.
44

 

  

Mackenzie had called for men to form broad-based political associations in the past.
45

 

However, as with O’Callaghan, Mackenzie had been influenced by past exposure to 

secret societies. Mackenzie was perhaps reflecting here an understanding of the Family 

Compact whereby, through the Orange Lodge, those in Upper Canadian circles of power 
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obtained wealth and patronage. For his part, Chris Raible traces Mackenzie’s aversion to 

secrecy to his interactions with Freemasonry around the Morgan affair, a major scandal 

where Freemasons were accused of a murder and cover up in upstate New York. 

According to Raible, Mackenzie learned that “privileged information, private 

arrangements, clandestine agreements, secret pledges, [and] covert compacts are 

incompatible with democracy and public service.”
46

 

 These members of the patriot press questioned the propriety of secret organizing. 

They drew on understandings of liberal voluntary organizing among independent and 

masculine men to critique such secrecy. They viewed oath-bound associations as 

problematic, binding men of ‘good character’ with oaths to spies and oath-breakers, two 

examples of less manly men. From the violence of the rebellion emerged a discussion 

about the place of secrecy and binding oaths in voluntary associations. 

 Nonetheless, secrecy was also frequently harnessed as a tool by both the patriot 

and constitutionalist press: divulging secret plans of opponents, countering falsehoods 

advanced by turncoats or opponents, taunting enemies and communicating misleading 

information about military organizing to them, outing covert spies and conspirators, and 

printing selected songs and words with hidden meanings and significance for supporters. 

In a deposition to Upper Canadian authorities, George U. Tihe revealed how knowledge 

of secret Hunter ritual travelled amongst the community of readers of the patriot press. In 

Lockport, Tihe had been reading the Freeman’s Advocate which led him to be solicited if 
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he was “willing to see the light?” When he replied in the affirmative, he was brought to a 

house and initiated into the first degree.
47

 

In regards to secrecy, the patriot press used three tactics: it used a hidden meaning 

for the word “loafer,” transmitted redacted messages on patriot organizing, and sent 

coded messages—most likely fictitious—to patriots and those sympathetic to them. Such 

tactics placed secret patriot organizing in the public sphere, continued the conflict in print 

between constitutionalist and patriot papers, and helped to build community by projecting 

a sense of power and organizational reach.  

 The first example of this interplay between the patriot press and secret organizing 

concerns Sutherland’s “Emigrating Committee,” a group established in Cleveland to help 

raise men and materiel for the patriot cause.
48

 On January 5, 1838, the Cleveland Herald 

and Gazette published a notice from the committee to solicit “all the articles necessary 

for the objects of their emigration.” T. Ingraham was listed as chairman and F. W. 

Lawton as secretary; Sutherland’s name was not to be found.
49

 The New York 

Commercial Advertiser attacked this “mean, sneaking way of doing business,” adding 

“no brave or honest man will attempt to screen himself from the consequences of acts 

which are in violation of our laws, by glossing them over with false names” and declaring 

“let it be done openly and above board.”
50

 In this instance, the Commercial Advertiser 

expressed disproval of planning an invasion, but focused its attack on lying about the 
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purpose in public by adopting the form of a more legitimate voluntary association for 

benevolent aid. 

 In other places along the border, when local patriots held similar secret 

gatherings, they received a similar response. An investigation by an informant for the 

London Gazette in Michigan noted patriots drilled under false pretences in Detroit. 

Recruits were sworn to secrecy, and “other sections of the country” had smaller 

contingents. The Niagara Reporter outlined secret organizing in Lockport, New York. 

Arms arrived in barrels marked “oysters” for a planned expedition, supposedly led by 

M’Leod and Charles Duncombe. The Reporter noted that “none who are not initiated, are 

permitted to attend the meetings or to participate in the secrets of the cabal.”
51

 Here the 

Reporter was comparing recent patriot organizing to a criminal conspiracy. The Western 

Herald of Sandwich, Upper Canada asked rhetorically of the people of Detroit “Do you 

covertly aid the ‘patriots’? Why do you do so? Come out like men, avow officially as you 

do virtually, your approval of the deeds of this banditti.”
52

 In this instance, clandestine 

patriot organizing was associated with criminal collusion rather than upstanding liberal 

voluntary associations precisely because it accepted secrecy. Ideas of open organizing 

were bound up with notions of the ‘manly’ duty to be forthright about one’s objectives.
53

  

 Although a secret organizations with its own cipher, the Hunters’ Lodges were 

openly discussed by the borderlands press. On the British North American side, the 

Brockville Statesman, organ of the Orange Lodge in Upper Canada, enumerated the 

                                                 

51
 London Gazette 26 May 1838 p2 c5. The story from the Niagara Reporter was also covered in the 

Western Herald 5 June 1838 p122 c2-3. 
52

 Western Herald, 22 May 1838 p109-110. 
53

 For the ideas of manliness and association that would have informed the constitutionalists see, Cecilia 

Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women: The Gendered Languages of Religion and Politics in Upper 

Canada, 1791-1850 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 86. 



 

232 

 

towns on the New York side of the St. Lawrence River where secret patriot meetings had 

taken place and also noted the location where a stand of arms had been discovered.
54

 In a 

similar vein, Thomas Dalton’s constitutionalist Patriot at Toronto had already obtained 

and published information on the Patriot Hunters only a few months after their founding. 

For example, Dalton published an article about a meeting in Norwich, Upper Canada held 

on June 27. Containing a great deal of compromising information, the article explained 

that some individuals in Norwich had asked that a man journey from Lockport, New 

York to establish a branch of the Hunters there. The Patriot reported that about fifty 

people had attended the meeting and that a “rising”—that never materialized perhaps 

because of the Patriot’s coverage—had been planned for July 4. On July 27, the Patriot 

published an article detailing the signs associated with the various degrees of membership 

in the Hunters.
55

  

 On yet another occasion, the Patriot again exposed the Hunters. The stated reason 

for this coverage was to foil the rumoured attack by the “lawless anarchists who line our 

frontier,” but the paper also tried to condemn all anti-government organizing. Through 

the Patriot, Dalton informed the plotters that “their most secret councils” had been 

revealed to authorities in both the U.S. and the Canadas. However, even by Dalton’s 

admission, it was not a collection of “lawless anarchists” but rather a society similar to 

the freemasons with a joint stock bank “whose capital is secured upon the entire property 

of every individual in Upper Canada.” Dalton stated that the Hunters would bring 

military despotism to Upper Canada, described the offices within the Hunter 
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organization, and noted how most of these offices were held by residents of Ohio. 

Without naming names, Dalton called out the participants in the Hunter convention in 

Cleveland, intimating that they had been exposed.
56

 In another issue of the Patriot, 

Dalton mocked the Hunters with derisive poetry, including the line “Ye Spotless lambs of 

Hunter’s Lodges.” Instead of attacking the cloak of secrecy, this time Dalton was broadly 

hinting that its members were weak and naïve. In his Gazette, Mackenzie, in turn, 

responded to Dalton’s mockery. Makenzie deflated some of the poem’s power by 

acknowledging and copying it in his paper, referring to it as some “scraps of tolerable 

poetry.”
57

 

 The shared public of the patriot press and its constitutionalist adversaries took 

another turn in the case of Jean-Baptiste-Henri Brien. In a major breach of the Chasseurs’ 

secrecy, Brien turned Crown informant. Brien had been leading Chasseurs rising in 

Beauharnois, but soon tried to flee to the United States before being captured. Although 

he wrote his long disclosure detailing Chasseur activity in November 1838, its details did 

not emerge in the press until the late fall of 1839. The patriot North American of 

Swanton, Vermont claimed that it had received a manuscript copy of Brien’s statement in 

July. It was only when Brien’s confession came into the hands of a patriot that the 

Montreal Herald printed the confession with a number of errors and omissions.
58

 Stating 

that it had waited for other newspapers “especially the Tory papers of Canada” to print it 

first, the North American serialized the confession over three issues between December 4 
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and 18, 1839.
59

 The North American, the Patriote Canadien, and Mackenzie’s Gazette all 

noted the many mistakes or untruths it contained.
60

 The Patriote Canadien then published 

declarations by some of those named by Brien in which they denied what Brien had said 

about them.
61

 

 The patriot press also turned a common epithet that constitutionalist papers aimed 

at them to use it as a marker of community: “loafer.” In his Patriot, Dalton complained of 

the descriptions by “The Radical and Loafer presses” of the treatment of state prisoners 

in the Canadas.
62

 The epithet was common enough that Americans used it too. Patriot 

editor Thomas Low Nichols complained that “a certain class of our fellow citizens chose 

to stigmatise [the patriots of Navy Island] as loafers and vagabonds.”
63

  

 Yet, the references to loafers and lazy clubs could also bind the patriots in exile 

around a shared marker of community. The patriot press could address itself directly to 

“loafers” as a marker of shared membership. The Lewiston Telegraph carried a notice 

“Look out ye loafers who are selling liquor sauce without a licence. There is a small fine 

for such wickedness” and the Mercury and Buffalonian contained the simple statement 

emphasized with a manicule on each side “‘LOAFERS !’”
64

 The use of quotation marks 

around loafer by the Mercury and Buffalonian suggests an understood second meaning of 
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the term only appreciated by patriots. Patriot readers would understand these references 

to loafers and their clubs as references to patriots and patriot organizing, thus forming a 

distinct language and understanding. Theller even published humorous notices of two 

associations—the “Loafers’ Club” of Detroit and the “Lazy Club” in Buffalo—showing a 

self-reflexive understanding of the liberal voluntary tradition which the patriots otherwise 

took very seriously.
65

 As Darren Ferry has said of the satirical press coverage of the 

Peterborough “Lime Juice Club,” such mentions were designed to “ridicule the sacred 

philosophies of voluntary associations.” In Ferry’s view, these fictional vice-filled clubs 

demonstrated a “fascination and enthusiasm for voluntary associations.”
66

 

 The selective use of redaction by patriot papers—in their reports on secret patriot 

organizing—was another way the press’s engagement with secret societies helped to 

foster a sense of community amongst their readers. James Mackenzie’s Freeman’s 

Advocate contained two articles in the same issue referencing the “C–—.” Possibly 

“committee” or “chasseurs,” the first article reported that “The C–— met and have taken 

measures” to achieve “more efficient action and greater results” than previously. The 

second article reported that “J. Ward Birge submitted his conduct of the C–— who 

exhonerated[sic] him […] after a rigid investigation.” Birge was supposed to have led the 

Hunter expeditionary force in its attack on Prescott but never reached Upper Canada. In 

the aftermath, Birge had been subjected to withering criticism and accusations of 

                                                 

65
 Spirit of ’76 August 17, 1839, 27 August 1839. 

66
 Darren Ferry, Uniting in Measures of Common Good: The Construction of Liberal Identities in Central 

Canada (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press), 2008. 3-4. For a later example of such 

a club in the United States see an article in the Kansas News 25 July 1857. Quoted in Linda S. Johnston, ed. 

Hope Amid Hardship: Pioneer Voices from Kansas Territory (Guilford, Connecticut: Globe Pequot Press, 

2013), 85. 



 

236 

 

cowardice.
67

 In the wake of the failures of the Battle of the Windmill and the Battle of 

Windsor, James Mackenzie used these articles to reveal how patriots were organizing and 

learning from their mistakes. However, he could have conveyed this information without 

his cryptic references to the “C–—.,” suggesting that James Mackenzie could have been 

conveying the illusion that all patriots where united by an insider knowledge. 

 In exile in the U.S., Samuel Hart published an article where he offered “A 

PROPHESY [sic],—We shall resume the publication of the “Plain Speaker” in Belleville 

U.C., on the ————.” As for William Lyon Mackenzie, one of the resolutions of the 

Canadian Association he helped organize was redacted in its entirety.
68

 Here a patriot 

newspaper purported to withhold certain information to hint at other plans or large-scale 

organizing. In this way, patriot readers could feel that they were part of a vaster 

organized enterprise. Mackenzie’s references to the Hunters’ Lodges served a similar 

purpose.  Just before the planned Hunter attack on Prescott, Mackenzie published the 

song “The Hunters of Kentucky” without explanation and again after the patriots had 

been defeated.
69

 Later, Mackenzie reprinted the Celebration of St. Patrick’s Day by the 

Sons of Erin which included toasts to “sympathyzers” [sic] accompanied by the air 

“Hunters of Kentucky.”
 70

 A melody about the Battle of New Orleans, “The Hunters of 

Kentucky” was a popular song sung by supporters of Andrew Jackson, which became 

associated with the Hunters’ Lodges, another way in which patriots attempted to 

associate their cause with American resistance to Britain.
71
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 Patriot newspapers also made references to spies to bind together the patriot 

community as well as demonstrate its reach. The North American published an exposé of 

a spy, Major Richardson, who took on the guise of a lumber merchant from Michigan to 

lure a Colonel Gagnon into Lower Canada. The article mentioned that “the unhanged 

villain” was now on a tour along the Michigan frontier and included a physical 

description of Richardson. Theller copied the article and gave it the title “Hunters – Look 

out!”
 72

 On other occasions, Theller warned “Friends of Canadian liberty beware,–there 

are spies among you.”
73

 These evocations of “friends” surrounded by spies fostered a 

sense of solidarity and common cause. 

 The use of coded messages proved one of the most powerful ways to place 

readers within a supposedly extensive network of shared aspirations. For instance, 

Theller exposed—in an almost gleeful tone—a possible constitutionalist kidnapping plot. 

In an article in his Spirit of ’76, Theller offered advice to “some of the Tory residents of 

Windsor and Sandwich. We would in good faith and honesty, advise them, if they will 

persist in having any idea that they can abduct, or kidnap, any person from this side of the 

river, that they will be more liberal in their offers, and they will employ a more decent 

person than their last. The poor wretch got drunk, and told his plans. It won’t do.”  

Theller then called out a “certain English grocer” on Detroit’s Woodward Avenue for his 

treatment of a fellow patriot, ominously stating:  

It is cold weather for riding now, and tar sticks. While we 

are on the subject, we would caution another resident of 
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this city from attempting to carry into execution the plans, 

which with three others of Malden, he concocted, on 

Monday night last, between nine and ten o’clock, in the 

back room of Bullock’s Tavern there. The wretched fool—

does he not know what he said? If he doubts it, let him 

come and see us, and we will tell him, word for word, the 

whole dialogue. It is strange that men will be so foolish as 

to put themselves in the power of those whom they wish to 

destroy. Twice now, has that customer been caught 

tripping, beware, we tell him, of a third time –HUNTERS  

3. Z S T !—A. U. L ! ! !—N. X. R. ½ S2 ! ! W. 9 U. M ! !
74

  

 

Theller’s article harnessed secret code to at once foil constitutionalist plots, show the 

organizational reach of the patriots, and issue major threats. Rather than patriots being 

sufferers, in this case they were the ones in a powerful position with surreptitious control 

over the constitutionalist plotters. The use of Hunter “code” magnified this effect. 

 The Bald Eagle of Samuel Underhill included in its issues of December 21 and 

28, 1838 and January 1,
 
1839 a short one-line statement written in code.

75
 Thomas Low 

Nichols, in the Mercury and the Mercury and Buffalonian, also included short coded 

statements as seen in Table 3.
76

 

Table 3: Patriot editors and Duncombe and examples of their respective “codes” 

Patriot                               Code Example 

Theller 

(Detroit) 

3. Z S T !—A. U. L ! ! !—N. X. R. ½ S2 ! ! W. 9 U. M ! ! 

 

Nichols 

(Buffalo) 

2?—|t7?,—vj 8:u t;i—u7v;—t;4f. 

 

Underhill 

(Cleveland) 

Wo,uv;tuŒ?hHn?fi;u—,t;Ot;s!;uv;fv?Æ,cv ,uU?!tæœ,i;pvu[-] 

 

Duncombe 

(Cleveland)  
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 Could all of these instances of coded messages in Table 3 be actual covert 

communications amongst members of an expansive secret organization? Based on the 

codes, this appears doubtful. There was indeed a patriot code, developed by Charles 

Duncombe, seen here, which used symbols, not letters or numbers. The example of 

Duncombe’s code in Table 3 is in fact the alphabet: he developed a symbol for each letter 

of the alphabet except for c and j. As seen in the table, Duncombe’s code bears no 

resemblance to the ones used by Theller, Nichols, or Underhill.
77

 Even if the codes of the 

three editors were simply rhetorical devices—gibberish—they still would have had a 

suitably chilling effect implying an ominous secret network and reassuring patriot readers 

that their papers were part of it. 

  Drawing on liberal understanding of voluntary associations and the public sphere, 

a number of newspapers, patriot organizers, and exiles questioned the propriety of 

secrecy. Secrecy opened organizations to comparisons with criminal conspiracies. 

Nonetheless, secrecy did not separate one from the public sphere. Indeed, information on 

secret patriot organizing was available in both constitutionalist and patriot newspapers. 

Revelations of secret organizing could also be a rhetorical tool in public discussion. 

Secrecy served as a tool for patriots and constitutionalists to demonstrate their knowledge 

of each other’s secrets and to cast their organization as more powerful and far-reaching. 
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For patriots, it also served a bigger purpose of forming a community among refugees and 

sympathizers in the difficult circumstances of military defeat and exile. 

 

The Patriot Press Works to Define Organizing 

 Beyond actual involvement with the Hunters and issues of secrecy, the patriot 

press also played an important directive role in respect to patriot organizing in exile. 

First, members of the patriot press acted to direct and define patriot military organizing 

by speaking out against “ill planned” raids into the Canadas. Second, they made multiple 

calls for broad patriot organizations to coordinate and advocate for refugees.  

 On a number of occasions, William Lyon Mackenzie offered comments on 

military organizing by speaking up against “hasty and ill-planned” incursions into the 

Canadas. Reporting one of his first interventions in this area, Mackenzie recounted in his 

Gazette his encounter with a patriot named Brewer who had called on him with 

propositions “on matters that need not be named.” Mackenzie explained to his readers 

that he had wanted nothing to do with Mr. Brewer and how he had previously written “to 

the west and warned our friends to set their faces against any partial, ill-organized 

attempt at a rising.”
78

 In January 1839, when announcing his intention to move to 

Rochester, Mackenzie gave as one of his reasons that he could better halt “partial and ill-

planned movements.”
79

 When Mackenzie founded his Canadian Association in March of 

1839, the second of its eight objectives was “to prevent as far as possible hasty and ill 

planned expeditions or attacks upon parts of the Canadas, designed or begun by, or in the 
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name of Canadian refugees or of persons in Canada.”
80

 Using his Spirit of ’76, Theller 

attempted to forestall patriot attempts to invade the Canadas. In November of 1839, 

Theller announced that he had learned that there was “to be a great patriot movement 

here this fall.” Theller spoke against such a rising, insisting that it should only happen 

when those in the Canadas rose up first and emphasizing to readers that “all we say is 

KEEP COOL until the time comes.”
81

 The press played a role in attempting to order a 

more coordinated military effort. 

 Reflecting their engagement with liberal voluntary associations, some members of 

the patriot press called on patriot organizations to work together and advocate on behalf 

of refugees from the Canadas. Through his Gazette, Mackenzie sought to direct patriot 

organizing in specific ways in order to assist refugees. In December 1838, Mackenzie 

repeated a call he had made in his Gazette in August for an association made up of the 

“leading” refugees with branch societies modeled “somewhat after John Wesley’s 

example.”
82

 Mackenzie called for the convening of a patriot convention and asked that an 

association be formed to help defray the costs of those traveling to serve as witnesses at 

the trial of Upper Canadian Alexander McLeod, arrested in New York for taking part in 

the attack on the Caroline.
83

 Patriots editors were concerned with and suggested types of 

associations. 

 As noted in Chapter 3, the departure of Rebellion participants from the Canadas to 

the United States raised a major question: who would be part of the new patriot 

community in exile? As a consequence, a key question for any patriot organization was 
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determining its membership; with the failure of support for the Rebellion in the two 

Canadas and exile, who were now ‘the people’ these organizations should include and 

how? Some in the patriot press sought to promote membership requirements that centred 

on national allegiance. A second important focus was to seek to delineate the boundaries 

of female participation. These boundaries reflected a continued commitment to liberal 

voluntary organizing, but adapted to a new American context. 

 Two groups that formed in upper New York state in 1839 exemplified patriot 

organizations that defined membership in terms of national allegiance. The first, a 

“Naturalized Citizens Convention,” was limited to naturalized citizens of the United 

States; the second, a “Canadian Association” was restricted to Canadian exiles.  

 The “State Convention of Naturalized Citizens of New York” was an organization 

formed by former British subjects naturalized as U.S. citizens to address the question of 

perpetual allegiance to Great Britain.
84

 With the Rebellion, the issue re-emerged in the 

borderlands, with a specific flash point galvanizing those involved: after his capture on 

the Ann during the patriot occupation of Bois Blanc Island, Irish-born patriot Edward 

Theller had been charged as a treasonous subject by the attorney general of Upper 

Canada.
85
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 The convention mirrored other liberal voluntary campaigns in four major respects. 

First, the convening of the group followed regional meetings and the election of 

delegates. Based on a call from a central committee in Rochester, those interested held 

public meetings in Rochester, Watertown, and Syracuse to pass resolutions and elect 

delegates to the state convention.
86

 Underlying this process was a faith in the value of 

elections and a belief that in larger combinations lay a stronger voice in the public sphere. 

Second, their objectives for the convention reflected liberal understandings of appropriate 

avenues for redress; the group sought “to use every fair means [. . .] to have this, our 

adopted country, enact a law protecting us.” These “fair means” consisted of a committee 

of five to draft a memorial to Congress and a campaign to circulate the memorial in every 

county of New York State for signatures. The ultimate goal was for Congress to “pass a 

positive law in reference to the claim of Great Britain to our perpetual allegiance, and 

also negotiate an international law on this subject with foreign powers.” Third, the 

Naturalized Citizens Convention channeled a liberal language of modernism and 

improvement. It was not just that perpetual allegiance was wrong or impractical, but it 

was also archaic. Resolutions from their meetings decried “the feudal doctrine of 

perpetual allegiance”, declared Britain’s assertion a “barbarous claim”, and claimed “that 

retaliation, or the laws of physical force, which seems to be the only law protecting 

Naturalized citizens bearing arms against their native country is inconsistent with the 

spirit of our enlightened times, a reproach to legislation, and a remnant of Feudalism.”
87

 

Fourth, the society published its proceedings and declarations in the press. Both 
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naturalized citizens as well as British exile editors were interested. Theller, for obvious 

reasons, and Mackenzie, who had yet to become naturalized, both followed closely the 

proceedings of the convention in their newspapers. Mackenzie was so keenly interested 

in the group and its objectives that he expressed much displeasure when ultimately no 

delegates from Rochester attended the first convention on September 9.
88

 

 Constitutionalists perceived the Naturalized Citizens Convention as yet another 

expression of patriot organizing. Commenting on a report by a Kingston newspaper on 

the convention, Theller said in a gleeful tone that, according to the paper, there were 

“great preparations for another attack under the guise of a Naturalized Citizens 

Convention and at which they say our notorious self is to be present and figure largely.”
89

 

Here Theller may have been seeking to expand the patriot movement and show common 

cause with British-born naturalized U.S. citizens. Even if it was patriots—and Theller 

specifically—that bore the brunt of this issue, naturalized citizens should be patriots or at 

least fight for a common cause and support patriots on this initiative. 

 While Theller was reaching out to naturalized U.S. citizens over the issue of 

perpetual allegiance, Mackenzie was trying to limit the circle of who was a patriot or at 

least make a clear differentiation within the patriot movement between American patriots 

and those from the Canadas. Mackenzie sought to achieve this objective by organizing 

the Canadian Association, which was formed at a “Canadian Convention” of sixty exiles 

in Rochester. The stated purpose of the group was to work with “benevolent societies of 
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Friends of Canadian Liberty, to aid the refugees who may be in difficulty.”
90

 The 

Canadian Association also mirrored other liberal benevolent campaigns in three major 

respects. First, the group received contributions like any other benevolent associations. In 

his Gazette, Mackenzie acknowledged donors from as far away as Chicago and promised 

them further recognition.
91

 Second, the Canadian Association also engaged in meetings 

and voting as an internally democratic voluntary association. Third, the Association held 

to a belief in the public sphere: “A meeting of the council” passed a resolution to print six 

thousand extra copies of the proceedings of Mackenzie’s trial for violating American 

neutrality laws.
92

 

 While the Canadian Association was thus rooted in older voluntary traditions, its 

stance on organized violence was ambiguous. As one of the patriot editors concerned 

about oath-bound associations, Mackenzie may have been looking to differentiate 

Canadian and American patriots but also to foment raids outside of a secret, oath-bound 

society. The group expressed a desire to prevent “hasty and ill planned” incursions into 

the Canadas and promised to respect neutrality. However, this stated goal raised 

questions: Did the group support methodical and well-planned invasions? Did the group’s 

respect for neutrality signal its express support of the American Neutrality Act or 

something more ambiguous? Further adding to a sense of opacity regarding the group’s 

agenda, the initial resolutions of the association were published in the press; however, the 

space for the seventh resolution was inexplicably and, perhaps ominously, left blank.
93

 

The Canadian Association was short-lived, appearing to not have lasted beyond the time 
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of Mackenzie’s conviction. In fact, Mackenzie had already turned his attention to the 

“Society of Friends of Canada,” which also petered out by the time he was imprisoned.
94

 

 The creation of an organization, spearheaded by Mackenzie, dedicated to 

preventing cross-border forays and with explicit ‘Canadian’ exclusivity suggested a 

growing concern on his part with the direction and composition of the patriot movement. 

Mackenzie was at pains to stress in his coverage in the Gazette that the gathering was 

“exclusively Canadian.”
95

 Mackenzie, Theller, and others shared a growing unease that 

some American patriots seeking to liberate the Canadas were primarily motivated by self-

aggrandizement rather than democratic principles—the spirit of speculation, not in the 

Spirit of ’76. The Canadian Association may have also represented a focal point for 

refugees fearful of being swallowed up in a larger American movement.
96

 Emerging from 

this tension concerning national allegiance and authority was the relationship of patriot 

agitation to the broader context of U.S. filibustering. A move by certain exiles towards 

Canadian exclusivity gestures towards worries of too much involvement by American 

citizens in leading the movement. These tensions reveal the place of local revolutionaries, 

who have been overshadowed in the focus by historians on the American filibusters who 

answered the call to aid the revolutionaries.
97

 

 As the patriot press worked to build a new community of patriots in exile, they 

turned to organizing to help expand or constrict who would be defined as a patriot. 

Societies concerned with boundaries around national allegiance reflected specific liberal 
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voluntary campaigns that emerged in response to the violence initiated by the Rebellion. 

With the Naturalized Citizens Convention, some patriots tried to expand their movement 

and make common cause with all naturalized American citizens. With the Canadian 

Association, other patriots worked to differentiate membership within the movement 

based on national allegiance and limit the extent of American direction of the patriot 

movement in exile. 

 Gender was a second such border to police. The patriot press used the language of 

respectability to set the boundaries of female participation. The challenge of the patriot 

press was thus to determine those boundaries based on contemporary understandings of 

women’s participation in the public sphere in their association in the United States. 

 In patriot public writings, women were relegated to “traditional” roles as 

spectators or as “auxiliaries:” doing what was traditionally seen as “women’s work” such 

as food preparation and sewing. When patriot women did form patriot voluntary 

associations, they were portrayed in the patriot press as staying within appropriate female 

spheres. However, patriot women did evince a more activist “republican motherhood” 

role in public than had been the case in the Canadas, and this more proactive stance was 

supported as acceptable participation by the patriot press, if not by constitutionalist 

editors who remained in the Canadas.
98

 There were clear gendered divisions—social and 

spatial—in the patriot press as was the case in popular politics and voluntary associations 
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more generally. The patriot press made use of the ritualized female gaze, common for 

public political displays, to define the perceived proper place of women. One of the ways 

the patriots publicly acknowledged women’s participation in the movement was by 

strategically placing women to act as a conspicuous audience for male ceremony.
99

 

 In his 1847 memoir, patriot Daniel Heustis provided an account of events 

following his arrest by authorities on charges of breaching American neutrality laws.
100

 

Heustis was served an indictment and ordered to travel to the trial site, accompanied by 

the U.S. marshal who had charged him. The marshal, reputedly wanting to enlarge his 

ego by “capturing a big fish,” asked Heustis to impersonate William Lyon Mackenzie 

when they stopped at a local tavern.
101

 Heustis wrote of the interest of those who had 

gathered at the tavern. He recounted how one tavern-goer had “sent his horse and sleigh 

the distance of a mile and a half, after his beloved wife, that she might see the 

distinguished stranger.”
102

 The man wished his wife to participate in support of the patriot 

movement, but her participation was limited to her gaze on a “distinguished” patriot. 

Heustis ventured to the sitting room to find it full of women of all ages. They circled 

around him two to three deep. Heustis reasoned that “such manifestations of interest in 

the fate of those who have risked fortune and life in a struggle for liberty, are not 

uncommon. In all such contests the heart of WOMAN instinctively entwines its 
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sympathies around the oppressed and unfortunate.”
103

 The language of sentiment, evident 

in the characterizations of patriot victimhood, extended to women to bind them to the 

cause but in a different role. Heustis was keen to use this story as an opportunity to 

publicly identify women in his memoir as supporters of the patriots and to signal the 

virtue of the cause. The female gaze spoke to contemporary gendered constructs of 

women as providing emotional support and a caring role in the home and public.
104

  

 Theller also defined female participation in the public sphere as spectators. 

Patriots in Cleveland and Detroit participated in the civic welcome of Vice President 

Richard Johnson during a tour of the region. In his Spirit of ’76, Theller noted that 

“Patriot Artillery” had been lent to the “Johnson Committee” formed to welcome the 

Vice President to Detroit.
105

 With a female audience in mind, Theller wrote that “our 

paper has become popular, and much read by the Ladies.”
106

 Following the headline 

“LADIES!,” Theller directed women to prominent places  to witness the demonstration 

for Johnson, These locations included “City Hall, National Hotel, and adjoining 

buildings, and gentlemen have been designated to pay you proper attention.”
107

 The 

instructions points to Theller’s desire to direct women in a manner similar to other public 

demonstrations where women were seated so that they could see and be seen by the male 

participants in the event.
108
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 As was the case outside of the patriot movement, gender constructs also directed 

patriot women’s organizing into “auxiliary roles” based on certain typically domestic 

talents coded as female, namely cooking and sewing. In Samuel Underhill’s Bald Eagle 

of Cleveland, a “True Patriot” asked if a benefit ball for distressed patriots could be 

organized by the citizens of the city where the “Ladies furnish the refreshments (as has 

been the case in Buffalo) and the gentlemen the room and music.” Underhill endorsed the 

idea and noted that similar events had taken place in Rochester and Watertown.
109

 

Speaking at the celebration to honour Vice President Johnson’s visit to Detroit, Theller 

declared that “we always knew the ladies were Patriots [. . .] just witness their handy 

work at the Barbacue [sic] tables today.”
110

 The patriot press also celebrated women’s 

contribution of sewn articles to the patriots. In his published memoir, Heustis recounts 

how the Patriot Hunters at the Battle of the Windmill unfurled a flag that had been 

created by the “Patriotic ladies of Onondaga County.”
111

 Thus the extent to which women 

were regarded as patriots in the press was dependent on the quality of their female-coded 

labour. Women were structured by the press into “auxiliary” roles, albeit ones which still 

allowed for a political subjectivity on their part. 
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 In British North America, both cooking and sewing were similarly coded as the 

main acceptable forms of female public participation.
112

 Endeavouring to define their 

movement in exile, patriots borrowed and reinforced those boundaries of respectability. 

As noted in Chapter 3, many members of the patriot press held radical views of gender 

equality. However, these values did not make it into their public pronouncements. To 

speak to a desired audience, the patriot press used the gendered conventions and tropes of 

the day. 

  When women did organize publicly for the patriot cause, it was predominantly in 

avenues seen as acceptable to women’s participation: boycotts and benevolence. In 

conformity with sewing as women’s work, during the non-importation campaign in 

Lower Canada, women had taken an active part in the creation, consumption, and 

promotion of homemade goods.
113

 Similar boycotts emerged after the exile of the patriot 

movement to the United States. A patriot association in Rochester in December 1838 

passed a pledge that those in attendance would boycott British goods and would work to 

spread this ban to the surrounding county. Directly referencing the boycotts of the 
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American Revolution, the association requested: “Let the pledge be conscientiously 

observed, as our ancestors observed their pledge against the use of Tea, and let us 

persevere till the end is accomplished.”
114

 While the names of those undertaking this 

pledge are not known, women joined such pledges in other boycotts. As historian 

Timothy Breen found in the American Revolution, while such initiatives were developed 

by male politicians, women could—and often did—take part in boycotts and non-

importation campaigns.
115

 

 Patriot women also formed their own voluntary associations, although they were 

restricted to the realm of traditional female benevolence. An example reported in the 

patriot press involved a group of women who met in the ladies’ parlour of the United 

States Hotel in Buffalo on the first anniversary of the burning of the Caroline. The 

meeting resulted in the formation of the Buffalo Ladies Benevolent Society. Made up of 

an executive of women who occupied the roles of president, vice-president, secretary, 

and treasurer and a committee of seven, the society resolved to meet monthly. The 

proceedings of their meeting were originally published in one of that city’s patriot papers, 

the Buffalonian. The story was copied and commented on by other patriot papers based in 

Rochester and Cleveland, and a contributor published a letter thanking the “ladies” for 

their patriotism.
116
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 The society resolved to dedicate itself to “relieving the sufferings of such 

Canadian Patriots of their families as may be thrown destitute among us, and to aid them 

in their laudable efforts to break the galling chains of the oppressor.”
117

 This sentence 

seems to inch beyond benevolence for the needy and points to a different understanding 

of the possibilities of political engagement for women in public. Here patriot women 

spoke the same language of victimization as male patriots, making reference to “galling 

chains” and “suffering.” Patriots appear to have accepted this form of politicized 

benevolence by women. It is possible that this statement—more political than what was 

commonly accepted for women in the press in the Canadas—is representative of what 

historians have termed “republican motherhood.”
118

 Mary Kelley argues that the 

involvement of women in literary societies and reform organizations helped lay the 

groundwork for women’s increasing involvement in civil society.
119

 This could also be 

the case when women engaged with the patriot cause and were recognized in the press for 

their contributions.  

 The Buffalo Ladies Benevolent Society also attracted attention from across the 

border in Upper Canada. While not publishing its proceedings, the constitutionalist 

Cobourg Star published a long article ridiculing the organization. Its editor, R. D. 

Chatterton, wrote that “The working of flags and making of shirts and stockings for 
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runaways and rebels, may be a very lady-like and interesting occupation; but a public 

meeting of petticoat sympathisers is a farce so ridiculous—an exhibition so unwonted and 

uncalled for.” Chatterton claimed initially to believe the story fictitious until he enquired 

and “found that the names were real, and the women (we beg pardon, ‘ladies’) were well 

known to several persons here.”
120

 

 Chatterton’s report provoked public discussion in Cobourg. A writer named 

“Quiz” sent a letter to the editor on the Buffalo group, which Chatterton declined to print 

because it “would shock ‘the delicacy’ of those advocates of rebellion.”
121

 As an 

opponent of the patriots, Chatterton looked upon such a patriot meeting as a sign of their 

political disorder and lack of respectability. However, Chatterton’s response indicates 

different understandings by patriots in the U.S. and constitutionalists in Upper Canada 

regarding the boundaries of female participation in the public sphere. Chatterton stated 

“we say it with pride, we have never yet known British or Canadian Women [to] go quite 

so far as a public political meeting.” Most notably, Chatterton withheld markers of 

respectability from the women in Buffalo as a way to belittle the appropriateness of their 

organizing and their cause. He selectively used the term “lady”—the “lady-like” auxiliary 

work of producing socks and flags—in contrast to the “farce” of “women” holding a 

public meeting to support the patriots.
122

  

 Chatterton had earlier used cartoonish reports of female organizing to attack 

patriots. The Cobourg Star carried the proceedings of “a meeting of elderly females” 

from the Kingston area. At the meeting, attendees with such names as “Mrs. Dora 
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Dauntless” and “Dame Dorcas Dreadnaught” resolved unanimously to “form ourselves 

into a company of elderly females for the protection of our shores”.
 
Well-armed with 

“mop-sticks and broom handles,” the women declared that the “band of dastardly Yankee 

pirates and outlaws” would never attack when male soldiers and militia were present. 

Since such military service was keeping their husbands and sons “from their lawful 

avocations,” the company of women would take over the burden and felt “fully 

competent to defend their homes.” Beyond defending their homes, the women offered 

their services to the United States government to help enforce the neutrality laws and 

mocked the “impotence and subjugation” of Governor Marcy of New York in the face of 

the patriots.
123

 Organizing by women as a militia was a humourous foil to denigrate the 

masculinity of the patriots and of republican government, both too afraid to attack fellow 

male soldiers and who would easily be a match for women—elderly no less—with broom 

and mop handles. The meeting’s proceedings also mocked the masculinity of the 

“impotent” and “subjugated” authorities in the United States needing assistance from the 

elderly women of the Kingston area.  

 Mackenzie’s Gazette copied a patriot toast that played on the theme of women-

and-broomsticks as an easy match for opponents. The toast was to “The 5000 with which 

the Tory papers of Canada boasted they could march from Maine to Florida, burn and 

destroy our cities, our shipping in our harbours, and lay the whole country under 

contribution—Let us keep our women from knocking out their brains with 

broomsticks.”
124

 While patriots in the United States were not mocking female organizing, 
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the trope of women and broomstick defeating armed male opponents crossed the border. 

The need for the patriots to organize benevolent and other organizations to support the 

exiles and sustain the movement did, however, make them more vulnerable to attack on 

this front. 

 The patriot press policed firm boundaries around women’s public participation 

when it thought these boundaries were transgressed. While patriots in the United States 

accepted the public, political stance of the Buffalo Ladies Benevolent society despite 

constitutionalist attacks, at other times they reacted negatively to female participation. In 

November of 1838, William Lyon Mackenzie organized a patriot meeting with paid 

admission in New York City. Mackenzie invited noted social reformer Frances Wright to 

address the gathering. As Wright began to speak, she triggered “uproar and confusion”
 

and the meeting “became very disorderly.”
125

 the response may have been due to 

attendees not wanting to hear either a woman or a woman with radical views. When 

Wright and Mackenzie transgressed these boundaries, the attendees reinforced them. 

 Another incident involving women and patriot organizing concerned efforts in 

Detroit to secure William Lyon Mackenzie’s release from imprisonment in Rochester 

after his conviction in June 1839 for violating American neutrality laws. A number of 

patriots in Detroit circulated a petition for his release. In his Spirit of ’76, Theller reported 

that “nearly fifteen hundred of our most respectable citizens signed it.” However, Theller 

was incensed that the petition was left at a bar resulting in the collection of certain 

“irreputable” signatures including “Peggy Welsh and the inmates of her BROTHEL.” 
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Theller explained to his readers that such signatures were the result of a scheme to leave 

the petition in a compromising location by a lawyer and other “members of the 

aristocracy.”
126

 The discrediting of a petition by noting its inclusion of disreputable 

signatures, such as those of women, boys, or men of low social standing, was a common 

tactic in British North America.
127

 In Theller’s view, clear boundaries of gendered 

respectability were prerequisites to protect the reputation of the patriot community and to 

claim political standing. One of the political venues open to women in the nineteenth 

century was petitioning. In this case, however, the women in question were publicly 

rejected by a patriot organizer for not meeting societal norms of respectability.  

 Patriot women did break with gender constructs around voluntary associations 

and political involvement during the military conflict, from producing materiel, giving 

initiation oaths, and couriering notes, to spying.
128

 Such non-traditional involvement 

never amounted to engaging actively in military violence. From the perspective of patriot 

community-building, what is interesting is that when these noteworthy military activities 
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by women—going beyond traditional gender boundaries—were discussed in the public 

sphere, it was done in a way that described how the actions were manly but also noted 

their exceptional feminine beauty. The exploits of Eunice Whiting and Anna Burch are a 

case in point.
129

 Eunice Whiting had carried dispatches and notes to and from Navy 

Island, dressing as a man to expedite these travels. On one occasion, she took the first 

horse she could find and wound up imprisoned in Kingston Penitentiary for a sentence of 

horse-stealing.
130

 Anna Burch and her work as a spy for the rebels in Upper Canada are 

described by her nephew, the patriot colonel Lewis Alderbert Norton, in his memoir 

published in the 1880s. Norton recounts how Burch, acting as a “doctress” and a 

herbalist, traversed Upper Canada and thereby became acquainted with a good deal of 

valuable information. She used such information to warn rebels of their impending arrest 

as well as slipping a note to Norton on troop movements around London.
131

 

Charles Dickens’s account of his travels in North America, admittedly written to 

entertain English readers with larger-than-life tales, included a description of Whiting. 

Both the description of Whiting by Dickens and the depiction by Norton of Burch were 

careful to typecast the actions of these women—a dispatch-rider and a spy—as manly, 

while also associating their bodies with exceptional feminine beauty.  Dickens devoted a 

great deal of attention to describing the surprising talents and appearance of the lady spy 

from Navy Island: “she always rode as a boy would, which was nothing for her, for she 
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could govern any horse that any man could ride.”  Dickens elaborated that although 

Whiting had a “lovely face,” there was “a lurking devil in her bright eye.”
132

 Norton 

described his aunt “as agile as a cat, brave as a lion, and one of the finest female 

equestrians that I ever met.” Norton outlined a proposal that his aunt had given to the 

rebels on how they could capture London, exclaiming in his memoir: “it was a bold 

conception for the woman.”
133

 At the same time, Norton stated that his aunt, although 

around forty years old, “would not have been taken for more than thirty. She was of very 

fair complexion, with auburn hair, and coal-black eyes, and I thought her the prettiest 

woman I ever saw.”
134

 Actions by women that challenged gender norms were combined 

in the public sphere with references to those women’s exceptional beauty. Even though 

some patriot editors were committed to rights for women, this did not translate into 

commentary on the matter in the patriot press or subsequent memoirs. Instead, when it 

came to female patriot organizing, editors worked to direct that organizing within the 

norms proscribed by Jacksonian America—even if those norms did raise consternation in 

the Canadas. 

 

Conclusion  

 In exile, the patriot press remained crucial to continued patriot organizing. Patriot 

papers offered positive coverage and support for patriot military initiatives. In addition, 

many members of the patriot press were involved in patriot military organizing. The 

patriot press actively performed these roles but only in a manner that fit with their belief 
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in liberal voluntary associations as well as their concerns to define a patriot community in 

exile. Some members of the patriot press expressed a dislike of oath-bound associations 

such as the Hunters’ Lodges. However this dislike did not stop patriot papers from using 

the ritual and information of secret patriot societies for their own ends. Notices of patriot 

secret organizing were common in American, constitutionalist, and patriot papers. 

Patriots and constitutionalists used references to these secret societies in their conflict 

across the border. Patriots also used references to secret organizing, through reference to 

loafers and Hunters, redaction, and the use of secret code. All of these ploys had a single 

purpose: to gesture to readers that they were part of a larger, highly active, and highly 

successful community of individuals committed to Canadian independence and to draw 

connections to a broader republican movement and symbols of the American Revolution 

and War of 1812. Patriot editors also worked to expand or limit the boundaries of who 

was (or should be) a patriot with factors such as national identity at play. In respect to the 

role of women in the patriot movement, the patriot press chose to work within the 

proscribed norms of female voluntary participation in Jacksonian America and 

endeavoured to direct women’s organizing into defined “auxiliary roles” and to police 

closely contraventions of those norms. 
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Conclusion 

“The Spirit of 1837 Lives On:”  

Memory, Alternatives, and the Patriot Press Palimpsest 

 By the start of 1842, it was becoming increasingly difficult to sustain the patriot 

movement, now four years into exile. In October 1841 Alexander McLeod had been 

acquitted for his part in the burning of the Caroline, thus extinguishing one of the last 

focal points of American public indignation against Britain. In fact, in early 1842 it was a 

group of constitutionalists who took the initiative to enflame border tensions and enliven 

the patriot movement in the United States: John Hogan, working under the direction of a 

former employer, A. K. Mackenzie of Hamilton, twice attempted to get himself arrested 

in the U.S. for his role in helping to destroy the Caroline. Both times American 

authorities determined that they “could not properly try him.” In April 1842, Lord 

Ashburton arrived in Washington as the British negotiator entrusted to work toward a 

peaceful solution to the frictions between the U.S. and Great Britain.
1
 The continuing 

patriot struggle had exacted a personal toll on refugees and their American sympathizers; 

demoralized, impoverished, imprisoned, and deceased; patriots could no longer sustain 

their newspapers.
2
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 Against this backdrop, patriot public writings, begun while the patriot press was 

still in existence, continued and became the sole thrust of the movement long after 

military expeditions and organizing had ended. First came eight memoirs—published 

between1843 and 1850—of patriots who returned after being sentenced to transportation 

to Van Diemen’s Land.
3
 More published recollections of patriots continued to appear 

decades after the Rebellion: two in the 1850s and then a remaining three in 1880, 1887, 

and 1898.
4
 Published personal accounts appeared in various newspapers throughout the 

period as well.
5
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 Although the vast majority were by Americans and were written in English, 

surviving long after organizing or military engagements, the impetus to speak about the 

Rebellion in print was a powerful force. Félix Poutré, a crown informant transformed his 

bit part in the Rebellion into that of a swashbuckling, wily, and ardent patriote. During 

his lifetime, Poutré’s memoir went through multiple French editions, an English 

translation, and was spun off into a popular play.
6
 The palimpsest of the patriot press 

could thus make converts to the cause even long after the Rebellion.  

 In 1937, while writing his history of the patriots, historian Edwin C. Guillet 

received a letter from the elderly Harriet Jeanette Miller Thompson. She informed Guillet 

that she was the last “surviving child of Linus Wilson Miller, patriot, gentleman, who 

suffered cruel indignities because of his efforts to help Canada achieve her freedom from 

England’s domination, as the U.S. had done.”
7
 Even one hundred years later, Miller 

Thompson reached back to the talking points of the patriot press: the anti-British 

sentiment, the “domination” of the Canadas, the suffering of patriots, their upright and 
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manly character, and the comparisons to other revolutions—notably the American 

Revolution.  

 Even as Miller Thompson, at 80 years old, kept the true sentiments of patriots 

alive, the legacy of the patriots was, that year, being put to a new use: the Mackenzie-

Papineau Battalion, a volunteer military force organized by Canadian communists to fight 

on the side of the democratically elected government of Spain. In an ironic twist, the 

‘Mac-Paps,’ as the contingent came to be called, upended some key aspects of the 

patriots’ history: now it was those from Canada who were the itinerant revolutionaries 

and, as historian Victor Hoar has noted, rather than support a rebellion, the Mac-Paps 

were formed to put one down. In addition, while the patriot movement reflected a left-

economic radicalism, it predated communism and its economic program had its limits.
8
 In 

fact, the Mac-Pap’s co-namesake, Louis-Joseph Papineau, had actually left the movement 

once in exile over its commitment to abolish the seigneurial system.
9
 The patriots were 

now re-cast for a fight against fascism in Europe, not for republicanism in the Canadas. 

Nevertheless, Rebellion imagery figured prominently at a rally for the Mac-Paps in 

Toronto which featured a large banner with the faces of Mackenzie and Papineau and the 

slogan “the spirit of 1837 lives on.”
10

 

 Even later, the Quebec nationalist group, the Front de libération du Québec, 

turned to Rebellion imagery. For example, the cell responsible for the kidnapping and 

murder of Quebec politician Pierre Laporte was named after one of the figures in the 
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Rebellion, Jean-Olivier Chénier leader of the Patriots at the Battle of Saint-Eustache. The 

FLQ again upended the patriots’ history. The FLQ’s commitment to a specific ethnic and 

linguistically defined nationalism erased Anglophones who were in the patriot movement 

as well as the fact that the movement, although concentrated in the District of Montreal, 

spanned the two Canadas. Moreover, the FLQ’s fear of continentalism and American 

imperialism was directly counter to the patriots’ embrace of American republicanism.
11

 

The Mac-Paps and the FLQ did not share the same goals that the patriots were fighting 

for. However, their desire to attach the Rebellion to their projects over a century later 

speaks to the continuing resonance of the patriots’ attempts at community formation. The 

importance of the Rebellion as a project of order is reflected in the fact that the Rebellion 

is such a touchstone for alternatives. 

 Beginning with the passage of the Ninety-Two Resolutions in 1834, the Canadas 

witnessed the growth of militarized voluntary associations. These groups emerged out of, 

and were defended on the basis of, a belief in the positive benefits of liberal voluntary 

organizing. First undertaken by constitutionalists with the formation of the British Rifle 

Corps, this militarized organizing points to the Rebellion as emerging partially from 

liberal voluntary organizing and not only conservative mob violence. Through voluntary 

organizing and sympathetic newspapers, patriots and constitutionalists worked at 

different times to construct an order outside state structures. As part of this increasingly 

heated political rhetoric, July 4, 1836 saw the first developments towards the formation 

of a patriot press defined by its republicanism and commitment to independence for the 
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Canadas. This press was committed to erasing the boundary between monarchy and 

republic in North America. 

 With the outbreak of armed insurrection in November 1837, the members of the 

patriot press were compelled to flee into exile. In exile, the border that the patriot editors 

had sought to erase became much more physically present. Now the continued survival of 

the patriot press depended on that border’s permanence for refuge from British reprisal. 

The patriot press now existed separate from newspapers in the Canadas and the United 

States. Rather than patriot voices being silence after November 1837, the patriot press in 

exile debated vigourously with constitutionalist papers in the Canadas, sending and 

receiving correspondence and newspapers across the border as well as argument and 

rhetoric. In exile, the individuals associated with the patriot press were now as a group 

more radical in respect to a number of causes. However, only some of their radical views 

were reflected in their papers while others were ignored, reflecting choices that the 

patriots made around how the patriot community would be defined in exile.  

 The patriot press built a community in exile through reference to a common 

suffering, perpetrated—at least in their minds—especially by Blacks and Indigenous 

Peoples controlled by their opponents. Even though some members of the patriots 

expressed concern for racialized peoples, in their press they attacked them. Patriot 

newspapermen sacrificed their ideals on this front, instead deploying tropes that would 

evoke sympathy and support. The patriots in exile placed themselves in a revolutionary 

tradition and continued to believe in voluntarist values and attacked monarchy for being 

contrary to those values. Finally, the patriot press worked to organize the patriots in exile, 

speaking positively of military organizing and providing platforms for those who 
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undertook incursions to defend their conduct. Some members of the patriot press were 

concerned about secret organizing as it did not fit with their voluntarist values. However, 

patriot editors expressly harnessed secrecy— such as using purported secret codes, 

presenting redacted reports of patriot military organizing, and alluding to the double 

meaning of words such as “loafer”—all as a means to foster a sense of a patriot 

community in exile. When the patriot press in exile organized, it concerned itself with 

defining the boundaries of membership and acceptable forms of participation in the 

patriot community in exile. National origin and gender were lenses applied by the patriot 

press in seeking to define these boundaries. Although certain patriots held progressive 

gender norms, the patriot press worked to proscribe women’s role to traditional auxiliary 

work associated with domesticity, again a decision to downplay certain ideals to conform 

to existing U.S. gender norms for women’s public participation. 

 The focus on voluntary associations and the press provides a number of insights 

into the Rebellion. Not only does such a lens reveal what patriots envisioned as an 

alternative but also how they worked to realize those goals and the choices they made to 

make their vision a reality. With the press, it is possible to follow the Rebellion beyond 

national boundaries and beyond the temporal divide of 1837. The Rebellion then emerges 

as a continuous process rather than a series of discrete conflicts and organizing in exile 

becomes more than a march towards the formation of the Hunters’ Lodges. This longer 

view also reveals that the conclusion that radical reform voices grew silent after the 

Rebellion has less to do with their silence and more to do with where historians have 

looked for them. More broadly, it casts violence and deliberation as not exclusive. 
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 In the preface to the 2015 edition of the much reprinted Why Men Rebel, Ted 

Robert Gurr describes the key challenges currently facing democratically elected 

governments and modern civil society. Gurr states: “What we do not understand […] is 

how skilled communicators can create a sense of identity and common purpose that 

transcends national boundaries and then use it to mobilize people in many different 

places for coordinated political action.” In taking up this challenge, we would do well to 

learn from the patriot press and the significant role it played in a time of turbulence.
12

 

  

                                                 

12
 Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2015) Introduction to the Fortieth 

Anniversary Paperback Edition, vi. 
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