
Differing Accounts 

A story with the drama and tragedy of the loss of the Speedy is low-hanging fruit for writers and historians, as it should 

be. We might expect that this story has been written about many times, and we would be right. There have been many 

articles in newspapers and magazines, as well as items in historical journals and local history compilations. In the course 

of all of this work, the story has been told in different ways at different times. This is partly because of different 

circumstances at different times but can also be due to the particular interest of the author. It can also result from 

different information being available to the author at that particular time and place. The basic story is fairly obvious, but 

the details change. We should not be surprised at this, since it is a normal part of storytelling. 

However, at this writing, in 2019, access to information is much easier than ever before. Far more information can be 

collected and analysed using handy computer tools. In light of this, a collection has been created of all the accounts of 

the Speedy story that can be found, from the time of the event, up to today. The list extends to more than forty-five, 

although some of them are obvious reprintings of other accounts that came before.  

Many details are different in these accounts. For example, James Ruggles is sometimes called an interpreter, although 

he was a magistrate who travelled on the Speedy with John Fisk, the High Constable. His job was to support the prisoner 

and make sure Ogetonicut appeared in court in Newcastle as expected. George Cowan was a very experienced and 

accomplished interpreter who could do the job of supporting communication with the prisoner and any other 

Indigenous people who might be involved in the trial. 

Another detail that differs between accounts has to do with Dean’s Creek. How do we know that Moody Farewell and 

Eleazer Lockwood stopped at Dean’s Creek and saw the Speedy from there? Later accounts of the story do not mention 

this kind of detail or, if they do, the locations vary widely. There are two early accounts of the story of the Speedy which 

either contain or infer this location, or something close.  

Samuel Pedlar’s manuscript of Oshawa area history prefaces the part about the Farewell family by stating clearly that 

“The following is compiled from an article which appeared in the Oshawa Vindicator on the 6th of December 1869, an 

obituary article, supposed to have been from the pen of the late Abram Farewell M.P.P. on the occasion of the decease 

of his father Ackeus Moody Farewell and coming from such a source, the information contained therein may be relied 

upon as accurate.”1 

Later in the account, Pedlar says “At sunset Farewell and Lockwood camped a few miles below Cobourg, the vessel being 

seen by them on the lake several miles off shore.”2 The other account was written by T. E. Kaiser, in Historical Sketches 

of Oshawa. He says the same basic thing, in slightly different language. “At sunset, Farewell and Lockwood encamped at 

Dean's Creek, a few miles below Cobourg, the vessel being abreast of them several miles in the lake.”3 This suggests that 

Farewell and Lockwood actually saw the Speedy off in the lake around sunset of October the eighth. 

The problem is that the original newspaper article in the Oshawa Vindicator, the source of this information, has been cut 

out.4 Annoyingly for researchers, the space appears as a blank in microfilm copies and the originals no longer exist. In 

this situation, the accounts provided by Pedlar and Kaiser represent the closest we will come to the original. These 

accounts seem to be written from the point of view of the Farewell family and contain details not included in other 

accounts. Seen in this light, we can say these accounts are credible, and Dean’s Creek a probable part of the story. 

That’s not all. One important piece of information that is presented differently in different accounts is the exact location 

of the Farewell trading post on Lake Scugog. In some accounts it is said to be Ball Point and in others, Washburn island. 

These are both small landforms in the north-east corner of Lake Scugog, and are both part of Mariposa Township, 

Victoria County. Ball Point is a much smaller peninsula that hangs down into the lake, something like a teardrop. 

Washburn Island, seen easily across the water to the west of Ball Point, is much larger and is really an island joined to 

the mainland by a causeway.5 

The reader has already seen that the account of the story of the Speedy in this book has been written using neither of 

these names. The reasons for that are twofold. First, the events of this story occurred in 1804, which was long before 



either of these names were in use. The area around Lake Scugog was not surveyed until 1816, as part of the Cartwright 

Township survey conducted by Samuel Wilmot. In 1804, this was considered uncharted wilderness. Second, it seemed 

necessary to present the story of the Speedy without the distraction of a squabble between duelling accounts. Details 

can easily be recounted differently by different writers over two hundred years, but it has nothing at all to do with the 

fascinating story that happened in 1804. 

Having said that, let’s deal with the duelling accounts. The earliest accounts of the Speedy story, starting with the article 

in the Upper Canada Gazette on November 3, 1804, make no mention of the specific location of the trading post. Even 

the extensive collection of documents called “The Town of York 1793 to 1815”, edited by Edith Firth,6 contains no 

mention of this detail, although the tragedy of the Speedy is included in several letters and reports from the time. 

The earliest known mention of the exact location of the Farewell trading post is in the obituary of Moody Farewell which 

appeared in the Oshawa Vindicator on December 8, 1869. The writer was Abram Farewell,7 who was a son of Moody 

Farewell and Elizabeth Annis. Moody Farewell had passed away and Abram wrote an obituary for his father, which 

included information about the Farewell family history as well as the specific story, still well known in the community, of 

Moody Farewell’s involvement in the fur trading post when John Sharp was murdered in 1804. 

However, the obituary is illusive. In fact, it may not exist today. There is a death notice in the Oshawa Vindicator on 

December 1st, 1869, which reads: “Death of an Old Resident. – In the proper place appears the death notice of A. M. 

Farewell, Sr. Mr. Farewell came into Canada about seventy eight years ago. He removed from Michigan to Toronto, then 

Muddy Little York, with Governor Simcoe. At the time of his death he was, we believe, the oldest resident of this county. 

An extended sketch of his life would therefore prove interesting, connected as It was with the settlement and progress 

of one of the finest portions of this country. We intend giving such a sketch next week.”8 

As promised, there was an extensive article in the next issue, on December 8th, 1869. There are several microfilmed 

copies of this issue of the Oshawa Vindicator, but the half-page areas where Moody Farewell’s obituary once resided, 

are blank. The first page has “Dec. 8, 1869” written in pencil across the top, and the second page has “Moody Farewell” 

written across the top, in the same handwriting.9 It appears as if someone cut the obituary out of the paper, probably 

long before the paper was handed over for archiving. Oh, dear! 

The closest this author was able to come to the actual obituary can be found in the Samuel Pedlar Manuscript which was 

mentioned earlier in this chapter. It says “The following is compiled from an article which appeared in the "Oshawa 

Vindicator" on the 6th of December 1869, an obituary article, supposed to have been from the pen of the late Abram 

Farewell M.P.P., on the occasion of the decease of his father Ackeus Moody Farewell and coming from such a source, 

the information contained therein may be relied upon as accurate.”10 

Samuel Pedlar11 had immigrated from England in 1841 and settled north of Oshawa. The family business was the well-

known Pedlar People Ltd. which manufactured steel roofing products, but Samuel was more interested in history. The 

Oshawa Museum says that “Samuel Pedlar was Oshawa’s first historian.” Luckily, his work has passed on to us in the 

form of “The Pedlar Papers” or, also known as “The Samuel Pedlar Manuscript.”12 

At one point in the document, we see ““Moody Farewell and his brother William made arrangements for establishing a 

trading house at Ball Point, Lake Scugog for the purchase of furs from the Chippewa tribe of Indians then inhabiting that 

part of Canada and the other lakes connecting with Lake Scugog.”13 If this came directly from the Moody Farewell 

obituary, exactly in this form, then Abram Farewell, a son of Moody Farewell, had it first hand from his father, that the 

trading post was on Ball Point. 

However, the waters are muddied in the next paragraph. “ … the Farewell brothers left their trading house at Ball Point 

(Washburn Island) now Maripose for the purpose of gathering in some furs.“14 This seems confusing. First, it states 

clearly that the trading post was on Ball Point, as in the earlier paragraph, but then adds Washburn Island in brackets. 

What are we to take from this? 



The Pedlar documents were edited several times before arriving at the Pedlar Papers we see today. The second page 

shows “The material was purchased from Samuel Pedlar (Oshawa) in May, 1904 and May, 1905, and borrowed from 

Mrs. Oscar Mills (Oshawa) in April, 1963.” Below this is “Dec. 10, 1969, R. Nickerson.”15 It is very likely that the bracketed 

Washburn Island was added during the editing process, because, in the Oshawa area, the name Washburn Island was 

used in this context after the turn of the century. 

After the obituary in 1869, the next appearance of Ball Point as the location of the trading post comes in 1873, in 

Toronto of Old, by Dr. Henry Scadding. ““The deed was done at Ball Point on Lake Scugog.”16 Dr. Scadding’s words 

appear soon after, in Volume 13 of the Canadian Journal of Science and History.17 There are several accounts in the next 

few years which do not mention a specific location. These include the Belden County Atlas for Northumberland and 

Durham Counties in 187818 and Pringle’s Lunenburg or Eastern District in 1890.19 In both cases, the later parts of the 

story are emphasized, and the detail of the location of John Sharp’s murder is not relevant. Then, in 1894, Landmarks of 

Toronto, the monumental six volume collection of Toronto history compiled by J. Ross Robertson, repeats Dr. Scadding’s 

words once more.20 

It is not until 1901 that an account of the story mentions Washburn Island as the location of the trading post. An article 

appeared in the Orono News on August 29, 1901, written by John W. Odell21 who was a popular high school teacher at 

Cobourg Collegiate Institute22 and was also Lieut. Col. of the 2nd Heavy Battery.23 He had been married to Jessie Mary 

Dewar only on July 16th, so was a newlywed in the summer of 1901.24 The article begins with a brief account of the 

events of the murder. 

“Pitching their tent on what is now called Washburn Island and leaving Sharp to take care of the camp and incidentally 

trade, the Farewell brothers pushed on up the Nonguon Creek to barter with a band of Indians encamped in that 

locality. Having finished their trading, they returned to find that Sharp had been murdered by an Indian, his skull having 

been smashed in.”25 

The second part of the article has the heading “The Sequel” and describes how a skeleton was found that summer on 

Henry Bowen’s farm near the southern shoreline of Washburn Island. “One afternoon in the first week of August, while 

Mr. Gilfillan, Headmaster of Bowmanville H. S. and Mr. J. W. Odell, Math. Master, Cobourg C. I., were strolling along the 

shore of Washburn Island, where they were spending holidays, the latter noticed the end of a bone protruding from the 

edge of a bank. His curiosity being aroused, he immediately began to satisfy it by excavating. The further he proceeded 

the more mysterious grew the mystery as the bones proved themselves to be human.”26 

Washburn Island had become a popular cottage location which explains the presence of several professional men 

walking along the shore one day in August. The article goes on to include a closer investigation of the bones by other 

cottagers who were summoned to have a look. 

“At last the whole skeleton was exhumed, though in a very decayed condition. It was at first thought to be that of an 

Indian, but on piecing the fragments of skull together, Dr. Blewett, of Chicago, Dr. Trebilock, of Enniskillen and W. H. 

Elliott, B. T. Vice Principal of Toronto Normal School, unhesitatingly declared it to be that of a white man with a 

remarkably well “bumped” cranium. Still more mysterious grew the mystery, for on examination, death had evidently 

resulted from one or more severe blows on the left side of the skull which had been crashed in. The upper and lower 

jaws were smashed as with a tomahawk or hatchet, knocking out the front teeth, while all the rest were in an excellent 

state of preservation without a sign of ante mortum decay.”27 

No doubt, the cottagers were excited about finding a skeleton like this along the shore, but they were even more 

enthralled by the story Henry Bowen, owner of the property, told them about the century-old events that he believed 

took place on Washburn Island, near this spot. He was very sure that the murder of John Sharp had occurred there on 

Washburn Island. Mr. Odell and the other cottagers would put two and two together and come up with what appeared 

to be an obvious conclusion. The article ended with a clear statement. 



“The facts of the murder of Sharp by O-go-tang-nat and his burial east of the spring in Bowen’s farm, with the finding of 

a skeleton of a white man almost in the exact place as narrated, with indications so plainly pointing to the manner of 

death, prove beyond a doubt, that the remains are those of the unfortunate Sharp.”28 

The next account that mentions the exact site of the trading post and murder was written by a member of the Farewell 

family of Whitby. John Edwin Farewell29 was an adopted son of Abram Farewell, the son of Moody Farewell, who had 

written his father’s obituary in 1869, including the first reference to Ball Point. J. E. Farewell became a lawyer and was a 

very well-known member of the community, serving as a Crown Attorney, Clerk of the Peace and Clerk of Ontario 

County. He was also commanding officer of the 34th Regiment from 1898 to 1902.30 

In 1907, John Edwin Farewell wrote a history of Ontario County which included a brief account of the murder of John 

Sharp and his grandfather’s involvement in the story of the Speedy. “The Farewells soon opened up a trade with the 

Indians, and in 1806 left their man, John Sharp, in charge of their camp at Washburne Island, Lake Scugog.”31 Mr. 

Farewell has the date wrong and Washburne is spelled with an “e” on the end, but this clearly shows that J. E. Farewell 

did not go back to his father’s account of the family story when he wrote his short notes.  

Instead, he continued, “The bones of a man were found last summer by some campers on Washburne Island and from 

their position it is probable they were those of John Sharp, who was murdered by Ogetonicut.”32 It would appear that his 

grandfather’s obituary was not available to him and he used the information that was familiar at the time, from the 

1901 Orono News article. Even then, he speaks carefully, saying the bones were probably those of John Sharp.  

This would be one of many stories in Ontario County; a Short Sketch of Its Settlement, Physical Features and Resources 

with Brief Historical Notes as to the early settlement of its Towns, Villages and Townships and their progress which was 

published in book form by the Whitby Gazette-Chronicle Press in 1907, when J. E. Farewell was County Clerk. Excerpts 

appeared in the Whitby Gazette-Chronicle newspaper at that time and in later years.  This publication has lots of 

excellent information about Ontario County along with many interesting pictures, including one of Lieut. Col. J. E. 

Farewell with the 34th (Ontario) Regiment.33  

Another reference to Washburn Island, with the spelling “Washburne”, appears in Old Province Tales Upper Canada by 

William Renwick Riddell34 in 1920. “The Farewells formed a trading camp on Washburne Island in Lake Scugog.”35 It 

appears that Riddell took his information directly from J. E. Farewell’s Ontario County. Samuel Farmer36 used the same 

source in his book On the Shores of Scugog, referring to the skeleton found in 1901. “A few summers ago, the bones of a 

man were found by some campers at Washburn s Island, and it is thought probable that the bones were those of John 

Sharp, who was murdered by the Indian Ogetonicut.”37 More recently, Brendan O’Brien,38 in Speedy Justice in 1992,39 

includes quotes from stories that use both locations, but he does not deal specifically with the location issues, only that 

there are many differences between stories.  

After 1920, all accounts of the story, where detail of the earlier part of the story is included, use the location of Ball 

Point. Even an article in the Orono Weekly Times in 2003, written by Myno Van Dyke, (with assistance from Ed Burtt), 

shows that Ball Point was the location of the trading post and the murder.40 Grant Karcich, in Scugog Carrying Place, A 

Frontier Pathway, mentions Ball Point in his rendition of the story in 2017.41 Karcich provides an in-depth description of 

the pathways used by the Mississauga people to travel between Lake Ontario and Lake Scugog. The eastern branch of 

the Scugog Carrying Place was used by Moody and William Farewell to access their trading post on Lake Scugog. 

One publication of the Speedy story that mentioned Ball Point as the location of the murder was very different from all 

the others in another way. This one was truly meant to entertain. Charles Henry Jeremiah Snider42 was often called 

“Jerry”, but he signed his work C. H. J. Snider. He was born at Sherwood, Vaughan Township, York County, Ontario, near 

present-day Maple and, after graduating from Toronto Collegiate Institute (now Jarvis Collegiate Institute) in 1896, he 

joined the staff of the Toronto Evening Telegram, where he would work as a journalist and editor for sixty-five years. 

Mr. Snider covered all the important stories of his time, especially the two world wars, and wrote a number of books. 

His column, Schooner Days,43 which ran in the Telegram from 1931 to 1956, included rousing stories of sailing ships and 

adventures on the high seas along with highly technical and educational tracts of history related to sailing. He developed 



a strong interest in sailing ships on the Great Lakes and used his skills as a writer and artist to identify and document the 

many types of ships that sailed on the lakes. Snider was also involved in finding lost shipwrecks in Quebec and Ontario, 

and is best known for his work in locating the Nancy which sank in the Nottawasaga River in 1814. 

C. H. J. Snider produced The Loss of the Speedy for his Schooner Days column in 1949 and it stands out as the most 

elaborate and engaging version of the Speedy story. Embellishment and dramatics were the order of the day for 

newspaper columns, and this story was no exception. These words about Captain Paxton seem to ring true. “On the 

Speedy's quarterdeck, in his blue and white uniform, knee britches, cocked hat and large gilt buttons, all six seasons 

worn, was Lieut. Thomas Paxton, bullied by the Governor into taking the vessel out, although she was unseaworthy, and 

others had refused to do so. Paxton had a wife and seven children and needed the six shillings a day of a lieutenant 

commander.”44 

Snider’s encyclopedic knowledge of the parts and pieces of early sailing ships is demonstrated in this passage about the 

ship: “The Speedy's 80 ft. length was cluttered with her two guns, the longboat on skids over the main hatch, her 

anchors and cables, roused out for mooring, the spars and gear of her fore-and-aft rig, the trunks and baggage of the 

officials, the livestock pens for their table fare, and furniture for the courthouse. It was hard to reach and work her 

pumps. She was aleak, her usual condition in a headwind, for she suffered from dry-rot. The water was coming in faster 

than the pumps could throw it out.”45 

Along with the story, Snider produced a pencil sketch of what he thought the Speedy might have looked like. He used his 

extensive knowledge of marine history and ship construction to represent H.M.S. Speedy in elaborate detail. This sketch 

was then enhanced with water colours by the prolific Toronto artist, Owen Staples.46 The result is a dramatic image that 

can serve well as the front cover of a book or the centre of a display. One such example is the large print of this image 

hanging on the window by the entrance to the Interpretive Centre near the lighthouse at Presqu’ile Provincial Park.47 It 

is a very effective conversation starter for the storyboard about the Speedy story on the wall in the small room nearby. 

[Image ?? Speedy by Snider]  

There is a lot to like about Mr. Snider’s account of the Speedy story, although there is also much to question if we are to 

utilize it for historical purposes. It is clear that he used Dr. Scadding as a source for some items, including the location of 

the murder on Ball Point, but there is so much unique embellishment, compared to the other accounts, that we are hard 

pressed to accept it as history. This kind of writing was very popular at the time, but, today, we need to read it with care. 

After all of these written accounts, there is one other document to consider. That is John Stegmann’s plan from the 

survey in 1804.48 It is really more of a sketch than a map, and its clear intent was to demonstrate the objective of the 

survey, which was to determine if the Farewell trading post was east or west of the boundary between Home and 

Newcastle District.  

It does that very clearly with a thick line from the shore of Lake Ontario to the western shore of what is now Scugog 

Island. A dotted line goes east to indicate that the Farewell trading post was east of the line.  However, in the upper 

right part of the sketch, there is a rough representation of a large peninsula protruding into Lake Scugog. “Beg Bay” is 

the label Stegmann wrote on the eastern part of what we now know of as Lake Scugog. At the south end of that 

peninsula, there is a small square and the clear label “M. Farewell house.” Unfortunately, the sketch does not include 

the whole shape of the peninsula.  

The markings we see representing the peninsula do not resemble Washburn Island today, or even what it looked like in 

the 1816 survey map by Samuel Wilmot. Both maps were done long before the flooding of the land due to William 

Purdy’s dam on the Scugog River, at today’s Lindsay. In effect, this part of the sketch is a rough estimate by John 

Stegmann. He knows there is a peninsula there, as reported by Moody and William Farewell, but he does not know the 

location of the shoreline or the size and shape of the landforms in the area. 

On the surface, it might be obvious from this sketch that the Farewell trading post was on the end of the peninsula that 

would later be called Washburn Island. We might be inclined to ignore Moody Farewell’s obituary which says it was on 



Ball Point, a detail that was repeated by esteemed historian Dr. Henry Scadding and J. Ross Robertson and others. We 

might go directly to the newspaper article in 1901 which described the uncovering of a skeleton on Washburn Island 

that had its skull bashed in. It all fits together, right? Stegmann’s sketch and the bashed-in skull – makes it obvious.  

Well, maybe. Moody Farewell’s obituary is a hard thing to ignore. How could his son, Abram, not pass on this important 

detail as his father told it? Could the man who found John Sharp’s body not recall the location of the trading post sixty-

five years later? Maybe. What of the skeleton on Washburn Island? Was it a bit rash for the professional gentlemen to 

jump to the conclusion that a bashed-in skull was that of John Sharp? Certainly, in our day of forensics as a popular 

social phenomenon, it would not measure up. If only we had the bones today, so that we might apply modern scientific 

methods to the question. 

There is one more thing to consider. The article in 1901 says that the Farewell brothers had pitched a tent on Washburn 

Island and left John Sharp to mind the camp. This is very different from the Samuel Pedlar account which says they left 

John Sharp at the place they called Farewell House. We might question whether this new idea in the 1901 article is 

intended to enhance or adjust the story. It seems to tell us that, no, the murder did not happen at the trading post on 

Ball Point, it happened over at a temporary camp on Washburn Island. In hindsight, this may be seen as a bit of reverse 

engineering, designed to support the finding of the skeleton on Washburn Island in 1901. Something to ponder. 

Oh, well. In the end, the reader can take their own preference. The story of H.M.S. Speedy seems to lend itself to 

mysteries. 

Another account of the Speedy story is even more unique. Isaac Maitland Wellington49 was a resident of Brighton and 

was very active in writing the history of Brighton and area. We could say that he was “The History Guy” in Brighton for 

the 1880s and 1890s. Mr. Wellington was well known in Brighton as a baker, mentioned in census records as early as 

1848 in that profession. He operated a Bakery and Confectionary shop at the south-west corner of Main and Division 

Streets. Later in life, he took on administrative roles with the church and the Masonic Lodge. His last two census records, 

in 1881 and 1891, show he was an insurance agent. 

Isaac Wellington was the son of Josiah Dix Wellington and Elizabeth Gibson.50 That’s right, his mother was the same 

Elizabeth Gibson who had been the wife of Charles Selleck. Elizabeth had struggled with a family of five youngsters after 

Charles Selleck died in 1809 and is listed as a widow with children in the Murray Township Census records until 1816. 

The next year, she married Josiah Dix Wellington.51 He had been born in Massachusetts and was another sailor, recently 

come over from the south side of the lake to engage in the shipping business on Lake Ontario. The first child of Josiah 

Dix and Elizabeth Wellington was Isaac, born in 1821. It is likely that the family was still living in the large two-story 

building at Newcastle, what was left of the old court house and jail.  

A sixteen-page article entitled Presqu’isle, written by I. M. Wellington, was published in serial form in the Brighton 

Ensign newspaper from January 1st to February 15th, 1895.52 The same item was published in the Ontario Historical 

Society Papers & Records in 1905.53 Much of the article deals with the history of Presqu’ile Point and the town of 

Brighton, but it also includes a rendition of the Speedy story that is much different than any of the others we can find.  

Wellington leads into the story with a description of how Captain Selleck found a large rock below the surface of the lake 

not far from Presqu’ile Point, earlier in 1804. The next time Captain Paxton came to Newcastle, the two sailors went out 

to survey the rock and prepare records that could be used by mariners to avoid hitting this large obstacle. He wrote: 

“ … they rowed directly south about four miles and came immediately on the sunken rock, which was hardly three feet 

below the surface of the water. Capt. Paxton then took a careful measure of the diameter of the rock at the top, which 

was about forty feet either way; but what surprised the captains and the whole crew the most was the fact that in 

sounding around on every side of the rock they found about fifty fathoms of water, and that on every dropping of the 

lead the line went straight down to the bottom.”54 

Then he explains the story of the murder, the departure from York and the loss of the Speedy, but from his own point of 

view. He ends with “That night, it is supposed, the Speedy foundered upon that rock and went down with all on 



board.”55 After the storm abated, Wellington says that men from the area went searching specifically for the rock, “… 

but no rock could be found, nor has anything further ever been heard respecting that sunken rock. It was a great 

wonderment to all, especially to those who had seen the rock before that noted storm when the Speedy was lost, of 

what kind of rock it must have been. The general opinion was that it must have been a large boulder loose at the 

bottom, and when struck by the Speedy it was forced over, taking the Speedy down with it.”56 

This rock was often called “The Pinnacle” and it became part of local lore, repeated in more and more elaborate terms 

over the years. However, there is plenty of scepticism about this story. William R. Riddell was dismissive. “No record 

exists of any report being made by Paxton of the rock. There is no contemporary record of anything of the kind, and it is 

probable that the story of the mysterious rock is a myth. It sounds like a story to tell to the Marines, but any one is at 

liberty to believe it who sees fit to do so.”57 

Apparently, C. H. J. Snider loved the story of the rock, and used it in his story in 1949, but most others have been 

unconvinced. Brendan O’Brien, in Speedy Justice, tends to side with Mr. Riddell, “A review of all the available evidence 

leads to the conclusion that Riddell's assessment should be accepted. After all, if a rock measuring forty feet across was 

bowled over by the impact of the Speedy, it would have been, even on its side, easily identified by soundings. Snider's 

suggestion that the 'spike of limestone split into fragments and collapsed' calls for much faith.”58 

Frankly, it is difficult to match any current landform with the details Mr. Wellington provides. In particular, the 

instructions he provides for locating the rock are very specific, but couched in terms that he knew in the 1880s and not 

in terms of 1804 or 2019. He says “ … and taking a spy-glass with them, they located the exact whereabouts by getting 

the range of three tall trees standing on the land and in range with the south end of Milligan’s Beach.”59 

Milligan’s Beach was named for George Milligan60 who is shown on High Bluff in the 1869 list of property owners on 

Presqu’ile Point.61 High Bluff is the island at the extreme west end of Presqu’ile Point, in recent years occupied mostly by 

cormorants. The map that accompanies that list shows Milligan’s Beach along the lakeshore a little east of High Bluff, in 

the area where the campgrounds are located today.  

[Image ?? Presqu’ile Survey Map 1869] 

Wellington goes on to explain “The following day being very pleasant and calm, Capt. Paxton and Capt. Selleck, with 

several hands from both schooners, took two of their small boats and made their way to the west end of Presqu’isle, 

taking with them a spy-glass and compass, and after getting in range with the three tall trees, they rowed directly south 

about four miles and came immediately on the sunken rock, which was hardly three feet below the surface of the 

water.”62 

This is very specific and it makes one wonder how it might be simply made up out of someone’s imagination. We need 

to remember that these words come from recollections of Mr. Wellington, who probably heard it time and again from 

his father, Josiah Wellington, who was not there when it happened. The details would also have come down by word of 

mouth from George Gibson, his maternal grandfather, who died in the 1820s, and then his mother, who died around 

1873, and possibly Joseph Gibson, a son of George, who lived into the 1880s. At what point it was actually written down 

is not known, except to say that it was published by Mr. Wellington in 1895 for the first time. 

On a technical note, we can see by the charts of Lake Ontario that there are two shoals located south of Presqu’ile Point, 

within the four miles that Mr. Wellington describes. Both Gore Shoal and Quick Shoal63 show depths of two or two and a 

half metres, with depths of six or seven metres surrounding them. They are the formations that most closely match with 

Mr. Wellington’s story. 

The story of the rock was an important part of Isaac Wellington’s historical knowledge of the area. In describing his own 

family history, he starts with “In the year 1821, the writer was born in that dwelling, and many times in after years we 

sat and listened to our parents and uncles relate the story of the sunken rock and the loss of the Speedy, some of whom 

had seen the rock several times before that noted storm on the night of the 8th of October, 1807.”64 



This shows that he knew he was born in the old court house and jail, and his next thought is of the rock and how his 

relatives talked about it over the years he was growing up. Of course, he has the year wrong in this text, but that is only 

one of many obvious discrepancies we see in this sixteen-page document. While these mistakes do not help the 

credibility of the author and the document as a whole, we need to remember that the nature of local history and family 

history is that stories often become anecdotal as they are recounted over generations. However, if we look deeply into 

the circumstances of the time, there is usually at least a cornel of truth underlying the entertaining tale. We have to be 

careful, of course, but we ignore these stories at our peril. 
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