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D E D I C A T I O N 
 

Brighton, a Great Place 
to Live and Work

When I was twenty, I could not get away from the farm fast enough. Various 
issues were wrapped up in that, including simply being twenty, but most 
impactful was the fact that I was the oldest boy on a farm who was allergic to 
hay, straw, and grain. Not a good career match.

A better choice was tech support, which challenged and sustained me for 
several decades. By 2009, I was ready to get out of the big city and return to 
the Brighton area to pursue my strong interests in history and genealogy.

To my delight, I found a community that was vibrant, dynamic, and wel-
coming. Since 2010, the history and genealogy work has expanded many-fold, 
and my extensive to-do list represents the comfort I feel in being a retiree 
in Brighton.

In particular, Brighton has an excellent book store in Lighthouse Books, on 
Main Street in Brighton—just ask anyone, especially those who have children. 
Also, the Brighton Public Library provides very effective support to the com-
munity, and the twice-a-year talks by the History Guy have become routine.

We now have the Brighton Arts and Culture Council, with a store-front 
gallery to showcase the talented artists that stimulate us in so many ways.

My projects are often stimulated and enhanced by the work of the Brighton 
Digital Archives, which has proven to be a group of volunteers with serious 
skills, all dedicated to enhancing the cultural landscape of Brighton.

Of course, this is all embedded in a community of citizens who value their 
heritage and are interested in learning whatever they can. We would all be 
shouting in the dark if we did not have an attentive audience.

Some days, I wonder how I could be so lucky.
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F O R E W O R D

This book is a local history of the Quinte portage, and the story of the unique 
batteau railway. As in all local histories, the author focuses on telling how a 
very specific area grew and about the people who came to live and work there. 
For local residents, it provides a deeper understanding of their community’s 
roots and development. A visitor will learn about the place they have passed 
through, to which they may return or not. The word “local” keeps our mind 
fixed on this one community and its past residents.

Dan Buchanan reveals the area’s social and economic development in 
precise detail. He describes the local social history, beginning with the first 
inhabitants of this area—the Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe. He lays out 
the arrival of those loyal to the English crown, after the American Revolution. 
We read about the family interconnections, made through business and mar-
riage, that formed the basis of the town that flourished here.

We trace the community’s economic development—from the construction 
of its first dwelling to the rise of warehouses, a pub, stores, and the laying out 
of farms. Buchanan vividly captures the prosperity that flowed from its stra-
tegic location along Lake Ontario’s north shore, a vital thoroughfare linking 
Kingston to York (Toronto) and beyond. Readers will discover the commu-
nity’s pivotal role in this water route, which served as the primary artery for 
moving people and freight long before reliable roads carved their way through 
Ontario’s dense forests.

But, if we view this book as just a local story, we miss out on its ultimate 
impact in the telling of our history. The sweeping histories of provincial or 
national development, from a social, economic, and political perspective 
depend, in part, on the detail and accuracy of local histories. Dan Buchanan 
sets out the details and the progress of one community that, placed along 
side others, tells the story of Ontario’s past—Canada’s past. The fur trade that 
passed through the Carrying Place moved across Canada and stretched back 
to Europe. The singular role this area played in the War of 1812 was essential 
in defending the British colony that became Canada.

Buchanan’s description of the batteau railway is a critical contribution to 
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our understanding of an “advanced” technology employed at the site. While 
the method of portaging heavy craft across narrow land strips was unique to 
Upper Canada, it was so common elsewhere that few ever documented the 
process in letters or official records. The story of the batteau railway reveals 
how a single economic driver can transform a community—fuelling prosperity 
and drawing settlers to the area. Yet it also illustrates a timeless truth: when 
that driving force is eclipsed by new technology or shifting economic or politi-
cal conditions—whether road construction, the decline of the fur trade, or the 
end of the War of 1812—prosperity falters, and communities must adapt or 
reinvent themselves. This local history echoes across our nation and the world 
today, a reminder that the cycles of growth and change are universal.

—Thomas Malcomson, PhD, Historian, Retired Professor, Toronto

Thomas Malcomson, PhD, is a retired college professor who has published widely 
in the area of maritime history, focusing primarily on the British Navy between 
1790 and 1840. Areas of interest include order, disorder and punishment aboard 
ship, mutiny, and the pressures effecting outcomes. Malcomson’s background in 
both psychology and history fuels his fascination with the history of human service 
institutions, and the spread of the eugenic mindset—topics he has explored in 
his publications.
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P R E F A C E

Sketch of Lake Ontario highlighting the Carrying Place, also called the Quinte portage.

The tiny isthmus that connects the peninsula of Prince Edward County to the 
mainland of Ontario has been called the Carrying Place for as long as humans 
have carried their boats and baggage across from the Bay of Quinte to Wellers 
Bay and on to Lake Ontario. In whatever language or culture, there was a 
shared reality that humans could not avoid: you had to pick up your canoe and 
carry it across—thus, the name “the Carrying Place.”

For many generations before Europeans came to North America, 
Indigenous Peoples also used the small isthmus at the west end of the Bay 
of Quinte as a walking path. They walked south, from the area north of Lake 
Ontario, into the large peninsula that we call Prince Edward County. Others 
came from south of Lake Ontario, taking a short canoe trip between small 
islands, landing at Traverse Point, and then walking across the peninsula to the 
small isthmus and on to the mainland.

Richard Hill, contributor to the groundbreaking book The History and 
Archaeology of the Iroquois du Nord, said:

The north shore of Lake Ontario has held many Indigenous footprints 
over the centuries. Indigenous Peoples have been travelling through 
the region, stopping to hunt, fish, or gather medicines, or to erect 
settlements. They made peace, made war, and made peace again. Many 
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languages were heard by the waterways and forests of the region—
Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe languages.1

Europeans who came to North America experienced the delusion of dis-
covering a continent that was already occupied by many nations of Indigenous 
Peoples who were engaged in their own enterprises and conflicts. As they came 
to the Great Lakes, some explorers and fur traders sailed on ships across Lake 
Ontario, well south of the Quinte portage. Others travelled in canoes or bat-
teaux and had to trudged across the portage, carrying their precious cargo on 
their backs as their canoes were dragged by their associates to the other side.

After the end of the American War of Independence, more people came 
to the Bay of Quinte area, this time with the intent of staying for good, which 
required clearing the land and developing farms. In this context, enterpris-
ing young men saw opportunities for business around the Bay of Quinte and 
would take advantage of the growing traffic coming into the bay and heading 
west to York or Newark.

Several men set up trading posts around the Bay of Quinte to provide food, 
clothing, tools, and other household goods necessary to support the pioneers in 
their area. Samuel Sherwood had a trading post called Sandhurst on the north 
shore of Adolphus Reach, on an ancient Indigenous carrying place. George 
Singleton and his army buddies began a trading post at the mouth of Singleton’s 
Creek, later called Belleville. William Bell operated a trading post called 
Rhinebeck on the north side of the Bay of Quinte at today’s Bayside. At the 
mouth of the Trent River, John Bleecker and Henry Ripson had early trading 
posts as well. At the west end of the Bay of Quinte was the Quinte portage, 
where fur traders, surveyors, and settlers had to stop and drag their boats across 
to the other side. See Appendix B for more details on the trading posts.

Asa Weller (1761–1825) saw the isthmus at the west end of the Bay of 
Quinte as a tactically important place to establish a trading post in light of 
the increasing traffic across the portage. This book focuses on the batteau 
railway that he built across the Quinte portage in 1793. History books have 
used the term “batteau railway,” but this historian was initially very skeptical. 
It sounded like a modern term applied to a facility from two centuries ago. 
However, research provided more context for Asa Weller’s batteau service and 
the right description appears to be “batteau railway.”

The batteau was the preferred vessel for hauling loads of people, baggage, 
and trade goods between Montreal, Kingston, and the western settlements 
on Lake Ontario. Teams of batteaumen poled, rowed, and sailed hundreds 
of batteaux up and down the St. Lawrence River and on to the shoreline of 
Lake Ontario. In the later years of the 1780s and into the 1790s, traffic grew 
in volume and intensity.
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Unfortunately, after lots of research, I have seen no detailed description of 
the batteau railway facility or so much as a sketch that might help us under-
stand how it functioned and what it looked like. On the other hand, there are 
numerous references to the service by travellers who had crossed the portage. 
The nature of these references suggest that the service across the portage was 
so familiar and thought so commonplace that travellers failed to pay attention 
to the device itself or the people who operated it. The content and tone of 
these references demonstrate that Asa Weller provided a very efficient and 
effective service that people used, then moved on.

However, this historian is not inclined to move on. It is very evident that 
this was a very critical service at a chokepoint in the primary east-west trans-
portation route across the north shore of Lake Ontario. Fur traders, the mili-
tary, and government officials would grumble at the four-dollar fee Asa Weller 
charged per boat to cross the portage, but they still used the service—it was 
the best option for most travellers.

Two decades of intense activity across the Quinte portage were interrupted 
by the War of 1812, when the portage became a serious obstacle in the mili-
tary transportation system. The system needed to move soldiers, weapons, and 
all sorts of supplies from east to west along the north shore of Lake Ontario.

Lieutenant-Governor John Graves Simcoe had promoted the building of a 
canal in this area as early as 1794, but that would not happen until the 1880s. 
In the context of war, the importance of the portage grew as American naval 
squadrons presented a threat to safe travel for larger vessels on the lake. The 
only solution to this was flotilla of batteaux keeping close to the north shore of 
the lake, which always included the crossing of the Quinte portage.

After the war, new developments in the wider region would gradually 
remove the need for the portage. Schooner traffic increased as peace made 
the lake safe for everyone. Better roads along the north shore of the lake pro-
vided travellers with the cheap but rough option of land travel. Steamboats on 
the Bay of Quinte and Lake Ontario met the increased demand for safe and 
convenient transportation for those who could pay the fare. All of this would 
render the function of the Quinte portage obsolete. Asa Weller’s batteau 
railway was removed, and the path of the portage became a quiet local road in 
a prosperous rural community.

The batteau railway has been mentioned in history books, but the full story 
of Asa Weller and his business at the Quinte portage is now provided in a way 
that will allow readers to picture themselves at the portage, watching a team 
of oxen pull a batteau across the portage. The batteau railway was more than 
just wood and rails. It was an example of human enterprise. We are always 
finding ways to meet the needs of people on the ground and make a profit in 
the process.
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C H A P T E R  1  
 

Settlers Come to the 
Quinte Portage

Asa Weller Arrives First

During the summer of 1791, the Quinte portage would see a young man 
named Asa Weller paddle up to its eastern shore. He was accompanied by 
his younger brother Eliakem Weller and probably his brother-in-law, Mathias 
Marsh, who had already settled in Sidney Township.1 They pulled their canoe 
up onto the bank and began to walk down the well-beaten path of the portage 
toward the western shore. Several times, they stopped to consult a map and 
discuss matters, and then walked on.

When the young men arrived at the western end of the portage, they 
paused and looked around at the water and the land. The ground was flat, 
and a large bay stretched out to the west, leading to the open waters of Lake 
Ontario beyond. This was perfect! The narrow peninsula they had just walked 
across presented these ambitious fellows with a great opportunity. They knew 
that some Loyalists were already settled along the north and south shores of 
the Bay of Quinte, and many more were coming. In fact, the government was 
encouraging Loyalists and anyone who wanted to venture into the wilderness 
to come to Upper Canada.

Records do not show whether Asa Weller was in some way collaborat-
ing with government officials regarding a possible settlement at the Quinte 
portage. However, there is one very telling comment in a letter that Lieutenant-
Governor John Graves Simcoe wrote to Lord Dorchester on September 5, 
1794. He was reporting to Lord Dorchester about the locations along the 
north shore of Lake Ontario that might be used to securely accumulate stores 
to support the growing traffic between Upper and Lower Canada. Kingston 
was seen as the most obvious location for a major depot, but Simcoe men-
tioned the Quinte portage in this context.
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. . . or it may be forwarded in ample security up the Bay of Quinte to 
be fetched from thence in the Kings vessels, or at a small expense over 
the Presqu’isle (a portage of one mile and half now settling for that 
express purpose) where the Kings shipping may receive it in safety at 
an Harbour near to that carrying place & if necessary, from whence 
Batteaux may convey it to Niagara.2

Note the phrase “now settling for that express purpose.” This suggests that 
Simcoe knew settlement was happening at the Quinte portage and that some-
thing was developing as a result that could have a positive impact on their 
plans for security across Upper Canada. Asa Weller and his family had lots of 
connections with the authorities in Quebec and Montreal, and it is interest-
ing to speculate how he might have been encouraged or even assisted in his 
enterprise by various members of the government or military.

A few fur traders were still located across the north shore of Lake Ontario, 
but by 1790, the greater part of the fur trade followed the northern route from 
Montreal “via the Ottawa River to Mattawa and then through a series of rivers 
and lakes (with portages) to Lake Nipissing, across the lake into the French 
River and on into the northern stretch of Lake Huron and on to St Joseph’s.”3

In spite of this, it was clear that traffic across the portage would increase 
dramatically in the next decade as more settlers came to the area. Government 
officials would need to travel a lot more between Kingston and the capital at 
Newark and, later, York. Of course, more schooners would be built to take 
larger cargos across the lake, avoiding the portage, but for some time, this 
portage would be of utmost importance to the broader economic and military 
life of the colony.

Many young men who came to Upper Canada were intent on acquiring 
land where they could clear away the trees and begin to grow wheat. Farming 
was the primary objective for most settlers. However, Asa Weller had different 
ideas. He was more interested in doing some kind of business.

Asa Weller had been born in Dutchess County, New York, a few years 
before his family moved to the town of Manchester in Bennington County, 
Vermont. His father, Eliakem Weller, and his mother, Catharine Goodrich, 
were both from Connecticut but had moved to Amenia, Dutchess County, 
New York, where they stayed until moving to Vermont.4

This was around the same time that the town of Manchester was estab-
lished in the disputed area of the New Hampshire Grants. New Hampshire, to 
the east, claimed this area and aggressively sold land to settlers. New York, to 
the west, disputed this claim, insisting the area was part of their state. Sheriffs 
came to enforce the New York claim by telling landowners to leave or pay 
exorbitant fees. Before long, the sheriffs were met by an organized group of 
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residents that would be known as the Green Mountain Boys. This group, led by 
Ethan Allen, was a private militia organized specifically to protect the rights 
of the settlers in the disputed area between New York and New Hampshire.5

Asa Weller’s parents operated an inn at Manchester during the time of 
turmoil caused by this dispute and the subsequent disruptions of the War of 
Independence. A neighbour, Colonel William Marsh, had purchased significant 
land near the town of Manchester. He had cooperated with the Green Mountain 
Boys for a time, but by 1777, his loyalty to the English crown led him to disagree 
with the aim of independence, and he decided to support the Royal cause.

This would make him a traitor to the patriots in the area and led to his 
name being included on a list of Loyalists due to have their land confiscated. 
By chance, ownership of the Marsh family home in Manchester rested with 
William Marsh’s wife, Sarah French. She was part of a family that was regarded 
more favourably, so an exception was made in this case. As a result, the Marsh 
family was able to stay in Manchester.6

Col. William Marsh kept a low profile during the war, but was not inactive. 
He lived not far from the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, where a lot of recruit-
ing was done by the British. A complex network of spy channels was set up 
to move information and people between the patriot forces to the south and 
the British headquarters in Quebec. There is some suggestion that Col. Marsh 
participated in passing secret messages and providing information on troop 
movements to the British. It was all very secret and hush-hush. Detection 
would most certainly mean death.

This involvement in the war might explain why Col. Marsh was able to 
obtain significant land grants in Upper Canada in the 1790s.7 In the course 
of his spy work, he would have come into contact with other Loyalists who 
would end up in Upper Canada, such as John Walden Meyers and Daniel 
Weese. The spies that survived became a close fraternity.

Soon after the war, in 1785, Asa Weller was married to Hannah Marsh, a 
daughter of Col. William Marsh. This would be an extremely productive 
match, resulting in ten children, who would all survive into adulthood.8 The 
match was important in another way as well. Col. William Marsh was strongly 
connected with the upper echelons of the Loyalist governance structure, folks 
who became important members of the government of the Province of Quebec 
and later Upper and Lower Canada. Young Asa Weller now had a strong 
support system behind him.

The young travellers studied the Quinte portage in detail. Then they spent 
a few days building a small log cabin at the west end of the portage, on the 
north side of the path, not far from the shore of the bay.9 This building would 
double as their home and a trading post when they returned from Vermont 
with their families.

Location of Asa Weller’s first permanent home at 

the west end of the Quinte portage.
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residents that would be known as the Green Mountain Boys. This group, led by 
Ethan Allen, was a private militia organized specifically to protect the rights 
of the settlers in the disputed area between New York and New Hampshire.5

Asa Weller’s parents operated an inn at Manchester during the time of 
turmoil caused by this dispute and the subsequent disruptions of the War of 
Independence. A neighbour, Colonel William Marsh, had purchased significant 
land near the town of Manchester. He had cooperated with the Green Mountain 
Boys for a time, but by 1777, his loyalty to the English crown led him to disagree 
with the aim of independence, and he decided to support the Royal cause.

This would make him a traitor to the patriots in the area and led to his 
name being included on a list of Loyalists due to have their land confiscated. 
By chance, ownership of the Marsh family home in Manchester rested with 
William Marsh’s wife, Sarah French. She was part of a family that was regarded 
more favourably, so an exception was made in this case. As a result, the Marsh 
family was able to stay in Manchester.6

Col. William Marsh kept a low profile during the war, but was not inactive. 
He lived not far from the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, where a lot of recruit-
ing was done by the British. A complex network of spy channels was set up 
to move information and people between the patriot forces to the south and 
the British headquarters in Quebec. There is some suggestion that Col. Marsh 
participated in passing secret messages and providing information on troop 
movements to the British. It was all very secret and hush-hush. Detection 
would most certainly mean death.

This involvement in the war might explain why Col. Marsh was able to 
obtain significant land grants in Upper Canada in the 1790s.7 In the course 
of his spy work, he would have come into contact with other Loyalists who 
would end up in Upper Canada, such as John Walden Meyers and Daniel 
Weese. The spies that survived became a close fraternity.

Soon after the war, in 1785, Asa Weller was married to Hannah Marsh, a 
daughter of Col. William Marsh. This would be an extremely productive 
match, resulting in ten children, who would all survive into adulthood.8 The 
match was important in another way as well. Col. William Marsh was strongly 
connected with the upper echelons of the Loyalist governance structure, folks 
who became important members of the government of the Province of Quebec 
and later Upper and Lower Canada. Young Asa Weller now had a strong 
support system behind him.

The young travellers studied the Quinte portage in detail. Then they spent 
a few days building a small log cabin at the west end of the portage, on the 
north side of the path, not far from the shore of the bay.9 This building would 
double as their home and a trading post when they returned from Vermont 
with their families.

Location of Asa Weller’s first permanent home at 

the west end of the Quinte portage.

They felt that the west end of 
the portage offered the best loca-
tion for a trading post because 
of easy access to Lake Ontario 
through the calm waters of the 
bay, which was deep enough for 
batteau traffic. There was also a 
firm shoreline here with good 
farmland close by. It was apparent 
that travellers moving across the 
portage would stop here. In time, 
the bay would be called Wellers 
Bay, after its first settler.

The line that was surveyed 
across the small isthmus between 
Murray Township to the north 
and Ameliasburgh Township to the south was not a straight line, as indicated 
by various maps and sketches. The head surveyor had ordered his assistant 
to set out a straight line here, but in the end, the line the assistant surveyed 
followed the foot path of the portage, which was based on the choice of untold 
numbers of travellers across the portage.10

The assistant surveyor did follow instructions regarding the creation of 
long, narrow lots from the line of the border between the two townships, to 
provide more landowners with direct access to the portage road. The same 
practice was followed along the shorelines around the Bay of Quinte, resulting 
in many long, narrow lots. Across the portage, lots were numbered from west 
to east; Asa Weller’s cabin, which was built on the shore of Wellers Bay, was 
located in Carrying Place Lot 1, Murray Township, Northumberland County.

Besides a home and a trading post, it is clear from later developments 
that Asa Weller was also developing plans for another kind of facility on the 
portage. Batteaux were moving east and west across the Bay of Quinte at a 
growing pace, and this short strip of land presented an obstacle to that traffic. 
He and his brother may have watched as travellers dragged their batteaux 
across the portage, demonstrating the obvious need for a better method.

Mr. Weller developed the idea that he might build a facility that could move 
the boats across from one body of water to the other. Baggage would have to be 
unloaded and carried on carts or strong backs to the other side. Each batteau 
would be placed on some sort of wagon (called a truck in those days) that 
would carry the boat across the portage. The objective was to provide travellers 
with a much quicker and easier passage by removing the time-consuming and 
back-breaking task of dragging the boat across the sand.
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Asa Weller and his father-in-law prob-
ably knew members of the British Army 
who were adept at the kind of engineering 
and construction required to make this 
kind of facility work well. They may have 
been aware of the problem that the British 
Army had solved at the Niagara portage. 
The British victory on the Plains of 
Abraham in 1758 led to the Treaty of 
Paris, which stipulated that formerly 
French territory north of the Great Lakes 
be handed over to the British, including 
the Niagara Peninsula.

The critical portage up the escarp-
ment on the Niagara River was quickly 

upgraded by British Army engineers with a view to supporting much higher 
volumes of traffic in the future. A trolly system was built to heft tons of cargo 
up the steep escarpment from the river so that it could be carried along the 
trail that led to the west.11

Two sets of rails were installed, and two trucks ran on the rails. Long ropes 
attached to each truck were wrapped around a large cylinder at the top. A 
large bundle of furs would be loaded into one truck and let down the steep 
slope, while the other truck was pulled up to the top. This facility has been 
called the Niagara Portage Railway. It was very different from Asa Weller’s 
situation, but some of the same ideas might be applied to the Quinte portage.

Example of a wagonway at a coal mine in England in the 1700s.

Also, Asa Weller could already have knowledge of the small railway 
systems, called wagonways, that had been part of the coal mines in England 
and Germany for several centuries.12 These wagonways were short and made 
of wood, designed to move bins of coal from the mine entrance to the nearest 

Artist’s rendition of the Niagara Portage 

Railway built in the 1760s.
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canal or port, drawn by a single horse led by a handler.
Over several centuries, much development had taken place in the underly-

ing technology, improving on the durability of the rails and wheels so that the 
systems could work profitably. Manuals and instruction books were widely 
available in Europe, and we can expect that Asa Weller had studied these with 
the idea of utilizing the basic technology for his batteau railway. We have no 
documentation for this, but it is reasonable to expect that Asa Weller was 
well supplied with information and resources. He had married into a family 
that was not only wealthy but viewed public service as a duty. It was almost 
inevitable that he might accomplish something significant.

The first step would be to install a double set of wooden rails across the 
portage. The land here was flat and sandy, so laying the tracks would be easy. 
These tracks would need to support a specially designed truck with wooden 
wheels and a framework on top that could support a batteau. All of this had 
to be strong enough to endure many trips across the portage with a degree of 
reliability that would develop trust in the travelling community.

All of this ran through the active mind of Asa Weller on this summer 
day in 1791. After the cabin had been built and the portage duly studied and 
documented, the young men launched their canoe on the Bay of Quinte and 
headed across to the north shore and Sidney Township. They may have stayed 
for a while at Mathias Marsh’s home before heading back down the bay, out 
Adolphus Reach and back to Kingston, then on to home in Vermont.

The Weller brothers were anxious to confer with Asa’s father-in-law, 
William Marsh, regarding the opportunity they saw at the Quinte portage. 
The vision that Asa Weller was developing in his mind would be unattainable 
without the financial resources of his family, and he knew he would have lots 
of preparation to do once he got back home.

Captain Robert Young Comes Next

The next important development came in the summer of 1792 when Captain 
Robert Young (1736–1826) arrived at the Quinte portage. He was fifty-six 
years of age at this time and had lived an exciting life. Born in York, Maine, the 
son of Job Young and Patience King, Robert lost his father in 1750.

A decade later, in 1761, Robert Young married Mary Dill, and together, 
they raised a family of four before Mary died around 1767. He married Jane 
Johnson in 1769, and they had ten more children. Robert and his brother 
Job decided to move their families to Granville Township, Annapolis County, 
Nova Scotia. This was in the Annapolis Valley, where the British had expelled 
the Acadians some time earlier, leaving much fertile land open for settlement.13 
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His brother Job’s name appears in the 1770 Census of Granville Township as 
the principal of the household.14

Then came the War of Independence between Great Britain and the 
American colonies. In a Crown Land Petition he wrote in 1783, Robert Young 
Sr. outlined his activities during the War of Independence as follows:

Your Petitioner resided in the British Colonies in America before the 
breaking out of the Rebellion, that he served at different times as a 
Pilot to His Majesty’s Frigate the Ambuscade, and the Vulture sloop of 
war, and also as Commander of the Armed Cutter Annapolis, in which 
Cutter he was wounded and taken prisoner, that he was afterwards 
exchanged, and served on board the Dutchess of Gordon, armoured 
Transport—until the Treaty of Separation in the year 1783.15

After the war, Robert Young returned to his home in Nova Scotia and 
proceeded to tend to his farm and his family. By the early 1790s, he heard 
the very positive reports about Upper Canada that circulated around military 
and civilian communities and began to think of moving his family, which now 
included ten children, due to the loss of four infants. He wanted to acquire 
more land to support his growing family and hoped to engage in business in 
a fresh pioneering area where men of good reputation and lots of gumption 
could succeed.

Asa Weller travelled to the Quinte portage in 1791 with the intent of 
establishing a permanent presence at the west end of the path. While no 
records confirm the details, it’s reasonable to assume that Robert Young shared 
the same intention. He would not expose the young children to the rigours of 
pioneer travel until a solid home was ready to receive them in Upper Canada. 
At this time, many families were sending scouting parties out into the wilder-
ness to locate a good spot and prepare a new log cabin home. It was dangerous 
and arduous work, so the men of the family and maybe the older teen boys 
would participate in the trek, with the others to follow later.

Three of Robert Young Sr.’s early children—Robert, Samuel, and Joseph—
had died in infancy and the oldest living of their siblings was Mary, who had 
married Isaac Storr Hutchinson in 1783, soon after the Hutchinson family 
moved to Nova Scotia from Burlington County, New Jersey. They had young 
children in 1792, and it appears as if they remained in Nova Scotia, possi-
bly to look after several of the youngest of Robert Young Sr.’s children. This 
Hutchinson family would settle in Hillier Township in a few years, along with 
several of Isaac’s siblings.16

The first of Robert Young Sr.’s children by Jane Johnson—Ichabod—died 
as an infant in 1772, but the rest of the children lived into adulthood. Robert 
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Young Jr. (1772–1864) was twenty years of age in 1792, but did not likely come 
to Upper Canada at that time. He would marry Jane McCormick the next 
year in Nova Scotia, and their first child, Joseph, was born in 1793. Robert Jr. 
and his wife moved their family to Ameliasburgh Township a few years later, 
where their daughter, Mary Jane Young, was born in 1805. Robert Jr. and Jane 
also had two sons: Joseph, who settled in Percy Township, west of Dartford; 
and Robert, who raised a family in Cramahe Township.

The next child of Robert Sr. and Jane Young was Reuben, born in Nova 
Scotia in 1775. He may have come to the Quinte portage with his parents in 
1792, as he was seventeen. Sadly, he died at the family’s new home in 1795.

James Young was only sixteen in 1792, but it seems likely that he came with 
his father to Upper Canada. He would develop into a very capable young man 
who would eventually take over much of his father’s property and business. 
His younger brother, Joseph, was fifteen in 1792 and likely remained in Nova 
Scotia until a year or so later. The same was likely true of twelve-year-old Job, 
ten-year-old John, seven-year-old Benjamin, six-year-old Thomas, and the 
baby of the family, five-year-old Sarah. Their mother, Jane—often written as 
Jean—would be responsible for keeping the children safe and healthy while 
their father prepared their new home in Upper Canada.

Details about how the travel occurred are unknown, so any conclusion must 
be based on speculation and what is known. The location of the family on the 
Bay of Fundy, on the north side of Nova Scotia, meant that the trip would 
begin with a voyage in a sailing ship from Nova Scotia to Montreal. Robert 
Young Sr.’s strong connections with naval authorities and the sailing fraternity 
may have allowed him to book passage on a ship making that trip. He would 
have arranged to carry the minimum of belongings on the initial leg of the 
trip and would communicate with merchants in Kingston to prepare a supply 
of goods for him to pick up on his way to the Quinte portage. Arrangements 
were made for a few other men to accompany him, preferably young men who 
were capable of lifting and carrying heavy loads on a long trip.

The next leg of the trip was up the St. Lawrence River from Montreal to 
Kingston in several batteaux. Robert Young Sr. would have to hire a crew of 
batteaumen to ensure he had experienced men at the helm as they struggled 
up the rapids in the St. Lawrence River. This was another situation where 
minimal baggage would be beneficial.

Once at Kingston, Captain Young may have been able to make arrange-
ments with Richard Cartwright, the primary merchant in town, to transport 
his collection of supplies and people to the Bay of Quinte aboard one of his 
trading ships, possibly the Lady Dorchester. James Richardson Sr. (1758–1832) 
was captain of the Lady Dorchester, and he sailed routinely between Kingston 
and Newark.16 For the most part, these ships were not for the use of the general 
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public. There was never enough shipping on the lake around this time, and a 
settler with some helpers was not a normal cargo for these ships.

However, Captain Young’s reputation as a naval veteran, combined with his 
ability to pay in cash, likely persuaded Cartwright’s commercial enterprise to 
make an exception in this case. As always, money talks.

With the right funds deposited in the Cartwright account, Captain Young 
would experience the safest and quickest method of travel that was available. 
This trip might also have included a large supply of food and tools that would 
support the construction of an initial cabin at the Quinte portage and keep the 
workmen fed and clothed for the summer.

While uncertain, it’s plausible that this forward-thinking fellow also carried 
a small supply of trade goods to conduct business with travellers crossing the 
Quinte portage. His primary goal was to establish a prosperous farm and 
secure land and opportunities for his large family, but a little trading on the 
side could help offset expenses. Besides, it provided an ideal way to connect 
with those who frequented the Quinte portage.

Taking our speculation a step further, Captain Richardson might have 
departed from Kingston, sailing his usual route through the east end of Lake 
Ontario before turning north along the western shore of Prince Edward 
County until he reached the entrance to Wellers Bay. At that time, the opening 
between the bay and the lake was much wider, as the sandbars had not yet 
accumulated to the extent they have today. The Lady Dorchester would likely 
have sailed into the bay, anchoring as close to the northeastern shore as pos-
sible—within sight of the west end of the portage and Asa Weller’s cabin.

Several sailors would launch a batteau 
to ferry the people and cargo to the shore. 
One might imagine a respectful handshake 
between Captain Richardson and Captain 
Young at the end of the exercise. The Lady 
Dorchester then raised anchor and sailed out 
of the bay, heading west toward Newark.

On arriving, Captain Young reviewed the 
shoreline of Wellers Bay, as Asa Weller had 
done the year before. He selected a spot near 
the shore a little way south of Asa Weller’s 
cabin. Then he and his associates began 
the task of building a log cabin that would 
provide shelter in the early days of their life 
on the portage.

This map shows the location of the first two cabins on the Quinte portage. 
Robert Young Sr. established himself south of the portage path, in Carrying 

The location of the Robert Young cabin 

built in 1792 at the west end of the 

Quinte portage, across from Asa 

Weller’s cabin.
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Place Lot 1, Ameliasburgh Township, Prince Edward County.
There is an interesting twist to Captain Young’s settlement at the Quinte 

portage. During the war, he had become familiar with John Graves Simcoe, 
who was now the first Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada. Simcoe was 
intent on building the governing structure of the new province, but he needed 
good men he could trust to fill various positions and support him in his work. 
He saw Robert Young Sr. as one such associate.

Correspondence between the two men featured Simcoe cajoling Captain 
Young into accepting a position in the new government. Simcoe set out the 
potential for his friend to join him at York and become a wealthy member of 
the elite of the province, which included large land grants in the new town. 
Certainly, Robert Young Sr. was flattered, but he remained firm in his desire 
to become a farmer and maybe the owner of an estate in the rural part of the 
country. His new home on Wellers Bay had much more appeal for him than 
a fancy position at York. Mr. Young respectfully declined the entreaties of his 
friend and stayed at the Quinte portage.17

Robert Wilkins Makes Three

Once Captain Young had built his cabin near the portage, there was clear 
physical evidence of two settlers who would have major impact along the 
Quinte portage for decades to come. A third was on his way as well. Later 
in the travelling season of 1792, Robert Wilkins appeared in a batteau on 
the Bay of Quinte and came to the eastern end of the Quinte portage. His 
interest was in establishing a home for his family in Upper Canada but also to 
begin a business enterprise that might provide prosperity for himself and his 
loved ones.

Robert Wilkins (1743–1836) was born in Leicestershire, England, and 
entered the ranks of the 17th Light Dragoons when he was sixteen. His 
regiment left England soon afterward and took part in conflicts in Scotland 
and Ireland. He was married to Mary May in Ireland in 1772, but in 1775, 
his regiment was shipped across the Atlantic, to participate in the War of 
Independence. They landed in Massachusetts only a few days before the Battle 
of Bunker Hill in June 1775.18

Family legend has it that Robert had two horses shot out from under him 
during that battle, but he escaped uninjured. He participated in most of the 
military actions in the northern colonies during the next year, but was not so 
lucky during the Battle of White Plains on October 28, 1776. The wounds he 
received in this fight were serious enough to force him into retirement from 
the army.
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The British forces had occupied New York City early in the war, and Robert 
Wilkins moved his family there, quickly opening a store. Robert and Mary 
established a home in New York, and their two children were born there: 
Sarah, on August 7, 1780; and Robert Charles, on December 21, 1782.

When the war ended, the Wilkins family was forced to evacuate New York 
along with thousands of other Loyalists. They boarded the Apollo, which took 
them to the Port of Roseway, Nova Scotia, near the southwest end of that 
colony.19 The arrival of a large number of refugees led the governor to estab-
lish a new town at the same location—calling it Shelburne after the current 
British prime minister.

Robert Wilkins was intent on establishing significant business interests 
in his new home and spent a good deal of money in the attempt. However, 
Shelburne proved to be inadequate for the job due to poor agricultural land in 
the area and a lack of support from government. Loyalists began to leave for 
better places, and the population declined.20

Mr. Wilkins decided to return to his homeland in 1789, primarily to press his 
claim for compensation at the loss of his business in New York. Many Loyalists 
had returned to England after the war to press their claims related to homes 
and businesses they lost during the war. Records are not available to support his 
activity, but family history says that Robert Wilkins was thus engaged. Certainly, 
he would have known many Loyalists who were writing letters and making 
constant visits to the offices of government authorities to support their claims.

Wilkins remained in England for three years, until he was persuaded to 
consider Upper Canada as his new home. Family lore suggests it was John 
Graves Simcoe himself who had promoted the idea. The Loyalist community 
in England was well aware of the Constitutional Act of 1791, which divided 
the old province of Quebec into Upper and Lower Canada. Various terms 
were used to label this group of men around Simcoe, including “Simcoe’s 
Treasury Loyalists.” They were considered a step down in the pecking order of 
Loyalists, at least compared to the first Loyalists who, soon after the war, had 
settled in the territory that became Upper Canada.21

Wilkins was convinced that Upper Canada offered opportunity for his 
entrepreneurial spirit and would be a place where his children could prosper. 
He heard of the rich farm land in Upper Canada, and he had reports of abun-
dant game for hunting and endless fish for the taking. Also, he was aware that 
many other military men he knew had already made the move west.

Much of the information we have about Robert Wilkins around this time 
comes from the writings of his son, Robert Charles Wilkins, who was nine 
years old when they came to Upper Canada. He would have an illustrious 
career that led to the legislature of Upper Canada. His memoirs include this 
commentary regarding his arrival in Montreal and the trip west:
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I arrived in Montreal in September or October 1792. At that time, a 
large portion of the old wall of Montreal and the Quebec and Recollet 
gates were standing. At this date there was no canal to Lachine and 
goods destined for Upper Canada was carted to West Landing and 
then put into Bateaux, to ascend the river. It was customary for a 
number of Bateaux to leave Lachine in company that the hands of all 
might assist each one in pulling up the rapids.22

Very likely, it was one of these companies of batteaux that carried the 
Wilkins family up the St. Lawrence River to Kingston. Here, he would pur-
chase trade goods and tools that would be needed for the immediate job of 
establishing a home and trading post. A crew of batteaumen was also hired, 
along with several batteaux for the last leg of the trip to the Quinte portage.

On landing at the western shore of the Bay of Quinte, Robert Wilkins 
had the batteaux unloaded and took some time to walk across the portage. 
As he neared the west end of the portage, he saw Asa Weller’s cabin and then 
found Robert Young and his helpers completing a log cabin a bit to the south. 
Mr. Wilkins would quickly learn from Mr. Young about the situation on the 
portage and concluded that the best place for his home and trading post was 
at the east end. The west end was already taken.

Back at the Bay of Quinte shore, Robert Wilkins may have seen the 
remains of John Bleecker’s trading post and may have taken up residence there 
while the men set about the task of building a new log structure. John Bleecker 
was a young man who was employed on the initial surveying crews around the 
Bay of Quinte and built a small cabin to act as a trading post at the portage. 
The cabin was just in from the shore and on the north side of the portage path. 
We might say that John Bleecker was the first settler at the Quinte portage.

However, he only stayed a few years before moving across the bay to the 
mouth of the Trent River. He married Catherine Meyers, a daughter of John 
Walden Meyers—a very important merchant and public figure at Meyers 
Creek, later Belleville. Bleecker’s trading 
post on the Trent River would be a reliable 
fixture for several decades, with generous 
support for the Indigenous Peoples who 
travelled from the north to trade furs for 
cooking utensils, fish hooks, fishing line, 
and other essential goods.23

The new building Robert Wikins was 
building here must be substantial enough 
to act as both a home for the family and 
a trading post. The exact location of this 

Robert Wilkins built his first home and 

trading post at the east end of the Quinte 

portage, on the north side of the path.
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cabin is not known, but we can speculate that it was built close to the shore 
and north of the portage path. This structure would be located in Carrying 
Place Lot 13, Murray Township, Northumberland County.

Mr. Wilkins was happy with this location. There was great promise of 
increased traffic across the portage as more settlers came to Upper Canada. In 
addition, government travel was increasing as surveyors raced to provide sur-
veyed lots for settlers. As the activity of the government increased, members 
of the Executive Council and the House of Assembly passed back and forth 
across the lake in the course of their work. This spot at the east end of the 
Quinte portage was the best point still available to establish a trading post 
with the hope of doing business with all those travellers.
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C H A P T E R  2  
 

Asa Weller Builds  
the Batteau Railway

Preparations

Asa Weller and his family had been busy in Manchester, Vermont, since he 
returned from his first visit to the Quinte portage in 1791. Property was sold 
and accounts straightened up with neighbours and family. There was also 
plenty to do in preparation for taking his young family on such a long and 
arduous trip. His wife, Hannah, was dealing with the clothing and household 
items that they would take with them to support the family both on the way 
and when they arrived at their wilderness home.

Hannah was also caring for their four young children. Caty was the oldest, 
at six; Eliakem was next, at five; then William, age four; and the baby Johnson, 
age two. To travel with children this small on such a physically demanding 
journey would be a huge challenge for the young couple. But then they would 
have lots of help. Asa’s younger brother Ebenezer appears to have been married 
and moved to New York State by 1792. However, his other brother Eliakem,1 
who was twenty-eight years old at this time, is shown to be married to Lucy 
Young in 1793. Lucy is not part of the Robert Young family but from Vermont, 
so they may have been married before they left for Upper Canada. Lucy may 
have been an important resource for Hannah on the trip. In any case, Eliakem 
Weller was a major player in the move and would play an important role in the 
accomplishments of his brother.

Asa and Hannah also had a reliable resource in her brother, Mathias 
Marsh,2 who had located at the front of Sidney Township in 1788. The degree 
of his involvement in the move is unknown, but we can expect that, at the very 
least, when they got to the Bay of Quinte, the Weller travellers had a welcom-
ing party. Some of that party may have included Mary, Hannah’s sister, and 
her husband, Leonard Soper from Hope Township. They had come to Upper 
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Canada in 1788, along with Mathias, and then located farther west, near the 
modern town of Port Hope.

There is no documentation for Asa Weller’s trip to the Quinte portage in 
1793, but it likely ended with a flotilla of batteaux sailing up to the western 
shore of the Bay of Quinte. Besides his family, he most likely had helpers and 
workmen of different types, each anticipating his own role in the construction 
of the unique facility that came out of the fertile mind of their leader. There 
may have been carpenters in the group who were experienced in crafting rails 
or trucks as were required for the new batteau railway.

All of the baggage had to be carried across the portage to the shore of Wellers 
Bay, where Asa and Hannah, with help from others, quickly cleaned up the cabin 
and made it feel like home. Very quickly, the entourage set to work, erecting log 
cabins for the workmen and organizing the important work to be done.

The Batteau

The exact nature of the “batteau railway” that Asa Weller built on the Quinte 
portage in 1793 is not clear because no pictures or documentation exist to 
show us the details. However, there is plenty of documentation regarding the 
batteau, so we can have a good idea of the size and shape of the main vessel to 
be handled on the batteau railway.

Drawing of a batteau showing its flat bottom and general shape.

Here is a diagram of a batteau showing that it was a flat-bottomed vessel 
with low sides and brought to a point at both bow and stern. This sketch 
includes the information that this boat was built at Kingston Yard, Upper 
Canada, around the time of the War of 1812. By that time, the batteaux were 
larger, the specific dimensions shown here as forty-five feet, six inches in 
length, nine feet, six inches in width, and a depth of three feet, three inches.3
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Another example of batteau characteristics is found here:

At this time the main type of boat in use was the bateau which had 
displaced the canoe. The bateau was a fairly heavily built boat much 
stronger than a canoe and having a shape somewhat similar to the 
present East Coast dory although a good deal larger. The common 
type of bateau was about 35 to 40 ft long with a relatively narrow beam 
of about 5 ft 6 in. The boat had a flat bottom and heavily raked stem 
and stern with flared sides.4

The spelling of the word “batteau” refers to this specific type of boat. The same 
word with only one “t” is the French word for boat, so a very general term. I’ve 
tried to be consistent in using the word batteau as an adjective, such as “batteau 
railway” and using “batteaux” as the plural, meaning more than one batteau.5

Several factors combined to make this type of vessel popular at this time.

Construction was quite simple and the boats were built with whatever 
lumber came to hand, tamarack being a common material. Thwarts 
were provided for the crew of about 12. These boats were rugged and 
could run the rapids quite successfully and being of simple construc-
tion were easy to replace if lost. Going upstream a bateau was rowed 
and portaged and had a deadweight of about 3 1/2 tons, with a slightly 
greater load for downstream passages.6

The most important function of the 
batteau was to carry loads of goods and 
people upstream on the rapids of the St. 
Lawrence River. The vessel was small 
enough that several men with long poles 
could manoeuvre the boat along the shore, 
out of the strong current, and move it 
along at a slow but steady pace. On quieter 
sections, oars were taken up, and the batteau would glide forward smoothly. 
In the more dangerous stretches of the river, passengers might take to a path 
along the shore for a time, then meet the boat at a calmer place and continue 
the trip.

In addition, the batteau was ideal for running the rapids coming down-
stream between Prescott to Cornwall and then through the Lachine Rapids to 
Montreal. Expert batteaumen could keep the vessel upright and safe from the 
rocks while racing along at a breakneck pace on the tumbling waters. It was 
not for the faint of heart.

Artist’s rendering of a batteau running 

the rapids in the St. Lawrence River.
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All of these characteristics made the batteau the most common type of 
vessel on the St. Lawrence River, the Bay of Quinte, and along the shoreline 
of Lake Ontario in the first three decades of European settlement. Certainly, 
they were stable and efficient on the rapids in the river, but they were also 
very practical along the shores of Lake Ontario and into the many rivers and 
streams along the shore. Significant cargo could be carried and several passen-
gers could be accommodated, making them perfect for transporting a settler 
family and their belongings up the Bay of Quinte to their new homes.

A wooden model of a batteau built according to specs from the remains  

of two boats found near the shore of the St. Lawrence River.

The same characteristics made these vessels popular with fur traders and 
merchants who needed to carry lots of cargo as efficiently as possible. Many 
enterprises were based upon the routine function of these craft, in particular 
taking advantage of the ease of repair and the low cost of replacement. Many 
people trusted their batteau with their lives and their enterprises.

Here is a picture of a scale model of a batteau, which was constructed by 
teacher Joe Calnan and his students in Whitehorse, Yukon. The model is 
twenty-seven inches long, based on specifications derived from the 1690s bat-
teaux unearthed in Quebec City in 1984. Joe was gracious enough to sell me 
this particular model, package it safely, and send it to me in Brighton, Ontario. 
This is the closest we might come to a real batteau today.

Historians Mentioned the Batteau Railway

While we have little documentation about the batteau railway, research has 
uncovered several references to this facility in historical writings. One refer-
ence is from a very unique document published in 1813 by Michael Smith 
and printed in Trenton, New Jersey. Mr. Smith travelled in Upper Canada 
just before the War of 1812 and decided to publish his travelogue in spite of 
the war, believing his writing was objective and might benefit people on both 
sides of the border. Most of his time was spent in western Upper Canada, but 
he describes the area along the north shore of Lake Ontario in some detail, 
including Presqu’ile Bay.
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Regarding the Bay of Quinte, Mr. Smith wrote:

This bay is very safe for navigation, being very deep, and secure from 
the effect of high winds. Most of the traders, with small vessels who 
go from Kingston to York, Niagara, or Detroit, pass up this bay to 
the head, which is only 1 mile and 3 quarters from a small lake called 
Willow’s Lake that puts into Lake Ontario, and here the vessels are 
carried across by means of wheels and oxen. The road is quite level and 
sandy. Those traders which come down Lake Ontario generally cross 
this carrying place into the bay.7

Aside from the misspelling of Wellers Bay, which was common on early 
maps, Smith makes a very clear reference to “wheels and oxen” as the means by 
which batteaux were carried across the isthmus at the west end of the Bay of 
Quinte. The matter-of-fact manner in which Mr. Smith describes the batteau 
railway may seem a bit understated in light of our perception of the unique 
nature of the service. On the other hand, it may help the modern reader 
understand that Asa Weller’s facility was well known and considered part of 
the woodwork.

A later and highly credible source—William Canniff—in his History of the 
Settlement of Upper Canada, states that Asa Weller moved batteaux across the 
portage “upon low wheels or trucks drawn by oxen.”8

Willis Metcalfe, in his book Canvas and Steam in Quinte Waters, Volume II, 
states, “Asa Weller, a tavern keeper, cleared a road across the Carrying Place 
and constructed a low wheeled truck to run on wooden rails on which batteau 
and small craft were hauled from the Bay of Quinte to Lake Ontario by oxen.” 
He adds that the fee for carrying each craft across the portage was four dollars.9

Edwin C. Guillet described it this way in his book Pioneer Travel in Upper 
Canada: “At the Carrying Place the boats were hauled upon low wheels or 
trucks drawn by oxen owned by Asa Weller.”10

W. S. Herrington used these words in his Pioneer Life Among the Loyalists 
in Upper Canada, in 1915:

In going west they were carried across the Carrying Place at the head 
of the bay by a man named Asa Weller, who kept a low wagon and a 
yoke of oxen ready at hand to transport the travellers from the bay to 
the lake and back again upon the return trip. It is needless to add that 
Weller’s Bay was named after this enterprising teamster.11

The batteau railway was referenced many times in the book Hans Waltimeyer, 
published in 1980 by Jane Bennett Goddard. The point is highlighted in the 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



24

D
A

N
 B

U
C

H
A

N
A

N

“Historical Achievements” section by saying that Asa Weller was an “inventor, 
builder and operator of the Carrying Place Overland Boat Railway (wooden 
rails, oxen-pulled, reversible carriage, capacity, small to quite large vessels) 
across the Isthmus.”12

In the summer of 1991, Colin Powles, a fourth-year university student 
working on a summer job for Parks Canada, created the document titled “A 
Construction, Operations and Maintenance History of the Murray Canal.” 
He explained the function at the portage this way: “Much of the traffic was 
handled by Asa Weller, a local entrepreneur who hauled the vessels and their 
cargo overland using teams of oxen and low wheeled sleds.”13

The words “low wagon or truck drawn by oxen” appears consistently across 
descriptions by historians over many decades. This suggests a simple but effec-
tive system: a pair of wooden rails, spaced evenly apart and extending from 
shore to shore along the Quinte portage. A set of four wooden wheels, each 
fitted with flanges to run along the rails, would support a framework over the 
axels. On this framework, a larger set of beams and blocks was constructed to 
bear the shape and weight of a batteau—the structure historical references call 
a “truck.”

The function of the system can also be inferred. The rails extended into 
the water at each end of the portage, allowing the truck to be rolled down the 
beach and into the shallows. The batteau would be rowed onto the truck and 
securely tied to the frame. A team of oxen, hitched to the truck, would then 
be led slowly forward, lifting the boat out of the water. Maintaining a slow 
and steady pace, the oxen would trudge forward as the batteau travelled to 
the other side of the portage. Once there, the oxen were unhooked, and the 
truck would be rolled back into the water. After removing the ropes from the 
batteau, it would float free, be beached at the shore, and reloaded.

The model of the batteau is accurate, but the nature of the truck is purely speculative,  

based on contextual information of how it worked.

We can easily imagine several men working quickly to perform this func-
tion. A couple of men would work to fasten the batteau to the frame and 
ensure it was secure for the crossing. Another fellow would manage the oxen, 
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which were trained to work in a team and take commands. Several men would 
be on either side of the batteau, holding long ropes tied to the sides of the 
boat, making sure it stayed balanced and upright.

The wooden model of the batteau railway in the image features a set of 
tracks, a four-wheeled truck, and a scale model of a batteau. To grasp the scale, 
consider that a full-sized batteau measured around thirty-five to forty feet in 
length. This model of the railway was built by Stan Parkinson, a skilled crafts-
man in Brighton, Ontario. Stan took a break from building unique urns for 
the burial of ashes to take a shot at the batteau railway. This model does not 
profess to be the exact image of the real thing. Aside from the batteau itself, no 
details shown here can be described as any more than an educated guess. In 
effect, I told Stan what I thought it might look like, and he applied his ideas to 
create this model. Thank you, Stan!

The Power of Oxen

It is consistently mentioned that oxen 
pulled the batteaux across the portage. 
Oxen were very docile, plodding slowly 
along, but they were extremely powerful 
and not bothered by the task.14 On rare 
occasions an oxen might be spooked by a 
noise or a movement, at which time the 
minder was challenged to keep the beast 
under control. However, for the most part, 
these animals were very reliable and were 
indispensable partners in the work of logging, clearing land, and drawing bat-
teaux across the Quinte portage. They could be called the tractors of their day.

This image of a span of oxen is from the 1950s in Nova Scotia. It shows a 
common method of yoking with a hand-hewn wooden yoke over the necks of 
the beasts and a metal ring in the middle to connect to the load being drawn. 
We have no documentation about Asa Weller’s method of yoking his oxen, 
but it could have been something like this.

We might wonder how Asa Weller managed to obtain oxen to work in 
the batteau railway. In 1793, there were very few of these animals in Upper 
Canada, which meant the price was high. A few Loyalists may have been able 
to lead their oxen on the long journey from New York State or Connecticut. 
However, the few animals that survived this ordeal would not have lived to see 
the end of the hungry year in 1788, when settlers were forced to utilize any 
and all sources of food.15

Oxen were the tractors and bulldozers of 

early settlement times, often used to 

drag logs and pull stumps in the heavy 

work of clearing the land.
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Now, in the early 1790s, there was a serious shortage of oxen at the time 
when more and more settlers needed them to clear their land of tree stumps. 
The animals were numerous in Lower Canada after more than a century 
of raising them for logging and pulling stumps, so this may have been Asa 
Weller’s source. Several long-established farms in New York State sold oxen 
and became destinations for settlers in Upper Canada looking to purchase 
a team, also call a span of oxen. Over time, settlers in Upper Canada began 
raising oxen, recognizing the potential for a lucrative trade to meet the growing 
local demand for these animals.

This historian has seen no documentation to confirm the idea, but we 
might speculate that here is an issue that would require some government 
support. Solving this serious supply problem may have been possible for Asa 
Weller and his father-in-law, William Marsh, but common sense suggests that 
a more powerful force would be needed to purchase and move several span of 
oxen to the Bay of Quinte from Quebec or the American states to be ready to 
work on the new batteau railway in 1793.

It is also interesting to note that even with a shortage, oxen were cheaper 
than horses. A good horse was much more flexible and could be used for all 
sorts of jobs around the farm, but they were also more particular eaters than 
oxen and could be unpredictable in behaviour. Oxen could survive outside 
during the winter and were happy to eat leaves and sticks in the woods. In spite 
of this, they were normally very healthy, not prone to diseases that affected 
horses. Besides, when a horse grew old and was not able to work anymore, its 
meat did not make for a family feast. Oxen, on the other hand, could be fed 
turnips for a few months, making a banquet to remember. It would be several 
decades before horses outnumbered oxen in Upper Canada.

However he managed to do it, Asa Weller probably made arrangements for 
at least two span of oxen to be delivered to the Quinte portage for employ-
ment in the batteau railway in 1793. He knew it would take several months to 
walk them overland, so orders were placed soon after he got back to Vermont 
in 1791, with the hope that they would be there to greet him in the summer 
of 1793. In any case, once they were at the portage, they would have to be 
managed properly, which meant another crew of men responsible for feeding 
and caring for the beasts.

One might imagine the situation on the portage if the oxen were not 
on-site at the commencement of the function of the batteau railway in 1793. 
How many men would it take to draw a batteau across the portage? By this 
time, word would be out in the surrounding communities that there was 
employment to be gained at the Quinte portage. Over the next three decades, 
the children of Asa Weller, Robert Young, and Robert Wilkins, and many 
others around the Bay of Quinte, would grow up with this enterprise working 
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nearby. It provided disruption and noise, but also employment and cash flow 
in the community.

The Customer Experience

One of the first customers to use the batteau railway in the fall of 1793 was the 
well-known trader and interpreter Jean-Baptiste Rousseau.16 His trading post 
was now located near the Humber River, where the new town of York would 
be located in the next few years to become the capital of Upper Canada. From 
spring to fall, he and his men had traded intensely with the Indigenous Peoples 
to the north and west, building up their collection of furs at the trading post.

The trip east to Kingston in the fall was critical for the business because 
this was when large bundles of pelts accumulated that season were transported 
to Kingston. The income for the year depended on this large load of furs arriv-
ing safely and in good condition. The furs would be sold to agents of trading 
companies, and with that money, Rousseau could buy more trade goods, which 
would be loaded into batteaux and carried to York in the spring to support 
another season of trading. There was a rhythm and routine to the business that 
included a major crossing of the Quinte portage every spring and fall.17

There is no documentation about this specific event, but it is not hard to 
conjure the image of several batteaux loaded with traders, batteaumen, and 
bundles of furs edging up to the shoreline of Wellers Bay. There would be a 
steep learning curve as Asa Weller explained how the facility worked, who 
would play what part in the process, and how to prepare for the job. The bat-
teaumen would be employed in unloading the bundles of furs and placing 
them in carts to be pulled across the portage. Maybe they carried some on 
their backs as well.

All available hands would manoeuvre the truck down into the water and 
move the first batteau onto the frame, where it was fastened securely. The oxen 
handlers would coax the two beasts into place, attach the lines to the yoke, 
and edge the team forward when the time was right. It would be a slow and 
steady pull across the portage, with men yelling instructions and warnings and 
scrambling to solve problems.

The same process was done in reverse at the other end, unhooking the oxen 
from the front and moving them around to the back to push the truck slowly 
into the water. “Whoooooa! That’s far enough!” would be the call, and the 
batteau was freed to float on its own. Now the batteaumen would load the 
boat, and the crossing of the portage was finished. This same procedure would 
be undertaken for every batteau the traders had sailed into Wellers Bay until 
the entire flotilla was floating along the shore of the Bay of Quinte.
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Mr. Weller and Mr. Rousseau would finish the business by agreeing on a 
fee and making a payment. The standard price of four dollars per boat may 
have been adjusted for special customers like the traders, as there could have 
been a volume discount. Bartering was very common at that time of little cash 
in circulation, and Mr. Weller may have taken some furs in lieu of coin.

One might imagine the joy and relief of Asa Weller and the men of the 
batteau railway to see their system work well with a serious group of travellers 
like Rousseau and his batteaumen. They would learn lessons from the difficul-
ties they encountered, and the process would become easier and more reliable. 
In the next few decades, they would have lots of practice.

Several high-profile customers used the service of the batteau railway early 
in the first full year of its operation. Deputy Surveyor William Hambly was 
working to complete full surveys of the townships around the Bay of Quinte. 
Early in 1794, Mr. Hambly needed to make a trip to York, so he rented a 
batteau and soon arrived at the east end of the Quinte portage.18 He was trav-
elling light because his purpose was to meet with officials in York. His batteau 
was quickly fastened to the truck of the batteau railway and drawn across to 
the west side. Mr. Hambly paid Asa Weller the fee of four dollars and was off 
to York.

In April of 1794, Jean-Baptiste Rousseau and his men made their spring 
crossing of the Quinte portage, carrying the trade goods to York. One might 
expect that he and his men welcomed the less arduous crossing of the portage, 
although they still had to unload the baggage at the east end and carry every-
thing across to the west side, where they loaded the batteaux once more. 
They were at least happy that they did not have to drag batteaux across the 
sand anymore.
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More People, More Traffic

A New Mail Service

The summer of 1794 would see a very different service come to the Quinte 
portage. Lieutenant-Governor Simcoe was concerned that the delivery of gov-
ernment correspondence between Montreal, Kingston, and Newark had often 
been unpredictable. Now that the government was established at York, some-
thing more systematic was needed. The volume of communication between 
government officials was increasing every year, and the value of information 
grew as the complexity of issues and problems piled up.

In earlier days, the delivery of mail to Newark had used the route along 
the south shore of Lake Ontario. However, after the war, mail was taken 
along the north shore to avoid contact with Americans. Now, with the capital 
at York, carrying of the mail must be regularized along the north shore of 
Lake Ontario.

Simcoe’s correspondence provides a letter that introduces the idea of two 
Schenectady boats for this service. These vessels were designed and constructed 
in the town of Schenectady, New York, which had been a major boat-building 
centre focused mostly on batteaux. In the 1790s, locks and canals were built 
on the Mohawk River, which allowed for larger craft. The old batteau model 
was enhanced to produce a larger boat that was more stable in rough water 
and could carry more cargo. This type of boat would be perfect for government 
mail service between Kingston and York.

The letter states, “The Kingston boat it is intended should proceed every 
Monday to the Presqu’Isle at Quinte, where it shall be met by one from York, 
and interchange despatches, and one or more passengers.”1 The letter goes on 
to give instructions about the procurement of the boats and the organization 
of the service. In accordance with Simcoe’s order, later in the summer of 1794, 
weekly mail delivery service began between York and Kingston.
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We should not be confused by the mention in Simcoe’s letter of 
“Presque’Isle at Quinte.” In those days, the term “Presque’Isle,” in various dif-
ferent spellings, referred to the small peninsula west of the Quinte portage 
that we call Presqu’ile Point today. However, it could also refer to the large 
peninsula we call Prince Edward County. In this case, Simcoe was speaking of 
the Quinte portage.

In this new mail delivery system, one Schenectady boat sailed on Monday 
from York to Wellers Bay, where it landed at the west end of the Quinte 
portage. Another Schenectady boat left Kingston at the same time, sailing 
to the west end of the Bay of Quinte. The crews of these two boats then 
exchanged their cargos of mail and packages, and the two boats sailed back 
to their places of origin. Now businessmen and government officials could 
rely on a much quicker turnaround of mail and be more confident that their 
communications were secure.

Of course, these new services were seasonal. The batteaux and Schenectady 
boats would be laid up during the winter months when trading became strictly 
local. Under these conditions, the mail service reverted back to its traditional 
method of a man on horseback or snowshoes. In any case, the batteau railway 
and the new mail service were important developments in the growth of 
Upper Canada.

Lord Dorchester and Simcoe Talk Security

During 1794, John Graves Simcoe, who was lieutenant-governor of Upper 
Canada, conducted an intense correspondence on the topic of security on the 
St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario with Lord Dorchester, governor-general 
of the British North American Colonies. There was general consensus that the 
Americans would attack the Canadian colonies at some point, so these two 
men needed to work out a means of protecting the fledgling colonies.

The established thinking was that Kingston would be the main British 
military post, accommodating both army and naval forces. Simcoe agreed with 
this due to Kingston’s central location at the east end of Lake Ontario, but he 
raised the problem that Kingston was indefensible because the river was too 
wide here, making gun emplacements on the shore unable to prevent enemy 
naval forces sailing up the river. Unfortunately, Carleton Island had been 
handed over to the Americans after the war, removing that option. Instead, 
he proposed building a series of blockhouses at strategic points along the St. 
Lawrence River. These would allow British cannons to fire across narrow sec-
tions, making it difficult for a naval force to sail downstream.

Simcoe was also very concerned about providing enough food and supplies 
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to the towns of York and Newark, as well as any establishments between these 
places and Kingston. To this end, he recommended that similar blockhouses 
be built along the north shore of Lake Ontario to protect the main transporta-
tion route between York and Kingston. These facilities would also serve as 
supply caches in support of local militia or regular forces in times of threat.2

On the topic of shipping, Simcoe made it very clear that schooners car-
rying large cargos straight across Lake Ontario between York and Kingston 
would vastly outdo the volume of goods carried by a flotilla of batteaux. This 
made simple sense, in spite of the convenience of Asa Weller’s batteau railway. 
At the same time, he insisted that both of these transportation methods must 
be supported by the government to ensure that if military action by the enemy 
should impact one service, the other could continue to ship vital supplies.3

The lieutenant-governor was well aware that enterprising settlers had 
established a transportation service at the Quinte portage, and he was incor-
porating that facility into his strategic planning for the security of the whole 
St. Lawrence River and Lake Ontario area. The little isthmus at the west end 
of the Bay of Quinte was gaining in reputation and tactical importance on a 
grander scale than ever before.

On November 11, 1794, Simcoe sent a letter to Lord Dorchester saying, “I 
mean to proceed immediately to York and from thence to the Bay of Quinte, 
where and in the Lower Districts of this Province I propose to pass the 
Winter.”4 Simcoe’s diary suggests that he did not go across the Quinte portage 
on this trip but stopped above Presqu’ile, went south along the lakeshore to 
West Lake, and then south around Prince Edward County to the St. Lawrence 
River. This was a different route, but the lieutenant-governor liked to see new 
places and meet new people.

About a month later, at Kingston, Simcoe reported the following at a Privy 
Council meeting.

The Presque Isle on Lake Ontario near the Head of the Bay of Quinte 
is an excellent Harbour and capable of admitting any Vessel that can 
go into Niagara or York; between this and the Bay of Quinte there is 
a short Portage, and it is said that by a Canal to be cut without much 
difficulty, of not more than half a mile in Length, they may hereafter 
communicate, for the purpose of facilitating the Portage and reducing 
the price of the carrying place, the lands upon it are directed to be 
laid out in lots of one Hundred Acres on each side of the road, and 
granted to bona fide Occupants—They keeping a Team—I shall also 
direct three thousand acres expressly to be reserved for the Purposes 
of making the Canal, if upon further inspection, I shall find it, at any 
distant period to be practicable.5
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This indicates that, very early in his tenure, Simcoe was well aware of the 
need for a canal across the narrow isthmus at the west end of the Bay of Quinte. 
He was a soldier with lots of practical engineering experience. It seemed very 
obvious to him. The distance was short, the land was flat, and the cost savings, 
even considering Asa Weller’s batteau railway, would be considerable. In fact, 
Simcoe was so serious about this that he passed a resolution at York that set 
aside land for a Canal Reserve, amounting to three thousand acres.6 As we 
know, a canal was not constructed here until the 1880s. While it was a good 
idea, the government of the 1790s had scant resources to undertake such a 
large project. Thus, the Quinte portage remained a critical obstacle to easy 
transportation across the north shore of Lake Ontario.

More Customers in the Second Year

The second full year of operation for the batteau railway saw an increase in 
customers as developments moved forward all across Upper Canada. More 
Loyalists came to settle in the concessions along the shore of Lake Ontario, 
and more people arrived at their allocated lots around the Bay of Quinte. Asa 
Weller was doing very well with this batteau railway, collecting fees from the 
constant stream of travellers.

The clientele of the batteau railway fluctuated with changes around Lake 
Ontario. For example, the trader Jean-Baptiste Rousseau began to experience 
heavy competition at York. To his chagrin, he was unable to obtain more land 
grants along the Humber River, which he needed to expand his business. As a 
result, he decided to look for greener pastures. In 1795, he moved to Ancaster 
Township at the head of Lake Ontario, near present-day Hamilton Harbor. 
Rousseau would not cross the Quinte portage in the spring and fall anymore, 
but other traders took his place.7

The two Schenectady boats of Simcoe’s mail service continued to meet at 
the Quinte portage once a week to exchange letters critical to the running of 
the government and business of the new settlements. William Hambly and his 
survey crew finished their work in the bay area and headed west, crossing the 
Quinte portage with his boat and a full load of supplies. He was planning to 
do more surveying to the west, in the townships of Cramahe and Hamilton.8

Prosperity Grows Across the Quinte Portage

The Weller trading post at the west end of the Quinte portage prospered along 
with the batteau railway. The same was true for Robert Wilkins’s store at the 
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east end. Travellers and settlers in the area all needed food and household 
items such as cooking utensils, pots and pans, knives, and forks. Supplies of 
textiles were sold out very quickly and ended up as clothing and bedding for 
the family. Many settlers came with nothing and needed everything.

The business being done across the Quinte portage brought people to the 
Bay of Quinte area to find work on the batteau railway or at the trading posts 
at either end of the path. We can expect that dozens of men worked here, 
whether directly on the passing of batteaux along the portage, tending the 
oxen, or farming to provide food for the community. Log cabins sprung up 
along the portage as young men brought their wives and children to their new 
homes. Most of these were temporary abodes, as the families would move on 
to a plot of land once some money had been saved. There would have been a 
constant churning of people, many coming and going across the portage and 
others arriving here to work for a time, then moving on.

This was a time of consolidation for the three early settler families on the 
Quinte portage. The Weller, Young, and Wilkins families gradually filled the 
log cabin homes they had built when they arrived. The younger children were 
brought from their previous homes and reunited with those who had come 
earlier. Asa and Hannah Weller now had five children: Catherine, Eliakem, 
William, Johnson, and Sarah.

The Weller house began to play the role of tavern and inn as travellers 
looked for food, drink, and accommodation during their crossing of the 
portage. We can expect that Asa Weller saw the need for separate buildings 
there at the west end of the portage to keep the system working smoothly. The 
trading post as well as the other services may have generated income, but the 
focus was on the batteau railway, which was a reliable source of revenue.

There are no available records to tell us how Asa Weller managed the batteau 
railway, so we mush speculate based on common sense. His payroll would grow 
as more men were needed to man the trucks and keep the rails in good shape. 
Carpenters would be contracted to build new trucks and rails, some as replace-
ments for the standard batteau facility and others to provide spares that could 
be brought in quickly when needed. We might picture a wide area north of the 
Weller home where building projects were underway and several teams of oxen 
grazed on shrubs and grass, to be ready as needed to pull boats across the portage.

However, there was also a need for horses to pull carts full of baggage 
while the boat itself was being pulled across. It was well known that horses 
required a lot more care than oxen. Most likely, barns were built to house the 
horses, and numerous men were hired to drive and care for them. Harnesses 
were also required to use the horses for moving the carts, so a harness maker 
was needed to repair old ones and manufacture new ones. One after another, 
tradesmen were added to the small community around the Quinte portage. 
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It was all organized with the objective of having the right resource available 
when needed. With every year that passed, the management of this enterprise 
would become more and more complex.

The Young Family Grows

The Young family gradually filled their log cabin near the shore south of the 
portage. Of the children, Robert Young Jr. was still in Nova Scotia. Sadly, 
the next son, Reuben, died in 1795, at the age of twenty, in Ameliasburgh 
Township. James was nineteen now and taking on plenty of work around the 
farm and looking after the other children. Joseph was eighteen and working 
with his brother. It is possible that the older boys experienced their first paid 
work with Asa Weller’s batteau railway, which ran right by their home.

The Wilkins Family at the East End of the Portage

The family of Robert and Mary Wilkins was much smaller, living in the home 
he had built at the east end of the portage. Sarah was fifteen, and her younger 
brother, Robert Charles, was thirteen. These two learned the work that was 
required at a busy trading post and general store. Travellers stopped in to buy 
supplies as they crossed the portage, and residents from the local area increas-
ingly patronized the store for their own household needs. It became clear that 
young Robert Charles enjoyed the activity of selling merchandise to patrons. 
At an early age, he became aware of the finer points of administration required 
to keep track of accounts and get along with customers.

Little is known about the buildings at the east end of the portage, partly 
because they would not survive into the modern age. In any case, we can expect 
that the Wilkins home was a substantial log building, with several outbuild-
ings to support the store as well as normal family activity. There would be 
stables for horses and possibly a cow or two, although cattle were rare in those 
early days. Of course, the main feature travellers saw as they sailed up to the 
shore of the Bay of Quinte was the Wilkinses’ trading post and, just south of 
there, the busy batteau railway.

The Simpsons Come Calling

Near the end of February of 1796, the Wilkins family welcomed a pair of 
travellers to their trading post at the east end of the Quinte portage. These 
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folks were not sailing in a batteau on the bay but were trudging on snow-
shoes, approaching the portage from the southeast. The party consisted of two 
men—one older and the other one no more than a boy. Amazingly, these two 
were leading a team of oxen and one cow through the snow.9

All members of the party looked very much worse for wear—hardly sur-
prising, given that in the last few days, they had walked from the spot on 
Adolphus Reach where Peter Van Alstine was preparing to build the first 
stone mill on the site that would later be called Glenora. As we might imagine, 
the travellers were cold, tired, and dirty and were grateful for the hospitality 
they received at the portage.

Obediah Simpson (1758–1809) was thirty-eight years old at this time, 
and his son, John, was only twelve.10 This Simpson family had been part of 
a community of planters near Wilmington, North Carolina. Records show 
that Obediah Simpson was born at Cape Fear, New Hanover County, North 
Carolina, in 1758. When the Revolutionary War began, he followed his fam-
ily’s Loyalist tradition and joined De Lancey’s Horse.

At the end of the war in 1783, he was in New York, where he married Mary 
Taylor Lord, a daughter of an old New York merchant family. They were in the 
crowd of passengers when the British evacuated New York and sailed to Nova 
Scotia. The Simpson family settled at Amherst, Cumberland County, Nova 
Scotia, where Obediah worked in shipbuilding for a few years. In 1790, the 
family returned to New York but found they were not welcome.

Obediah and Mary decided they would try Upper Canada, as many 
Loyalist friends had done. Obediah built a boat, and the family made its way 
up the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, across the long portage by oxen to Lake 
Oneida. Their boat then took them down the Oswego River to Lake Ontario, 
where they coasted the shore via Sackett’s Harbor, Cape Vincent, and then to 
Kingston. Eventually, in July of 1792, they made it to Adolphustown Township.

The land in this area was already taken by Loyalists who had come earlier, 
so Obediah worked as a farm labourer for three years until he obtained a loca-
tion ticket for his own land in Cramahe Township. The plan was that Obediah 
and the oldest boy, John, would use the frozen winter terrain to drive their 
oxen and a cow to the new property, where they would build a cabin and 
prepare for the others to join them in the spring. Obediah would then return 
to Adolphustown Township, leaving John to watch over their new home and 
the animals until everyone could be reunited.

Obediah and John rested and cleaned up at the Quinte portage for a day 
or so before continuing the last leg of the journey. Their destination was Lot 
4, Concession 2, Cramahe Township, Northumberland County, which can be 
described today as the land north of Number 2 Highway, west of Percy Street, 
on the west side of the town of Brighton. They built a sturdy log cabin and 
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stored the supplies they had brought with them. A quick reconnoiter found 
that the marshes at the west end of Presqu’ile Bay, just south of their new 
home, provided an endless supply of fish, even if they had to hack through the 
ice to get it.

When all was ready, Obediah took up his snowshoes again and began the 
journey back to Adolphustown Township, stopping for a rest once again at the 
Quinte portage. Young John was left in their new home amidst the howling 
wolves and the occasional scratching bear. It was a daunting challenge for the 
young fellow, but his father had taught him well. He managed his fear and 
made good use of his practical knowledge of how to survive in the wilderness.

Right on schedule, Obediah returned later in the spring via a batteau that 
sailed up the Bay of Quinte to the Quinte portage. Robert Wilkins greeting 
Obediah Simpson once more and assisted the family in crossing Asa Weller’s 
batteau railway. Then they sailed across Wellers Bay, out into Lake Ontario. 
They made a quick right turn into Presqu’ile Bay and continued to the far 
northwest shore.

Mary Simpson welcomed the outstretched arms of her young son, relieved 
to see him safe and sound. She was very proud that he had met the greatest 
challenge of his young life for the benefit of the family. It might be hard to 
imagine the relief and joy of the young man at the sight of his parents and the 
rest of the family. He could even boast that the oxen and cow were safe and 
tell some tales about howling wolves and snooping bears. This Simpson family 
is considered the first permanent settlers of the place that would become the 
town of Brighton.
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Land Grants and a New Road

Patents from the Crown for Land Grants

It was not until late in 1796 and into 1797 that patents from the Crown for 
land in the area around the Quinte portage were recorded. The first mention 
of petitions being generated in the area was when Robert Young sent a Crown 
Land Petition asking for a grant of Carrying Place Lot 4, Murray Township.1 
This was on the north side of the portage, while the Young family was estab-
lished on the south side. Even with Robert Young’s reputation, this petition 
does not appear to have achieved the desired result. In any case, when land 
grants were concerned, you just kept on trying.

Several patents went to Colonel William Marsh, father-in-law to Asa 
Weller. However, these lots were not at the Quinte portage but in Hillier 
Township. The Ontario Land Registry records show that Col. William Marsh 
obtained four patents from the Crown dated April 5, 1797, for land in lots 
105,2 106,3 107,4 and 108,5 Hillier Township, Prince Edward County. This is 
the land directly south of the modern village of Consecon. Much of this land 
would pass on to his son, Mathias Marsh, who would build and operate a grist 
mill at Consecon.

For the Young family on the Quinte portage, land issues came to the fore 
in 1797. James Young (1776–1836),6 a son of Robert Young and Mary Dill, 
reached the age of twenty-one in April 1797. Shortly afterward, a Crown 
Land Petition was submitted requesting the grant of Carrying Place Lot 3, 
Murray Township.7 This mirrored his father’s request in the previous year for 
Lot 4. Once again, this request was not granted.ADVANCE READER COPY
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John Bleecker Becomes Justice of the Peace

A routine traveller across the Quinte portage at this time was John Bleecker, 
the storekeeper and Indian agent at Port Trent. His trips across the portage 
would be mostly by canoe, which he carried across from one side to the other. 
He was still acting as an agent for the Indian Department, which was now 
located with the government at York. There would be many trips to York for 
purposes of consulting with his associates as well as to meet with Indigenous 
leaders across the north shore of Lake Ontario.

By now, there was another reason for Mr. Bleecker to travel. He had been 
named a justice of the peace for Newcastle District, which required him to 
arbitrate settler disputes that arose in his jurisdiction. As a very early settler 
and a fair-dealing fellow, John Bleecker had developed a reputation that caused 
others to look up to him, seeing value in his leadership and advice. All of this 
meant a lot of canoe trips across the portage.

Wilkins Family Trading Post

By 1798, the family of Robert Wilkins and Mary May had been working tire-
lessly for six years to provide a productive trading post at the east end of the 
Quinte portage. Their world was filled with travellers stopping by the store to 
buy supplies, dropping their canoes out front, or watching their batteaux being 
drawn across the portage. Their children grew up in a home that looked out on 
the busy activities of the Quinte portage.

Sarah Wilkins was seventeen at this point and a great help to her mother in 
preparing food and organizing the store. Robert Charles Wilkins was fifteen 
and had grown into an articulate and curious fellow who followed his father in 
every task, learning and helping as he could. As he became a teenager, Robert 
Charles gave signs of having a mind for figures and was put to work on the 
accounts of the business. It’s possible that young Robert Charles worked for Asa 
Weller on the batteau railway at some point, given that it was a constant source 
of work right at the family’s doorstep. However, it was likely not his preference.

The people of Upper Canada had little cash at this time, so the store was 
more of a trading post, where goods were exchanged and credit might be pro-
vided on occasion for trusted customers. There would be local farmers coming 
in to buy tools for the farm or textiles for the making of clothes. Strangers 
passing across the Quinte portage might make a quick stop to get something 
in particular on their way to York or other destinations. Located at the east 
end of the portage, this store was the first travellers saw when they reached the 
shore from the Bay of Quinte.
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High demand items such as salt and flour were always hard to keep in 
stock, but Robert Wilkins developed very good connections with the mer-
chants around the Bay of Quinte and in Kingston. He might send his son 
in a canoe to Meyers Creek to pick up smaller items or maybe, along with 
a couple of other young fellows, in a batteau to Kingston for a larger load. 
Merchandising was simple and straightforward in these pioneering days, with 
no room for extravagance or pretense.

An important event occurred in the Wilkins family this year, as their third 
child, Ann Ridgeway Wilkins, was born on June 8, 1798,8 to the delight of the 
parents and two siblings. The baby of the family would have lots of help along 
the way.

The Weller and Young Families Grow

The Weller family also welcomed another member of the family this year. 
Hannah Weller was born April 15, 1798.9 The Weller home was a bustling 
place, with the older children taking part more and more in the activities 
of the household. The oldest, at age eleven, Catherine—or Caty as she was 
known—was starting to be a big help for her mother around the house and 
would spend a lot of time with the new baby as well as four-year-old Sarah. 
She would also try to keep her three younger brothers in line—Eliakem, 
William and Johnson—although that was rather a lost cause.

It would be some time before Asa Weller had young sons to help in the 
business of the store and batteau railway. However, the Young family across 
the portage may have provided some amount of labour in the enterprise that 
was outside their door. Robert Young Jr. would not bring his family to Upper 
Canada for a few years, and Reuben had sadly died in 1795, but James Young 
was, in 1798, a strapping fellow of twenty-two. The Young family farmed 
extensively on Carrying Place Lot 1, Ameliasburgh Township, but we might 
expect that James would be lured to a paying job that did not include digging 
stumps out of the ground. In the meantime, future events would suggest that 
James Young was noticing his neighbour Catherine Weller with some interest.

Transportation Methods Evolve

The batteau railway was now well established as a reliable and efficient service 
by the communities around the Bay of Quinte and people who lived in the 
western territories of Upper Canada. Members of the government crossed 
here, along with merchants and soldiers travelling between Kingston and York. 
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The service became so commonplace in the lives of so many people that it was 
hardly mentioned in writing as the unique and unusual enterprise that it was. 
Everyone knew that it just worked, and that was what mattered.

However, the counterpoint to the Quinte portage was the growing pres-
ence of sailing ships on Lake Ontario. Commercial ships had increased after 
the restrictions were lifted in 1787,10 and now traders like James Richardson in 
Kingston routinely sailed with loads of cargo to Niagara and York. The bigger 
merchants, such as Richard Cartwright of Kingston and Robert Hamilton of 
Queenston,11 often had their own ships to ensure their goods moved quickly 
and safely across the lake.

By 1798, the transportation business was changing dramatically. Furs were 
much less prominent in the cargos across the lake, and now the ships carried 
mostly supplies for residents of York and Niagara and destinations as far as 
Detroit and Michilimackinac. Farmers around the Bay of Quinte were pro-
ducing wheat in excess of the local needs, so some of it went to Montreal. It 
should be mentioned in this context that the rapids in the St. Lawrence River 
still presented a serious obstacle to traffic between Montreal and Kingston. 
People and trade goods still took to batteaux to shoot the rapids or were off-
loaded to wagons and sleighs to make the trip on land. It would be several 
decades before canals on the St. Lawrence River changed this dynamic.

The Provincial Marine continued to provide schooners for the government 
to use for its transportation needs. However, a shortage of shipping on Lake 
Ontario developed in 1796 because several gunboats were laid up at Niagara as 
a means of saving money. This was done in light of reduced tensions between 
Britain and the United States, which evolved after the signing of the Treaty 
of Amity, Commerce and Navigation, known as Jay’s Treaty. Peter Russell,12 
administrator of Upper Canada after Simcoe returned home to England, com-
plained persistently to his superiors about this problem, sighting his inability 
to have proper meetings of the Executive Council and House of Assembly 
because there were not enough ships available to move the people to York. The 
constant movement of surveyors around the area added to the traffic as the 
government rushed to prepare more lots for settlers.

Finally, Russell’s efforts paid off as two ships were approved to be built at 
Point Frederick shipyard in the spring of 1798. The schooner HMS Speedy as 
well as its sister ship, HMS Swift, were completed by May of 1798. However, 
launch was delayed for several months, as the shipyard was ordered to add 
two and a half feet to the railing around the deck so the ships could carry 
more cargo.13

Finally, both ships were launched in September. These vessels were fifty-
five feet long and twin-masted. They were called gunboats as a matter of habit 
but were not designed for war. They may have had four-pound guns mounted 
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fore and aft, but these would often be removed to free up cargo space. The 
most common weapon on board was a small carronade, which was used to 
announce the ship’s imminent arrival at port. In fact, the role played by these 
ships was very mundane. They were designed for the daily grunt work of carry-
ing food and supplies for government contracts, as well as moving government 
officials and surveyors around the province.

When peace covered the land in this period between the War of 
Independence and the War of 1812, traffic on the lake increased dramatically. 
Both business and government became accustomed to the faster and more 
comfortable transportation facilities offered by a direct sail across the lake. The 
Quinte portage was still important for local traffic and for travellers who pre-
ferred their canoe or batteau to a lake ship. Safety on the water was a problem 
that many residents of Upper Canada would happily expound upon if given 
the chance. Many just refused to board a ship because they had seen too much 
news about shipwrecks around the lakes.

More Crown Land Patents

It was not until late in 1798 that Asa Weller received the patents for the two 
pieces of land he had occupied for more than five years. Land registry records 
show that the patents from the Crown for both Carrying Place Lot 114 and 
Gore Lot A,15 Murray Township, Northumberland County, were granted to Asa 
Weller, both dated December 31, 1798. The day Asa Weller received the docu-
ments would have been a red-letter day for the family. In practical terms, having 
documented proof that you had legitimate ownership of the land was more 
important than we might think today. Now he could plan ahead and develop his 
enterprises knowing this was his land and he had the paper to prove it.

Roads Become a Priority

One of the most important developments during 1798 was related to roads. 
Simcoe had been very insistent that roads be built to provide decent com-
munication for the new settlements of Upper Canada. He saw military roads 
radiating out from Burlington Bay and Dundas, west to the Thames River. 
This was when he believed the capital of Upper Canada should be on the 
Thames River.16

His superiors insisted the capital be at York, on Lake Ontario, and he 
was forced to comply. With York as the capital, the roads would run down 
to Burlington Bay and Dundas, as well as north toward Lake Simcoe. He 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



42

D
A

N
 B

U
C

H
A

N
A

N

used his Queen’s Rangers to build the path that would become Yonge Street.17 
Next, Simcoe saw the need for a road from York to Kingston, linking the 
settlements together across the north shore of Lake Ontario.

Simcoe honoured his friend, Henry Dundas, the secretary of war in the 
British government, by calling the proposed colony-wide, east-west road 
“Dundas Street.” However, the part of Dundas Street from York to Kingston 
had not been addressed when Simcoe left Upper Canada in 1796. Peter Russell 
was left in charge of extending the road system but with meagre resources for 
the job. For several months, Russell pursued the issue by engaging in a major 
lobbying campaign.

After a session of parliament in July 1798, Russell wrote to the members 
of the Executive Council and the House of Assembly that “the calls of your 
private concerns are becoming too urgent for me to wish to longer detain you 
from them. I look forward, therefore, with an anxious hope to seeing the roads 
to the Capital in such a state of improvement as may admit of assembling the 
Legislature in Winter, when more time might be spared to your Parliamentary 
duties without materially interfering with your other occupations.”18

In November of 1798, he wrote a letter to the Duke of Portland saying that 
“the Roads of the Province (particularly thro’ the new Settlements) are in such 
a deplorable state of neglect, that the farmers cannot bring their produce to 
Market; and the communication between the different parts of the Province is 
in consequence scarcely attainable excepting by Water.”19

He goes on to explain:

Whenever navigation on Lake Ontario was interrupted by foul weather 
or closed by ice, York was practically cut off from the outside world. In 
winter this Isolation continued for several months, broken only by the 
welcome arrival of the solitary winter express, or the coming of rare 
special messengers, who ploughed their way with difficulty through 
the deep drifts of snow which obstructed and often nearly obliterated 
the narrow Indian trails and infrequent bridal tracks.20

The issue of roads became top-of-mind for legislators. Members of the 
Executive Council saw that the lack of a good road across the north shore of 
Lake Ontario was impeding not only the holding of critical parliamentary 
sessions, but the business of the community at large. On January 8, 1799, a 
resolution urged that Russell take steps to remedy the situation. Their resolu-
tion said, in part:

Having taken into consideration the present wretched state of the 
means of communication between the several parts of this Province 
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with each other and with the Seat of Government, It observes that not 
only the correspondence of private individuals is subject to difficul-
ties mounting almost to a total suspension of it, but that the measures 
of the Executive Government and the Acts of the legislature, which 
it is of the greatest importance to the subjects to be fully apprised 
of, are hardly ever known beyond the immediate neighbourhood of 
the Capital, while the approach to the Superior Courts of Justice is 
equally difficult, and involves the parties in great and unnecessary 
delay and expense.21

Russell acted quickly. On March 26, 1799, he presented to the Executive 
Council the proposal of Asa Danforth, an American contractor. Danforth said 
that he would “make a Road from the Town of York to the Bay of Quinte, to 
be cut, cleared, Bridged, and Conveyanced one half of a chain wide, fifteen feet 
to be made smooth as near the center as the nature of the ground will admit.”22

On April 9, the Executive Council unanimously approved Asa Danforth’s 
proposal. The contractor would be paid ninety-five dollars per mile with half 
payment due on completion and approval of certain distances and the rest due 
after the road was fully complete. The completion date was set as July 1, 1800. 
The Council then asked the surveyor general to select a couple of new town-
ships where lots could be sold to pay for building the road.23

The term in Danforth’s proposal “to the Bay of Quinte” was common at 
that time and referred to the general area of the bay. Other documents would 
suggest that the initial contract was for a road from York to the Trent River, 
with the intent of crossing the river in its next phase. There was no mention of 
the Quinte portage or Prince Edward County in the initial contract.

The arrangement with Asa Danforth might seem perfectly normal, unless 
we dig deeper into the context. In fact, Asa Danforth had already been doing 
business with the government of Upper Canada. Through 1796 and 1797, he 
had partnered with Aaron Greeley, a surveyor, to generate settlement in the 
townships of Cramahe, Haldimand, Percy, and Hamilton, in Northumberland 
County. The idea was that this pair would be agents of the government 
charged with finding new settlers in New York State or elsewhere. They were 
to arrange to move these potential settlers into the four townships. For this 
work, the agents would be granted 1,200 acres of land.24

This program had been established by John Graves Simcoe as an attempt to 
speed up settlement, and it had been done fairly widely across Upper Canada. 
Unfortunately, in this particular case, the results were not positive. There was 
a major disagreement in that the contractors seemed to think they owned the 
land in the townships rather than just being given responsibility to populate 
them. After two years, a survey found that hardly any settlers had been brought 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



44

D
A

N
 B

U
C

H
A

N
A

N

in by Danforth and Greeley, and they were accused of fraud and duplicity. 
Peter Russell rescinded the entire scheme and denied the contractors their 
1,200 acres of land. Legal action was taken by the contractors to recover their 
1,200 acres, but the government responded aggressively, and Danforth felt it 
was a good time to apologize.25

It was three days after his apology that Asa Danforth made a proposal to 
the same people, saying that he would build them a road.26 It rather boggles 
the mind to see how this happened. Peter Russell and the Executive Council 
appear to have been so fixated on having a road built quickly that they took 
the first offer that came their way, even though it was from someone they had 
recently accused of fraud.

In any case, Asa Danforth got right to work, and construction of the road 
began early in June, heading east from York. By July 26, he told the Executive 
Council that he had completed thirty miles of the road and requested that one 
hundred pounds sterling be advanced to his account. An inspection was ordered 
so that the government might be assured that the work had been done properly.27

The Canada Constellation newspaper reported on August 2, 1799, that “Mr. 
Danforth has already made forty miles of excellent road and procured men to 
the number sufficient for doing the whole extent by the setting in of winter.”28 
Well, not quite. Problems became evident by the end of this construction 
season. The work was taking longer than expected partly because the com-
plexities of distance and terrain were not well understood going into the work. 
The builder was under intense pressure to work fast and show results. Besides 
that, Danforth had major financial commitments with a group in the United 
States, and he desperately needed payments from the road project to pay off 
his existing debts. He complained that the payments were too slow in coming.

As the work progressed, the government did inspections on completed sec-
tions and found that Danforth was “short of his contract.”29 In some cases, 
there were still stumps in the middle of the road, and bridges had not been 
installed over creeks and marshes. In spite of a few glowing media reports, in 
effect, nobody was happy.

The work was suspended for the winter, and in December 1799, Danforth 
visited his home in New York state to deal with some of his earlier business 
problems. To his chagrin, he was thrown into debtor’s prison for a few months.30

A New Lieutenant-Governor for Upper Canada

Another big change happened in Upper Canada during 1799. On April 10, 
1799, a proper replacement for Lieutenant-Governor John Graves Simcoe 
was finally appointed: Peter Hunter, a career soldier with recent experience in 
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civil government as temporary superintendent of British Honduras (Belize). 
Hunter arrived in Quebec on June 13. Like Simcoe, Hunter was the com-
mander of British forces in Upper and Lower Canada in addition to the 
position of lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada. As a soldier, he was much 
more interested in the military aspects of his job and had little patience for 
administration. It did not help that he often behaved with the haughtiness of 
a martinet.31

In his first year on the job, Hunter made a brief visit to Upper Canada to 
arrange things to his liking, then returned to Lower Canada to deal with mili-
tary affairs. He would winter in Quebec for several years, largely because he 
disliked the less civilized nature of York and the new settlements to the west. 
In Upper Canada, Hunter created a standing committee to conduct affairs 
in his absence. Peter Russell was removed from his position as administrator 
and made a member of this committee. In this manner, Hunter maintained 
authority but arranged for others to do the work.32

Lieutenant-Governor Peter Hunter would make few friends in his tenure in 
Upper Canada due to his stiff and unapproachable manner as well as a strong 
authoritarian attitude. He was the boss, and people obeyed him, but there was 
very little personal warmth or social engagement. He was just doing his job.

Road Building Continues

Asa Danforth returned to Upper Canada in March of 1800 and asked the 
Executive Council for an extension on the contract, which was granted.33 
What this means is not clear: Was the extension to complete the contract to 
the Trent River by the end of 1800 and not just by July 1, 1800, as the contact 
had stated? Or was the extension meant to extend the road down into Prince 
Edward County all the way to Kingston? Either could be the case, based on 
documents available to this historian. However, the latter of the two options 
seems to be more likely, simply because the road all the way to Kingston was, 
in fact, built at this time.

Instructions given to Danforth early in the project had been to keep the 
route of the road on higher ground to avoid marsh and wetlands as much as 
possible. The route of the road would reflect this approach in places such as 
Hamilton Township, where it stayed well up on the hills away from the marshy 
shoreline. We can see this today at the location where the town of Cobourg 
would develop, as well as a similar situation in Hope Township, north of 
Smith’s Creek, which would later be named Port Hope. In many places we can 
still see, even today, remnants of the old Danforth Road, sometimes keeping 
the actual name.
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However, in the context of our story about the Quinte portage, the actual 
route of the Danforth Road is very uncertain in the area east of the border 
between Cramahe and Murray Townships, what would later become the town 
of Brighton. We know that the Danforth Road was built down into Prince 
Edward County, but there is uncertainty as to where it met the portage. The 
original contract said the road should go directly to the Trent River, saying 
nothing of the Carrying Place.

In lieu of credible documents that describe the details with more certainty, 
we might speculate on the route of the road in this manner. When he began 
work on the extension, Asa Danforth was instructed to divert the road from 
the Trent River to Prince Edward County for several reasons. First, Prince 
Edward County had been settled earlier, and there were more people there 
than on the north shore of the Bay of Quinte. Also, it was well known that the 
Quinte portage was the most active place of business in the area.

The route of the Danforth Road shown here—from Cramahe Township to Asa Weller’s trading post 

on the Quinte portage—is the author’s estimate, based on extensive contextual information rather 

than explicit documentation.

However, there was another reason. It became obvious that negotiations to 
allow a road to be built through the Mohawk Tract at Tyendinaga Township 
would be difficult and might take some time. On the other hand, the govern-
ment wanted the road built now. They needed to revert to Plan B, which saw 
the new road take a straight path east from Cramahe Township, running on 
the ridge to the small community that would be Smithfield. Then it went a 
little east of Smithfield to the next lot line and went south on what today is 
Flindall Road. It edged southeast to cross Dead Creek and then went down to 
meet a well-worn path along the north shore of Wellers Bay, which is County 
Road 64 today. Just a little to the east from there was Asa Weller’s trading post 
at the portage.

From there, it went across the portage to the meet the road from Trent Port, 
turned right, and went on into the County, following more or less the route 
of Number 33 Highway today. Readers should remember that this route is a 
theory based on the best available information, not on direct documentation. 
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It would be wonderful to find some kind of documentation about the route of 
the road in this area.

The final section of the road went through to Wellington and then to Picton, 
heading east to Stone Mills and the ferry service that we call Glenora. The ferry 
took travellers to the location of the original landing spot of Captain Van Alstine 
in 1783 at today’s village of Adolphustown. Then it went to Ernest Town (Bath), 
meeting the existing road between Ernest Town and Kingston. Danforth and 
his crews worked on the last section of the road well into the winter and were 
finished on December 18, 1800.34 This entire road from York to Kingston came 
to be known as the Danforth Road because the builder was Asa Danforth.

The new road raised a good deal of excitement in the community around 
the Bay of Quinte. Even though it was rough and poorly maintained, it pro-
vided local residents with a much better way to travel across the area, going to 
their local store and taking their products to market. It was a significant step 
forward for the whole province.

On the other hand, folks like John Bleecker at Port Trent and his father-
in-law, John Walden Meyers, at Meyers Creek, still did not have the road they 
wanted across the north shore of the Bay of Quinte. They had petitioned the 
government back in 1794,35 but nothing happened then, and they would have 
to wait a few years more for the road they wanted. This would accelerate the 
public clamour for more roads immediately after the Danforth Road was done.

In spite of the excitement, Asa Danforth’s road garnered much complaint. 
In October 1802, an official report from the government was very critical of the 
road after only two years of operation. The report said that the road was “deficient 
from the outset”36 and had quickly deteriorated to be nothing more than a path, 
in many places largely unused. This probably was true, to a point. However, the 
road was plagued by the method that the government devised to do maintenance.

The approach of the Roads Act of 1793 still held sway, but the terms 
were updated in 1798.37 Local overseers, or pathmasters, were responsible for 
checking the road in their area and reporting on problems. If work needed to 
be done, landowners along the road were expected to maintain the section that 
crossed their land. This could work in some places where settlement had hap-
pened, but so much of the road was along unsettled land that long sections had 
no maintenance at all for many years. No wonder the road got such bad press.

Asa Weller Bets on the New Road

Asa Weller might have seen the Danforth Road as competition for the batteau 
railway, but he also knew that if more people came to the area, their stores and 
hotels would prosper. In fact, the busy portage area was linked directly with 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



48

D
A

N
 B

U
C

H
A

N
A

N

the new road because it was one of the most popular places to do business in 
the area. In addition, the trails that led from Brighton and Smithfield to the 
Quinte portage would develop into passable roads and bring more business to 
the Weller and Wilkins establishments. At this point, any road was a good road.

At the same time, Asa Weller was planning for future business opportuni-
ties. He had been well established at the Quinte portage since 1793 and had 
obtained grants for Carrying Place Lot 1 and A in the previous year. However, 

now he received the Crown Patent for all 
two hundred acres of Lot 4, Concession 
1, Murray Township, Northumberland 
County, dated November 1, 1799.38

This lot was not at the Quinte 
portage but on the north side of the 
road from the west into the settlement 
of Port Trent, later part of the town of 
Trenton. It was west of the river, so in 
Murray Township at this time. The land-
granting system worked slowly, but likely 
Asa Weller requested this lot due to his 
anticipation of a road coming through 
here and the business that might be 
done at the corner near the river cross-
ing. Today, this property can be identi-
fied as the northeast corner of Dufferin 
Avenue and Dundas Street. Explained 
another way, it is the corner of Highway 
No. 33 and Highway No. 2.

This might be seen in the context of 
the fact that Asa Weller also received the 

Crown Patent for all 172 acres of Lot 4, Concession A, Murray Township in 
1802, which was the lot directly south.39 This lot went from today’s Highway 
2 to the shore. There is no evidence that Mr. Weller established a store or any 
business here, but he could have leased parts of it to others to do business. In 
any case, this is evidence that Asa Weller was well connected and a serious 
player in the business of the area, and not just on the portage.

This snip of the Belden County Atlas map of 1878 shows the town of 
Trenton, and the dark area shows the land Asa Weller acquired and would 
hold for thirteen years. Concession 1 of Murray Township was on the north 
side of today’s Highway No. 2, and Concession A is south and to the bay. Lots 
3 and 4 were just to the west of the Trent River. These acquisitions may seem 
out of context, but given Asa Wellers penchant for aggressive planning, they 

Asa Weller owned land that we can define 

as being north of Dundas Street and west of 

Dufferin Avenue, as well as the same lot 

down to the bay shore.
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were more likely a deliberate attempt to secure land at a critical spot on a new 
road—getting in on the ground floor, so to speak. Unfortunately, the Danforth 
Road did not come here initially, as anticipated.
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Growth and Prosperity

Growth in the Community on the Portage

A sketch from the Surveyor General’s Office done around 1802 shows the 
general shape and orientation of the Carrying Place Lots that lined the 
north and south sides of the Quinte portage. North of the portage is Murray 

Township, Northumberland 
County, and south is 
Ameliasburgh Township, 
Prince Edward County.1

It shows the lot numbers, 
starting on the Wellers Bay 
side and numbering to the 
Bay of Quinte. The lots 
match up across the portage, 
with the two Lot 1s border-
ing either side of the portage 
at Wellers Bay and the Lot 
13s matching at the Bay 
of Quinte. It also includes 
the names of lot owners. 
Starting on the Murray side, 
Asa Weller has his name on 
Gore B and A on the north 

shore of Wellers Bay as well as Lot 1. Lot 2 says Robert Latham, an unfamiliar 
name. Lots 3 and 4 show Matthew Goslee, a wealthy land speculator who 
lived in Cramahe Township, where the town of Colborne would develop.

Stephen Young is the name on Lot 5. He was the fellow who had married 
Lucy Marsh, a daughter of Mathias Marsh, which made them an extension of 

The Carrying Place lots were long and narrow, extending 

north and south from the path of the Quinte portage.
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the Weller clan. John Alyea is on Lot 6, although he only owned the lot for 
a few years at this point. James Hendricks is on Lot 7 and Henry Redner on 
Lot 8—both Loyalists in the area. Lot 9 is labelled here for Robert Charles 
Wilkins but would be acquired by the community to be used as school prop-
erty. Lot 10 has the name Peter Christie, and Lot 11, Isaac Johnson—more 
Loyalists in the area. Robert Wilkins has Lot 12, and his son, Robert Charles 
Wilkins, has Lot 13.

On the Ameliasburgh Township side, Robert Young is named on Lots 1 
and 2, and his son, James Young, is on Lot 3, although he did not get the patent 
until 1811. Lot 4 has no name, and Lot 5 shows Jeremiah Wood, a Loyalist 
from Cramahe Township. John Lawson is on Lot 6, and Lot 7 is blank. Lot 8 
shows William Carr, Jacob Corbman is on Lot 9, and John Simpson on Lot 
10. Robert Charles Wilkins is shown on Lot 11, with no name on Lot 12. Lot 
13 shows Chris Robinson, who had died in York several years before.

At this time, Robert Young obtained the Crown Patent for all one hundred 
acres of Carrying Place Lot 2, Ameliasburgh Township, Prince Edward 
County.2 This was the next lot east of Lot 1, where the Young family home 
had been built in 1792. Oddly, the patent for Lot 1 would not be recorded 
until 1807, so this patent for Lot 2 was the first for the Young family. Yes, land 
records often appear to be arbitrary and confusing, but there would probably 
be an explanation for things like this if we were there working through the 
process in the early 1800s.

Neighbours on Presqu’ile Bay

A significant development in the area of the Quinte portage occurred in 1802 
just to the west in Presqu’ile Bay. Charles Selleck and George Gibson sailed 
into the bay with their families, this time with the expectation of staying. 
Charles Selleck (1760–1809)3 was born in Stamford, Fairfield County, 
Connecticut, a son of Abraham Selleck and Deborah Whiting. This was a sea-
faring family that supported the patriot cause in the War of Independence—
except for Charles, who would be a lieutenant in the British Army, serving on 
armed vessels during the war. When the war was over, he came to Canada and 
became engaged in commercial shipping on Lake Ontario.

For a few years in the early 1790s, Selleck was master of the schooner 
Dutchess of York, carrying furs and trade goods across the lake between Kingston 
and Newark and later the new capital of York. During this time, he became 
friends and associates with George Gibson (c1755–1826),4 an Englishman 
who had apprenticed at the Woolwich Shipyards in England, where he 
obtained his papers as a shipwright. After that, he worked for several years 
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at the Halifax Yard. These two men would make an effective team, working 
together as shipmaster and ship carpenter.

Then, in early 1797, Charles Selleck married Elizabeth Gibson, the eldest 
child of George Gibson and Mary Randall.5 The marriage took place at 
Newark, where the father of the bride and his son-in-law were engaged in 
supporting the move of the capital from Newark to York. In fact, just the year 
before, George Gibson was doing business with John McGill, the commis-
sariat agent at York, building a boat to carry stone to York.6

Charles Selleck and George Gibson, along with their friend James 
Richardson of Kingston, were active on Lake Ontario, representing a bulk-
shipping alternative to canoes and batteaux across the Quinte portage. During 
the 1790s, the number of ships increased, and the cargos grew as orders from 
merchants in the new capital of York generated more traffic. Slowly, all along 
the lakeshore, small settlements developed, such as Smith’s Creek (Port Hope) 
and Hamilton (Cobourg), to increase demand for space on these ships.

At Presqu’ile Point, the Selleck and Gibson families became the first per-
manent settlers, establishing homes along the bay shore, toward the east end 
of the point. They located just west of a small peninsula into the bay, which 
would be called Salt Point.

This sketch of the proposed plan of Newcastle on Presqu’ile Point was taken from the original survey 

done in 1797 by Alexander Aitken. There were ambitious plans for this fledgling town.

The Gibson and Selleck families moved to Presqu’ile Bay because the gov-
ernment of Upper Canada was interested in establishing a serious settlement 
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there. The first lieutenant-governor, John Graves Simcoe, had recognized 
Presqu’ile Bay as a harbour of refuge because of its protected nature and 
because its location was partway along the route from Kingston to York. Peter 
Russell followed up on this by ordering a full survey of the bay and peninsula 
by Alexander Aitken in 1797. This resulted in a sketch that was labelled 
“Projection of the Town of Newcastle.” Interestingly, it is complete with streets 
and likely locations for the cemetery and church.7

The next step came in 
1802, when Newcastle 
District was created from the 
Trent River to Annis Creek 
(Oshawa).8 The new district 
needed an official district 
town where a courthouse and 
jail would be built to conduct 
the legal and administrative 
work of the district.

Charles Selleck and 
George Gibson were pro-
vided with materials, tools, 
and some workmen, and 
proceeded to build a three-storey building that would house the courthouse and 
jail as well as quarters upstairs for those travelling here to attend court or public 
events. For a time, it was the largest structure between Kingston and York.

From this location at Presqu’ile Bay, Charles Selleck continued to sail his 
schooner Lady Murray across the lake, carrying goods from Kingston to York 
and stopping at points in between on request. It was a busy time for shippers 
across the lake, and this combination of an experienced sailor and a profes-
sional shipwright supported the activity while earning a decent living.

The new courthouse at Newcastle would be put to good use when the 
General Quarter Sessions were held there on January 11, 1803.9 Several 
men who served as justices for the District of Newcastle presided, including 
Alexander Chisholm of Murray Township and John Bleecker of Trent Port, 
which, we must remember, was still part of Murray Township. A grand jury was 
selected, including Asa Weller of Murray as a juror. A second session on April 
12 included Timothy Thompson, who owned land at Newcastle, Elias Jones of 
Hamilton (Cobourg), and Joseph Keeler of Keeler’s Wharf (Lakeport). A third 
session on October 11 included even more local men, including Benjamin 
Wait of Cramahe and Asa Burnham of Hamilton (Cobourg).

One case the court dealt with at the third session was a smuggling charge 
against Bass Chard for being in possession of “one four-handed batteau and six 

Newcastle District had been created in 1802 due to the 

growing population in Home District. The district town was 

established as Newcastle on Presqu’ile Point.
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barrels of salt,” which were thought to be from the United States.10 Smuggling 
was a full-time business for many folks at this time, and enforcement was lax, 
but occasionally one culprit was caught and fined with the items confiscated. 
It was not much of a deterrent.

The courthouse and jail was built to the west of Salt Point in 1802,  

and the wharf was built just west of there in 1803.

Charles Selleck and George Gibson had a busy year in 1803. Not only were 
they working to keep Lady Murray on the lake shipping loads of goods that 
would hopefully result in some profits, but their side job as caretakers of the 
courthouse and jail building took a lot more time than expected. The place had 
to be cleaned and prepared for occupancy during the spring and fall assizes for 
Newcastle District as well as for the Quarter Sessions.

A tavern was developed in one corner of the building to provide meals and 
drink for the participants that were travelling some distance from home. Add 
to this the occasional task of building a fire on Salt Point to help guide ships 
into the bay in darkness or bad weather, and it turned out to be a lot of work.

On top of all that, late in 1803, Charles Selleck received notice that he 
was to be granted one acre of land on the water near the courthouse with 
the stipulation that he build a wharf out into the water that could be used by 
the general public.11 This was an important piece of infrastructure that would 
support the growing water traffic at Newcastle, and again, there would be 
support from the government in accomplishing this project.
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More Developments at the Portage

Over at the Quinte portage, Asa Weller took a further step in the develop-
ment of his homestead and businesses in 1803 by taking out a mortgage. This 
mortgage involves two transactions because it covers part of both Lot 112 and 
213 of the Carrying Place lots in Murray Township. The description is very 
specific, stating that only the west side of both lots was mortgaged. While 
this might seem unusual, it may reflect the location of most of Asa Weller’s 
business operations and buildings.

The west side of Lot 1 included the shore of Wellers Bay immediately north 
from the portage, and likely his first home as well as the store was in this area. The 
shoreline edged northwest from there to form the bottom of Gore Lot A, which 
he also owned. The west side of Lot 2 may have been where he had facilities for 
repairing and maintaining the equipment used on the batteau railway as well 
as an area for managing the oxen, which were an important part of the system.

Even more interesting, Lawrence Herkimer provided the mortgage to Asa 
Weller. Lawrence Herkimer (1767–1819)14 was a wealthy merchant and trader 
at Kingston who worked with his brother, Jacob Herkimer of York. They were 
agents for the North West Company and operated several trading posts around 
Rice Lake. Besides this, they were engaged in numerous developments along 
the north shore of Lake Ontario. Jacob Herkimer made headlines in 1804 as 
one of twenty people lost when HMS Speedy sank off Presqu’ile Point.15

Land records for 1803 also showed that John Alyea obtained the Crown 
Patent for all one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 6, Murray Township, 
Northumberland County.16 This was one of the long, narrow lots extending 
north into Dead Creek Marsh and fronting on the north side of the portage. 
If we look at a map of the Carrying Place lots, we see that Lot 6 was located 
toward the middle of the portage.

John Alyea (1768–1834)17 was born in Bergan County, New Jersey, a son of 
Isaac Alyea and Annetje Demarest. He married Maria Bonter in Hackensack 
in 1790, and the young family quickly came to Upper Canada. By 1803, the 
family included five children. They may have been living on Lot 6 for a few 
years before the patent was obtained, but now they had a permanent home.

We might note that other than the Weller and Young lots at the west end of 
the Quinte portage, this patent for Lot 6 in 1803 is one of the few issued until 
later in the decade. All this time, the batteau railway was functioning every 
day, with lots of people around the area working to keep it running. Land was 
cleared along the portage, at least by the principal families, and farming was 
increasing in the area. This situation indicates how much the reality on the 
ground outpaced the official documents in government departments. It would 
be a long process of catching up in the years to come.
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A Big Wedding

One of the biggest family events to take place on the portage since Asa Weller 
first arrived in 1791 was all the talk in early 1804. Two young people from 
early settler families were to be married on March 22, 1804. James Young, 
age twenty-seven, son of Robert Young and Mary Dill, and Catherine Weller, 
age seventeen, daughter of Asa Weller and Hannah Marsh, had known each 
other since becoming neighbours about a decade before, and now they were 
tying the knot, permanently binding their families together. The ceremony was 
officiated by Justice of the Peace John Bleecker of Port Trent, and one of the 
witnesses was Robert Charles Wilkins, who was planning his own big event 
later in the year.18

Both the bride and groom brought significant resources to this match, so we 
can expect the wedding was a serious affair, with guests coming from all around 
to take part in the festivities. The businesses that Asa Weller operated, and his 
involvement in community development went along with the fact that he was 
an agreeable fellow. Also, Robert Young was well regarded across the province. 
All of this merges in one event to bring lots of folks from far and wide to express 
their joy for the young couple. The date in March might suggest an attempt to 
accomplish this event before the hectic travel season began a few weeks later. In 
any case, we can expect that a good time was had by all.

The other big event of the year occurred on September 13, 1804, when 
Robert Charles Wilkins (1782–1866) was married to Mary Smith (1783–
1847).19 Robert Charles was the only son of Robert Wilkins and Mary May 
who had settled at the east end of the Quinte portage in 1792. Mary Smith 
was a daughter of Elias Smith and Catharine Molenaer of Hope Township, 
Durham County. Records suggest that they were married in York—not at 
Robert’s home at the portage.

The Wilkins family extended their connections again when Sarah Wilkins 
(1780–1845)20 married Cornelius Bonter (1776–1849)21 a few weeks later on 
October 7, 1804. Sarah was Robert Charles Wilkins’s older sister, and her 
husband was a brother of Abraham Bonter, who would own Carrying Place 
Lots 7 and 12 on the Ameliasburgh side of the portage for a time before the 
approaching war.

The Loss of HMS Speedy

The most well-known event around the Bay of Quinte area in 1804 occurred 
partly in Wellers Bay but also out into Lake Ontario, just to the west. The 
Gibson and Selleck families on Presqu’ile Bay were well prepared for the 
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arrival of their friend Lieutenant Thomas Paxton, who was the captain of the 
British gunboat HMS Speedy. The ship had sailed from York on October 7, 
and its destination was the new wharf at Newcastle on Presqu’ile Bay.22

Charles Selleck and George Gibson had built a beacon fire on Salt Point, as 
was the habit when a ship was known to be in the area during darkness or bad 
weather. They waited for the ship until bad weather sent them back indoors 
with their families. Unfortunately, a strong westerly storm made it impossible 
for Captain Paxton to make the difficult turn into Presqu’ile Bay, and the ship 
was forced to the east, into the lower part of Wellers Bay.

Captain Paxton knew these waters well. At that time, there were far fewer 
sandbars blocking the west side of Wellers Bay than we see today, so the captain 
would have been happy to come into the bay and ride out the storm. In effect, 
he may not have had much choice, as the ship was heavily loaded with twenty 
passengers and their baggage and not particularly the most seaworthy vessel 
on the lake. The extra two-and-a-half feet added to the deck railing made 
it ungainly and difficult to control in heavy seas. The captain had struggled 
with the imbalance of the ship since its launch—a condition that reduced his 
options in situations like this.

However, just when he thought they were safe, a vicious nor’easter hit the 
area, forcing HMS Speedy back out into the lake. HMS Speedy was destroyed 
in the storm, and in the extensive search over the next few days, not so much 
as a stick of wood or a piece of clothing was found. Nothing was found in the 
area around Presqu’ile—nothing of the ship or the twenty souls on board.

Two weeks later, some spars and the binnacle of a ship were sighted on the 
US shore forty miles east of Fort George, the military base at the mouth of 
the Niagara River. Reports said very clearly that the name of “Paxton” was on 
the lantern of the binnacle. This would be Captain Paxton’s personal lantern, 
which he fastened to the binnacle of the ship, near the wheel where navigation 
instruments were mounted.23

Here was proof for the people of Upper Canada, confirming that HMS 
Speedy had, in fact, been destroyed in that viscous storm on October 8, and 
there was no hope for the twenty souls onboard. A period of intense mourning 
began after this news spread around the colony.

There was no resident of the Bay of Quinte area lost on the Speedy, but 
the proximity of the disaster would have folks talking about it for months. 
In Upper Canada at this time, people from across the colony were known in 
communities all along the north shore of Lake Ontario, so it’s likely that the 
Weller, Wilkins, and Young families were familiar in some way with individu-
als that were lost on the ship. It was a major tragedy for the young colony.

The resting place of the ship has never been found. However, a search in the 
early 1990s uncovered significant evidence that the remains of HMS Speedy 
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may lie on Dobbs Bank, a large underwater plateau just west of Wellers Bay.24 
Unfortunately, no archaeological work has been conducted on the artifacts, so 
the mystery of its location endures.

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



59

C H A P T E R  6  
 

Bigger Houses and Signs of War

Children and Grandchildren

The year 1805 would see an increase in population across the Quinte portage 
due to the three early settler families producing children and grandchildren. 
Asa and Hannah Weller were a little younger than the other two, so they were 
still having children, adding Benjamin on September 20.1 Their oldest daugh-
ter, Catherine, had been married the year before, and James and Catherine had 
their first child, Reuben, on July 19.2

Robert Young Jr., son of Robert and Mary Young, brought his wife, Jane 
McCormick, and their family to Ameliasburgh Township around this time, 
and Mary Jane Young became another grandchild soon after the family was 
reunited. Joseph Young (1777–1831),3 another son of Robert and Mary, was 
married in 1805 to Mary Weeks, a daughter of Solomon Weeks, a Loyalist 
who lived down the shore of the bay to the east.

Over at the east end of the portage, at the Wilkins home, there were also 
additions. Robert Charles Wilkins and his wife, Mary Smith, presented Robert 
and Mary with a granddaughter: Mary Ann Wilkins, born August 26, 1805.4 
Another grandchild was provided by Sarah and her husband, Cornelius Bonter, 
who had their first child, Ann Ridgeway Bonter, on December 13, 1805.5

Need for Better Homes

All these families had the same problem—living space. The original log build-
ings that had been built when they first came to the Quinte portage in 1792 
were bursting at the seams. By this time, the younger children had joined the 
older ones, who had come early, and on top of this was the natural process of 
couples having children. Prosperity had come to all three families, allowing 
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them to use some of their resources to provide better homes.
We have little documentation about buildings related to the Wilkins family, 

mostly due to the fact that the buildings in this area did not survive modern 
development. However, there is an image that demonstrates the location of 

the Wilkins home. A sketch 
of Presqu’ile Bay in 1815 
shows the Quinte portage in 
a simplistic way, with the path 
shown as a straight line and 
primary buildings marked by 
black rectangles.6 The Wilkins 
home is shown on the north 
side of the portage, right 
near the shore of the Bay 
of Quinte.

We can also assume that 
the original Wilkins house 

was on the north side of the portage, as census records place Robert Wilkins Sr. 
in Murray Township throughout his life.7 Murray Township was north of the 
portage. Some records confuse this with the fact that his son, Robert Charles 
Wilkins, would later live on the south side of the portage, in Ameliasburgh 
Township. There are no census records for Ameliasburgh Township until the 
1851 Census, which shows Robert C. Wilkins living there with his family.8

Far more information is available about the plans and implementation for 
the Weller and Young families, largely because the two resulting buildings 
have survived for over two centuries—along with extensive family records 
from both families. This allows us to move beyond speculation and better 
understand the true historical value of these unique heritage homes, which 
have endured into the modern age.

Asa and Hannah Weller began planning for a new home around 1804 or 
1805. In those days, it would take a couple of years to make this kind of project 
happen. They were dealing with constant shortages of experienced tradesmen and 
good quality building materials. They would have to hire a significant number of 
men to prepare the ground and build a foundation, just as a starting point.

A location for the new house had already been selected. It is important to 
note that it was not on the land Asa Weller already owned in Lot 1, at the 
shoreline of Wellers Bay. Instead, it was at the southwest corner of Lot 3, 
which is where the large brick house stands today—at the intersection of 
Gardenville Road and County Road 64. During the first decade of settlement 
in this area, a trail had developed from Presqu’ile Bay along the north shore of 
Wellers Bay to the Quinte portage. Only a few years before, a section of this 

The Chillingsworth survey of Presqu’ile Bay in 1815 also 

shows a characterization of the Quinte portage with the 

buildings that existed at that time.
The 1878 Belden County Atlas 

map of Murray Township shows 

the old road (now County Road 

64) coming from the north to 

meet the portage, with Asa 

Weller’s home at the northeast 

corner of the intersection, 

where it remains today.
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them to use some of their resources to provide better homes.
We have little documentation about buildings related to the Wilkins family, 

mostly due to the fact that the buildings in this area did not survive modern 
development. However, there is an image that demonstrates the location of 

the Wilkins home. A sketch 
of Presqu’ile Bay in 1815 
shows the Quinte portage in 
a simplistic way, with the path 
shown as a straight line and 
primary buildings marked by 
black rectangles.6 The Wilkins 
home is shown on the north 
side of the portage, right 
near the shore of the Bay 
of Quinte.

We can also assume that 
the original Wilkins house 

was on the north side of the portage, as census records place Robert Wilkins Sr. 
in Murray Township throughout his life.7 Murray Township was north of the 
portage. Some records confuse this with the fact that his son, Robert Charles 
Wilkins, would later live on the south side of the portage, in Ameliasburgh 
Township. There are no census records for Ameliasburgh Township until the 
1851 Census, which shows Robert C. Wilkins living there with his family.8

Far more information is available about the plans and implementation for 
the Weller and Young families, largely because the two resulting buildings 
have survived for over two centuries—along with extensive family records 
from both families. This allows us to move beyond speculation and better 
understand the true historical value of these unique heritage homes, which 
have endured into the modern age.

Asa and Hannah Weller began planning for a new home around 1804 or 
1805. In those days, it would take a couple of years to make this kind of project 
happen. They were dealing with constant shortages of experienced tradesmen and 
good quality building materials. They would have to hire a significant number of 
men to prepare the ground and build a foundation, just as a starting point.

A location for the new house had already been selected. It is important to 
note that it was not on the land Asa Weller already owned in Lot 1, at the 
shoreline of Wellers Bay. Instead, it was at the southwest corner of Lot 3, 
which is where the large brick house stands today—at the intersection of 
Gardenville Road and County Road 64. During the first decade of settlement 
in this area, a trail had developed from Presqu’ile Bay along the north shore of 
Wellers Bay to the Quinte portage. Only a few years before, a section of this 

The Chillingsworth survey of Presqu’ile Bay in 1815 also 

shows a characterization of the Quinte portage with the 

buildings that existed at that time.
The 1878 Belden County Atlas 

map of Murray Township shows 

the old road (now County Road 

64) coming from the north to 

meet the portage, with Asa 

Weller’s home at the northeast 

corner of the intersection, 

where it remains today.

path closest to the Carrying Place had become 
part of the Danforth Road.

The 1878 Belden County Atlas for Murray 
Township9 shows this road hitting the line 
between Lots 2 and 3 well north of the portage 
and coming straight south on the lot line. This 
meant that the road from the north and west hit 
the portage on the west side of Lot 3. That was 
where Asa Weller wanted to place the building 
that would be his home as well as a store and 
tavern to serve the public. This corner was the 
obvious point that would see the most travellers.

The records show that the Crown Patent for 
all one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 
3, Murray Township, was granted to Matthew 
Goslee on November 5, 1803.10 Matthew Goslee 
(1757–1830)11 was a very prominent Loyalist who 
settled at the south end of Cramahe Township, 
where the town of Colborne is today. He and his 
son, James D. Goslee, would be very active in real-
estate investment across the area, and we see their 
names in many land records.

In fact, the land records show that Matthew 
Goslee owned Lot 3 from 1803 to 1810, during 
the time that Asa Weller built a substantial house on the corner of the lot. 
No record suggests there was a sale of even a small piece of land from Lot 3 
for this house. Instead, we must speculate that Asa Weller made some kind 
of arrangement with Matthew Goslee to allow him to build his house at 
that location.

It appears as if Asa Weller was intent on having a building on that busy 
corner to operate a hotel or tavern as well as provide his family with better 
living accommodations. Otherwise, he may have built on Lot 1, closer to the 
shore, which he already owned. It would be wonderful to find further docu-
mentation about this, but until that happens, we must accept that Asa Weller 
did not own the land where he built his home.

Just across the road, Robert Young and his family had a very simple situ-
ation. Robert Young had been granted the Crown Patent in 1802 for all one 
hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 2, Ameliasburgh Township, on the south 
side of the portage. He could move ahead with confidence in planning for a 
substantial new home.
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By 1810, there were three substantial family homes on the Quinte portage,  

built by the Weller, Young, and Wilkins families.

The location he selected for the new house was near the north end of Lot 2, 
a little west of the border with Lot 3. In this way, the two large homes would 
be within sight of each other—Asa Weller’s on the north side of the road and 
Robert Young’s on the south side.

The lot line between 2 and 3 was already a trail that had been well trav-
elled in the late 1600s, when the village of Kenté existed just to the south. 
Indigenous Peoples who were in the area, along with settlers to the south and 
west, used this path as a natural and convenient route to access the Quinte 
portage. Today, it is the Gardenville Road.

The exact location of the village of Kenté has been debated for a long time, 
but just recently, archaeologists and historians have published material stating 
with certainty that the village of Kenté was located on what is called Smokes 
Point.12 This is a rounded peninsula that pushes into the east side of Wellers 
Bay, a little south of Gardenville. See Appendix A for more information.

From the early stages of planning in 1804 and 1805, it became clear that the 
two houses would be very different from each other. Asa Weller’s house was a 
two-storey brick building, using a traditional design with windows across the 
front and a door in the middle. The Young house was a much more elaborate 
frame building with a wing on the west end to house the servants.

We might expect that traffic across the Quinte portage increased during the 
construction period due to a lot of building materials and workmen making 
their way to both construction sites. No doubt, John Walden Meyers and his 
brick kilns at Meyers Creek were busy producing and shipping loads of brick 
for the Weller house.13 This very heavy cargo would be handled by crews of 
men using leather aprons to carry the bricks and load them onto scows or 
barges to be floated to the shore of the bay. The bricks were then placed on 
ox carts, which plodded slowly along the well-worn path beside the batteau 
railway tracks. Eventually, there would be a large pile of bricks at the Weller 
house site.

At the same time, saw mills in the area turned out different types of lumber 
for the Young house. Mr. Meyers likely handled much of this work, but others 
near Kingston may have contributed as well, given the high demand for such 
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a large volume of product in a relatively short time. Many other items would 
be ordered from Montreal and Kingston, arriving in a flotilla of batteaux that 
travelled down the Bay of Quinte to the shore. There, the goods were unloaded, 
the batteaux were sent back down the bay, and products were carried across the 
portage on carts. It was a busy time on the Quinte portage.

During 1806, the two large houses abuilding at the west end of the Quinte 
portage were beginning to reveal their character. Bricks were being carried 
across the portage by ox carts, and workmen were busy building up the stout 
walls of the new Weller home. Lumber was being carried across the portage 
in large quantities to fall into the hands of the workmen on the south side of 
the road at the Young house. Some of the fellows hefting lumber and wielding 
saws may have been Robert Young’s older boys, who lived close by and were 
anxious to help.

Early in 1807, before the next house-building season began, Robert Young 
busied himself with what he felt was a very important matter. He prepared 
a petition to the government, which has survived in the archives under the 
Crown Land Petitions. In it, Mr. Young explained the details of his war service 
and then asked that his name be “inserted on the U.E. List.”14

For those who had suffered through the war—many being wounded and 
most having lost their homes, businesses, and possessions—the designation of 
“UE” (United Empire Loyalist) was highly valued as a symbol of their loyalty 
to the Crown and their sacrifice in trying to maintain that loyalty. Loyalists 
held this credential in high esteem. We might be cynical and suggest that Mr. 
Young simply wanted to make sure he and his family would be able to obtain 
more land grants, and there might have been something of that in the effort. 
However, Robert Young was known widely as a man with great integrity, so we 
should take him at his word. It’s hard to know which list he saw that did not 
contain his name, but he was taking no chances by sending this gracious but 
very clear petition to his 
superiors for consideration. In 
the end, his wish would 
be granted.

A very momentous event 
occurred on the Quinte 
portage in 1807. Asa Weller’s 
new house was completed, 
and his family moved into the 
large two-storey brick house.15 
It would be a wonderful dream 
come true after fourteen years 
in the original log house.

Asa Weller’s house was designed to act as a trading post, 

a tavern, and a family home, located on the busy 

Danforth Highway.
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The new house was large enough that it could be used as a hotel and store 
without too much interruption to the normal family dynamic. The location at 
the corner of the portage and the road from the northwest would bring lots 
of people right by the door. Nearby, Asa Weller, by this time, had livery ser-
vices to accommodate travellers and blacksmith services to repair or maintain 
equipment as required.

The completion of this house was a major development for not only the 
Weller family but the whole community around the portage. It represented 
the prosperity of the day as well as optimism for the future. The new house was 
the largest and finest in the area, and Mr. Weller had every reason to be proud 
of his accomplishments.

Across the road, work on the new Young family home surged forward in 
1807, with more workmen and lumber coming to the west end of the Quinte 
portage. During July that year, several transactions took place regarding land-
ownership, which would set the stage for future prosperity for the family.

Land Grants Confirmed

Finally, the Crown Patent for all of Carrying Place Lot 1, Ameliasburgh 
Township, was granted to Robert Young, under the date July 8, 1807.16 This is 
the first lot at the shore of Wellers Bay on the south side of the portage. Robert 
Young had built his first home here in 1792, south of the Weller trading post. 
Now they had formal recognition that the land was theirs.

Then another transaction, dated July 20, 1807, showed that Robert 
Young granted all one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 2, Ameliasburgh 
Township, to his son James Young.17 Robert had obtained the patent for Lot 2 
in 1802, and now was the time to pass it on to his son. James was thirty-one at 
this time and had a wife and baby. He would become a significant partner with 
his father in the family’s work and business moving forward. This transaction 
came in the context of the intense work of finishing the new house, which was 
in Lot 2. We might also see it as representing the passing of the torch from 
one generation to the other in the Young family.

Over at the east end of the Quinte portage, Robert Wilkins received the 
Crown Patent for all two hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 12, Murray 
Township, dated July 7, 1807.18 This was the second lot from the shore of the 
Bay of Quinte—so not the one containing their home and trading post, which 
was in Lot 13. At the very least, this land added to the family resources and 
would come in handy at a later point.
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The Wilkins-Shuter Connection

The Wilkins family also welcomed another member in 1807. Robert Charles 
Wilkins and his wife, Mary Smith, provided Robert Wilkins with a grandson 
named Robert John Shuter Wilkin, born December 22, 1807.19 The middle 
names “John Shuter” refer to the husband of Mary Smith’s sister, Sarah, of 
Smith’s Creek, Hope Township, later Port Hope. This represents the early 
stages of a long and significant family and business relationship between 
Robert Charles Wilkins and John Shuter’s brother, Joseph Shuter, who was a 
major merchant and businessman in Montreal.

A Trading Post on Presqu’ile Bay

Off to the west, Presqu’ile Bay saw a major development in 1807, as Captain 
James Richardson built a large building on the north shore of the bay.20 This 
would serve primarily as a trading post for several years while his family 
remained in Kingston. We can pinpoint the location of this structure in 
modern terms by saying it was close to the shore, just east of the bend in 
Harbour Street, south of the marina. This area has been referred to over the 
years as Dusty Bend, although today there is not much dust, since the road is 
paved and modern homes occupy a pleasant shoreline community.

Richardson had been an active merchant and commercial ship captain since 
1785 but had been particularly busy during the period from 1795 to 1801, 
when he was the captain of the Kingston Packet—a boat built and funded by a 
consortium of investors who wished to take business away from larger estab-
lished merchants like Richard Cartwright in Kingston.

Richardson sailed across Lake Ontario in the Kingston Packet until that 
ship was retired in 1801, at which time he engaged more in the trade of 
American goods at his Kingston store. By 1807, he reconciled with Cartwright 
and began to sail across the lake in ships operated by that business group. It 
was during this period that Richardson began to look toward Presqu’ile Bay.21

He felt that the growing population of settlers in Cramahe and Murray 
Townships would lead to demand for a trading post on the shore of the bay so that 
products could be obtained by settlers without going all the way to the Quinte 
portage or Kingston. The village of Newcastle was no longer a district town and 
was in decline, but he believed that a town would develop on the north shore of 
the bay and up the road to the north. However, to initiate that development, there 
needed to be a focus for business at the shore, which meant a trading post.

While a trading post on Presqu’ile Bay competed with the enterprises on 
the Quinte portage, the two were geographically separate and served different 
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but overlapping groups of customers. Richardson’s activity was firmly rooted 
in the lake trade conducted with sloops and schooners on the deep lake, the 
obvious alternative to the portage. However, there was plenty of business to go 
around, and once there was a trading post on Presqu’ile Bay, it’s likely that 

some trade goods and different 
types of supplies would come 
from Kingston by batteaux 
across the Quinte portage.

The building that was James 
Richardson’s original trading 
post would survive on the 
north shore of Presqu’ile Bay 
until the 1950s, when it was 
removed due to the develop-
ment of Pearsall’s Marina. 
Here is one of the few pictures 
we have of that old structure. 
It was included in a newspaper 
article about Presqu’ile history 
by C. H. J. Snider in 1949.22

The Chesapeake Affair

News travelled slowly at this time, so it may have been later in 1807 before 
most people around the Bay of Quinte finally learned of a major event that 
had happened in the Atlantic Ocean off Norfolk, Virginia. On June 22, 1807, 
a British ship, HMS Leonard, attacked the American frigate Chesapeake. Four 
men from the Chesapeake’s crew were taken prisoner by the British based on 
intelligence that they were deserters from British ships who had signed on 
with the American Navy.23

This incident sparked outrage in Washington and all across the United 
States. Conflict between Britain and America had simmered since the end 
of the War of Independence in 1783, with impressment of Americans by 
the British being one of the sore points. Jay’s Treaty in 1794 had mitigated 
some of the disagreements but deep distrust continued. There were also issues 
related to trade, confused by the war ongoing between Britain and France. 
Disagreement over the status of the land west of the Ohio Valley would add to 
the anger on both sides.

Asa Weller, Robert Young, and Robert Wilkins would learn about the 
Chesapeake incident with alarm, expecting that it would cause an escalation 

Known in recent times as the Freeman House, this is the 

house that James Richardson Sr. built in 1807 on the 

north side of Presqu’ile Bay to serve as both a trading 

post and family home. It was removed in 1958 with the 

development of the Pearsall Marina.
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of the conflict and might lead to war. There was a lot of talk in Upper and 
Lower Canada about the poor condition of defences against any attack from 
the south, but there was little evidence of anything substantive being done.

The gentlemen at the portage knew how important their little isthmus 
could be if American naval ships presented a threat to shipping on Lake 
Ontario. John Graves Simcoe had explained very clearly how important this 
strip of land might be in the context of a military conflict on the Great Lakes. 
He insisted that you only had to look at a map to understand why a canal must 
be built at the west end of the Bay of Quinte to bypass the obvious obstacle 
presented by that little strip of land.

The businesses along the Quinte portage had grown based on natural con-
ditions of supply and demand, but war would be a different matter altogether. 
In war, the traffic in batteaux carrying critical supplies as well as soldiers and 
weapons between Kingston and the west would increase dramatically, well 
beyond their current ability to cope.

We might imagine late-night discussions over a family kitchen table or at 
the bar in the tavern. Older men would view the potential threat of war with 
trepidation, fearing for the safety of their families. There would also be anxious 
to avoid any threat to their prosperity. The younger men likely felt a mix of 
excitement and dread—emotions common to untried soldiers before battle. 
They yearned to prove themselves on the battlefield but also longed to stay 
with their families and, in time, perhaps start families of their own. It was an 
anxious time of deep thoughts and uncertainty.
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Militia Refreshed and 
the Tap House

Northumberland Militia Prepares

Near the end of 1807, a clear signal of preparations for potential war was wel-
comed by the population across the Quinte portage when the Northumberland 
County Militia was assembled on November 29. The person in charge of 
the assembly was Alexander Chisholm, who wrote a letter to Lieutenant-
Governor Francis Gore, dated December 5, 1807, to confirm that his orders 
had been carried out.1

In the letter, he stated that the militia included “two Captains, two 
Lieutenants, two ensigns, three Sergeants, and seventy-Five Rank and file.” 
He went on to name the officers as “Captain Elias Jones and John Spencer, 
Lieutenants Joel Parker, and Zacheus Burnham, Ensigns Roger Woolcut and 
William H. Walbridge.”

But that was not the only purpose of this letter. Chisholm went on to 
add, “The Militia of Northumberland have never received any Arms from 
Government, and are destitute of any that are worth mentioning, I hope your 
Excellency will be pleased to give directions where I may obtain the necessary 
Arms, and Accoutrements for the Detachment who are to remain in readiness 
at an Hours Notice.”

At this early stage of preparation, the lack of arms and supplies was a very 
common problem across the counties of Upper Canada. Men came out to 
march and drill with the hope of serving their community in the face of threat, 
but they brought only the clothes on their backs and maybe an old musket 
that fired on occasion.

Alexander Chisholm (1748–1808)2 was in charge at this early point based 
on his long experience in the British military. During the War of Independence, 
he had served in the 84th Regiment under Burgoyne, acting as a sutler, also 
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known as a victualer. This means that he worked to supply the army with food 
and supplies while it was in the field. Unfortunately, Chisholm was taken 
prisoner with the rest of Burgoyne’s army when it was forced to surrender at 
Saratoga on October 17, 1777. Later, he was freed and was appointed a com-
missioner of the Naval Department, working at a small naval establishment 
at St. Jean-sur-Richelieu, Quebec. He also led an unincorporated company of 
Loyalists that served during the siege of Quebec.

After the war, Alexander Chisholm came to Thurlow Township with 
George Singleton to engage in the fur trade. After Singleton died in 1789, 
Chisholm was in charge of the business and would marry Nancy McArthur, 
Singleton’s widow, in 1791. He was disappointed in his efforts to obtain land 
grants at the mouth of Singleton’s Creek (Moira River) and decided to try 
his luck on the north shore of Presqu’ile Bay. As early as 1797, he had con-
structed saw and grist mills near the mouth of what would later be called 
Butler Creek. Around 1804, he had been appointed to a leadership role in the 
Northumberland County Militia.

The officers listed in the letter present an interesting cross section of the 
county. Captain Eliza Jones (1769–1836)3 had set up the first store near the 
shore in Hamilton Township, at the mouth of what is now Cobourg Creek, 
as early as 1802. The village that grew up would be called Hamilton for time, 
then Cobourg in 1819. Zacheus Burnham (1777–1857)4 was thirty years old 
in 1807, with a family of young children. His older brother, Asa Burnham, 
had recently obtained the Crown Patent for Lot 20, Concession 1, Hamilton 
Township, and they would build a substantial family home called Amherst 
House, which was in the village of Amherst.

The Land-Granting System at Work

Asa Weller undertook a real-estate move in 1808, with an eye to generating 
some revenue. Lot 4, Concession 1, Murray Township, at Trent Port, was sold 
to Lawrence Herkimer on December 31, 1808.5 The buyer was the same fellow 
who had provided a mortgage on Carrying Place Lots 1 and 2 in 1803 and 
was also the brother of Jacob Herkimer, who had been lost on HMS Speedy in 
1804. At this time, he was very active in real-estate speculation and was also 
busy cleaning up the estate of his brother Jacob, a task that would require years 
of litigation.

This sale of land at Port Trent is a good example of how successful the land-
granting system turned out to be for Loyalists and the government. The original 
intent of the British government was to provide a means by which people loyal 
to the Crown could get started in a wilderness colony and develop into members 
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of an elite class that would govern the colony in future years. Granting a piece 
of land that could be sold for cash several years later was an effective way to do 
this. The three original families at the Quinte portage would benefit from this 
process. The land transactions they engaged in over the first three decades of 
settlement led to the accumulation of wealth but also to wider development in 
the community as a whole. It is clear that land grants worked as expected.

The Young Family Grows

James and Catherine Young were heavily involved in the construction of their 
new house on the south side of the portage. The impressive home was nearing 
completion and would buzz with life as this large family made themselves 
comfortable. After this, the old log cabin down the shore to the south may 
have been used by some of the older children or as a storage shed. The big new 
house effectively left the old building off to the side.

The Young house was very much complete by 1809, although, for a house 
this large, there would be various projects over the years to add facilities and 
adjust to realities. This house quickly became a destination for people across 
the province who knew Robert Young from his military days or just wanted 
to cozy up to a wealthy and respected local personage. The house and grounds 
vibrated with activity as the children grew and became much more involved in 
family chores and projects. Robert and Jane were effective administrators of all 
this energy and played the added role of gracious hosts as visitors came by to 
see the new house and catch up on the news.

Late in 1809, Robert and Jane Young took the step of passing Carrying 
Place Lot 1, Ameliasburgh Township, to their son James.6 Robert was seventy-
three in 1809, and it was clear that James was intent on carrying on with the 
farm on Wellers Bay, so it made sense to complete the legal step of passing 
on the land to the next generation. They had settled here and built the old log 
cabin where the family lived during the struggling years. With this transac-
tion, James Young was the owner of both Lots 1 and 2. Robert and Jane knew 
that James would be a conscientious proprietor of their legacy.

The Young family had a lot to celebrate in 1810. It started off with the birth 
of another grandchild for Robert and Jane, as James and Catherine Young 
welcomed their third child, Sarah, on January 20, 1810.7 Then, through the 
year, there was a series of weddings for their younger children. John Young 
married Katrena Huyck (1784–1855),8 a member of a Loyalist family that 
had settled south of the Quinte portage in Ameliasburgh Township. John’s 
younger brother Benjamin was married to Susan Bellyou (1790–1819),9 
another Loyalist family that had settled near Consecon.
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In the context of all these developments, Robert Young purchased Lot 30, 
Concession 3, Hillier Township, on June 2, 1810.10 His youngest son, Thomas, 
would live here and develop a farm over the next several decades. It is interest-
ing to note that Robert Young bought this property from Richard Cartwright, 
the wealthy merchant in Kingston who obtained many land grants around the 
area and padded his wealth by selling them to folks like Robert Young. Again, 
here is an example of the land granting system doing its job over time.

Another member of the Young family did some business in 1810. Benjamin 
Young purchased one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 11, Murray 
Township.11 This was on the north side of the portage, just west of the Wilkins 
property in Lot 12. The transaction was dated March 27, 1810, and the seller 
was Isaac Johnston Sr., who had obtained the Crown Patent for this lot only 
a few days before. In future years, there would be business done at this strate-
gic location.

The Wilkins Family Grows

The Wilkins family was not idle during 1810. An important step forward was 
taken on May 4, 1810, when Robert Wilkins purchased all one hundred acres 
of Carrying Place Lot 13, Ameliasburgh Township, from Joseph Forsyth.12 
The seller was a merchant in Kingston who had acquired the lot only a few 
months before from Peter Robinson, a son of Christopher Robinson of York. 
Here is another example of how land trickled down through speculators and 
eventually landed with people who wanted to do something productive with it.

This appears to be a very tactical purchase by Mr. Wilkins. Carrying Place 
Lot 13, Ameliasburgh Township, was a wedge-shaped piece of land on the 
south side of the Quinte portage, right at the shore of the Bay of Quinte. It 
rested up against Lot 12 on its west side and, to its east, Lot 106, Concession 
1—the last of the shoreline lots. Mr. Wilkins had acquired Lot 12 on the 
north side of the portage in 1807 and now had control of a significant part 
of the land at the east end of the portage. Whether he was thinking about a 
potential war coming or not, we cannot say at this point, but it seems like he 
was preparing for something.

Talk of War

The year 1810 brought much worry about the potential for a war between 
the United States and Britain. Asa Weller was well aware that any conflict 
between these two powers would put the small isthmus at the west end of the 
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Bay of Quinte in the crosshairs of both powers. The batteau railway had been 
functioning efficiently since 1793 and was a well-known facility for travel-
lers moving east or west along the north shore of Lake Ontario. Certainly, by 
this time, lake traffic on ships bypassing the portage had increased. However, 
simple logic suggested that shipping massive amounts of supplies across the 
open lake could become dangerous in wartime.

The practical reality was that the Americans owned the south side of the 
lake, and it was thought that they were developing naval facilities in case the 
situation developed that they needed to send armed ships onto the lake. The 
portage would then become a critical military asset for the British in defend-
ing Upper Canada against the Americans.

Asa Weller’s Tap House

In this context, Asa Weller was thinking about business opportunities. The 
demand for accommodation and meals for travellers across the portage had 
grown to the extent that rooms in private homes or makeshift shacks could no 
longer serve the need. The travelling public was increasingly demanding better 
services at reasonable prices. Adding this to the potential for war, Mr. Weller 
decided that it was time to build a substantial structure on the portage that 
would meet all of the needs he could foresee.

During 1810, construction began on a large brick building that would pri-
marily be a tavern but with hotel accommodations provided. The location of 
the building was on the south side of the portage, across the road and a little 
east of the new Weller home.13 The building was located a little south of the 
portage and toward the western part of Carrying Place Lot 4, Ameliasburgh 
Township. This building still exists today, so we don’t have to guess about 
its location.

Growing traffic and rumours of war in 1811 led Asa Weller to build  

the Tap House across the portage from his home and a bit east.

However, when looking at contemporary records, we see that this land had 
not been granted to anyone as of 1810. In fact, the patent for Lot 3, to the 
west, was granted to James Young in 1811, well after Asa Weller began to 
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construct the building on Lot 4. The patent for Lot 4 would not be granted 
until after the war, and then to Robert Young Jr. We might expect that there 
was some official approval for the construction of such a significant structure 
on unallocated land, but documents do not help with this.

One theory might be that Asa Weller, Robert Young, and Robert Wilkins 
were already consulting with government officials about preparing for the 
coming conflict. There is no evidence that Asa Weller received any financial 
support for his tavern or the batteau railway, but the General Surveyors Office 
in York may have been motivated by high officials to allow a document to be 
generated to smooth over an otherwise complex procedure. This is conjecture, 
but future events strongly suggest something like that may have happened here.

In any case, the construction of this large new facility would be pressed 
ahead quickly through 1810 and completed in 1811. The screeching wheels 
of horse-drawn carts loaded with bricks were heard before they were seen 
trundling across the portage. Dozens of workmen appeared, much like a few 
years before when the two large houses were being built for the Weller and 
Young families.

As the impressive building took shape, optimism grew as everyone who 
saw it knew that it would be a unique part of this growing community. “This 
edifice will now be the finest building of its type in the loyalist settlements, 
and the future centre here of social and commercial entertainment.”14

The building Asa 
Weller was construct-
ing would be called the 
Tap House due to the 
emphasis on the tavern 
part of the facility, which 
provided meals and 
refreshments. The front 
doors opened onto the 
tavern so patrons could 
order quickly and be on 
their way. We should 
not imagine a hotel with 
private rooms for accommodations, but rather one large room on the second 
floor, above the tavern, where mats were spread out across a large floor. It was 
simply a place to grab a quick nap and be on the road the next morning.

This was primarily a place where travellers could obtain a meal 

and refreshments, with a room upstairs for overnight stays. For a 

brief period, it was considered the finest public accommodation 

between Kingston and York.
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Escalation of the Conflict

On the international scene, the conflict between Britain and France escalated 
through 1809 and 1810. American merchants and shippers became victims of 
trade embargoes by both major powers, and resentment grew in the United 
States against both nations. The abduction of American sailors by British 
impressment gangs increased anger even more toward the British. Measures 
by the Americans to combat embargoes and attempt to remain neutral in the 
conflict tended to harm Americans more than the intended targets.

The attitude in the northeastern American states was very much against 
war, but a group of southern congressmen and senators were strong pro-war 
advocates. Besides this, many in the United States believed that Canada would 
eventually become part of the US, and it was just a matter of when and how. 
During 1810, all of this was simmering as the new president, James Madison, 
tried to keep his country out of a war they were not prepared to fight.15

The Northumberland County Militia 
Continues to Organize

The Northumberland County Militia was also undergoing change. Major 
Elias Jones of Hamilton Township was the commander of the 1st Regiment, 
and he sent the latest field returns to Adjutant General Aeneas Shaw in York, 
dated June 6, 1810.16 Aeneas Shaw (1740–1814)17 had been a favourite of 
John Graves Simcoe at the founding of York. In 1809, he married Margaret 
Hickman (née England) Herkimer as his second wife. She was the widow of 
Jacob Herkimer, who had been lost on HMS Speedy in 1804.

There were two letters sent along with the return. Alexander Chisholm had 
died in 1808, and the first letter recommended John Peters as the next com-
mander of the Northumberland County Militia, stating that this appointment 
“would give general satisfaction.”18 The second letter included the following: “I 
beg leave to remark that I have recommended Lieutenant Zacheus Burnham 
for a Captaincy by the consent of Lieutenants Ward and Vaughn who are 
his Seniors.”19

John Peters IV (1762–1847)20 was born in Hebron, Tolland County, 
Connecticut, and, in 1810, was living at Concession 1, Lot 20, Cramahe 
Township, on the shore of the lake, near today’s village of Salem. He is referred 
to as Colonel John Peters IV in genealogy records, suggesting that he was 
part of a long line of men named John Peters, several with very serious mili-
tary credentials.
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His father, Lieutenant-Colonel John Peters III (1740–1788),21 was 
appointed as a member of the Continental Congress in 1774 but refused to 
take the oath of secrecy. His strong attachment to Britain led him to flee to 
Canada in 1776, and in Quebec, Sir Guy Carleton appointed him colonel 
of the Queen’s Loyal Rangers. When the war was over, Lieut.-Col. Peters 
travelled to England to pursue his claim of losses due to his loyalty to the King 
and died in London in 1788. John Peters IV married Mary Ann Rogers in 
1786 and came to Cramahe Township around 1800. He would play a major 
role in the Northumberland Militia during the War of 1812.

Lieutenant Ward refers to Thomas Ward (1770–1847),22 who was a lawyer 
living at Smith’s Creek, which would later be Port Hope. He was married to 
Mary Playter, a daughter of George Henry Playter of York, and owned Water 
Lot 2 at Newcastle on Presqu’ile Point.
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War on the Horizon

The March Toward War

Talk of war increased across the Canadian colonies in 1811 as news arrived 
of significant changes coming out of Washington, D.C., as well as ominous 
events on the high seas. In February 1811, the new president, James Madison, 
asked congress to enact a law that restricted trade with Great Britain. This was 
the last of a long string of trade laws coming from Britain, France, and the 
United States since 1807.

Britain and France were at war, and Napoleon wanted to prevent ships from 
transporting trade goods to the British Isles. The idea was to starve the Brits 
into submission. To do this, British ships were seized, but American com-
mercial ships were also stopped and searched and, in some cases, impounded. 
The Americans tried to negotiate for a peaceful resolution but found that this 
was futile in the highly charged times. They then tried to implement trade 
restrictions that might influence both European powers to stop interfering 
with American ships. Nothing worked.

Finally, in early 1811, it became obvious to Madison that they needed to act 
more forcefully. The new trade restrictions did major damage to American shippers, 
merchants, and farmers, but it also accelerated the pace toward war with Britain.1

The issue of impressment of sailors also came up again in 1811, in the 
context of vivid memories of the incident four years before between HMS 
Leopard and the USS Chesapeake. In early May of 1811, another example of 
impressment stirred emotions on the American side when HMS Guerriere 
stopped the American brig USS Spitfire off Sandy Hook and removed several 
sailors. In response, USS President and USS Argus were ordered to patrol the 
coast from Carolina to New York in search of British ships.2

On May 16, a small British ship named Little Belt was seen off the Virginia 
Capes and USS President gave chase, thinking it might be HMS Guerriere. 
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The two ships manoeuvred for position before a shot was fired. There is still 
no agreement as to which ship fired first. In the end, the much smaller and 
outgunned Little Belt was seriously damaged with nine crew dead and twenty-
three injured. Little Belt managed to return to Halifax, and USS President 
sailed to New York City. The British public were outraged in the same way 
the Americans had been angered by the Chesapeake affair. The Little Belt affair 
served to ratchet up the tension between the two nations.

Another point of conflict between Britain and the United States was the 
presence of Indian Territory to the west of the Ohio River. Americans were 
anxious to spread their settlements into that rich agricultural area and felt that 
the Indigenous Peoples who lived there should be confined to reservations or 
moved off to the far west. This area was destined to be American land regard-
less of how it was attained.3

The great Shawnee Chief Tecumseh sought to unite tribes into a coalition to 
present a united front against the Americans. In July 1811, Tecumseh went to 
Vincennes to confer with General Henry Harrison, but nothing was decided. 
The chief then travelled south to encourage tribes to join the confederacy. In 
his absence, on November 7, 1811, General Harrison attacked Tippecanoe, 
where Tecumseh’s brother was in charge. There were casualties on both sides, 
and the village was destroyed. This was a bitter defeat for Tecumseh, but it did 
not destroy the confederacy. Tecumseh prepared for war.4

Preparing for War on the Quinte Portage

At the Quinte portage, the Wellers and the Youngs prepared for the possibility 
of war as well. The Tap House was completed during 1811 and quickly became 
the most popular spot on the portage. Here, a traveller could stop and obtain 
a good meal at a reasonable price and have a few drinks with his associates 
in a friendly room of strangers and locals. Asa Weller knew that if war came, 
this facility would be targeted by the British military as accommodation for 
officers, so he worked to improved services such as livery and overnight shelter.

Robert Young was communicating with his friends in the government and 
military to keep abreast of the developments. This year, it certainly started 
to look like war was possible in the next year or so. James Young worked to 
make sure extra land was available for planting in the spring so that they 
could produce more wheat and reap the benefits of a large garden. Normally, 
the intent was to feed the growing Young family and maybe sell some extra 
produce to the neighbours. However, in a war situation, the Youngs would be 
called upon to provide more food for strangers coming across the portage.

James Young was now thirty-four, and he and Catherine had a family of 
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three children. On March 22, 1811, another step was taken to solidify his 
leadership position in the family when he received the Crown Patent for all 
one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 3, Ameliasburgh Township.5 This was 
the land immediately east of Lot 2, where they had built their large new home.

Significant amounts of land had been cleared in order to support growing 
wheat and other food products, as well as raising cattle on the Young family 
farm. Having definitive title to this additional property would allow them to 
expand their enterprise and become more productive. The Young family also 
grew by one member in 1811 when Reuben Young (1811–1898)6 was born to 
John Young and Katrena Huyck, who lived on the western edge of the Stinson 
Bock, to the south of Wellers Bay.

Early in 1811, Robert 
Charles Wilkins pur-
chased seventy-two acres 
of Carrying Place Lot 13, 
Murray Township, from 
Jonathan Walton.7 This 
was the land along the 
shore of the Bay of Quinte, 
north of the portage, 
where their family home 
and store were located. 
Here was an important 
step for the family because 
they already had Lot 12 
in Murray Township, the 
next lot west, and they 
had acquired Lot 13, 

Ameliasburgh Township, directly across on the south side of the portage.
Robert Charles Wilkins was not finished with land acquisitions. On July 

31, 1811, he was granted the Crown Patent for all one hundred acres of 
Carrying Place Lot 11, Ameliasburgh Township.8 It looks like the Wilkins 
family was also making preparations to play a role during whatever military 
conflict might arise in the near future. Now they would do it in the context of 
having ownership of most of the land at the east end of the Quinte portage.

Moving Toward War

Far to the southeast, in Washington, D.C., the 12th United States Congress 
convened on November 4, 1811. There were many issues to deal with, but the 

At the start of the War of 1812, the three early settler families 

dominated the land across the Quinte portage. The Weller 

and Young families were at the west end, and the Wilkins 

family was at the east end.
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potential for war with Britain was at the top of the agenda. The War Hawks 
from the southern states became a driving force that Madison could not ignore 
because much of his electoral strength came from that area. There was a high 
degree of indignation against insults, real and perceived, as well as the old and 
annoying arrogance of the Brits. The New England states were not interested 
in a war with Britain while they carried on a good trade with the Canadian 
provinces to the north. However, they were in the minority in both houses of 
Congress. War was not inevitable, but the US was moving in that direction.9

The British were not standing still in this situation. In Upper Canada, 
changes were made in the governing structure, in both military and govern-
ment circles. On June 4, 1811, Lieutenant-Colonel Isaac Brock was promoted 
major-general along with Roger Hales Sheaffe. Soon after, Francis Gore, 
lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada, left on an extended leave. Brock then 
became president and administrator of the government of the province. Now, 
this exceptional soldier was in command of the military and was also head of 
the civilian government of Upper Canada.10

Both Brock and Sheaffe had come to the Canadian colonies several years 
before, in 1802, when the 49th Regiment was ordered to Quebec. The plan 
had been to send this regiment to the far western posts, but they wintered at 
Quebec, moving on to Upper Canada in the spring of 1803. Brock took part 
of the regiment to York, where headquarters was established, and Sheaffe took 
the rest to Fort George, where Niagara-on-the-Lake is located today.

While it might be fascinating to picture a regiment of the British Army 
crossing the Quinte portage, it is more likely that a large group like this would 
utilize the ships of the Provincial Marine at Kingston and sail west on Lake 
Ontario to York. In 1803, there was no threat of naval conflict with American 
forces on the lake, so the trip down the lake with men and supplies in schoo-
ners would be safe and efficient.

Later that year, officers at Fort George learned of a conspiracy by some 
soldiers who planned to imprison the officers and desert to the United States. 
Brock was informed and immediately rushed to Fort George, where the 
ringleaders were identified and imprisoned. Several were shipped to Quebec, 
where they underwent court-martial, and seven of them were shot the next 
spring. This kind of decisive action was characteristic of Brock during his 
military career, and it would be evident during his service in Upper Canada.11

By 1805, Brock was growing more dissatisfied with his situation. He yearned 
for an opportunity to prove himself as a leader in battle, and in those days, 
that meant to be involved with the European wars. He complained of being 
“buried in this inactive, remote corner”12 while the British Army marched 
across Europe. He wrote letters and tried to use what influence he might have 
to get a better appointment. In the midst of this, he was promoted colonel in 
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October 1805 but was retained in Canada. Soon after the promotion, he asked 
for leave and went back to England to look after some family issues. He also 
used the opportunity to discuss his employment directly with authorities.

Even then, Brock proved his true worth by mixing his search for a better 
position with sound and detailed work in recommending to the military estab-
lishment what might be done about the serious problem of desertion from 
the British forces in Canada. In the end, some of his ideas were acted upon. 
It became clear to members of the military hierarchy that this young officer 
was intelligent, thoughtful, and innovative—just what they were looking for 
in future leaders.

Isaac Brock returned to Canada when his leave was over, leaving London 
on June 26, 1806, sailing for Montreal. In the fall of that year, Brock was 
given temporary command of all troops in Canada, headquartered at Quebec. 
This position lasted until October 1807, when Sir James Henry Craig finally 
arrived in Quebec to take his appointment as governor-in-chief and com-
mander of the forces.13

In the meantime, Brock busied himself with improvement of the fortifica-
tions at Quebec. His biography states:

His chief care was to strengthen the fortifications of Quebec, the posi-
tion on which communication with Britain ultimately depended. He 
reconstructed the walls facing the Plains of Abraham, and built an 
elevated battery mounting eight heavy guns in the temporary citadel 
made during the American Revolutionary War, with the object of 
commanding “the opposite heights,” that is, those south of the river. 
This came to be known as “Brock’s Battery,” a name which Craig 
changed on his arrival to the King’s Battery.14

He also reorganized the Provincial Marine under a deputy quartermaster 
general at Kingston and an assistant at Amherstburg. The idea for this was 
that the service was mostly used for transporting troops but could well be 
needed during a naval conflict with the Americans on the Great Lakes. While 
the Provincial Marine would be maligned as a feeble fighting force, the new 
structure and emphasis on naval action would serve the country well when the 
unwelcome war began.

After Craig arrived in Quebec in October of 1807, Brock was appointed 
brigadier-general and was placed in command at Montreal but soon moved 
to Quebec. In July 1810, Craig sent him to be commander of the forces and 
lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada.15

In December 1811, when he was well established in his position in Upper 
Canada and had studied the conditions under which a war might be fought, 
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he wrote a letter to the governor-in-chief, Lieutenant-General Sir George 
Prevost, with his thoughts. He said that planning should be done:

Emphasizing the importance of the cooperation of the Indians, he 
said that to obtain this it would be vital to seize Michilimackinac 
(Mackinac Island, Mich.) and Detroit (Mich.) at the outset of hostili-
ties; he advocated in effect a bold policy of limited local offensives.16

Isaac Brock must have rolled his eyes in early 1812 when a letter arrived 
from London stating that they were willing to provide him with employment 
in Europe. By that time, the expectation of war with the United States in 
North America was at a high pitch, and Brock was not inclined to leave a 
rather sure fight for an unknown situation in the old country. On February 12, 
he responded “I beg leave to be allowed to remain in my present command.”17 
He was allowed to stay in Canada.

Also in February, 1812, Brock met with the provincial legislature of Upper 
Canada and found it to be less than cooperative. In spite of an impending 
war with their southern neighbours, they refused to support measures such as 
suspending habeas corpus or establishing longer-term militia legislation that 
might make for more certain recruitment and better support from the militia. 
As a compromise, the legislature allowed for “flank companies,” which were 
only to train for six days a month with no pay.

Brock could see that there was no shortage of volunteers, and he knew that 
the militia from the various counties around Upper Canada would be vital in 
support of the regulars of the army. He knew that, by the spring of 1812, the 
British Army in Upper Canada amounted to about 1,600 soldiers. The actual 
effective fighting forces made up only a fraction of this number, including the 
41st Regiment of Foot and the Royal Artillery.

While Brock always put up a positive front for the public, he was desperately 
concerned that the meager forces under his command would not be enough 
to prevent the Americans from overrunning the colony. His approach in light 
of all he had seen was that any chance of success for Britain in confrontations 
with American forces in Upper Canada would require bold, decisive action 
by leadership and much sacrifice by soldiers, militia, and the population in 
general. This was going to be a tough fight.

Unfortunately, it would be tougher because the militia forces in Upper Canada 
were woefully weak and unorganized. Brock managed to have a new Militia Act 
passed in February 1812, which extended provisions in the 1808 act and added 
some improvements. As before, each militiaman was “to provide himself with a 
good and sufficient musket, fusil, rifle or gun, with at least six pounds of powder 
and ball,” and now there was a “provision for the formation of troops of cavalry.”18
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There would be two flank companies of militia in each county, “each com-
posed of one hundred men who could be ordered by the lieutenant-governor 
to march to any part of this province, upon any such duty as he shall think 
necessary.” The flank companies could be called out for exercise and training 
for six days in each month, and the act repealed the section of the 1808 act, 
which limited the period of actual service to six months.19

The problem would be the provisioning of weapons, accoutrements, and 
supplies for these militia formations. Most of the muskets that had been sent 
to militias across the province since 1793 had been lost or stolen, so they were 
not found in the initial survey in 1812. Any that were found had been sitting 
in crates since Lieutenant-Governor Simcoe had issued them in 1793 or Peter 
Russell had refreshed them a few years later. Most were rusted and deemed 
unserviceable. In the first year of the war, many militia units relied almost 
entirely on their own weapons and supplies or were supplemented by local 
benefactors. This problem was more acute in the western counties of Upper 
Canada due to the very difficult nature of transportation over long distances.

One of the reasons why the militia found it so difficult to obtain weapons 
was the conventional wisdom of the British authorities that militia were 
untrustworthy and would run from the enemy in serious battle situations. 
Brock shared this concern but was faced with limited regular forces, so he had 
to support the militia as a matter of necessity.

Job Young Establishes His Own Farm

In January of 1812, Robert Young completed steps to establish one of his sons 
on land to the south of the original home on the portage. Land records show 
two transactions that granted land in Lots 10720 and 108,21 Concession 2, 
Ameliasburgh Township, to Job Young.

As a middle son in the large Young family, he had come with his family to 
the portage as a young boy and had grown into a man as an important hand on 
the Young farm. Now, at age thirty, he was still single and wanted a farm of his 
own. Luckily, his father’s status as a Loyalist provided lots of options. His new 
home was located a bit southeast of the old Young farm, immediately south of 
the Gore lots. This was east of what was called Smokes Point, the location of 
the short-lived Kenté village.
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The USA Declares War

On June 1, 1812, President James Madison presented his message to the 
Congress of the United States regarding the conflict with Britain. He said 
regarding their adversary that “the conduct of her government presents a series 
of acts hostile to the United States as an independent and neutral nation.”22 
He went on to say that the impressment of sailors from American ships was 
intolerable, and the use of naval vessels to restrict the trade of neutral nations 
was contrary to the accepted rules of global navigation.

Near the end, after stating all their grievances and emphasizing the fact 
that Great Britain was in a state of war with the United States but not yet the 
opposite, he said, “In recommending it to their early deliberations I am happy 
in the assurance that the decision will be worthy the enlightened and patriotic 
councils of a virtuous, a free, and a powerful nation.”23

Only a few weeks later, on June 16, 1812, Prime Minister Castlereagh in 
London announced the repeal of the Order in Council, which had been in 
place since 1806, restricting trade to European ports.24 These rules had been a 
major sore point in the United States because non-belligerents were included 
in their enforcement. With rising tensions between Britain and the USA, the 
British decided to repeal these measures in an attempt to lower the tempera-
ture between the two nations.

The vote in Washington was unusually close for such a momentous deci-
sion. In the House the vote was seventy-nine to forty-nine in favour, and in 
the Senate, nineteen to thirteen. Two days later, on June 18, 1812, the United 
States of American declared war on the United Kingdom. The divided nature 
of opinion across the country caused this war to be called “the unpopular war.”25

The repeal of the Orders in Council had not yet been reported in Washington, 
but as the news arrived over the next week, it would spark a discussion as to 
whether earlier knowledge of this step may have prevented a declaration of war. 
That seems unlikely, since there were so many other issues that led to war, but 
one might imagine that it could have delayed the inevitable to some degree.

As soon as news of the declaration of war reached Brock, he sent reinforce-
ments to the Niagara frontier from York and then went there himself.26 The 
Americans demonstrated very clearly their aggressive intent when Brigadier-
General William Hull attacked Detroit on July 12. News of this event sparked 
a flurry of activity, including a very confident proclamation by Brock on July 
22, which did not fully hide his doubts. Brock met with the Upper Canada 
Legislature once more on July 27 and found their attitudes unchanged, even 
refusing to suspend habeas corpus.

Two days later, Brock wrote to the adjutant general in Montreal with a 
frank assessment of his dilemma.
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My situation is most critical, not from anything the enemy can do, but 
from the disposition of the people—the population, believe me is 
essentially bad—A full belief possesses them all that this Province 
must inevitably succumb—This prepossession is fatal to every exer-
tion—Legislators, Magistrates, Militia Officers, all have imbibed the 
idea, and are so sluggish and indifferent in their respective offices that 
the artful and active scoundrel is allowed to parade the Country 
without interruption, and commit all imaginable mischief . . . What a 
change an additional regiment would make in this part of the prov-
ince! Most of the people have lost all confidence—I however speak 
loud and look big.27

Isaac Brock would, in fact, speak 
loudly and look big. Of course, he meant 
this as a characterization of his response 
to the dire situation. At age forty-three, 
Isaac Brock (1769–1812)28 was tall, 
handsome, and possessed a military 
bearing that was visually impressive. His 
manner of speaking was clear and artic-
ulate, and his communication skills were 
well developed for his role as a military 
general. He also knew human nature 
enough to understand how he needed 
to present himself and how he should 
present the wider circumstance to his 
soldiers and officers. If he was confident 
and positive, they could be too.

At the Quinte portage, news of the 
declaration of war was met with dread 

and action. A land record suggests that Robert Wilkins purchased Carrying 
Place Lot 12, Ameliasburgh Township, from Abraham Bonter, the brother of 
his son-in-law, on June 4, presumably in 1812.29 The records are very smudged, 
and determining the year is often a guessing game. The question here is, was it 
June 4, 1812, or 1813? This historian is opting for 1812 because it fits with the 
proceedings we will see shortly.

Sir Isaac Brock remains a tragic hero in 

Canadian history. For a short time before his 

death, his energy and purposeful risk-taking 

brought confidence and courage to Upper 

Canada at a time of crisis.
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War Across the Portage

First Steps in the War

Robert Young and his sons quickly responded to the call for war by moving 
their old original log cabin house on the shore of the bay to a position along 
the south side of the portage just west of their large new house.1 This building 
would act as a store during the war, as demand for food and supplies would 
increase dramatically in light of increased traffic across the portage.

Robert Young was seventy-five in 1812, so much of the planning and man-
agement of the Young involvement in the war would be handled by his son 
James Young, who was proving to be a very capable fellow. Several of Robert 
Young’s children had moved to their own farms in the previous years, and the 
expectation was that military personnel would be passing across the portage 
very frequently in the next few months, so preparations were made to provide 
accommodation and hospitality in the Young house.

A short distance down the portage to the east of the Young house, Asa 
Weller’s Tap House was being spruced up and supplied to play the role that 
had been anticipated in case of war. Travellers across the portage were already 
enjoying the food, drink, and service at this establishment, but the next months 
would see a lot more soldiers to their door—with a lot more urgency. These 
folks would be in a hurry.

Robert Charles Wilkins was promoted captain of a flank company in 
the 1st Regiment of Northumberland County Militia soon after the war 
started.2 He followed his men to Kingston along with militia from Hastings 
County and others in the area, with the objective of protecting Kingston from 
American attack. Point Frederick shipyard and the naval and army establish-
ments at Kingston were vulnerable to attack from across Lake Ontario and 
the St. Lawrence River. It was thought this would be an early priority for 
the Americans.
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Another early settler in the area, John Matthew Lawson (1796–1882),3 
lived to the northwest of the Quinte portage, in the area that became known 
as Lawson Settlement. Today, we can describe it as being between the village 
of Smithfield and the north shore of Presqu’ile Bay. At the beginning of the 
war, he made the decision to work with a batteau brigade that carried supplies 
between Kingston and York.4 Lawson was only sixteen in July of 1812, but was 
a strong fellow who knew his way around canoes and batteaux. He was well 
suited to the tough and demanding work he would be called upon to do over 
the next two years.

At the outset of the war, the British had greater firepower on Lake Ontario 
than the Americans. Congress had been reluctant to allocate significant money 
for the navy, even though they were being told that control of the Great Lakes 
would be critical to defeating the British in the Canadian colonies. As early as 
1808, an enterprising officer, Melancthon Taylor Woosley, had been ordered to 
build a very large ship, the Oneida, at Oswego and then moved it to Sackett’s 
Harbor, at the east end of Lake Ontario.5

This would be the location of the American Navy on Lake Ontario because 
it had a much better natural harbour than Oswego. A major shipyard was 
built at the shore, and thousands of workmen brought in to build a fleet 
to take control of the lake. The British immediately made note of this and 
were alarmed at the presence of the Oneida so close to their own shipyard 
at Kingston, as well as the potential for more ships to support the enemy on 
the lake.

Isaac Brock recommended that senior officers in the Provincial Marine be 
retired and new officers be brought in, preferably those with naval experience. 
Captain Andrew Gray, the new assistant deputy quartermaster-general, made 
it clear what he thought about the existing officer group. “The officers serving 
in this division of the Province are in some instances extremely inefficient, 
and, in short, totally unfit for the situations they hold.”6

An attempt was made to recruit seamen from Newfoundland due to their 
apparent knowledge of sailing, but that fell well short of the need.7 It is curious 
that Brock did not more forcefully reorganize the Provincial Marine, since he 
was well aware of its deficiencies. It seems he was much more interested in 
obtaining more regular soldiers from England and boosting the militia than 
dealing with sailors.

The Americans took control of Detroit, but General Brock demonstrated 
how he would speak loudly and look big, using deception to induce the enemy 
to surrender.8 Soon after, General Brock hurried to the Niagara area, where 
help arrived in the form of Brock’s own 49th Regiment of Foot along with 
militias from the Niagara area and Indigenous allies from across the prov-
ince. On October 13, the Americans crossed the Niagara River and attacked 
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Queenston, gaining a foothold on Queenston Heights. Brock realized that the 
enemy commanded the heights, so it was critical to attack them and take back 
the advantage.

In the course of the attack, Brock was up front and very visible in his 
bright-red tunic over broad shoulders. Volleys of musket fire came from the 
American forces on the hill. Suddenly, a musket ball ripped into Brock’s heart. 
He died before speaking another word. His body was removed, and two more 
attacks were mounted to take back Queenston Heights. Finally, British Army 
regulars, along with Canadian militia, with lots of help from their Indigenous 
allies, were able to gain the heights once more.9

The death of Brock dealt a devastating blow to the people of Upper 
Canada. Soon after the battle, Captain James Richardson was transporting 
wounded soldiers to York aboard the Simcoe, and he was able to bring news of 
a great victory—as well as the tragic death of Brock—to his son, Lieutenant 
James Richardson, aboard the Moira. By sheer coincidence, the two ships met 
partway between Niagara and York, allowing the father and son to speak across 
a short distance.10 The news of Brock’s death sparked a period of mourning 
in the colony, often described as a pivotal moment in the development of a 
distinct Canadian identity.

After the battles in the Niagara area, the British were in possession of 
several thousand American prisoners of war and needed to find a way to trans-
port them all to Montreal. Even at this time, in late October, the Provincial 
Marine ships were used to move many of the prisoners across the lake.

However, by now, the Americans had begun to enhance their presence on 
Lake Ontario with more ships and guns. Most importantly, they were able to 
increase the number of sailors available to man the ships. At the same time, a 
new leader emerged in Commodore Isaac Chauncey, who would command the 
American Navy on the Great Lakes for most of the war. He was plucked from 
a role as commandant of the New York Navy Yard and was considered the 
ideal candidate to establish a strong American naval presence on the lakes.11

This meant that the movement of military personnel and supplies from 
Kingston to the Niagara area was now at great risk. Provincial Marine 
schooners as well as naval ships were being used to ferry groups like the 49th 
Regiment of Foot to the battle area. Along with the soldiers, the ships carried 
a vast array of food, clothing, weapons, and supplies of all sorts needed to 
conduct a war. If the Americans had intercepted these ships and blocked the 
flow of men and supplies for any length of time, the outcome of the battles—
and the entire war—could have been in jeopardy.

Unfortunately, Lieutenant-Governor Simcoe’s canal had never been built 
between the west end of the Bay of Quinte and Presqu’ile Bay, so that was 
not an option. However, the old route up Adolphus Reach, through the Bay 
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of Quinte, across the Quinte portage, and out Wellers Bay could be used by 
smaller boats to move men and supplies in both directions between Kingston 
and the west. Very quickly, the Quinte portage became a critical element in 
the tactical planning of the war.

The military authorities knew that the Quinte portage was already being 
used heavily to handle batteau traffic between Kingston and York, and the 
efficiency of Asa Weller’s system was well appreciated. It became apparent that 
this route and this service would be needed to maintain a constant supply of 
men and materials to the battlefield for as long as the Americans presented a 
risk on Lake Ontario.

While we don’t have specific documentation, we might speculate that mili-
tary officials would be paying a visit to Asa Weller at the portage to make sure 
he had the resources needed to support a large increase in traffic across the 
batteau railway. While this was strictly a private enterprise, it could be that 
military personnel and supplies were directed to the function of this facility, 
now that it was part of the broader pursuit of the war. Asa Weller might try to 
acquire more oxen and carts as well as hire more men to handle the increased 
amount of work. He could also have initiated the building of more trucks 
and repairing the tracks to make sure the function of the railway was not 
interrupted in the course of a higher volume of crossings. Mr. Weller and his 
workmen had lots of experience with the function of this service, and now 
they would be pushed to their limits.

The Commissariat at the Quinte Portage

For several months after war was declared, Robert Charles Wilkins was 
in Kingston, performing his duty as captain of a flank company of the 1st 
Regiment, Northumberland County Militia.12 At some point, the government 
came calling. He described it this way:

I was appointed a Commissary agent at the Carrying Place. This 
appointment, and its location here, were in consequence of the United 
States having obtained control of Lake Ontario. The object of this 
office was to obtain supplies for the army, and to secure safe transpor-
tation of troops and stores from the head of the Bay of Quinte.13

I have seen no documentation for this event from contemporary sources, 
but we can take Mr. Wilkins’s words at face value. What it does not tell us, 
however, is the exact date of his appointment. Considering other informa-
tion around this event, it appears as if the appointment to be agent for the 
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commissariat at the Quinte portage was made sometime late in the summer 
or early fall of 1812. Just to speculate, if he was appointed to this job in late 
August or early September, then there would have been a couple of months 
ramping up to the construction of the large commissariat building, which 
appears to have been in operation by early in 1813.

A large building was added later in 1812, when the commissariat building  

was built south of the portage path at the shore of the Bay of Quinte.

In fact, the government had exactly the man they were looking for. They 
needed a young fellow with lots of energy to undertake a huge job. He needed 
to have a thick skin to withstand the contentious situations that naturally come 
from managing supplies and transportation. Even better, he was a lifetime 
resident at that most critical of spots on the shoreline route between Kingston 
and York and very familiar with the issues of transportation of goods across the 
portage. It would also not hurt that the was the son of Robert Wilkins, who 
was well known in military circles due to his service during the previous war.

Robert Charles (R.  C.) immediately travelled back to his home and 
set about doing his new job. A very important step was the lease of part 
of Carrying Place Lot 13, Ameliasburgh Township, to the Commissariat 
Department. Robert Wilkins, R. C.’s father, owned Lot 13 at this time, since 
he had acquired it in 1810. Leases are not included in the land registry records, 
but a transaction after the war shows that a lease was in place.

The lease was followed by the construction of a very large building on Lot 
13, on the south side of the portage near the shore. This building would serve 
as a warehouse facility to store goods being transshipped in either direction 
across the portage. The building also housed the office of the commissariat 
agent, where R. C. would work frantically over the next two years to meet the 
persistent demands of the military for provisions and supplies.

A new problem that Commissariat Agent Wilkins would have to cope 
with arose quickly—only a few days after he began his job as commissary 
agent. Many American soldiers were taken prisoner during the battle of 
Queenston Heights, and some had been transported to Kingston using ships 
of the Provincial Marine. Now, with the much more dangerous situation on 
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Lake Ontario, it was felt that a different method must be found. Batteaux were 
at an absolute premium for military personnel and material, so there would be 
few available for this job. Craft that were available after bringing supplies west 
were used to carry wounded of both sides east to Kingston, creating a pitiful 
sight on Asa Weller’s batteau railway for a few days.

The government had gone to some expense back in 1799 and 1800 to build 
a road from York to Kingston to meet just such a need, so now the Danforth 
Road would serve a useful purpose. Unfortunately, the road had become almost 
impassable in many places due to fallen trees and washouts. We can expect that 
men of local militia groups were called to action along the road to clear the bad 
spots and make the road support a long, straggling line of prisoners walking east.

At the Quinte portage, the line of prisoners trudged by the Weller house 
at the corner and continued along the north side of the batteau railway. 
We can only imagine the amazement in the eyes of these young men from 
Connecticut, Virginia, or other states as they watched oxen plodding along, 
pulling a batteau across the portage.

One particular American soldier that came across the portage during this 
time was Lieutenant-Colonel Winfield Scott, who had been taken prison 
during the battle of Queenston Heights. He was born in Virginia in 1786 and 
became a captain in the US Light Artillery at age twenty-two. Winfield Scott 
was a fellow who spoke his mind, and in the military, that could get you into 
trouble. He had criticized General Wilkinson, which resulted in his court-
martial for insubordination and the suspension of his commission.14

Scott served on the staff of Wade Hampton until the war began in 1812, 
when he was sent to the Niagara frontier. He commanded the American 
landing party on October 13 and took command of American forces when 
Colonel Solomon Van Rensellaer was badly wounded. Soon after that, British 
reinforcements under Roger Hale Sheaffe arrived, and Scott was taken pris-
oner along with many of his men.15

Military tradition insisted that officers of high rank be treated with respect, 
and Lieutenant-Colonel Scott would experience this at the Quinte portage. 
Wilkins family history reveals that as soon as Robert Charles Wilkins learned 
that an officer of Scott’s rank was present in a group of prisoners waiting to 
cross the batteau railway, he ordered Scott to be brought to the Wilkins home, 
and the American soldier was offered some Canadian hospitality before con-
tinuing on the journey to Montreal. Many years later, Scott would recall the 
kind treatment he received at the Wilkins home, believing that he had made a 
Canadian friend in 1812.16

Commodore Chauncey decided to make a show of force in early November 
by threatening Kingston. On November 8, his fleet chased the HMS Royal 
George into Kingston Harbour, where the Americans bombarded the fort and 
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naval yard and caused some damage in the town.17 A few weeks later, the 
Americans would enhance their control of the lake with the launch of the 
Madison, a 24-gun corvette built in the shipyards at Sackett’s Harbor.18 These 
developments caused alarm in the British leadership because their ability to 
take action on Lake Ontario was quickly slipping away.

Late in 1812, James Madison was re-elected president of the United States 
in the closest election in the country’s history. The northeastern states voted 
strongly for DeWitt Clinton on an anti-war platform, but the rest of the states, 
most strongly in the south, were for Madison and the war effort.19 At the end 
of the first year of the war, the American objectives were reinforced by this win. 
The country was still very much divided on the issue, but Madison’s win rein-
forced the official objectives of defeating the British and taking over Canada.

Changing the Command of British Naval Forces

The last two months of 1812 would see a persistent letter-writing campaign 
by Governor-in-Chief Prevost in an attempt to garner men and ships from 
the British government to improve the naval force on the Great Lakes. News 
of the failures during the first year of the war highlighted the inadequacies of 
the Provincial Marine and underscored the critical need to maintain control of 
Lake Ontario—the linchpin of success against the Americans in the Canadian 
colonies. The news also included ominous steps taken by the Americans to 
increase their naval forces on the lakes.

Prevost insisted that they send more experienced sailors and more ships as 
well as experienced naval officers to command those ships. The idea was that 
a new command structure was required to make the naval force on the Great 
Lakes function more like the regular navy. To do that, you needed “regularly 
bred naval officers” to take command.20 By the end of December, it appeared 
as if Prevost would have his men and ships. The year 1813 would be much 
different than 1812 on the lakes.

Joy in Spite of War

January of 1813 saw a joyous event at Kingston when Reverend George 
Okill Stuart joined in marriage Lieutenant James Richardson and Rebecca 
Dennis.21 The up-and-coming young officer of the Provincial Marine had 
been promoted lieutenant the year before due to his skill and knowledge of 
sailing in Lake Ontario.22 His father, James Richardson Sr., would have been 
very proud of his son and protégé.
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Even better, the young man had made an excellent choice. He was mar-
rying Rebecca Dennis, the daughter of John Dennis, one of the most prolific 
shipbuilders in Upper Canada. John Dennis (1758–1832)23 had been invited 
by Lieutenant-Governor John Graves Simcoe to come to York to build gun-
boats for him, and later he built the government schooner Toronto. He gained 
the position as master shipbuilder at Point Frederick shipyard in Kingston in 
1803—a job that saw him build many vessels. In 1812, he went back to York 
to oversee the construction of a large ship for the war effort, but it was burned 
when the Americans raided York. After this, Dennis was offered his old posi-
tion at Kingston, but he declined to be under the command of the Royal Navy 
officers that were pushing the Provincial Marine men out of their jobs.

Forty-Five Sleighs

A very unusual sight appeared at the west end of the Bay of Quinte in mid-
January 1813. Forty-five sleighs loaded with military stores approached the 
shore, each sleigh pulled by two horses and driven by two men.24 The ice was 
solid along the north shore of the bay as the caravan raced toward the Quinte 
portage. Word had arrived a few days before that a major shipment of supplies 
would be coming this way, and Robert C. Wilkins had rushed to make sure 
the commissariat was ready for them.

When the sleighs began to arrive at the portage, the local population came 
out to meet them. The horses were fed and watered, and the drivers made their 
way to the commissariat for a good meal. Food was procured from the com-
missariat warehouse, and tables were set out for the visitors in an open area of 
the building, warmed by a large fireplace.

The leader of this brigade was Lieutenant James FitzGibbon (1780–
1863),25 a thirty-two-year-old Irishman who was developing a reputation for 
strong resolve and innovative thinking. Isaac Brock had identified this young 
man for special treatment because of the promise evident in his character and 
actions. Only in August, he had escorted a flotilla of batteaux full of military 
supplies from Montreal to Kingston in the face of the dangerous rapids in 
the St. Lawrence River and the added danger of American guns along the 
south side.26

Now, in the depths of a frigid Canadian winter, critical supplies were loaded 
into forty-five sleighs and sent down the frozen river under FitzGibbon’s lead-
ership. One might imagine the excitement across the area of the portage at the 
arrival of such visitors. For Mr. Wilkins, however, this was all business. His 
job was to provide a meal for the men on the sleighs and food for the horses. 
The objective was to send these fellows on their way as quickly as possible. 
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Even though it was in the middle of winter, outside of the fighting season, the 
transportation of supplies was critical for the health and safety of the troops.

When the meal was over, the drivers took to their sleighs once more and 
headed west across the portage. They continued on the ice across Wellers Bay 
and then across Presqu’ile Bay, emerging onto the shore of Lake Ontario 
headed for York and, ultimately, Niagara.

The modern reader might wonder how the ice could be thick enough to 
support the weight of forty-five sleighs loaded with supplies on this trip. The 
answer is that the average temperature in this part of the world was lower in 
the early 1800s than it is today.27 Ice roads were very common on the St. 
Lawrence River in Quebec in those days, as it was cold enough for several 
months in the winter to create thick ice to make a solid highway for horses 
and sleighs of all sorts. Lieutenant FitzGibbon was less worried about the 
strength of the highway than preventing frostbite.

The Blockhouse

The war came to the Quinte 
portage in many different 
ways during 1813, besides 
the serious increase in traffic 
on the batteau railway. In the 
spring of 1813, the military 
built a blockhouse at the 
western end of the portage. 
This was part of an effort 
to provide better security 
along the north shore of Lake Ontario. No documentation about the erection 
of the blockhouse has come to light, but there are several later references to 
its presence.

One of the Loss Claim Petitions on behalf of Asa Weller in 1815 includes 
the words “other damages sustained by having a Blockhouse erected on his 
Farm.”28 Also, the painter Thomas Burrowes showed a blockhouse in his 
painting of the west end of the portage during a trip to the area in 1830. 
Several of these simple square blockhouses were built at tactically important 
places along the north shore of Lake Ontario at this time and local militia 
were assigned to man them.

The British Army built a blockhouse in 1813 on Asa Weller’s 

property at the shore of Wellers Bay. It was part of a policy 

to enhance the British defensive posture along the north 

shore of Lake Ontario.
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The location of the blockhouse was near the shore of Wellers Bay, on the north side of the portage.

Asa Weller may not have been very happy to have a piece of his land utilized 
for military purposes, but he probably had little say in the matter. The location 
of the blockhouse was on his Carrying Place Lot 1, Murray Township, just a 
few yards in from the shore of Wellers Bay, on the north side of the portage. It 
would serve a purpose during the war, but afterward it became a curiosity and, 
as it was allowed to deteriorate, a bit of an eyesore.

A New Blacksmith Shop

Another development in that same area saw Asa Weller build a new building 
in Carrying Place Lot 2, just west of his home, to be used as a blacksmith 
shop.29 The work of blacksmithing had been done in an ad-hoc manner across 
the portage since the Wellers, Youngs, and Wilkins families settled here in 
the early 1790s. However, the significant increase in the number of horses in 
the area brought on by the war demanded a more systematic and organized 
approach to this kind of service.

We might imagine that Mr. Weller hired several of the best blacksmiths 
he could find and paid them well to be at his shop. Tools were collected from 
the pervious points of work and consolidated in this one shop for convenience 
and efficiency. A big sign would be erected out front, right on the road, direct-
ing anyone with a blacksmithing problem to stop in. The military regiments 
may have had their own blacksmiths, but we can expect that Mr. Weller did 
a lot of work for soldiers on this busy road. Let’s remember that this new 
service dovetailed nicely with the accommodation and livery services at the 
Tap House, just down the road.

A Soldier of the Glengarry Light Infantry

Many batteaux passed along the batteau railway at the Quinte portage over 
the next few months of 1813. Most are not recorded in history books, but 
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one unique story comes to us from a memoir that has survived. Jonathan 
Phillips (1796–1868)30 came with his family to Fredericksburgh Township in 
1809 and was recruited in January 1812 to join the Glengarry Light Infantry. 
Phillips, along with twenty other recruits from his home area, was taken to 
Kingston. On the opening of navigation, he was included in a group of about 
two hundred recruits to pass up the St. Lawrence in batteaux to Three Rivers, 
where they drilled and were outfitted.

Later in 1812, the corps, now numbering about eight hundred men, were 
sent to Quebec and put in charged of about one thousand American prisoners 
of war from General Hull’s army taken at Detroit. Then, in October 1812, the 
Glengarrys went back to Montreal, where they spent the winter providing 
security against an expected attack on the city.

In March of 1813, the corps was ordered to Kingston, and they marched 
the distance along with oxen pulling several cannon. Then, as Mr. Phillips said, 
“we remained a month at Kingston, and then passed up the Bay of Quinte to 
the Carrying Place in batteaux. The baggage and batteaux were transported 
across the isthmus into Lake Ontario, and we re-embarked for York.”31

The arrival of the Glengarrys on the Quinte portage in the middle of April 
1813 would have created a sensation. Now that the Americans controlled Lake 
Ontario, large groups like this were more often using batteaux and keeping to 
the shore for safety. Robert C. Wilkins and the commissariat would be aware 
of their arrival in advance and were ready with provisions. Extra men would 
be brought in to work as baggage handlers and oxen drivers to move these 
travellers across the portage in quick time. On passing out Wellers Bay, the 
Glengarrys made for York and soon arrived at Burlington Bay in anticipation 
of battle.

Military and Civilian Relations

Good relations between soldiers and local citizens was always the objective 
during wartime, and some documents in the archives point to the positive side 
of this equation. Isaac Maitland Wellington (1821–1897),32 who wrote history 
about Brighton and Presqu’ile Point, provided this small anecdote:

At this time a Brigade of British regulars was detained at Presqu’ile 
Point by a storm. The Commissariat being low, the widow’s last cow 
was slaughtered for beef. However, the Colonel paid her in goods 
about twice the price of the cow saying “she could replace it with 
another one.”33
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The widow referred to here was Elizabeth Selleck, the widow of the late 
Charles Selleck and daughter of George Gibson, the shipwright on Presqu’ile 
Bay. She later married Josiah Wellington, the father of Isaac M. Wellington.
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Attack on York and the 
Northumberland Militia

Crisis at York

Late in April 1813, the residents of the portage were alarmed at news brought 
by the occupants of canoes and batteaux that appeared on Wellers Bay. The 
Americans had attacked the town of York on April 27, bombarding the town 
and overrunning the outnumbered garrison.1 Frightened travellers spoke of 
American soldiers looting the town and a huge blast that seemed to shake 
the earth.

Commodore Chauncey had brought his fleet to the north shore of the lake 
and landed a contingent of 2,700 American troops, who attacked the town, 
burned buildings, looted homes and offices, and abused the habitants who 
remained to protect their possessions. The British Army in York was ordered 
to retreat to Kingston to avoid being taken prisoner, and many of them crossed 
the Quinte portage in the next few days.

For the Americans, this was a satisfying victory, but they had suffered greatly 
in the process. Just as their soldiers were engaged near the garrison, the maga-
zine was blown up according to orders, and the blast killed and wounded many 
American soldiers. After a few days of occupation, the Americans boarded 
their ships and left York in ruins. The city recovered quickly, but this show of 
force would motivate a reprisal, which led to the burning of the United States 
Capitol building at Washington later in the war.
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A New Commodore of British Naval Forces

On May 5, 1813, Sir James Yeo arrived 
in Quebec to take up his new job 
as commodore of the British naval 
forces on the Great Lakes.2 This was 
the conclusion of the letter-writing 
campaign and meetings in England 
since the previous fall as Governor-
in-Chief Prevost tried to orchestrate 
the upgrade of the Provincial Marine 
with experienced British Navy officers. 
More ships and experienced sailors 
were on the way. A few days before 
Yeo’s arrival in Quebec, Commander 
Robert Barclay of the Royal Navy 
arrived in Kingston and immediately 
began to make changes.3

Barclay brought other officers with 
him that would take over positions of 
command at Point Frederick shipyard 

and on Provincial Marine ships. The existing marine officers had been assured 
that they would “be suitably provided for without diminution of their salaries,”4 
but that did not satisfy the wounded pride of the sailors. Barclay noted that they 
seemed “to feel the loss of their commands more sensibly than was expected.”5

This sort of tone-deaf comment was not unusual when British naval offi-
cers encountered members of the Provincial Marine in Canada. There was 
an ingrained disrespect for the lesser service, which reflected the well-known 
arrogance of the traditional naval institutions. In fact, almost all of the officers 
of the Provincial Marine quit the service rather than serve in subordinate 
roles. The only exceptions were three experienced officers: Surgeon Grant 
Power, Lieutenant James Richardson, and George Smith.6 Yes, that is our 
friend James Richardson Jr., who had been serving on the Moira. In fact, his 
father, James Richardson Sr., currently master of the Governor Simcoe, also 
volunteered to join in this new situation.

James Yeo was thirty-one when he came to Canada to take up his new job. 
He was the son of a naval victualling agent in Southampton,7 went to sea at 
age ten, and was commander of a ship by age twenty-one. By early 1812, he 
was in England without a command after losing a ship and being acquitted of 
any wrongdoing by a court-martial. He was available for another command at 
the right time.

Sir James Yeo was appointed Commodore of 

the British Marine Forces on the Great Lakes, 

where he led a surge of experienced British 

naval officers recruited to strengthen naval 

operations in the later stages of the war.
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Yeo took on the job of protecting the English colonies in Canada while 
maintaining good relations with both the Admiralty in England and Sir 
George Prevost, the governor-in-chief in Quebec. He was made aware of 
the weaknesses of the Provincial Marine, the growth in naval power by the 
Americans, and the limited number of British troops around the Great Lakes 
region. He accepted the position with gratitude and great zeal.

From Yeo down through the ranks that accompanied him from England, 
the key element of this infusion of men and material into the war around the 
Great Lakes can best be illustrated by the words of one of those young men 
who came to the Canadian colonies with Yeo.

David Wingfield, eager to rise to a lieutenancy, recalled that “the vague 
idea we had of the Service, . . . made us look upon it as pregnant with 
danger; but headed by an officer of our Commodore’s known bravery, 
made us the more anxious to come in contact with the Enemy.”8

On the American side, Commodore Chauncey was well aware of the 
improvements being made at Kingston and worried that an attack on Sackett’s 
Harbor would be the obvious outcome and could be disastrous for the 
American fleet. At the end of May, he was ordered to transport troops for the 
attack on Fort George that happened on May 27, with the Americans occupy-
ing the fort.9 Soon after this battle, word came to Chauncey of British naval 
activity at Kingston, with the assumption that they were preparing to attack 
Sackett’s Harbor.

Sure enough, Sir George Prevost, commander of the British Forces, 
felt it was urgent that they use this opportunity to advantage. Commodore 
Yeo agreed, and an attack was planned on the shipyards and supply depot 
at Sackett’s Harbor. On May 27, upwards of eight hundred men sailed from 
Kingston—some on ships and others sitting in batteaux being towed behind 
the ships.10 Bad weather postponed the original plan, but on the twenty-
eighth, a second attempt was made in spite of the preparations the Americans 
had been able to make since the alarm.

The second battle of Sackett’s Harbor could have been a victory for the British 
because they were very close to taking the naval yard. However, contrary winds 
made manoeuvring difficult, and Prevost was cautious, calling an end to the attack 
in fear of greater losses to his forces. In the end, the vaunted British redcoats had 
been prevented from destroying the ships being built in the shipyard.

Many questions arose from the actions of the British fleet and the degree 
to which unfavourable winds determined the relatively low participation of 
the big guns in the fight. Yeo said that the men had fought well, and they had 
inflicted some damage on the enemy. There would be more battles in this war, 
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and they would improve. At the command level, the relationship between Yeo 
and Prevost would never be the same.

At the Quinte portage, every piece of news about battles and troop move-
ments provided fodder for gossip and heightened the alarm people felt about 
the possible impact of military action on their community. The Wilkins store 
at the east end of the portage was doing brisk business, as was Asa Weller’s 
Tab House. Mr. Weller’s new blacksmith shop was crowded night and day. 
The Young store at the west end saw plenty of customers as different groups 
of soldiers or prisoners passed through. James Young was now in Kingston, in 
charge of the management of prisoners being passed to Montreal.11

The British were trying to provide soldiers for the fight in North America, 
but it was difficult because the need was so great on the continent. However, 
in May of 1813, around two thousand soldiers landed at Quebec and were 
pushed quickly up the St. Lawrence. Part of this group was the 2nd Regiment 
of the 41st Regiment of Foot, which were headed for the Niagara peninsula to 
join their associates in the 1st Regiment.12 When referring to the 41st Foot in 
Upper Canada, we typically mean the 1st Regiment—a unit of tough, battle-
tested, and highly efficient soldiers. In contrast, the 2nd Regiment consisted of 
younger, inexperienced recruits better suited for guard duty.

The 2nd Regiment of the 41st Foot crossed the batteau railway on the 
Quinte portage in early June, along with 104th Regiment, which was famous 
for making that arduous walk from New Brunswick to Quebec early in the 
war. They were headed to Niagara to join General Vincent’s force at Forty 
Mile Creek, and they would soon see action.

The batteau railway was operating at a frantic pace during June and July of 
1813, with soldiers, prisoners of war, wounded, and tons of supplies passing 
through. An unfortunate incident occurred in June that would be reported 
later in the Loss Claim Applications, which allowed people to claim compen-
sation for items damaged or lost during the war. Robert C. Wilkins employed 
Samuel H. Sherwood “as a teamster for the purpose of transporting the 
Government Batteaux over the Portage Head Bay Quintie.”13

Here is how Mr. Sherwood described the incident:

In the act of Drawing a Batteau for a Detachment of Troops, it acci-
dently going down a Hill Side, on the Oxen, by which means one of 
the oxen was very much injured and that he died in a few days after in 
consequence of the Hurt he received.14

The portage is across almost completely flat land, so it is not clear which 
“hill side” Mr. Sherwood was referring to. However, the death of the oxen is 
mentioned in several documents, so we must assume that it happened.
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This demonstrates one more kind of problem that Asa Weller had to deal 
with in managing the batteau railway. The oxen were critical to the function 
of both the railway itself and the drawing of carts full of baggage across the 
portage. These animals were incredibly tough and durable, rarely encountering 
any problems while performing tough work like this. No doubt Mr. Weller 
had extra oxen available at the west end of the portage to quickly fill the gap, 
but there is no mistaking it—this was a grievous and costly loss.

As for Mr. Wilkins, we can only imagine him gesturing toward the heavens, 
wondering what other obstacles might be placed in the way of his duties as the 
commissariat agent. Fortunately, this was the only serious accident of its kind 
reported during the war.

Northumberland County Militia

Across Northumberland County, many men were active members of the 
militia during the war. Back as far as 1807, the militia was being organized and 
enhanced under the command of Alexander Chisholm of Cramahe Township. 
He complained to Lieutenant-Governor Francis Gore that “the Militia of 
Northumberland have never received any Arms from Government, and are 
destitute of any that are worth mentioning.”15

Alexander Chisholm died in 1808 and command went to Elias Jones 
(1769–1836),16 a Loyalist from Massachusetts who had opened the first store 
in Hamilton Township in 1802, near the shore where the town of Cobourg 
would develop. He was a very successful merchant and was very active in the 
militia. In June of 1810, Eliza Jones was referred to as “Captain Northumberland 
Militia”17 in a letter to Aeneas Shaw, adjutant general in York.

After the war broke out in June of 1812, Robert C. Wilkins took charge 
of a Flank Company of the 1st Regiment of the Northumberland Militia and 
immediately went to Kingston 
with his Company for outfit-
ting and training. A listing of 
this Flank Company in 1812 
shows that there were three 
captains: John Spencer, Robert 
C. Wilkins, and Asa Burnham. 
Remarks indicate that “Captain 
Wilkins took command of the 
Company in 1812” and that 
Asa Burnham died in March 
of 1813.18

Robert Charles Wilkins is shown to be a captain in a 

Flank Company of the Northumberland County Militia 

in this militia return for 1812.
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The Northumberland County Militia was organized under Newcastle 
District, but the Prince Edward County militia was listed under Midland 
District, so the Young family members who lived on the south side of the 
portage, in Ameliasburgh Township, are recorded under Midland District. 
When the war started, James Young was a lieutenant in the Prince Edward 
Militia but was promoted captain on June 4.19 His brother Robert Young Jr. 
was an ensign in the same Flank Company.

The name Henry Young is shown as a lieutenant in one of the Battalion 
Companies for the Prince Edward County Militia, along with Cornelius 
Vanalstine, Peter Conger, and others.20 Henry Young (1737–1820)21 was from 
Long Island, New York, and had joined the British Army at age eighteen. He 
was present at General Abercombie’s attack on Fort Tyconderoga in 1755 and 
was with General Bradstreet at the taking of Fort Frontenac from the French 
in 1759.22 This demonstrates that there were several very separate Young fami-
lies in Prince Edward County at this time, making it difficult for researchers to 
identify the right person in the right family.

Throughout the war, the Northumberland militia was not directly engaged 
in battle, so changes in personnel occurred in response to deaths from natural 
causes as well as sickness. Sometimes, men moved to a different area and came 
off the rolls. There was always another fellow to fill a vacant position since 
there were plenty of volunteers, at least early in the war. Overall, this group 
remained relatively stable.

One of the duties performed by the Northumberland Militia was to guard 
prisoners of war as Americans taken in battles at Detroit and Niagara gradu-
ally made their way east to Kingston and then Montreal. This job was orga-
nized in a relay format, where militia from one county would handle the task 
as the prisoners were going through their territory, and then they would pass 
the job to the militia in the next county down the road.

This process went on for months after the battles of the summer and 
fall of 1812, and items in the archives support this process. One item, dated 
December 22, 1812 states, “This day received of James Williams three meals of 
victuals for the guard placed by the order of Captain Asa Burnham at fifteen 
pence for a meal.”23 The impact of the war was wide and deep in communities 
all across Upper Canada.

In a letter dated March 24, 1813, Lieut.-Col. Peters reported on all the arms 
and accoutrements in the 1st Regiment of the Northumberland Militia but 
had some details to add: “Some part of the ammunition was by wet spoiled—
coming from Kingston last summer, some has been lost, and I ordered a 100 
Rounds used at the funeral of the late Capt. Asa Burnham of one the Flank 
Comp.”24 The management of militia was detailed and could be tedious, but it 
was all in support of the war effort.
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In the first months of the war, separate companies of the Northumberland 
County Militia served under the command of captains Asa Burnham25 and 
John Spencer.26 Companies of the militia were organized and outfitted, then 
run through procedures of drill and training according to law.

A company under sergeants William Weller (1789–1823)27 and Samuel 
Williams were tasked with guarding Newcastle Harbour in those early weeks 
of the war.28 Another company under Sergeant Eliakem Squier29 rotated in 
to spell them off.30 During May of 1813, Captain Thomas Ward31 was in 
command of another company of militia, which was stationed in Cramahe 
Township on guard duty.32

We might wonder what they were guarding in Cramahe Township, but 
speculation suggests two possible locations. First, the house that James 
Richardson had built on the north shore of Presqu’ile Bay in 1807 was large 
enough to house prisoners of war who were walking east toward Montreal. A 
high proportion of the pay lists state that the different companies of militia 
were “escorting American prisoners of war from New Castle District to 
Kingston.”33 In the process of that work, guard duty at the main gathering 
point for overnight rest might have employed militia.

One other option for guard 
duty might be possible. We don’t 
have clear documentation about 
this, but around the same time 
that the blockhouse was built 
at the west end of the Quinte 
portage, a weapons depot was 
constructed near the shore of 
Lake Ontario, a little west of 
Presqu’ile Point. This was a low, 
squat structure with very thick 
stone walls, very low windows 
facing the lake, and small doors 
in the rear and east side.

This building still stands 
today on the west side of Huff Road—though it has been significantly mod-
ernized, making it difficult to imagine its original purpose. The illustration 
pairs a modern picture of the building on Huff Road with a sketch of a powder 
magazine at Fort George from around 1798.34 The similarities in basic size 
and shape of the two structures are striking. Of course, this remains a theory 
on my part, and any relevant documentation would be welcome.

While the militia did important and necessary work, we should not 
forget that there was a shooting war underway, and many men were being 

Several old stone buildings were powder magazines or 

weapons caches during the War of 1812. One is on Huff 

Road, west of Brighton.
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killed and wounded in battles and skirmishes. The fear and anxiety of being 
involved in the War of 1812 is very evident in a letter that Lieut.-Col. Edward 
Cruikshank35 included in his collection History of the Campaign Upon the 
Niagara Frontier.36 The letter was written by Captain Robert McDouall, who 
was assistant adjutant general on the army staff of Colonel Edward Baynes of 
the Glengarry Light Infantry.37 One of his main duties was to communicated 
orders and information between headquarters and the many military forma-
tions in the field.

Captain McDouall wrote this letter on May 29, 1813, just after the 
failed raid on Sackett’s Harbor and the American capture of Fort George, 
both serious blows to the British forces. The letter was sent to Captain Noah 
Freer, military secretary under Sir George Prevost, commander of the British 
Forces.38 As military secretary, he managed communication between his boss 
and the many military forces in the field. In this role, he was at the office a 
good deal but was also involved directly in the field as the situation dictated.

McDouall began the letter with “My Dear Freer: I write to you with a 
mind agonized by a pressure of accumulated misfortunes.”39 Then he went on 
to tell Freer about his experience during the battle at Sackett’s Harbor, under 
the leadership of Sir George Prevost:

Sir George landed with the troops, accompanied by Mr. Brenton and 
myself. Coore and Fulton landed with Col. Baynes. His Excellency 
was in the thickest of the fire, and of course had some narrow escapes; 
it is some consolation to know that he has escaped.40

Then McDouall came to his own close call:

Poor Gray and myself were consulting what was best to be done when 
he was shot thro’ the body. On my hoping he was not badly wounded, 
he replied, “They have done for me, it is all over with me.”41

In spite of the failure of the attack on Sackett’s Harbor, McDouall tried to 
be positive: “We took from them two brass six pounders and made our retreat 
with the utmost order, re-embarking without being molested. Sir James’s well-
known gallantry was conspicuous.”42

Finally, McDouall recounted an incident he found particularly tragic 
and disturbing:

Goldicutt’s Lt. Co. and another of the King’s, were, as before, within a 
day’s march; they passed on at a run to be in time. Goldicutt himself 
was ill of a fever and ordered by Hacket not to stir for five days, but 
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hearing the firing insisted on going and set off in a skiff, halting, for 
a little at Roger’s. His anxiety to join his men, together with his fever, 
made him delirious and he attempted to drown himself. Prevented 
from this, he returned to the house, ran up the stairs and threw himself 
out of the window; he only survived a few minutes. My God! “Was 
ever tale so sad as this!” I can dwell on it no longer. What havoc has 
been made among my old friends in the King’s, and how many of my 
old colleagues have been laid low!43

The Ben Davy Destroyed

During July 1813, news arrived at the Quinte portage of an American attack 
on a commercial ship to the east at Ernest Town, where Peter Davy was oper-
ating a shipbuilding facility. His father, John Davy (1751–1808),44 came to 
Upper Canada as a Loyalist in 1784 and acquired grants of land at Lot 10, 
Concession 1, Ernestown Township, where the town of Bath is today. John 
Davy died in 1808, and his son Peter inherited the property and the shipbuild-
ing business.

A new ship, completed here in 1811, was named Ben Davy after Peter’s 
brother. By all accounts, it had been used for strictly commercial purposes. 
Now, in the second year of the war, the Americans had spies in the area, and 
the ship was identified as a potential candidate for military conversion—and 
thus marked for destruction. A raiding party came to the harbour at night and 
set the ship on fire, destroying it completely.45

This event alarmed the inhabitants along the north shore of Lake Ontario 
and around the Bay of Quinte because it demonstrated that the war could come 
to their own doorstep at any moment. More to the point, this raid showed that 
the idea of a vessel being commercial would not prevent its destruction, on 
either side of the border.

The Marriage of Lieutenant FitzGibbon

On a lighter note, James FitzGibbon undertook an arduous but non-military 
project in early August. He asked his commander for a few days leave but 
would not give the reason. Any other officer would have been refused, but this 
soldier had earned the right to a personal day or two. He was given permission 
and headed east with a few close companions. The only condition was that 
they be back with the troops before any important action was undertaken.
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Few records exist of FitzGibbon’s expedition, but we know that he 
managed to send a dispatch to a certain young lady, telling her to meet him at 
Adolphustown at a certain time. The lady was Mary Haley, who was to be his 
wife. From Niagara, the small group travelled light in a canoe along the north 
shore of Lake Ontario. Then, according to his biography:

Landing at the Carrying-place, he rode sixty miles to the church door. 
On Sunday, the 14th of August, he was married to Mary Haley, by 
the Rev. George O’Kill Stewart, the Church of England minister at 
Kingston, by license, in the presence of Gavin H. Hamilton and R. 
MacKay. The knot tied, the soldier said farewell to his wife on the 
church steps, and rode back to keep his word to his colonel.46

More Militia Work

The tedious work of war continued for the 1st Regiment of the Northumberland 
Militia. Muster rolls and pay lists show that Captain Roger Wolcott’s company 
was “on duty escorting American prisoners from the Township of Hamilton to 
Kingston from 16th to 30 August 1813.”47 The company commander was respon-
sible for certifying that certain members of the militia were present at muster and 
others were absent for good reason, so that everyone could receive their pay.

Not long after, Jonathan Phillips explains in his memoirs that the Glengarry 
Light Infantry travelled in batteaux from Niagara to the Carrying Place, which 
was the common name used for the Quinte portage. It would be a spectacular 
sight to see eight hundred soldiers with all their baggage, passing across the 
portage. Their batteaux were carried on the trucks of the batteau railway, while 
their baggage was transported on carts or on the soldiers’ backs.48

This process would take several days. It may be possible to conjure an image 
in our mind’s eye of a sea of white military tents spreading out for a mile or 
more, north and south from the portage. In each tent were soldiers of the 
regiments that were crossing the portage at this time. Each group would have 
a campfire burning in front of the tent, and we might expect that the wood 
for these fires came from the many split-rail fences that were common around 
farm fields at that time. After the war, Asa Weller would claim compensation 
for thousands of fence rails.49

When they arrived at Kingston, the Glengarrys marched to Adolphustown 
and gathered at the courthouse there. Soldiers were billeted for the winter 
with farmers in the area, with eight or ten men in each house. The regiment 
continued to drill at ten a.m. each day to maintain discipline.50

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



107

T
H

E
 B

A
T

T
E

A
U

 R
A

IL
W

A
Y

The Militia Move Batteaux to Niagara

Asa Weller had experienced some very intense days on the Quinte portage 
during two years of war. The men who worked for him to operate the batteau 
railway were civilians, but they were routinely dealing with regiments of 
regular soldiers and groups of militia that passed along the portage. Dozens 
of carts were constantly rolling from east to west beside the railway, carrying 
the food, supplies, and weapons that supported the soldiers. When transport 
on Lake Ontario was threatened, the safer alternative route included the Bay 
of Quinte and the Quinte portage. Mr. Weller felt that he was part of the war, 
and his men could see and feel their involvement every day.

Now, in the middle of October 1813, Mr. Weller was preparing for another 
very challenging project. He had been alerted to the impending arrival at the 
Quinte portage of a large flotilla of batteaux being convoyed to Burlington Bay 
from Kingston by a large group of Northumberland Militia. His son William 
Weller was a sergeant under Captain Elias Jones, who was in command of 
an unusually large collection of militia that was tasked with completing this 
critical job.51

The batteaux being ferried from Kingston to Burlington Bay were destined 
to be part of the Niagara campaign. Gordon Drummond had been appointed 
commander of His Majesty’s Troops in Upper Canada in August 1813 while 
still in Ireland. By early December, he was on the scene and quickly developed 
plans for the British forces on the Niagara peninsula. Drummond wanted to 
act aggressively by attacking across the Niagara River as part of an effort to 
push the American forces off Canadian soil.52 The movement of a large force 
across the Niagara River would require a large number of small vessels so that 
the maximum number of men could be moved in the shortest possible time. 
The enemy forces would be overwhelmed if the job could be done quickly and 
safely. For this, they needed lots of batteaux.

By late 1813, the shortages of almost everything was impeding the war 
effort and creating lots of stress and anxiety in commissariats across the prov-
ince. The shortages were not only in food and supplies but in the vessels to 
carry the material from Montreal to Kingston and then on down the Bay of 
Quinte, across the Quinte portage, and on to York and Burlington Bay.

In spite of the shortages, in early October, orders went to commissariat 
agents that all batteaux in their area must be brought to Kingston. Robert C. 
Wilkins was just one of the local agents tasked with locating batteaux and 
moving them quickly to the gathering point by the middle of the month. As 
might be expected, many people with trading businesses would be very angry 
to have their vessels confiscated for military service, but this was an order, so 
batteaux were collected.
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Captain Jones and his flotilla of batteaux left Kingston on October 14 and 
headed west, into Adolphus Reach and up the Bay of Quinte. As Mr. Wilkins 
and others watched on the western shore of the bay, the largest flotilla of bat-
teaux anyone had ever seen appeared on the water and soon landed at the east 
end of the Quinte portage.

The muster roll and pay list issued by Captain Elias Jones—intended to 
ensure proper pay for the militiamen—provides a detailed listing of all the 
men engaged in this important project. The list runs to seven pages, and notes 
beside different names indicated that they joined the group at Cobourg or 
stayed in Niagara after the batteaux were delivered.53

At the Quinte portage, a massive effort to support the transportation of all 
these batteaux began immediately. Extra men and oxen were engaged to make 
sure the batteau railway was ready to transport several hundred batteaux across 
the portage in quick time. The facility was known as an efficient service, but 
this flood of customers would tax its limits. There would have been soldiers, 
farmers, blacksmiths, and ministers in the area, all willing to led a hand where 
they could. It was a very intense time on the Quinte portage.

Asa Weller and Robert Charles Wilkins may have stood on the shore of 
the Bay of Quinte as the flotilla of batteaux approached the Quinte portage. It 
was a spectacular site for the folks who had gathered to see their son, brother, 
husband, or father for a few moments as the militia passed through. The 
batteau railway kicked into gear, and batteaux were floated onto the trucks and 
pulled across the portage to Wellers Bay, one at a time.

At the commissariat, Mr. Wilkins was ready with meals for the militia-
men and supplies to sustain them on their journey. More batteaux may have 
been added to the flotilla at this point, along with a few men joining their 
comrades. The pay list for this group shows 185 men in total were paid for 
work from October 14 through November 2. Major Jones was assisted by cap-
tains Timothy Porter and Zacheus Burnham, as well as lieutenants Joseph A. 
Keeler and Barnabas McKyes.54

Spread out among the batteaux in command of small groups were ensigns 
John Peters, Thomas Spalding, and Samuel Brock. The quartermaster was 
Benjamin Ewing, and Charles Kelly had the rank of sergeant major. In addi-
tion, there were sixteen sergeants listed, including Stephen Young, the other 
Young that settled on the Murray side of the portage. There was also one 
drummer, Benjamin McEvers.

Robert Young and his family may have taken even more notice of this event 
because their youngest daughter, Sarah Ann, was married to Colonel James 
Pierson (1782–1877)55 of the Prince Edward County Militia. They had been 
living in Kingston but documents suggest that James Pierson was also engage 
in the service of taking batteaux from Kingston to Burlington Bay. There was 
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hardly a family in Upper Canada that did not have a son, brother, husband, or 
father serving in one way or another.

The main bulk of this contingent of militia was made up of 163 privates 
who represented many families across Hamilton, Haldimand, Cramahe, and 
Murray Townships. This list demonstrates how the war effort was a commu-
nity affair. It makes one think how difficult it must have been for the older and 
younger folks on farms to maintain the same production of food while their 
strong young men were off doing war work with the militia.

The flotilla of batteaux passed across the Quinte portage very quickly 
and were up the lakeshore to the west as Mr. Weller and his team breathed 
a sign of relief. Major Jones ordered a stop at Smith’s Creek, later Port Hope, 
and then again at York before heading south to Burlington Bay, where they 
arrived on November 2. We don’t have specific documentation about what 
happened to the batteaux afterward, but we can expect that the vessels were 
moved to certain tactical locations in preparation of using them to cross the 
Niagara River.

Drummond’s first objective was to storm Fort Niagara, which was near the 
present town of Youngstown. His biography states, “He threw a force across 
the river which stormed the fort on the morning of the 19th and captured 
344 Americans as well as an immense quantity of munitions and supplies. The 
same day more troops under Major-General Phineas Riall crossed over, and 
during their operations the town of Lewiston was destroyed.”56

While Drummond’s biography does not mention batteaux specifically, the 
reference to throwing a force across the river means that hundreds of sol-
diers embarked on dozens of batteaux to make a quick trip across the river. 
This would be a two-way trip: first to land the soldiers and equipment on the 
American side of the Niagara River; then, after the battle, to ferry them back 
to the Canadian side. Largely because the raid was successful, the presence of 
hundreds of batteaux available at the right time and at the right place might 
seem incidental in the retelling of the story. However, we can read between 
the lines and thank the men of the Northumberland Militia for their service.
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The Commissariat and 
the Naval War

Problems Running the Commissariat

There is little documentation for the detailed operations of the commissariat 
at the Quinte portage, but Robert C. Wilkins provides some insight into the 
authority he was given in his autobiographical sketch.

To enable me to carry these objects to a successful issue, it was ordered 
by General Drummond that all Magistrates and Colonels of Militia 
were to obey my orders and carry out my requisitions when required 
for the public service.1

The very extensive power given to Mr. Wilkins by Drummond’s order was 
in response to reports of the resistance that commissariat officers experienced 
from farmers who produced food and storekeepers, and traders who were 
trying to make money for their enterprises. They complained that the prices 
offered by the commissariat were too low, and they could get better deals 
selling to individuals and other private businesses.2

Even when they were forced by law to comply, they found methods of 
avoidance, which included spiriting produce away in the dead of night or 
burying it until the troops left. It became a complex cat-and-mouse game that 
had serious consequences for the war effort.

This was also a tall order because Robert C. Wilkins was a relatively young 
man and a civilian. In his job, he dealt with military officers every day. One might 
imagine how his appointment was viewed by officers who were unwilling to 
hand over any of their authority to a young fellow that was appointed outside the 
normal channels and given unusual power. It was a unique situation that spoke 
well to the character and abilities of Mr. Wilkins, who handled it effectively.
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Commissariat agents like Robert Charles Wilkins were pushing hard to 
buy more produce, including oats for horse feed, from farmers in their own 
areas, but their success declined as the war dragged on. People who grew or 
manufactured products used by the military were stretched to the limit in their 
own lives and became reluctant to sell another pig, cow, or oxen at the low 
prices offered by the commissariat. The demands of the war were impacting 
regular folks who had little to give. In this tense situation, tempers flared.

Mr. Proctor’s Incident

In the middle of February, the people at the Quinte portage heard of a nasty 
incident involving someone they knew well. Josiah Proctor (1757–1850)3 had 
moved his family from Vermont to Cramahe Township in 1810 and settled 
along the north side of the Danforth Road, where the town of Brighton is 
located today. He acquired two hundred acres from David McGregor Rogers 
and was building a significant farm and homestead when the war began.

Mr. Proctor was a very substantial man, both in girth and strength. Family 
lore claims that “in his later years he is said to have weighed nearly five hundred 
pounds.”4 As a pioneer, he was persistent and aggressive, which was why he 
was able to build a substantial fortune for his descendants.

On February 16, 1814, the 41st Regiment was travelling on foot through 
Northumberland County, on their way from York to Kingston. Near his 
home, Mr. Proctor was ordered to use his sleigh to transport several soldiers 
to Kingston. While he was preparing for the trip, a serious dispute arose. 
Lieutenant F. M. Small was under heavy pressure to move the regiment to 
Kingston as quickly as possible, and Mr. Proctor may have been a bit tardy 
in his preparations. Lieutenant Small ordered a bugler of the regiment to 
discipline Mr. Proctor with his sword. The bugler obeyed promptly, and Mr. 
Proctor was seriously wounded. One arm was rendered useless, and Josiah 
Proctor would be disabled for the rest of his life.5

Within a few months, Lieutenant Small was charged with abusing his 
authority, and there was a court-martial in Kingston the next year. The report 
shows that the Court identified Lieutenant Small’s point of view in requiring 
haste in carrying out his orders; military authorities will always welcome a 
soldier’s zeal in performing his duty. But in this case, it was clear that the 
lieutenant went too far. The Court found Lieutenant Small guilty of abusing 
his authority and sentenced him to be “publicly reprimanded” before being 
sent back to the 41st Regiment to continue his service.6

It is easy to speculate about the root cause of the incident. Maybe Mr. 
Proctor did not obey an order promptly enough. Whatever the immediate 
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dynamic, we can see clear evidence of the growing friction between the citi-
zens and the military. People were angry at having their lives and property 
imposed upon by arrogant and insensitive young men in fancy uniforms. On 
the other hand, soldiers were annoyed by what appeared to them as softening 
in public support for the war effort.

The war also created a serious problem with supplies of food and forage for 
the troops and horses. Increasingly, farmers were unwilling to provide their 
produce because they hardly had enough for themselves, and compensation 
from the government was meagre. By November of 1813, the problem became 
so severe in the eastern part of Upper Canada that martial law was imposed 
on the Johnstown and Eastern Districts. This applied the force of law to all 
transactions related to food and forage. Legislators and farmers alike opposed 
this measure, but the military authorities believed it was necessary for the 
war effort.7

As to the problem of money, there are several letters in the archives that 
demonstrate the seriousness of the shortage of money to pay for goods and 
services purchased by the commissariat. In one letter dated March 10, 1814, 
Drummond warns Sir George Prevost:

Your Excellency will perceive the absolute necessity there exists, for 
ample supplies of money being transmitted to the upper part of the 
Province, in particular, that not only the outstanding debts of the 
Service may be liquidated, but that the Commissariat may be enabled 
to procure such resources as the country affords, before the credit of 
the Government be altogether destroyed.8

He even added another very pointed line, stating he will “entrust Your 
Excellency’s serious consideration of this important subject.”9

Another draw on the resources of the commissariat is suggested in the 
memoirs of Jonathan Phillips who said:

On the 23rd March, 1814, all the three years’ men were paraded at the 
Court House paid off, and discharged. Each man so discharged drew 
100 acres of land in Upper Canada, farming utensils, and a year’s pro-
visions. The provisions were distributed every three months at Robert 
Charles Wilkins’ store, at the Carrying Place.10

He mentioned this because he was one of the men who was discharged 
and took advantage of the grant of one hundred acres and a year’s provisions 
for their service. Provisions could be drawn from the commissariat in your 
area, and for a few years, Robert C. Wilkins’s commissariat at the east end of 
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the Quinte portage was where Phillips went every three months to collect his 
next offering of food and farming utensils to support his pioneering efforts in 
Sidney Township.11 Mr. Wilkins needed to make sure he had enough goods in 
the warehouse of the commissariat to meet this responsibility, and that effort 
was more and more complex every day.

Another letter from Drummond to Sir George Prevost, dated April 5, 
1814, illustrates another serious problem:

The victualling of the Troops in the Upper Province being a matter of 
the most anxious importance, and every exertion of the Commissariat 
being necessarily directed to that object, I have found it requisite to 
relieve them of a charge, which constantly broke in upon their more 
serious occupations, and have directed the whole of the Batteaux to be 
delivered over to the care of the Quarter Master General Department, 
under whose management and superintendence I promise to myself 
that much benefit will accrue to the service. I trust Your Excellency 
will see the expediency of this measure.12

The bulk of supplies were being carried to commissariat warehouses by bat-
teaux, but later in 1813, a serious shortage of batteaux and batteaumen devel-
oped, which impeded the ability of commissariat agents, such as Mr. Wilkins, 
to have orders delivered to them in a timely manner. There are many letters in 
the archives around this time discussing the problems of batteau management 
along the St. Lawrence and across the Great Lakes.

Moving the management of batteaux to the Quarter Master General 
Department was a drastic step, but it did succeed in keeping batteaux more 
available for critically important deliveries. However, it did nothing to provide 
more batteaumen. With many men engaged in the militias across the province, 
and many others needed on the farms to grow food and forage, there were 
fewer young men willing and able to take on the arduous and dangerous work 
of polling batteaux through the rapids on the St. Lawrence or rowing hard 
down the Bay of Quinte to the Wilkins commissariat warehouse. In effect, 
there was a shortage of men.

Martial Law

As these problems became more and more serious in the spring of 1814, 
Drummond felt compelled to take more drastic measures. Earlier, he had 
rescinded martial law in the eastern provinces, but now, on April 12, 1814, he 
imposed martial law—this time on the entire province of Upper Canada. His 
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superior, Sir George Prevost, as well as members of the Assembly, criticized 
Drummond for this, but he forged ahead in support of his military objectives.

This measure established a regimented purchasing system with fixed prices 
for farmers selling products to the commissariat. It also compelled producers, 
on pain of legal action, to sell what they had at the prices offered. It is fair to 
say that nobody was happy about this development. Martial law was in effect 
in Upper Canada until the end of the war.13

Travel Problems

In the midst of all this, there was constant travel of military and militia per-
sonnel in the conduct of their daily administrative duties. The Quinte portage 
would see more batteaux on the railway as the spring activities ramped up, and 
there would also be many canoes with individuals or small groups travelling 
quickly on their own.

One such example is found in a letter from Robert Nichol, lieutenant-gen-
eral of the militia, who informed his superior in Kingston that he was delayed 
in his trip from York in April 1814, because “the breaking up of the roads has 
put it out of my power to get my office papers, stationery, etc. taken down 
without incurring considerable expense.” His solution was “to take my passage 
in a few days, in a boat which will go down from here to the Carrying Place.”14 
From there, he might have hired a canoe or batteaux to take him to Kingston.

The Naval War Becomes “Irregular”

The naval conflict on the Great Lakes demanded more ships with greater fire-
power. Both sides were intent on overpowering the other with a propensity of 
guns that would cause the enemy fleet to stay safe within its harbours. In 1813, 
the need for naval vessels increased production at Point Frederick shipyard at 
Kingston, which caused a great demand on materials, manpower, and space.

On the other hand, they also wanted to have smaller vessels built to provide 
transport for troops and supplies, allowing the larger ships to concentrate on 
naval operations. There was also a need for smaller ships to support what was 
called “irregular warfare,”15 which referred to monitoring the enemy’s fleet, 
spying on harbours and ports, and raiding specific facilities along the St. 
Lawrence River and the shores of Lake Ontario. The commissariat at Kingston 
became more aggressive in the light of these needs.

One of the obvious resources that the commissariat at Kingston wanted 
to utilize in this effort was the well-known expertise of the experienced 
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shipwright George Gibson of Presqu’ile Point and his two sons, who had been 
taught the craft by their father. The Gibson men had been building boats at 
York and then at Smith’s Creek (Hope Township) early in the war,16 but in 
early 1814, the commissariat was able to establish a contract whereby Mr. 
Gibson and his sons would build a schooner on the north shore of Presqu’ile 
Bay near their home using materials sent from Kingston.

Mr. Gibson explained the arrangement in an affidavit in 1823:

That he had a vessel building on the said point in the summer of 1814 
of about 60 tons burthen, and that he sold the said vessel to Deputy 
Commissary General Tuquand in her then unfinished state on the 
stocks, for three hundred and fifty pounds Halifax Currency, and also 
whatever further expense he might be at in finishing her, the money to 
be paid on delivery of the vessel at Kingston.17

Work on the schooner commenced in the spring of 1814, and the three 
Gibson men worked together to construct this sizeable ship on the shore 
near their home. The sight of a British warship standing on blocks along 
the shore near the Newcastle wharf would have been very noticeable for the 
people around Presqu’ile Bay. The people who lived and worked on the Quinte 
portage were only a few miles away, and news would travel fast, especially 
in wartime.

Inevitabley, some of the many American spies in the area would also be 
very much aware of the ship being built. We can expect that American patrols 
at the east end of Lake Ontario and into the Bay of Quinte had noticed an 
unusual number of ships sailing from Kingston and entering Presqu’ile Bay. 
Nothing so apparent would be a secret in wartime.

The Naval War on Lake Ontario

Out on Lake Ontario, both fleets had strengthened themselves over the winter 
with new ships launched and more men assigned to operate them. Commander 
Yeo responded to reports of American strength as he often did, by asking for 
more ships and men. On the other hand:

Drummond echoed the commodore’s uncertainty, though with more 
optimism, as he explained to Prevost on 2 April: “It is impossible at 
present to ascertain to which side the naval superiority on the lake will 
preponderate, . . . [but] we have, in my opinion, as much right to look 
for its possession as the enemy.”18
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Prevost was not amused when Yeo complained directly to his superiors at 
the Admiralty over the reluctance of authorities in Canada to arm his forces 
as he felt necessary. He made a rather snide remark regarding Prevost that an 
“officer should see His Enemy before he makes up his mind that he is to be 
beat by them.”19

On May 1, 1814, the Superior was launched at Sackett’s Harbor. It carried 
sixty-four guns and had been built in eighty days.20 Even then, the balance of 
power on the lake in terms of ships, guns, and men remained relatively equal, 
but the perception of strength could be changed based on the timing of one 
launch. In early May of 1814, the British launched two new ships, but one 
unfinished American ship caused great concern.21

Commodore Yeo wanted to take advantage of this situation by attacking 
Sackett’s Harbor again, but Prevost warned him that he would not get the 
additional soldiers he was asking for. At the same time, he was told not to risk 
major assets. Instead, he developed the strategy of attacking the supply line to 
Sackett’s Harbor, which went through the small town of Oswego, located to 
the southwest of the harbour, on the south shore of Lake Ontario.

He felt that the British fleet could neutralize the strong defences and the 
major naval assets at Sackett’s Harbor with a naval blockade, which would 
keep the major American ships at their docks and reduce the delivery of sup-
plies. His first tactical objective was to attack Oswego, destroy whatever sup-
plies were in transit, and stop the flow of material up the shore of the lake to 
Sackett’s Harbor.

The British fleet attacked Oswego on May 6, 1814, and scored a costly 
victory over a weakly defended but well-prepared enemy. Large stores were 
captured, along with some guns, although the few ships at Oswego had been 
scuttled by the Americans. The British soldiers and marines had behaved 
gallantly to achieve the capture of the town and fort, but the casualties 
were grievous.22

One of the men wounded badly in the attack on Oswego was Shipmaster 
James Richardson, who was acting as pilot onboard the Niagara during the 
battle. Earlier, he had used his skill as a navigator:

Under Captain Stephen Popham’s watchful eye, the Niagara crept 
within close range of the fort, “not much beyond musket shot,” 
claimed Lieutenant Rufus McIntire of the Third Artillery. This was 
due to the skill of its pilot, lately promoted to master in the Royal 
Navy, James Richardson.23

Richardson would give his impression of this in his memoir:
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Not without some degree of diffidence did I perform the task; for not 
since I was a lad had I been there, and then only in small vessels, with 
very light draught of water.24

However, later in the battle,

Master Richardson gave up more than his hand. In reaching out to 
pick up something, he suddenly realized that one of the enemy shot 
had “made so free with me as to carry off my left arm just below my 
shoulder, which rendered amputation at the shoulder joint necessary.” 
Crew members carried him below, where the surgeon quickly per-
formed the operation, saving Richardson’s life.25

After the battle, Commander Yeo recognized the efforts of his officers: “He 
praised Lieutenant Colonel James Malcolm of the marines, O’Conor, Popham 
and other naval officers and lamented the wounds suffered by Mulcaster 
and Richardson.”26

James Richardson survived the amputation of his left arm by the ship 
surgeon, but it was the end of his service for the time being.27

The result of this British victory was only short-lived. Yeo was able to send 
small contingents of vessels to blockade Oswego over the next few weeks 
and sent squadrons along the south shore of the lake to detect any shipment 
of naval stores to Sackett’s Harbor or the west. As a countermeasure, the 
Americans began to send quantities of supplies by the more difficult land route 
to Sackett’s Harbor and hardly missed a beat in preparing for their next major 
ship launch. At Kingston, there was no further talk of a full-scale attack on 
Sackett’s Harbor after the events at Oswego. Both fleets were more interested 
in preserving their ships than risking a confrontation.
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George Gibson’s Schooner 
and Lundy’s Lane

The Burning of George Gibson’s Schooner

On the evening of June 30, 1814, two boats beached themselves on the shore 
of Lake Ontario on the northwest shore of Prince Edward County. Thus began 
the only direct military operation by American forces in the area of the Quinte 
portage during the War of 1812. Out of the two dozen men in the party, three 
men left the boats and approached a small log cabin that was located a few 
hundred yards from the shore. After several loud raps on the door, a voice from 
inside the house asked who they were and what they wanted.1

John Young lived on the western shore of the Stinson Block, part of Ameliasburgh Township.

The men at the door told a story of simple sailors looking for Presqu’ile Bay 
to protect their shipment of supplies destined for York. They expressed fear of 
American patrols in the area. The person inside the house then unlocked the 
door and stepped outside.
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The visitors were greeted by John Young (1782–1847),2 a thirty-one-year-
old farmer who lived in this cabin with his wife and four-year-old son. He 
listened as the story was repeated. Mr. Young was immediately skeptical. These 
fellows were dressed in civilian clothes, but not the style he might expect for 
rough sailors.

He quickly came to the conclusion that these were American sailors or 
militia undertaking some kind of undercover operation. He did not let on and 
continued to listen. The men insisted he come out to their boats for further 
discussion, but John Young was reluctant, using the ruse of needing to retrieve 
his tobacco before going too far from home. He was disabused of this tactic 
and told they had lots of tobacco at the boats. At this point, Young agreed to 
go to the boats, largely because he was intent on keeping these fellows as far 
away from his wife and child as possible.

On approaching the boats, John Young realized that there were more than 
a dozen other men in this party. He could see that they were armed with 
pistols and swords, so he knew that these fellows were serious. His militia 
training and lots of experience with his father, Robert Young of the Carrying 
Place, gave him the confidence to remain cool and go along with what these 
folks demanded, while not giving away any useful information.

At the boats, John Young recognized William Vaughan,3 who he had seen 
at the Quinte portage several times before the war. Vaughan was the shipmas-
ter of this raiding party. He knew the area well after two years of participat-
ing in irregular naval operations using light craft in small groups to patrol 
the shorelines. The first lie about needing directions was debunked by Mr. 
Vaughan, and he directly asked if Young knew any details about the schooner 
being built on Presqu’ile Bay.

John Young suggested that this new boat was a private business venture 
and not a military one. Vaughan responded sharply, saying they already knew 
it was an armed schooner destined for the British fleet. It was quickly deter-
mined that this fellow was not going to produce any intelligence, so his hands 
were tied and a blindfold was placed over his eyes. Mr. Young was put in one 
of the boats and told to keep quiet.

The boats were launched, and the party rowed quietly to the entrance into 
Presqu’ile Bay. They noticed that there were several fires burning on the shore 
of the bay, so they decided to delay any aggressive action at this time. Instead, 
they rowed quietly along the south side of Presqu’ile Point to Gull Island, off 
the west end of the point. Here, the party made camp and remained for the 
rest of that night and most of the next day. John Young was taken to a treed 
spot to the north side of the island and left there under guard.

The next day, July 1, 1814, the party of raiders laid low to avoid being seen 
by anyone in the bay or on the lake. Around sunset, they took John Young with 
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them as the two boats were launched again. They rowed slowly to the entrance 
into Presqu’ile Bay, where they waited until they were sure there was no activ-
ity on the bay. Then, taking up oars again, they rowed quietly into the bay. They 
soon identified Salt Point on their left and quickly spotted their target. George 
Gibson’s schooner stood boldly on the shore, a few yards from the 

Newcastle wharf.
One boat stayed out in the 

bay, and the other approached 
the ship, beaching on the shore 
nearby. Half a dozen men 
jumped out and did fast work 
lighting torches and setting the 
ship on fire. When they were 
finished, the men scrambled 
back onto the boat and joined 
their comrades on the bay. The 
raiding party sat quietly as they 
watched flames leap from the 
ship and explode into the night 

sky. Some of those flames jumped to the warehouse beside the ship and started 
that structure on fire as well.

When the raiders heard the loud crack of timbers breaking, they knew that 
the deck of the ship had collapsed. This was the signal for the party to begin 
rowing hard toward the entrance of the bay. Once out in the lake, Master 

Vaughan set course for the shore of the lake 
where John Young lived, and he was set off 
at the waters edge. Gratefully, he walked 
back home to his wife and child.

The commander of the American raiding 
party was Acting Lieutenant Francis 
Gregory,4 a very experienced naval officer 
who had made a reputation for himself in 
irregular naval operations. He was extremely 
pleased that this operation had gone per-
fectly according to plan. His raiding party 
had been given a first priority of capturing 
British supply ships, but they had no luck in 
that direction, so he ordered them to pursue 
the second objective of burning the schoo-
ner in Presqu’ile Bay before it could be 
launched. Gregory would gain even further 

George Gibson’s schooner was built just west of the 

wharf at Newcastle on the south shore of Presqu’ile Bay.

The American raiding party was led by 

Acting Lieutenant Francis Gregory, 

who was hoping to enhance his 

reputation for daring and intrepidity.
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acclaim from his superiors once they read his report about this operation. His 
reputation was growing.

News of the brazen act by American raiders spread quickly around 
Presqu’ile Bay. People who lived here and across the Bay of Quinte area grew 
even more afraid of becoming a casualty of war in their homes. There was a 
clear lesson here: the Americans were close at hand, and the British could not 
prevent such a raid.

On July 7, Commander Drummond recognized the raid on the last page of 
a long letter to Governor Prevost:

I am concerned to acquaint Your Excellency that a gunboat and a 
Durham boat of the enemy landed a strong party at Presqu’ile on the 
night of the 1st of July where they burnt the store house of a Mr. 
Gibson, and a small schooner which was building there by him.5

This was not great news for the authorities, but they had much more press-
ing problems to deal with.

A link to a more full-featured version of this story is available in Appendix C.

The Battle of Lundy’s Lane

It was only a few days later that the deadliest battle of the War of 1812 was 
fought at a place called Lundy’s Lane, not far from Niagara Falls. After the 
American success in occupying Fort Erie and the victory at Chippewa, they 
were looking to evict the British Army from the Niagara peninsula. The two 
armies met at Lundy’s Lane late on July 25, 1814, and fought toe-to-toe until 
well after midnight. On both sides, regular troops were front and centre, with 
active groups of militia playing key roles in the battle, along with the impor-
tant support of Indigenous allies.6

The Battle of Lundy’s Lane has been called a draw by historians, simply 
because neither side chased the other from the battlefield. One result of 
this fight was that British officers gained much more respect for the much-
maligned American militia units, which were strong and disciplined in this 
battle. The old habit of the British to apply force and watch them run did 
not happen this time, which was a major factor in making this fight tough 
and even.

In the end, however, the Americans lost so many soldiers and had so many 
wounded that they retreated to Fort Erie. Another major factor in falling 
back was skepticism at the prospect of obtaining support from the American 
Navy on Lake Ontario. They needed to bring in new recruits to replace lost 
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personnel, and they needed more supplies to continue operations. Tactical 
bombardment by naval cannon was also expected.

However, Commodore Chauncey was not willing to cooperate with the 
army, even though he was told that collaboration was critical to the success 
of the wider campaign. If the American Army on the peninsula could not be 
supplied via Lake Ontario, then there was a slim chance that they could hold 
onto their hard-won position on the Niagara peninsula.

The modern concept of “unified command” was not present in military 
thinking in the early 1800s. Collaboration between the services was ad hoc, 
often due to personal relationships and immediate circumstances. Naval 
officers saw it as an affront to their personal prestige when they were asked 
to carry supplies for the army or act as a gun platform in support of a land 
battle. This problem played a major role in the American attempt to take the 
Niagara peninsula.

Letters between General Brown and Commodore Chauncey became very 
heated when no word came from the fleet as to their ability to support the 
efforts of the army. Brown wrote, “At all events have the politeness to let me 
know what aid I am to expect from the fleet on Lake Ontario. This army can 
march and fight all over the area if the fleet will carry the supplies.”7

Chauncey’s response was much delayed and then not directly to the issue 
at hand, but it does set out clearly his firm conviction about the role of the 
American Navy. He said:

The Secretary of the Navy has honored us with a higher destiny. We are 
intended to seek and to fight the enemy’s fleet. I shall not be diverted 
by any sinister attempt to render us subordinate to, or an appendage 
of, the Army.8

The American Army could expect no help from its own navy.
After some failed attempts by the British to dislodge them in the next 

weeks, the Americans held on doggedly at Fort Erie. Finally, on November 5, 
Fort Erie was abandoned, and the Americans left the Niagara peninsula for 
good.9 In the final analysis, the Battle of Lundy’s Lane was the pivot point 
where the American objectives were thwarted, and they began the retreat that 
would eventually take them back home. Thus, the British could count this 
campaign as a victory.

An interesting twist to this story is that Winfield Scott was a main part of 
the battle. He was the fellow who had spent a few days at the Wilkins house 
while passing across the Quinte portage with his fellow prisoners a year before. 
But now, in preparation for this new battle, he had subjected the American 
forces to intense training. Many soldiers did not enjoy the heavy work 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



123

T
H

E
 B

A
T

T
E

A
U

 R
A

IL
W

A
Y

involved, but it was clear that the effort, especially for the militia, resulted in 
a significant boost in confidence at the prospect of facing the vaunted British 
regulars. Scott’s work added much to the quality of the fight on the American 
side. It should be noted that, along with many others, he was badly wounded 
in the battle.10

The Battle of Lundy’s Lane resulted in many casualties and prisoners of 
war. The seriously wounded remained near the battle site and suffered from 
the primitive medical treatment of the day. Those that could travel were put on 
ships that might be available or flotilla of batteaux that began the long trip to 
Kingston. On the Quinte portage, news of the battle was followed a few days 
later by a stream of exhausted and hungry soldiers arriving by batteaux. Room 
was cleared for the wounded to rest in the Young house and Asa Weller’s 
Tap House. One of the Wilkins buildings was also converted into a makeshift 
field hospital.

Doctors in the area were taxed to the limit in the face of so many sol-
diers on the portage at the same time. Local residents gasped at the gruesome 
sights of wounded men limping or being carried across the portage. Food and 
comfort were provided as much as possible. Then the boats were passed over 
the batteau railway, and the men settled in for the next part of the journey.

A few days later, lines of prisoners of war came walking along the Danforth 
Road. These prisoners were escorted from Cobourg to Kingston by the 
Northumberland Militia. At the same time, exhausted army units continued 
to cross the portage on the batteau railway. The Young house and the Weller 
Tap House still accommodated some of the wounded. Officers arrived and 
took advantage of the facilities to enjoy a good hot meal and a welcome drink 
with their comrades. A clean spot on the floor upstairs was the next desti-
nation. Asa Weller had to scramble to find enough help to meet immediate 
needs of the travellers.

Six Thousand Rations in One Day

At the east end of the portage, Robert C. Wilkins worked frantically to 
provide all the food and supplies needed by this throng of men. Documents in 
the archives tell us there was one particular day when the commissariat gave 
out six thousand rations at the Quinte portage.11 The date is not clearly stated, 
but it may have been July 30, or within a few days, as the largest accumulation 
of soldiers, prisoners, and wounded were concentrated at the portage.

For several days, the flat land north and south from the portage would have 
been a sea of white military tents, each supporting a dozen or so soldiers with 
the routine campfire out front. Smoke from these campfires filled the air over 
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the portage as soldiers scrounged farther from their tents to find wood for 
the fire. Any split-rail fences that remained would not survive this group of 
travellers across the portage.

John Young’s Deposition

On August 22, 1814, John Young came to his father’s house on the portage and 
gave a deposition to his brother James, who was back from Kingston and now 
acting as a magistrate for Ameliasburgh Township. John Young described in detail 
all that he could recall of the disturbing events of June 30 and July 1, when he was 
kidnapped by the American raiding party that burned George Gibson’s schooner 
on Presqu’ile Bay. James Young wrote neatly as his brother spoke carefully, and 
the resulting affidavit eventually made its way to the Loss Claim Petitions in the 
collections of the Library and Archives Canada where we can see it today.12

One can imagine the wild stories that emanated out of a nighttime raid 
like this. Most people who told the tale did not know the context or the 
details, and the incident became local lore in the way spectacular events often 
do. Fortunately, today, researchers have relatively easy access to documents 
like John Young’s deposition of 1814, allowing us to understand much more 
clearly what happened in our community during that intense time of war. A 
link to the full content of this story, including John Young’s deposition, can be 
found in Appendix C.

The Burning of the Capitol Building at Washington

During the later days of August, news came across the Quinte portage of 
a major event in Washington, D.C. A British naval force—made up of a 
significant number of experienced soldiers who had recently arrived from 
Wellington’s army—had burned the Capitol building at Washington.13 This 
humiliating event for the Americans was spoken of as a wondrous victory for 
the British, and chatter about the event was heard all across the Canadian 
colonies. One might have heard a rousing toast to the British forces at Weller’s 
Tap House in celebration of this good news.

The Battle at Fort Erie

During July and August of 1814, the American fleet had a slight edge on 
British firepower across Lake Ontario, resulting in more patrols to find and 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



125

T
H

E
 B

A
T

T
E

A
U

 R
A

IL
W

A
Y

confiscate supplies and material destined for the British troops. In spite of 
this, Drummond attacked the American forces at Fort Erie on August 15, 
but suffered a serious defeat with over nine hundred casualties. Afterward, 
Drummond’s repeated requests to Sir George Prevost for more troops and 
supplies were met with skepticism. At Kingston, Commodore Yeo was more 
interested in bolstering his own forces and securing the fleet.14

This situation also resulted in fewer British ships carrying soldiers and 
supplies across the lake. Of course, this also meant a greater dependence on 
the batteau route across the north shore of the lake. Traffic across the batteau 
railway may have decreased after the huge influx from the Battle of Lundy’s 
Lane, but fear of the American fleet sent more material this way over the next 
few months.

Launch of the St. Lawrence

Then, on September 10, 1814, the HMS St. Lawrence was launched at 
Kingston. This was the largest ship of war built on the Great Lakes. When 
outfitted fully in October, the ship had 110 guns “which gave the British 294 
guns afloat to 230 for the Americans.”15 Very quickly, Commodore Yeo made 
HMS St. Lawrence his flagship.

On the American side, Commodore Chauncey immediately took to his safe 
place at Sackett’s Harbor, and American ascendancy on Lake Ontario was ended 
for a time. HMS St. Lawrence never saw action but served its intended purpose 
of establishing a de facto supremacy for the British naval forces on Lake Ontario. 
It acted much like the nuclear deterrent we are familiar with in modern times.

Commodore Yeo was looking for a very experienced and competent sailor 
to act as pilot for HMS St. Lawrence. He was delighted to learn that James 
Richardson Jr. had recovered from the loss of his left arm at the Battle of 
Oswego on May 6, 1814 and was anxious to take on naval duty. His familiarity 
with the waters of Lake Ontario and the details of the shoreline convinced 
Yeo that this was the right man for the job of acting pilot for his biggest and 
newest ship. We can only imagine the excitement of Mr. Richardson at the 
opportunity to return to naval service and have an important position on such 
a large and important vessel on Lake Ontario.16

The maiden voyage of HMS St. Lawrence took place on October 16, 1814, 
when she sailed out of Kingston with a significant contingent of forces and a 
large collection of supplies to support them—all destined for Drummond’s 
army at Niagara. Captain Frederick Hickey sailed this new and impressive 
ship to Niagara and back without incident. In early November, there was one 
more similar trip before the sailing season was ended for 1814.17
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The captain of HMS St. Lawrence received some navigational assistance 
during these two trips from Acting Pilot James Richardson Jr. In a speech 
he gave near the end of his life, Richardson explained Yeo’s response to his 
request for service:

“What, try them again?” I replied, “If my services were required.” He 
exclaimed, “That is noble,” and then proposed that, instead of joining 
my own ship, the “Wolfe,” he would prefer taking me in the “St. 
Lawrence” to aid in piloting her, inasmuch as her draught of water 
so far exceeded any-former vessel on the lake and it would, therefore, 
require the more caution and matured knowledge of the channel to 
conduct her safely. He remarked that my severe wound and consequent 
debility for some time yet precluded the discharge of my regular active 
duties in my own ship, but if I gave my services to the “St. Lawrence” 
as he proposed, he would continue my substitute in the “Wolfe” during 
the remainder of the season, and that at the close of navigation, I 
would be at liberty to recruit my strength during the winter.18

Henry Scadding concurs in his historical work Toronto of Old:

The grievous mutilation thus suffered did not cause Mr. Richardson 
to retire from active service. Immediately on his recovery he was, at 
his own desire, appointed to a post of professional duty in the fleet. 
In October, when the great hundred-gun ship, the St. Lawrence, was 
launched at Kingston, he was taken by Sir James Yeo on board that 
vessel, his familiarity with the coasts and of the Lake rendering his 
services in the capacity of Acting Pilot of great value.19

James Richardson Jr. was very lucky to be at the right place at the right time 
with the right skills. The result was a short service period aboard the largest 
warship on the Great Lakes. It was an important part of his naval career and a 
good story he could use to impress a crowd decades later.

While HMS St. Lawrence was a factor in the War of 1812 for only a few 
months at the end of the war, the impact her presence had on Lake Ontario 
was significant. The balance in naval power tipped to favour the British, and 
now Commodore Yeo found it much easier to supply Drummond’s army 
in the Niagara area. Soldiers and war materials, along with food and other 
supplies began to flow more easily. The Quinte portage always experienced a 
reduction in traffic in the winter months, and this winter, some of that reduc-
tion was because of less risk on the water. In effect, HMS St. Lawrence did its 
job effectively.
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Drummond’s troops would be subject to another attack by the Americans 
at Chippewa, but the arrival of Commodore Yeo with the British fleet caused 
the attackers to return to Fort Erie. In this situation, the Americans decided 
to abandon their position in the Niagara peninsula. In the process, explosives 
were used to destroy both the fort and the adjoining camp.20 The war was over, 
for the most part, at least for 1814.

Shortages and Prices

With the fleet back in Kingston for the winter and the soldiers barracked in 
Niagara, York, and Kingston, other problems came to the forefront. Gordon 
Drummond was president of the government of Upper Canada as well as 
commander of British troops. Now that fighting was paused for the winter, 
in his capacity as president, he had to deal with administrative problems. The 
war effort had been frustrated all through 1814 with the shortage of provi-
sions for the troops and horses. In some cases, soldiers were asked to go out 
into the countryside and ask the farmers for food for the men and fodder for 
the horses, then requisition it if they encountered a lack of cooperation. This 
created very bad feelings in the rural communities and impacted other things 
the army needed such as the temporary rental of horses or carts. People grew 
more and more unwilling to help.

The commissariats were caught in the middle of this situation and were 
often seen as the bad guys. Agents such as Robert C. Wilkins had extreme 
powers to set prices and force producers to hand over product if they had any. 
The whole issue of pricing came to a head later in the year, when examples of 
extortionate pricing appeared more frequently and complaints increased.

On November 19, 1814, Drummond wrote a circular letter to the mag-
istrates across Upper Canada: “To such of the Magistrates in the Home, 
Newcastle, Midland, Eastern and Johnstown Districts.” The preamble said:

Sir, The very exorbitant prices demanded by farmers for every article 
of provision and forage required for the use of his Majesty’s troops 
service in this province, induces His Honor Lieutenant General 
Drummond . . . to call upon the Magistrates of the respective Districts 
to assemble, in order to adopt and report, for his information and 
guidance, such a scale of prices to be paid for these articles as may 
appear to them, upon mature consideration, under existing circum-
stances, to be equitable and just, as well towards the Government as 
the individual. I am therefore to signify His Honor’s desire that you 
be pleased to attend with your brother Magistrates, at the usual place 
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at which they meet on occasions of a public nature, on the 12th day of 
December next, for the purpose abovementioned.21

This was a call for the magistrates to meet at the place where they normally 
met in their own county to discuss the issue of pricing. He also added:

An officer of the Commissariat Department will be directed to attend 
with the Magistrates, in order to point out to them, these articles, the 
prices which it will be more immediately the object of the meeting 
to settle.22

The root cause of all this trouble was the high demand on farmers in the 
province for agricultural products needed by the military, purchased through 
the Commissariat Department. Added to this was the fact that thousands of 
young men who would normally be sweating on the farm were now march-
ing with the militia or poling batteaux on the St. Lawrence River. The severe 
shortage of food meant that any products farmers could produce would hope-
fully be sold at a high price. On the other hand, the commissariat wanted to 
minimize the overall cost of war by keeping prices in a moderate range. It was 
a recipe for conflict.
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The War Finally Ends

The Battle of Plattsburgh

The war was about to change again. The Peninsular War in Europe ended in April 
1814, and by June, a huge convoy was headed across the Atlantic with upwards 
of 13,000 veteran troops, along with the supplies and materials to support them. 
Sir George Prevost was told by his superiors in England that these resources were 
to be used for offensive action against the Americans to win a decisive battle that 
would turn the tide of the war. Negotiations had already started to end the war, 
and Britain wanted to have a victory in Canada to enhance their negotiating 
position. Prevost had to look for something to do with all these troops.1

The choice was made to send an army of these veteran troops south from 
Quebec and up Lake Champlain to capture the primary American position at 
Plattsburgh and take control of the lake. This would require a naval force to 
support the army and planning proceeded to make it happen. At the north end 
of the lake, the British launched Confiance, with thirty-seven guns. However, 
the ship was not yet fully armed, and the fresh crew had little time for training 
on the new ship.

The attack on Plattsburgh occurred on September 11, and the deficien-
cies of the new ship and its crew were made clear. The British squadron on 
Lake Champlain was beaten in a sharp action with American naval and shore 
forces. When he saw the naval fight go badly, Prevost ordered his entire army 
to retreat back to Canada. The veteran British soldiers were incensed by the 
way this attack had been handled, and there was growing demand that Prevost 
be replaced with a leader who had more experience in battle. By the beginning 
of 1815, he was recalled to England, where he would face a court-martial. Sir 
George Prevost passed away in 1816, before the proceeding was complete.2

The Battle of Lake Champlain, or Plattsburgh as it is often called, was not a 
large engagement of forces, but the British defeat meant that the negotiations 
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to end the war would not include British possession of an American asset that 
could be traded for something else. In retrospect, it is clear that this campaign 
was ill-advised and was conducted in a very poor manner, for which Prevost 
would be blamed.

Peace Talks

Peace talks had begun months earlier when commissioners from the United 
States converged on Gothenburg, Sweden, in the spring of 1814.3 The British 
took their time, as they were listening to strong opinion in the country that 
they should take a hard line with the Americans. The Americans worked to 
move the negotiations to Ghent, Belgium, to induce the British to join them 
at the table.

There was more purposeful delay by the British, and the first joint meeting 
was not held until August 8. Both sides presented their most extreme 
demands. The British refused to even discuss impressment and insisted that 
the Canada-US border be adjusted in favour of the Canadians. Their attitude 
regarding the territory of the Old Northwest was that it should all be given 
back to the Indigenous nations. A second session was equally unproductive.

By early September, the British softened their demand, not wanting to be 
seen as the cause of failure for the talks. In addition, the serious financial state 
of the government after three tough years of war was becoming more evident. 
On the American side, the government was near bankruptcy, largely due to 
import taxes dried up because of blockades. In effect, neither side could afford 
to continue the war. Letters were written by John Quincy Adams, which 
moved the talks forward, and the first issue agreed upon was that the territory 
of Indigenous Peoples in the west would return to the status of 1811. This 
seemed to be a turning point in the negotiations.4

News of the battles at Baltimore, Plattsburgh, and Fort Erie informed 
the talks, and it was agreed that impressment would not be mentioned in the 
agreement. Eventually, the two powers agreed to share control of the Great 
Lakes, and the British would have access to the Mississippi River. Britain real-
ized it could not demand anything further from the Americans, and the people 
across Britain were demanding the end of the war due to extremely high taxes 
and serious economic hardship. The colony of Canada was struggling from a 
serious shortage of basic food products. Similar complaints were heard by the 
American delegation.5

On December 1, 1814, another joint meeting was held, and by Christmas 
Eve, a document was signed, which was really more of an agreement to end 
hostilities than a treaty. Most of the complex issues were deferred for future 
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discussion. The language of the agreement was so ambiguous that each side 
could apply their own interpretation. The British government was very anxious 
to move ahead quickly with the agreement, regardless of the wounded pride 
many would feel after reading the text. They leaned heavily on the obvious 
desire of most folks to end the war.6

The document finally arrived in the United States on February 11, 1815, 
and was voted on by the Senate on the sixteenth. The vote was thirty-five 
to zero in favour. The war was officially ended when the Americans ratified 
the treaty on February 17, 1815. The timing was interesting because by then 
Napoleon was on the loose again in Europe, and news of the British disaster at 
New Orleans had just come through. Under these conditions, the British were 
even more grateful to see the war behind them.7

The End of War on the Portage

The batteau railway experienced a decrease in traffic in the fall of 1814, and 
that continued into the winter. Asa Weller would have to reduce his workforce 
and could catch up on repairs, still anticipating another busy season starting in 
the spring. Yes, there was talk of peace, and folks were hopeful, but you did not 
want to be left flat-footed if the war should continue.

Robert C. Wilkins would say many years later that “this route by the 
Carrying Place was very much used till the declaration of peace after the War 
of 1812.”8 The commissariat was not nearly so busy now, but well into 1815, 
soldiers were crossing the Quinte portage on the long journey home, where 
they anticipated their discharge from service. Many militiamen had come to 
the end of their terms of service and were now collecting their land ticket for 
one hundred acres.

The other part of the benefits for the militia was a pledge to provide a year 
of provisions to assist in their struggles to get started with a new life. For those 
settling around the west end of the Bay of Quinte, it became a routine that 
every three months, they would travel to Mr. Wilkins’s commissariat at the 
Quinte portage to collected their provisions. This meant that the agent had 
to keep his supplies up to a level that would accommodate this obligation. Of 
course, there were some in the community who noted slyly that Mr. Wilkins 
would benefit from another year of revenue—a full year after the war was over 
for everyone else.

Mr. Wilkins had asked for a company of soldiers to stay at the Quinte 
portage to provide security after the war, and he was also interested in the 
rumours he heard that the British military authorities were considering the 
upgrade of facilities at the Quinte portage to maintain a permanent supply 
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depot for the troops in Upper Canada.9 Even after the conclusion of the 
present war, it might be assumed that the American threat would not disap-
pear, so it made sense to have a centrally located depot that would be safe from 
American naval action. It was an interesting idea, but these were just rumours.

Sir Edward W. C. R. Owen arrived in Quebec City on February 26, 1815, 
to replace Commodore Yeo. He was anxious to improve on the woeful results 
of military activity of the previous months, and began giving orders to that 
effect. However, word of the Ghent Treaty arrived on March 1, and all plan-
ning stopped. His superiors in Britain were very quick to order that the forces 
in Canada be reduced dramatically and very quickly. Sir Owen would now 
have a very different job to do.10

The Survey of 1815

In August of 1815, the Weller and Young families saw a sailing ship anchor 
in Wellers Bay. They watched as several men launched a skiff and headed 
to the shore at the west end of the Quinte portage. The master of the ship 
was Thomas Chillingsworth, an experienced surveyor, who was conducting 
detailed surveys of shorelines at various locations around Lake Ontario. By 
this time, he had completed surveys at Burlington Bay,11 along with Eighteen 
and Twenty Mile Creek,12 Nicholas and Egg Islands,13 and the coast from 
Missisaga to Four Mile Creek.14 They had also visited Duffin’s Creek,15 where 
the modern town of Pickering would develop.

Chillingsworth’s survey of Presqu’ile Bay in 1815 included the Quinte portage, 

 showing the buildings across the portage at that time.
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Now they were doing a survey of Presqu’ile Bay and area. The map from 
this survey can be seen in the archives, called Plan of Presqu’Isle on Lake Ontario 
with Soundings in Feet, Shoals, etc., by T. Chillingsworth, August 1815.16 While 
the focus of this survey was Presqu’ile Bay, the map created from the survey 
included the Quinte portage, which is a short distance to the east. This illus-
tration uses the portage segment of the larger Presqu’ile map as its base, and 
I have added labels to indicate the identity of some of the buildings that are 
represented by black rectangles.

The Quinte portage is represented in a very elementary way—by a double 
straight line from Wellers Bay to the Bay of Quinte. The blockhouse is identi-
fied on the western shore by a big star, and black rectangles identify major 
buildings along both sides of the portage. On the north side, the label says, 
“Carrying Place to the Bay of Quinte,” and on the south side, “Distance across 
1¼ mile.”

There are a few interesting points to highlight. First, there are two build-
ings indicated very close to the Bay of Quinte shore, to the right side of this 
map. We can see the Wilkins family home on the north side of the portage, 
and Robert C. Wilkins’s commissariat on the south side. Note that the com-
missariat is an extra-large black rectangle, demonstrating the relative size of 
this unique building.

Also, on the north side, there is another building a little west of the Wilkins 
property. This may be the tavern and store of Benjamin Young. Later records 
show that he had a business here, but we don’t know exactly when it was built. 
This survey suggests that Benjamin Young had his hotel and tavern on the 
portage road as early as 1815.

The survey also shows the Robert Young house, south of the portage at 
the west end. The second black rectangle to the east from the Young house 
was Asa Weller’s Tap House. The Weller home and blacksmith shop are on 
the north side of the portage, and the blockhouse is evident, near the shore of 
Wellers Bay. The next building east of the Weller home was Stephen Young’s 
house, and the next east of there was the John Alyea home.

Retiring the Fleet

For a time after HMS St. Lawrence arrived back at Kingston, Sir Owen 
flew his pennant from the mast. However, his work as the new commodore, 
included making decisions about the future for the ships of the fleet. The ship 
that had once flown his pennant was “laid up in ordinary as early as the spring 
of 1815; the masts and guns were taken off, sloping roofs added over the upper 
deck as protection from the weather and anchored in Navy Bay.”17
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The ship was being used as a floating barracks. Such a spectacular vessel 
was now relegated to the status of an apartment building for servicemen. Such 
was the difference between war and peacetime.

Commodore Owen would give orders to retire many of the ships of the 
fleet, but he also ordered a few new ships of smaller size to be built. These 
ships were to be armed with tactical weapons and equipped to be part of the 
peace establishment on the Great Lakes. Thousands of troops and seamen 
were moved from the western part of the province, through Kingston and on 
to Montreal for the trip home to England. The Ontario Squadron was used for 
this because the threat on the lake was gone, and they wanted to move large 
numbers of troops very quickly. The folks at the Quinte portage saw only a few 
these fellows.

Life Goes on in Peacetime

At the east end of the Quinte portage, a land transaction dated April 2, 1815, 
shows that Robert Wilkins Sr. sold all one hundred acres of Carrying Place 
Lot 13, Ameliasburgh Township, to his son Robert C. Wilkins.18 This was 
the lot at the shoreline of the Bay of Quinte, on the south side of the portage, 
which Robert Sr. had acquired in 1810. When the war began, the north end of 
the lot—along the portage—had been leased to the government, and the large 
commissariat building was built there. Robert Sr. was seventy-two years old 
when the war ended, and this would be one of the first land transactions over 
the next months that would represent cleaning up after the war.

Another important transaction was dated May 5, 1815. Asa and Hannah 
Weller sold 172 acres in Lot 4, Concession A, Murray Township, to Jacob 
Hendricks—a Loyalist from New Jesey who would own considerable land in 
this area and engage in many land transactions. He and his family would own 
this land well into the 1840s.19

This land was at the village of Trent Port, which we call Trenton today. 
It would be the lot along the south side of what is Dundas Street today, just 
to the west side of Dufferin Avenue, extending south to the bay. We might 
expect that parts of this land had been leased or rented by the Wellers since 
they obtained the Crown Patent in 1802. Now, with word of a new road being 
planned that might go right past this location, the opportunity presented itself, 
and the Wellers probably realized some profit from the sale of this property.

While Asa Weller was much less engaged in the batteau railway in the 
years after the war ended, his store was still in a good location at the west end 
of the portage, especially for settlers who lived to the north and west, along the 
shores of Wellers Bay. There is evidence that Mr. Weller added some services 
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to his store at this time. In particular, there was a very rudimentary function 
that we might call a delivery service. One of his sons would take a wagon 
loaded with supplies that had been ordered by a store or trading post in the 
vicinity and deliver the order to the buyer.

This was by no means a stage service because it was meant for cargo, there 
and back, over a relatively short distance. However, once in a while, they found 
that people would ask if they could ride along on the wagon. At first this was 
done as a favour, but as more folks learned of the service, it became necessary 
to charge a small fee. The whole thing was ad hoc, under no particular sched-
ule, and was often a very bumpy trip, but people kept asking for rides. Over 
time, actual stagecoach lines developed along the side roads branching off the 
primary road, gradually taking over from the Weller delivery service. Here was 
one more example of the desire of people after the suffering of the war to get 
out and travel, no matter how uncomfortable it might be. Optimism can drive 
development, if given a chance.

The Settlement of John Morris Flindall

Now that the war was over, the British government hoped to spur the settle-
ment of good, loyal British citizens in the available lands of Upper Canada. 
They wanted to see land cleared and farms established all along the north 
shore of Lake Ontario and Lake Erie so that a strong society could develop. 
The objective was a population that would act as a deterrent to the Americans 
if they had any further notions of invasion. Farmers were needed to produce 
food to feed the growing population, and it might be expected that all those 
strong young farm boys would make excellent militiamen if it came to 
another fight.

In England in 1812, Henry Bathurst, the 3rd Earl Bathurst, became 
Secretary of State for War and the Colonies under Lord Liverpool.20 He 
implemented settlement programs that would provide land to British soldiers 
who had fought in the war and wanted to stay in Upper Canada. The objec-
tives were primarily military at the beginning, targeting land near established 
military establishments in Upper Canada. This ensured that soldiers-farmers 
could be called upon quickly to serve as needed in case of military threats from 
the Americans.

Initially, the settlement programs were managed by military authorities in 
Montreal, and they appointed highly regarded military officers to manage the 
settlement of individual families in the various regions. The officer responsible 
for the settlement program in Murray Township, Northumberland County, 
was Captain Richard Bullock (1762–1824),21 formerly of the 41st Regiment 
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of Foot. He was from Ireland, joined the British Army as a young man, and 
had participated in many engagements with his regiment in Europe before 
being reassigned to North America in 1800.

For the next fifteen years, Captain Bullock 
served all around Upper and Lower Canada. 
When the War of 1812 started, he was one of 
the most experienced officers in the regular 
forces and saw much action throughout the 
war. He was present at the surrender of General 
Hull in Detroit and led a company under Major 
Sheaffe, who brought his forces from Niagara to 
turn the tide of battle after the death of General 
Brock. The list of his service is very long.22

After the war, Captain Bullock was dis-
charged on half-pay and became a very active 
member of the community, working as a mag-
istrate and justice of the peace for many years. 
His settlement responsibilities included allocat-
ing specific plots of land to incoming settlers, 

ensuring they had a confirmed place to establish a new home upon their 
arrived in Canada.

As a captain in the British Army, Richard Bullock obtained extensive 
land grants, but he chose to live at Concession B, Lots 14 and 15, Murray 
Township, Northumberland County.23 That was north of Dead Creek, which 
flows east into the western shore of the Bay of Quinte, not far north of the 
Quinte portage.

Inevitabley, settlement schemes expanded from soldiers in the province and 
began to include people from the United Kingdom. The war had reduced trade 
and increased prices, and the British government constantly needed more 
funds, which meant taxes layered upon taxes. The city of London was teaming 
with overpopulation, poverty, and desperation. Most of the documentation 
available for these settlement programs are dated in the 1820s, but it is clear 
by some very specific personal histories that people in England were being 
encouraged to settle in Upper Canada immediately after the War of 1812 
officially ended on February 17, 1815.

Many people who lived in the crowded and dangerous streets of London, 
England, quickly took advantage of the new government settlement program. 
John Morris Flindall (1775–1841)24 was one such Londoner. As a journalist, 
J. M. Flindall often wrote columns or letters to the editor. In January of 1815, 
one of his letters appeared in the Morning Herald. The topic was the misery 
and desperation that forces people to abandon their home and travel to distant 

Colonel Richard Bullock was a 

distinguished army officer who 

settled north of the Carrying 

Place after the War of 1812.
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lands. He saw the poverty and experienced the financial stress of the times and 
commented in the letter:

Powerful indeed must be that motive which impels a man to dispose 
of the last remnant of his property and to quit the country which has 
given him birth, or connections which we long cling to with so much 
affection and fondness.25

He counted himself among those being impelled.
John Morris Flindall and his wife, Susannah, learned that the settlement 

program offered to provide one hundred acres of land in the colony, along with 
provisions to get started and free passage to their new home. There was a fee, 
which was based on how many individuals were travelling, but that money 
would be returned after two years on confirmation of improvements made 
and permanent settlement on the land established. Even with the fee, it was 
a very attractive deal for the Flindall family. Their application was submit-
ted immediately.26

After they provided all the information requested, including references 
from reputable people, their application was approved. It all happened very 
quickly, beginning in January and completed in March.27 Now the Flindall 
family began preparations to leave England. John and Susannah saw this as 
the break they had been waiting for. Life was very hard in London, and here 
was a path to get them out of the terrible economic pressure of the day. John 
Flindall had a successful bookstore, but the constant imposition of taxes had 
suffocated the enterprise that seemed to have such promise. John had supple-
mented the family income with journalism, but sales and opportunities were 
stifled during the Napoleonic Wars. Then, the War of 1812 put an exclamation 
mark on the strife felt by ordinary people trying to succeed.28

Getting away to a new land seemed like the only option for a better life. On 
April 25, 1815, John, Susannah, and the children boarded the Tyne of London 
for the trip to Canada.29 The couple had been married in 1798 in London and 
were lucky to still have six of their eight children with them, in a time of over-
crowding, poor sanitation, and the ever-present horror of cholera. Susannah 
was pregnant when she boarded the ship, and she carried in her arms the 
youngest child, Sarah Ann, born in March 1813. The oldest, Charlotte, age 
seventeen, was a great help to her mother in caring for the other children: 
Susanna, fifteen; John Franklin, eleven; Stephen Francis, six; and George 
James, age four.

After several difficult weeks crossing the Atlantic aboard the Tyne of 
London, the Flindall family arrived in Quebec City and travelled by cart or 
wagon to Montreal. Family history tells us that they did not take the normal 
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route by batteaux up the St. Lawrence River to Prescott and Kingston but, 
instead, travelled by land.30 This may mean that they hired a wagon to take 
them over the northern route, which had been built well back from the St. 
Lawrence. This route avoided the dangers of the rapids in the St. Lawrence 
River as well as the problems of travelling across river mouths and marshlands. 
The north route was much safer for a family with young children, but it took 
longer, with many stops along the way at hotels and taverns.

Regardless of the route, they arrived at Kingston and continued by land to 
the east end of the Bay of Quinte, where they took a batteau westward across 
the bay to the Quinte portage. The Flindall family arrived at the east end of 
the portage on September 13, 1815, and hired a cart to carry the baggage and 
children across the portage to Asa Weller’s Tap House—which, after the war, 
was operating as a regular public hotel and tavern.31

Space was made in the large upstairs room over the tavern, and the weary 
travellers rested, knowing that they were ever so close to their new home. One 
might imagine the hubbub this raised along the portage when the ladies of the 
Weller and Young families learned that there was a family of children at the Tap 
House. They were experiencing the serious adjustment from wartime when they 
provided hospitality to hundreds of soldiers and militiamen. Now they had to 
remember how to care for the needs of a family of six children and their parents.

The excitement was even more acute when it was found that Susannah was 
well along in her pregnancy. To the joy of all, two days after arriving, the little 

one decided it was time to join the 
family. Emma Nichols Flindall 
was born on the Quinte portage 
on September 15, 1815—the last 
of the Flindall children and the 
only one born in Canada.32

The land allocated to the 
Flindall family consisted of 
one hundred acres in Lot 8, 
Concession C, Murray Township. 
It was located immediately south 
of Richard Bullock’s land, south 
of Dead Creek, and included a 
few acres of marshland at the 
north end of the property. The 
south end of the lot was on the 
north shore of Wellers Bay, just a 
few lots west of the Weller prop-
erty and the Quinte portage.33

After the war was over, John Morris Flindall took 

advantage of a settlement program and moved to his 

new home at Lot 8, Concession C, Murray Township.
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The north end of this lot bordered on what remained of the Canal Reserve—a 
strip of land through the Dead Creek marsh that had been designate as a 
site for a canal between the Bay of Quinte and Presqu’ile Bay. Lieutenant-
Governor John Graves Simcoe had set aside a considerable amount of land for 
this purpose, but most of it was quickly allocated to new settlers after the War 
of 1812. Settlement was clearly seen as a higher priority at the time. Only a 
narrow strip of the Canal Reserve remained along Dead Creek.34

Another important factor about the location of the Flindall land grant was 
that the Danforth Road ran through the middle of it. Lot 8 was a little east 
of where the road crossed Dead Creek and came south to meet the shoreline 
road. This meant that the Flindall family had a well-travelled road at their 
doorstep, which led directly to Asa Weller’s store on the portage.

Very soon after arriving at the Quinte portage, John Morris Flindall set 
out to build his family a log cabin where they could live during the upcoming 
winter. Having grown up in London, England, he was not familiar with this 
kind of work and knew time was short, but there was plenty of help from kind 
neighbours. Finally, the family had a home of their own, however simple and 
crude.35 It was a good start.
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War Loss Claims and 
a Better Road

War of 1812 Loss Claims

After the war was over, people around the Quinte portage and across Upper 
Canada would take advantage of the War of 1812 Loss Claim Petition program 
to recover some of the losses they had experienced during the war. The docu-
ments from this program are available in the Library and Archives Canada 
and provide fascinating insights into the experiences of the people involved.

One claim dated September 16, 1815, was from Robert C. Wilkins:

R.C. Wilkins of the Carrying Place claims for damages he has sus-
tained during the late war with the United States of America from the 
month of March 1813 to the month of February 1815. For damages 
done his fences, orchard, barn and premises, by His Majesty’s Troops on 
their route to and from the Right Division of the Army, viz. Estimate 
of losses signed by J.M. Peters, Lt. Col. Militia, Sam. Sherwood, J.P., 
James Young J.P., Asa Weller J.P.1

The next page is confirmation of the losses and the estimated cost by 
local magistrates:

We the undersigned Magistrates do Consider to the best of our 
knowledge and belief that the damages which RC Wilkins Esq. has 
Sustained during the late war with the United States of America at 
the Carrying Place, head of the Bay Quintie, by his Majesty’s Troops, 
passing and repassing to and from the Right Division of the Army, in 
Fencing, Buildings, Orchard and Meadow, may be fairly Estimated at 
Ninety Two Pounds. Given under our hand at Ameliasburgh, 16 Sept 
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1815. J.M. Peters, Lt. Col. Militia, Sam Sherwood, J.P., James Young, 
J.P., Asa Weller J.P.2

Let’s look at some of the details. The Right Division of the Army was the 
part of the British forces deployed into the Niagara peninsula and elsewhere, 
from York to Detroit. It’s interesting that these troops did the damage “on 
their route to and from the Right Division” during the period from March 
June 1813 to February 1815. Notice that this claim states nothing of Mr. 
Wilkins’s role as an agent for the commissariat, but instead deals with his own 
private property.

This loss claim allows us to reimagine the image of hundreds of white 
miliary tents dotting the flat land north and south of the portage. In this light, 
it seems perfectly reasonable for Mr. Wilkins to list items that were damaged 
or lost as “Fencing, Buildings, Orchard and Meadow.” All of these were vul-
nerable to damage as army regiments spent a couple of days camping on-site, 
moving their men and supplies across the portage.

Just two days later, Mr. Wilkins enjoyed some support from a friend in 
this deposition:

Deposition of Benjamin Young, Ameliasburgh, 18 Sept 1815, Midland 
District: Personally appeared before me James Young, Esq., one of His 
Majesty’s Justices of the Peace, in and for the said District, Benjamin 
Young maketh Oath and Saith that in the month of October in the 
year one thousand eight hundred and thirteen, being at the House of 
RC Wilkins on the Carrying Place, Head Bay Quintie, at the time 
when the His Majesty’s Troops were on the march from the Right 
Division of the Army to Kingston, that they encamped there for 
several nights and he had seen the soldiers burning the fences for a 
considerable distance by which means the fields were laid open and 
Mr. Wilkins had about eight acres of buckwheat destroyed that was 
ready for harvesting, and he, the Deponent, seen the Troops a number 
of times in the year of 1814 burning the fences on their route to and 
from the Right Division of the Army belonging to the said Mr. RC 
Wilkins, by which means he had a considerable number of fruit trees 
destroyed and his premises materially injured. Benjamin Young. Sworn 
before me at Ameliasburgh, 18 Sept 1815. James Young J.P.3

This adds a field of buckwheat and some fruit trees to the list of lost items. 
Benjamin Young was a son of Robert Young, so a brother of James Young. He 
was a member of the 1st Regiment, Flank Company of the Northumberland 
Milita. We can see that James Young, now back at home from Kingston, was a 
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magistrate and justice of the peace for Ameliasburgh Township, so it was one 
of his jobs to take depositions such as this one.

Robert C. Wilkins made another claim 
around the same time, although the docu-
ment is undated. This one is particularly 
interesting because the title page for the 
deposition has the word “Transport” written 
at the top.4 This claim is different because it 
deals with losses in conducting the trans-
port business across the Quinte portage.

We know that Asa Weller owned and 
managed the batteau railway, but R.  C. 
Wilkins, in his role as agent for the com-
missariat, subcontracted for men and 
equipment to accomplish the massive 
movement of men and supplies that were 
required during those intense days of the 
War of 1812. Here is one result of that 
business—claiming for specific losses due 
to damage of transportation resources that 

were engaged in the war effort.
The claim states, “R.C. Wilkins of the Carrying Place, Head Bay Quintie, 

claims from Government for damages he has sustained during the late war 
with the United States of America in transport service.”5

Two distinct items are listed, beginning with “June 1813, one waggon broke 
in the transport of batteaux by order of Capt. Goldicutt of the 8th Regiment, 
valued at £10.”6 That is followed by “Nov. 1814, one ox killed in the public 
service transporting batteaux over the portage, valued at £20.”7 The total value 
claimed was thirty pounds sterling, and the amount allowed is written as fifteen 
pounds sterling.8 Mr. Wilkins added a note beside his signature stating that he 
had been acting as an employee of the commissariat, making the clear point 
that these losses were the responsibility of the government, not the employee.9

Asa Weller would get into the action as well, with this claim dated 
September 10, 1815:

Asa Weller of the Carrying Place claims for damages he has sustained 
during the late war with the United States of America from the month 
of March 1813 to the month of February 1815. The damages done 
his premises by having a block house erected on the same, to fences, 
orchards, house, barns, & meadows by His Majesty’s Troops on their 
route to and from the Right Division of the Army.10

Robert C. Wilkins asked for 

compensation for the loss of an oxen 

and other items in the context of his 

work moving men and supplies across 

the batteau railway. One petition 

specifically shows the word “Transport” 

on the title page.
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The claim goes on to list the items that were lost or damaged during the 
war. The first item is 2,500 fence rails, which reflects the common refrain 
by claimants that the soldiers burned the fences, probably to provide wood 
for their campfires. The second item is one hundred fruit trees, mentioning 
plum and cherry trees. The removal of the fences is implied to be the result of 
damage to eight acres of buckwheat as well as to the meadow. The blockhouse 
is mentioned in this context as well. A very specific item noted is “4 tons of 
hay destroyed in a barn by it being employed as a barrack by the troops.”11

Mr. Weller specifically mentioned the blockhouse, including it with all the 
other items he considered to be losses. This demonstrates once more that he 
was not happy when the military decided to put a blockhouse right there on 
the shore of Wellers Bay on his property.

It has been suggested that the term “rails” might refer to the rails of the 
batteau railway. This historian is inclined to believe that it refers to fence rails, 
linked with the later phrase “Damages done meadows by having the fences 
burnt.” Besides, the quantity claimed is 2,500—a very large amount, which 
suggests common fence rails.

Asa Weller’s losses were probably a bit more complex and extensive than 
most claimants simply due to his location right on the portage, where thou-
sands of soldiers and travellers were passing by for three years of war. On the 
other hand, the proportion of his claim that the government approved might 
be rather common.

At the bottom of this claim, we see a total of 175 pounds sterling claimed, 
but the amount allowed was only eighty pounds sterling, which seems to be 
about the normal proportion when compared with other similar documents. It 
may not seem fair, but we might expect the government was trying to manage 
such programs within a budget. By giving claimants some portion of their 
claim, they would make people happy but not break the bank. One might 
imagine the discussions over a few pints that these loss claims generated at the 
Tap House and all along the portage.

James Young was not to be left out of the loss claims process:

James Young of the Carrying Place claims for damages he has sustained 
during the late war with the United States of America from the month 
of March 1813 to the month of February 1815. For the damages done 
his fences orchard meadows barn and houses by His Majesty’s troops 
on their route to and from the Right Division of the Army.12

The list of losses provided by James Young included five hundred cedar 
pickets, three thousand fence rails, fifty fruit trees, as well as the familiar 
damage to meadows due to the burning of fences. His house was damaged 
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by being occupied as a barracks and store. His barns were damaged by troops 
being quartered there, and a large quantity of hay in the barns was destroyed.13

The total damages were estimated at 120 pounds sterling, and the 
amount allowed was sixty-seven pounds sterling. The claim is under-
signed by Lieutenant-Colonel Peters, commander of the 1st Regiment of 
Northumberland Militia, as well as Robert C. Wilkins, Asa Weller, and Samuel 
Sherwood, who were all acting in the capacity as justices of the peace.14

Then, on October 9, 1815, James Young and Asa Weller undersigned another 
deposition, this one regarding the burning of George Gibson’s schooner:

We, the undersigned Magistrates, residing at The Carrying Place, 
Midland District, do hereby certify that a vessel building at Presqu’ile 
for the service of the Government by Mr. George Gibson was 
destroyed on the night of July 1st, 1814 by a detachment of the enemy 
under Lieut. Gregory and we verily believe it to have ensued from the 
supposition of its being public property. At the time of its destruc-
tion, the vessel was in the following state of forwardness & of the 
dimensions hereafter described. Vessel about fifty tons burthen, her 
upper works nearly finished, the decks laid and the bottom ready for 
planking, & the planks prepared on the premises.15

The deposition concluded with an estimate of the loss:

We do, therefore, estimate Mr. Gibson’s loss, to the best of our judg-
ment, for timber furnished and labor performed on the schooner, 
at the sum of four hundred and fifty pounds currency, exclusive of 
such material and stores as has been furnished by the Commissariat 
at Kingston.16

The complainant himself, George Gibson, came to give a brief deposition 
as well:

Personally appeared before me, James Young, Esquire, one of his 
Majesties’ Justices of the Peace in and for the said District, George 
Gibson, who being sworn deposeth and saith, that the schooner build-
ing by him at the Presqu’ile and intended for government & destroyed 
by the Americans, was of the within named dimensions, and in the 
same state of forwardness as herein is described. Sworn before me 
at Ameliasburgh, this October 9th, 1815, James Young, J.P. Signed. 
George Gibson.17
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Many people across Upper Canada submitted depositions like these with 
the expectation that some compensation would result. Unfortunately, it would 
be almost a decade before the money began to flow.

A Spirit of Enterprise

The impact of the war lingered, but many people preferred to look forward. In 
his book History of the Settlement of Upper Canada, Mr. Canniff states, “After 
peace, things did not relapse into their former state. A spirit of enterprise was 
abroad, especially in the mercantile community.”18 One tangible example of 
that spirit of enterprise was the building project being undertaken at Bath. 
This place was called Ernest Town until 1818, when the town was incorpo-
rated with the name of Bath.19 The steamboat Frontenac was being built at 
Finkle’s Point and would be the first craft of its type to ply the waters of Lake 
Ontario.20 This was a huge step that would accelerate the profound changes 
that transformed Upper Canada after the war.

The first steamboat in Canada had been built by John Molson in 1809, 
called Accommodation, and it carried passengers and mail between Quebec 
City and Montreal.21 The Frontenac, on the other hand, was intended for the 
mercantile trade between Prescott and York. The company that was formed to 
build the ship was described by Mr. Canniff as follows:

The leading men of Kingston conceived the idea of forming a company 
to build a steamboat, to ply on Lake Ontario, and the navigable waters 
of the St. Lawrence. A company was consequently formed, composed 
of individuals belonging to Kingston, Niagara, Queenston, York, 
and Prescott. The shareholders of Kingston were Joseph Forsyth, 
Yeomans, Marsh, Lawrence Herkimer, John Kirby, Capt. Murney, 
William Mitchell, and, in fact, all of the principal men except the 
Cartwright family.22

The work had commenced in October 1815, and the ship would be launched 
on September 7, 1816, beginning a new era in commercial transportation.23

A Better Road

As war conditions eased, one of the most pressing problems in Upper Canada 
was the terrible condition of the Danforth Road from York to Kingston. Many 
stretches of the road were impassable. Even where it had been repaired by militia 
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to facilitate prisoners of war travelling along it, the road was in poor shape. The 
government’s method of maintaining roads was clearly inadequate. Landowners 
were expected to do maintenance work where the road ran through or along the 
edge of their property. However, large parts of the road went through unallo-
cated land, where no maintenance was done for long periods of time.24 Travellers 
constantly complained that they were forced to travel by boat because of the 
road conditions. Military authorities were well aware that if another conflict 
with the United States occurred, moving troops and supplies east to west along 
the north shore of Lake Ontario by land would be very difficult.

To deal with this pressing problem, the Legislative Assembly ordered 
a serious upgrade of the old Danforth Road, which began later in 1815. 
Surveyors studied the existing road and looked at the current state of settle-
ment to determine a better route for the road in various places. Back in 1799, 
Asa Danforth had been told to avoid wet areas and keep the road up on 
higher ground. This meant that the road was well back from the shore of Lake 
Ontario at places like today’s Cobourg and Port Hope.

Since the Danforth Road had been built in 1799 and 1800, many more 
people had come to settle in the area, creating significant communities near 
the shore of the lake. Naturally, rough paths had developed through the practi-
cal use of the local inhabitants, showing the surveyors where the road should 
be built to meet both current and future needs. At Port Hope, the new version 
of the road dipped south to the lakeshore at Guideboard (later Welcome) to 
accommodate the growing town near the lake. Farther east, the road turned 
south to the lakeshore at the village of Amherst, which is now at the north-
west corner of Cobourg.

Another very significant change in the route of the road occurred east 
of the border between Cramahe and Murray Townships, where the town of 
Brighton would later develop. The Danforth Road had been contracted ini-
tially to go from York to the Trent River. From the Cramahe-Murray border, it 
had followed Dundas Street to the village of Smithfield. But then, there was a 
change of plans, and the road went southeast to cross Dead Creek, on to Asa 
Weller’s store at the west end of the Carrying Place. The route then went into 
Prince Edward County, to Picton and then Stone Mills, to cross the Glenora 
Ferry to Adolphustown, and then to Bath and Kingston to complete the route.

The new route, often called the York Road or the York-Kingston Road, 
would now go directly east from the Cramahe-Murray border, along the lower 
ground to the south of the ridge to Smithfield. The new road went directly 
to Trent Port, where travellers could cross the Trent River on a ferry. It then 
went straight east to Belleville, Napanee, and then approached Kingston via a 
northerly route. The new road now entered Kingston on what was then called 
Store Street, but would later be named Princess Street.
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This new route would completely bypass Prince Edward County as well as 
the centres of Adolphustown and Bath. On the other hand, it would provide a 
much more direct route for the main east-west transportation system between 
the major towns of York and Kingston.

The new road was a vast improvement over the old one: it was wider, much 
better constructed, and featured bridges, causeways, and even floating bridges 
where it crossed wetlands. This road would still have the problem of little or no 
maintenance, so it deteriorated quickly in places, but the nature of the whole 
road made it much more practical and functional for travellers, so it gained 
instant customers—a trend that would continually grow over the years.

Durham Boats

In the years immediately following the war, a different type of boat began 
to appear on the Bay of Quinte. Durham boats had been used on the St. 
Lawrence River for a decade before this, but had not ventured very often to 
the west end of the Bay of Quinte. These boats had been designed and built by 
the Americans for the river trade between the area of Albany and the Mohawk 
River and the lower Great Lakes.

In his book Pioneer Travel in Upper Canada, Edwin Guillet describes this 
craft as follows:

The Durham boat was a flat-bottomed barge with a slip keel and 
centre-board, rounded bow and square stern, and a long rudder. 
Sometimes the bottom of the boat was shod with iron to prevent 
damage from the rocks. The usual length was from eighty to ninety 
feet, and the vessel was of nine or ten feet beam, with a capacity about 
ten times that of the early bateau.25

In an article about transportation during the War of 1812, Robert C. 
Wilkins stated that “Durham Boats were not seen in Canada till after the 
Peace following the War of 1812. It was the Yankees who taught us how to 
build them. Durham boats did not go upon the lake.”26
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Durham boats were larger than batteaux and carried more cargo. However, they were too big and 

heavy for the batteau railway, so they did not cross the Quinte portage.

As business picked up after the war, the need increased for a vessel with 
a much larger capacity than the familiar batteau. Durham boats were very 
common on the rivers of the northeastern United States, but the need to carry 
larger cargoes up and down the St. Lawrence River brought them into Upper 
Canada after the war.

This image clearly shows the significant difference between the traditional 
batteau, shown in the lower left, and the much larger Durham boat to the 
right. Durham boats would enter the Bay of Quinte, unload at Belleville 
or Trent Port, and sometimes dock at the east end of the Quinte portage. 
However, these boats were too large to be portaged, so they were not taken 
across the batteau railway to Wellers Bay.

Another way to characterize the difference between the Durham boats and 
the batteau is found here: “If the bateau was the pick-up truck of the 18th 
century, the Durham boat was the tractor trailer.”27
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Bad Weather and Stage Wagons

Bad Weather

The year 1816 began with general optimism in Upper Canada, but the weather 
was not cooperating. It had been unusually cold and harsh during the winter, 
and the weather would be so bad for the entire year that 1816 has been referred 
to as “the summerless year.”1 There was frost in every month of the year, which 
caused crops to fail across the northeastern part of North America.

The horrible conditions were caused by a huge volcanic eruption at Mount 
Tambora in Indonesia on April 10, 1815. The event has been rated a notch 
higher than Krakatoa in the volcanic scale of destruction. It is estimated that 
forty-one cubic kilometers of rock and dust were blasted into the atmosphere 
and carried around the planet by prevailing winds. Around 70,000 people 
were killed in the initial eruption and hundreds of thousands in the following 
two years.2

The newest arrivals near the Carrying Place would suffer during this ter-
rible year, since they had nothing to fall back on but the support of their 
neighbours and whatever the government might provide. John Morris Flindall 
later wrote that “the family lived for much of that year on a diet of fish, meat, 
and whatever vegetables they could scrounge in order to survive. Not a very 
nice introduction to a new life, but unfortunately it was not avoidable.”3

At one point during that difficult year, he wrote in his diary, “We are living 
on turnips and potatoes.”4 A few weeks later, he added, “The potatoes are now 
gone.”5 In spite of the hardship and suffering, the family and Upper Canada 
would survive the ordeal.ADVANCE READER COPY
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More Loss Claims

The complex process of applying for loss claims continued in 1816 when 
James Young, in his capacity of justice of the peace, went to York and gave a 
certificate on February 8 on behalf of Robert C. Wilkins:

Certificate of James Young J.P. regarding loss of wagon in government 
service. I do hereby Certify that RC Wilkins, Esq., had a waggon taken 
by a Detachment of the Eighth Regt under the command of Capt. 
Goldicutt on route to York in the Month of June 1813 which waggon 
was broken in the Transportation of the Government Batteaux over 
the Portage Head Bay Quinte & that the Value of the Damages may 
be Estimated at Ten Pounds & that to the best of my Knowledge and 
belief he has not received any remuneration for the Same.6

The effort to claim for losses during the War of 1812 would go on for 
many years. Winter was petitioning time, since there was not much else to do. 
Benjamin Young generated a different kind of petition dated February 3, 1816, 
by which he hoped to achieve a grant of land on his own account, rather than 
through his father’s influence:

To His Excellency Francis Gore, Lieutenant Governor of the Province 
of Upper Canada . . . In Council. The Petition of Benjamin Young 
of the Township of Murray in the District of New Castle, joiner . . . 
Humbly Sheweth . . . That Your Petitioner was born in Nova Scotia and 
came into the Province in the year 1794 with his father and family 
and has remained ever since. That he is now thirty years of age and 
has a wife and one child. That he has taken the oath of allegiance as 
appears by the annexed certificate and he has never received any land 
or order for land in this Province. He therefore prays Your Excellency 
in Council to take his case into consideration and grant him such 
proportion of land as your Excellency may think him deserving of for 
which he is prepared to pay the fees agreeable to the present regula-
tions. Should his petition be favored in duty bound will ever pray . . . 
Benjamin Young.7

This should be taken in the context of the petitioner’s current circumstance. 
In 1810, Benjamin Young had purchased one hundred acres of the west side 
of Carrying Place Lot 11, Murray Township, from Isaac Johnson.8 This was 
immediately west of the Wilkins properties, on the north side of the portage. 
By 1816, Ben and his wife, Susan, and their son, John, were living there9 while 
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he operated a hotel and store. Like many folks at this time, Benjamin Young 
was lobbying to get more land grants.

The First School

Members of the community across the Carrying Place decided that they 
needed to provide a proper school for their children. Classes had been held in 
an ad-hoc manner, in the homes of different people ever since first settlement. 
Now there were more children needing a basic education, and the citizens felt 
it was time for a dedicated school building. There is a land transaction under 
Carrying Place Lot 9, Murray Township, dated June 19, 1816, which shows 
that the Crown Patent for all one hundred acres of this lot was granted to 
Robert C. Wilkins.10

A school house was built near the southeast corner of the lot, near the loca-
tion of the cairn today. The trustees of the first school were James Young, Asa 
Weller, and Robert Wilkins.11 Lot 9 would be designated as school lands, with 
only minimal land transactions. Over the years, a couple of transactions dem-
onstrated events in the area. In 1879, sixty one-hundredths of an acre was sold 
to the Prince Edward County Railway Company. In 1883, a little over nine 
acres were transferred to “Her Majesty the Queen” for the Murray Canal.12

Stage Wagons

Another important development happened in July of 1816 when Samuel 
Purdy (1794–1859)13 began the first stage line in Upper Canada.14 He was 
only twenty-two years old, a farmer from Kingston Township, not far from 
the town of Kingston. He saw an opportunity in the growing desire to travel 
between the developing communities across Upper Canada. Many also com-
plained of irregular mail service across the province. Purdy’s initial stage line 
ran only about eighteen miles from Kingston to Ernest Town, soon to be 
called Bath. Here is a notice from the Kingston Gazette:

PUBLIC NOTICE—The subscriber has commenced running a Stage 
Waggon from Kingston to Ernest Town village, daily, to leave B. 
Olcott’s tavern, at Kingston, every morning, at six o’clock, and return 
the same evening. To commence on Monday, the first day of July. 
Every accommodation will be afforded to passengers and baggage. 
SAMUEL PURDY. Kingston, July 12 1816.15
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We may have the temptation to use the common term “stagecoach” for this 
endeavour, but that would be an exaggeration. The advertisement specifically 
says “stage waggon”—a plain old farm wagon with perhaps a few benches built 
into it for passengers. There was no protection from the elements, and the 
roads were muddy, rutted, and unkept trails. This would be a rough ride.

Samuel Purdy was well aware of the work being done to upgrade the old 
Danforth Road, and he probably saw this initial version of his stage service as 
the first attempt at a much larger objective—running stages between Kingston 
and York. Like many enterprises started soon after the war was over, it was a 
small stepping stone toward the future.

In fact, it did not take very long for the future to be realized. Samuel Purdy 
experienced good demand for his Kingston to Ernest Town stage wagon 
in 1816, so the next year, he decided to expand the service to run between 
Kingston and York. The Kingston Gazette included this notice:

Mail Stage: The subscriber wishes to inform the Public that he intends 
running a Stage from Kingston, on Monday the 4th of August for 
York, and will after that start from York at Kingston every Monday. The 
subscriber hopes by his faithful attention to this undertaking to merit 
a share of the public favour. The Stage from Kingston to Belleville will 
be 4 dollars, from Kingston to Hamilton or Smith’s Creek, 8 dollars, 
and from Kingston to York, 12 dollars. Samuel Purdy. Kingston July 
26, 1817.16

The optimism of this enterprise was shared by many, but the reality of travel 
on deeply rutted and unmaintained roads became evident to all who paid the 
fare and came aboard. In his book, Canniff speaks of a traveller in Canada at 
this time as follows:

The same year, Lieutenant Hull, traveling in Canada, writes that there 
is a stage waggon from Montreal to Prescott, which carries the mail. 
From thence to Kingston the mail is carried on horseback. The stage 
waggon, he remarks, is the roughest conveyance on either side of 
the Atlantic.17

Public documents at this time tend to emphasize the carrying of the mail 
as the primary function of the new stage lines. The fast growth of business 
and government activities after the War of 1812 meant that there was a much 
higher volume of mail, but the problem was getting the mail from the sender 
to the recipient in a reasonable condition and in an acceptable timeframe. 
Samuel Purdy would derive some income from carrying the mail but would 
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need income from passengers to make his enterprise financially viable. This 
equation between mail and passengers would be present in the stage business 
for half a century.

This was an extremely ambitious undertaking for Samuel Purdy, but the young 
man was intent on making it work. The biggest factor in allowing him to go 
ahead with this service at this time was the completion of the new road between 
Kingston and York. His stage wagon would pound the rough road in the summer 
months, and his sleigh would race smoothly over the snow in the winter. Often, 
in these early days of stage travel, the stage lines could only run in the winter 
because the summer conditions were so bad. Frozen roads were much easier than 
endless mud. In any case, the service would have no shortage of customers.

A New Store on Presqu’ile Bay

A significant development on Presqu’ile Bay would grab the attention of the 
merchants along the Carrying Place. They learned that James Richardson Sr. 
now had a new store and a wharf on Presqu’ile Bay. It is apparent from this 
that he had expanded his establishment from the single building he built on 
the north shore of the bay in 1807, which would remain as his home. His 
advertisement in the Kingston Gazette was very detailed:

Cramahe Twp., Presque Ile Bay, Northumberland Co., Upper Canada, 
18 July 1816; “NEW STORE; The Subscriber takes this opportunity 
of acquainting his friends and the public that he has set up a STORE 
in the township of Cramahe, near the Presque Ile Bay, where he 
proposes to keep consistently on hand, a general assortment of Dry 
Goods and Groceries, Iron and Steel; With a General assortment 
of Hardware, Glass & Crockery WARE. All of which he will sell, 
wholesale, and retail on the most reasonable terms. He has also built a 
Wharf, and a large store, for receiving and Forwarding Goods to any 
part of the District of New-Castle, and to receive and forward any 
kind of Produce to any part of Lake Ontario. Those who may please 
to send Goods or Produce to his care may depend on the greatest 
care and attention being paid to them, and on the most reasonable 
terms. All kinds of produce will be taken for payment, either for 
Goods or Storage, Cash will not be refused, but no credit given.; James 
Richardson, Sen.; Presque Ile.18

This enterprise was in partnership with James Lyons (1789–1836),19 a 
merchant who lived just a bit to the northwest of the Richardson place on 
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Presqu’ile Bay. James Lyons had married Sarah Ann Richardson at Kingston 
in 1810, which meant that the two partners in the store were father and 
son-in-law. Here was an attempt by Mr. Richardson to establish a business 
on the bay when others were working to undermine this effort by locating 
more homes and businesses on the York Road, where the town of Brighton 
exists today.

In any case, one might assume that the experienced mariner and merchant 
James Richardson was well aware a much better road was being built between 
Kingston and York—and he intended to take advantage of the resulting 
increase in traffic through the community. His lifelong experience as a sailor 
made him comfortable with a location on the shore of Presqu’ile Bay, but this 
location for a store might not fair well against the businesses that were located 
to the north on the main east-west road. The situation was changing quickly, 
and he was on both sides of the change. Maybe there would be enough busi-
ness for all.

Charles Biggar Comes to the Carrying Place

During the summer of 1816, a nineteen-year-old aspiring merchant came to 
the Carrying Place. Charles Biggar (1797–1851)20 had been born in Steuben 
County, New York, in 1797, a son of Robert Biggar and Mary Amelia Lauder. 
His family had move to Queenston, in the Niagara area, where his older sister, 
Mary, married Robert Hamilton, a son of the wealthy trader at Queenston.

Through family support, Charles Biggar established himself at the east end 
of the Quinte portage, probably on Carrying Place Lot 11, where Benjamin 
Young had a hotel and store. Maybe he worked with Mr. Young in the first few 
years. Charles Biggar and his family would be important members of the com-
munity in the village of Carrying Place for decades to come.

The Frontenac 
Launched

On September 7, 1816, the 
Frontenac was launched at 
Finkle’s Point, Ernestown 
Township, beginning a transfor-
mative period in transportation 
for the people of Upper Canada.21 The Frontenac was built in 1816 at the Finkle shipyard 

at Bath and was the first steam boat on Lake Ontario.
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The ship was designed to carry passengers and freight between Kingston and 
York and possibly up the St. Lawrence as far as Prescott. This kind of service 
was ideal for travellers, erasing days from business trips at a time that com-
merce and industry were accelerating. There was no shortage of customers.

The Rush-Bagot Treaty

As 1816 progressed, the War of 1812 faded from the immediate thoughts 
of Upper Canada’s residents, but it remained a top concern for government 
officials on both sides of the US border. The Treaty of Ghent had ended the 
war but did not solve the thorny problem of the naval arms race on the Great 
Lakes, which continued apace. Each side persisted in building new ships for 
what was euphemistically called “the peace establishment.”22

During the later part of 1816, more sensible heads prevailed, as there was an 
exchange of notes between US Secretary of State Richard Rush and Charles 
Bigot, British minister to the United States. They began to develop the ideas 
that would see the limitation of naval forces on the Great Lakes at a very low 
level. It took some time, as these delicate negotiations tend to do, but the 
discussion progressed into 1817 with a relatively good degree of optimism.23

The Rush-Bagot Treaty was signed in April of 1817, providing specific 
restrictions for naval forces on the Great Lakes. Each side was allowed one 
ship on Lake Champlain, one on Lake Ontario, and two on the upper lakes. 
These vessels could not exceed one hundred tons burthen and support no 
greater than one eighteen-pound cannon. It did not specifically say that exist-
ing ships had to be destroyed, but many vessels on both sides were disarmed 
and put in storage or sold as commercial vessels.24

It has been said that the Rush-Bagot Treaty of 1817 set the stage for the 
peaceful relationship across the Canada-US border, and that is true, to a point. 
Technically speaking, however, a full treaty to deal with this problem was not 
completed until 1871, with the Washington Treaty.25 However, at the time, the 
Rush-Bagot Treaty allowed everyone along the border to take a breath and go 
about their normal lives without fear.

Along the Quinte portage, the Young, Weller, and Wilkins families may 
have welcomed the treaty as one more step away from a war footing. On the 
other hand, with very little chance of American naval threats on Lake Ontario, 
the portage saw its tactical importance decline, which in turn reduced the 
importance of facilities like the batteau railway and the commissariat.
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Bad Weather, Better Road, More Change

The year 1817 opened with the same weather conditions as the pervious year. 
Even as spring came around on the calendar, the temperatures remained very 
low, to the point of ice on the St. Lawrence River, which did not break up until 
early May. It was said that twenty ships were waiting in the ice to carry seed 
grain for the farmers in the lower districts of Lower Canada.26 Well into the 
end of 1817, the weather would be worse than normal, although not equalling 
1816. Crops were impacted, and the supply of food was still problematic.

Despite the poor weather, spirits were buoyed around the Bay of Quinte 
with the completion of the upgrades to the old Danforth Road. The folks who 
lived along the new road, especially east from Brighton to Kingston, were very 
happy to be located on the primary east-west road. This would be good for 
hotel and tavern operators, who saw more clients. Farmers would also benefit, 
as the road would make it easier for them to travel to major towns to sell their 
produce or shop for their families.

The people at the Quinte portage may not have seen this as a negative 
factor, at least initially. Their stores and blacksmith shops were still strategi-
cally located on the important isthmus, ensuring that travellers—whether 
crossing the batteau railway by boat, riding a horse, or driving a wagon north 
or south between Prince Edward County and the mainland—had to pass by 
them. There was still lots of business to be done.

Even though the stresses and fears of war were at an end, the horrible 
weather in 1816 and 1817 put a damper on recovery. John Morris Flindall 
had arranged with a Kingston newspaper to publish articles he wrote on topics 
that would educate people about current trends and how to deal with prob-
lems. One such article appeared in the Kingston Gazette on November 4, 1817, 
dealing with the very hard times folks were experiencing:

We are sorry to learn that the wheat crops among the new settlers on 
the Canal Reserve, near the Carrying Place, has been so unproductive 
as in some instances, not pay the expenses of cutting. These industrious 
emigrants, still reeling from the effects of that toil which their first 
labours in a wilderness must produce, have now the misfortune to see 
the most luxurient and promising crops shrunk and blasted by rust to 
such a degree, that one hundred sheaves have actually produced but 
three bushels of grain.27

His advice for people was to reduce reliance on wheat and plant a garden 
of vegetables, such as potatoes, turnips, and parsnips. This would allow a family 
to feed itself much more reliably. It was good advice but very much against 
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the times. Wheat was still the most popular crop, and settlers were gearing 
toward clearing more land so they could grow more wheat. Besides being used 
locally to make bread and flour, it was also used like currency to trade for the 
household items and other foodstuffs and supplies that the family needed.

In 1821, Mr. Flindall built a small schoolhouse on his property, where he 
taught his own children as well as those from the immediate neighbourhood. 
He also began a distillery on his property. However, it is likely that the place was 
called Flindallville because of the school—not the distillery. These efforts, along 
with his articles in the newspaper, made John M. Flindall a celebrity in the area.28

The End of the Commissariat

After the War of 1812, the term “the Carrying Place” became much more 
prevalent. In only a few years, travellers who had once crossed the old Quinte 
portage found other, more convenient routes and methods, taking advantage 
of the improved roads and the new steamboats. The old term “the Quinte 
portage” fell into disuse.

In 1818, three years after the war was over, the military establishment was 
engaged in a major drawdown of facilities across the country, and the commis-
sariat at the east end of the Quinte portage was no exception. An advertise-
ment in the Kingston Gazette explained the situation:

Commissariat Sale: The reversion of lease for the two ensuing seasons, 
of a piece of ground with a large commodious store, on the Carrying 
Place, at the head of the Bay of Quinte, at present in the occupation of 
Commissariat Department. The property to revert to the owner, R.C. 
Wilkins, of the Carrying Place, on the expiration of the above period. 
A sale of the above will be made at Public Auction, on Wednesday, 
6th May next, at the Commissariat Store, on the premises. Assistant 
Commissariat’s Office, Kingston, 13th April, 1818.29

The wording of this small item tells us more than any other document 
about the relationship between Mr. Wilkins and the commissariat. It is the 
only place we see that the property on which the commissariat building was 
built had been leased. However, what it does not say is the exact location of 
the building. It does not state Murray or Ameliasburgh Township, nor does it 
state whether the commissariat building was on Lot 12 or Lot 13. No other 
documents this historian has seen sheds any light on this problem.

However, if we look at the transactions provided in the land records, we 
see that the only lot that Robert C. Wilkins owned in April of 1818, was Lot 
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13, Ameliasburgh Township. This is confirmed by a transaction dated March 
7, 1815, where Robert Wilkins Sr. sold all one hundred acres of Lot 13 to 
Robert C. Wilkins.30 These two men were consistently identified this way in 
land records so as to differentiate between father and son. Robert by itself or 
with Sr. refers to the father, and R. C. or Robert C. refers to the son.

This is the clearest indication that the commissariat was located in Lot 
13 and not Lot 12. Also, it matches more closely the representation of the 
buildings at the east end of the portage in the 1815 survey sketch. It makes 
sense that the commissariat building would be built near the shore of the Bay 
of Quinte to provide convenience for travellers as well as crews loading and 
unloading from batteaux. While this is not definitive, it seems to this historian 
the best estimate we can achieve based on the available information.

In light of this, it is correct to say that when the war started and the com-
missariat was set up at the east end of the portage, the land where it was built 
was owned by Robert Wilkins Sr., and not by his son, Robert C. Wilkins. This 
is not a huge difference because it was in the family, but it is a reality we should 
understand in trying to paint a picture of the events of the time.

What this news item does tell us is that Robert Wilkins Sr. had not sold the 
land to the government or military, but had entered into a lease, which allowed 
the large commissariat building to be constructed on his property. Regardless 
of the exact location, the situation indicated by this newspaper ad tells us that 
in April of 1818, the government was ready to have the commissariat removed 
from the Quite portage. They would either sell the facilities to the highest 
bidder or simply hand the facility over to the current property owner, Robert 
C. Wilkins. The last of these options was the actual course of events—a situ-
ation that allowed the younger Mr. Wilkins to establish his home on Lot 13.

Another question we might ask is whether Robert C. Wilkins used the 
commissariat building for his home or replaced it with a house of his own. 
There is no word of a large house being built here soon after the war, so we can 
infer that Robert C. Wilkins moved into the existing building and did some 
renovations to make a comfortable home.

Steamboats and Stagecoaches

At the same time the commissariat was leaving the east end of the Carrying Place, 
another business was being established. The launch of the steamboat Frontenac 
was quickly followed by another in early 1818, called the Queen Charlotte.31 She 
was built by a company of investors that included the Finkles, and the principal 
shipwright was William Gilderslieve, an American who would make his mark 
in the building and operating of steamboats over the next few decades.
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The Queen Charlotte was specifically designed to run on the Bay of Quinte 
between Kingston and the Quinte portage and ports around Prince Edward 
County. For the first few trips, James Richardson Sr. was the captain, but he 
was sixty years old at this time and having health problems, so he reverted 
back to his merchandising and land deals on Presqu’ile Bay.32 Early in the 
running of the Queen Charlotte, the ports of call were Kingston, Port Trent 
(Trenton), Hallowell (Picton), Adolphustown, and Bath. It was not long 
before this list was expanded and the steamboat would become a common 
visitor to the Wilkins wharf at the western shore of the Bay of Quinte at the 
Carrying Place.33

It was now time for Benjamin Young to enter the stagecoach business at 
the Carrying Place. An item in the Kingston Gazette dated July 1818 said 
that “a New Stage Line will commence running on 6th July, and leave the 
Carrying Place Monday and Thursday, 2 o’clock. The fare for York, a distance 
of 108 miles, will be £2.0.8.”34 The proprietors of this enterprise were listed 
as Benjamin Young, Archibald Blanchard, Elijah Buck, Thomas Harwell, 
Nathaniel Dewilligar, and Jacob Gallway.

The first proprietor listed here was Benjamin Young, the thirty-three-year-
old son of Robert Young of the Carrying Place. His hotel and tavern near the 
eastern shore of the Bay of Quinte would be a key link between the stage line 
going west to York and the steamboats going from Kingston and even farther 
up the St. Lawrence to Prescott.

The two very different types of transportation services—steamboats and 
stagecoaches—began to coordinate their schedules so that passengers could travel 
from York to Prescott and beyond using a combination of land stages and steam-
boats. This provided much-improved consistency and reliability to the difficult 
experiences of travellers crossing the province. The public saw this as a very posi-
tive step, and a growing number of customers were willing to pay for the service.

This growing and more reliable transportation system also carried the 
Royal Mail via stages and steamboats, significantly reducing the time it took 
to send letters and documents across the province. Both government and busi-
ness welcomed this improved service, as it supported the increased commerce 
driven by the era’s optimistic economic outlook.

But let’s be realistic. The early days of these transportation systems were 
filled with breakdowns, accidents, miscommunication, and major delays. The 
stage wagons were still very primitive and uncomfortable, and a steamboat 
could belch smoke in your face whether you were the captain or a passenger. 
The most amazing aspect of the early years of travel in Upper Canada may be 
the tolerance people had for discomfort and outright danger. Every day, they 
demonstrated their optimism by taking the risk of experiencing the growing 
pains of pioneer travel first-hand.
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Back to Benjamin Young’s news item, we can see that other proprietors are 
listed as well. Archibald Blanchard is shown in the 1819 Census in Cramahe 
Township, but there is no other information about him. Elijah Buck (1777–
1842)35 was from New Hampshire and had settled in Hamilton Township in 
1808, near the marshy shoreline of Lake Ontario. The settlement was called 
Hamilton until around 1819, when it was given the name Cobourg. The other 
names represent hotels or taverns located strategically on the York Road 
toward the town of York.

War Loss Claims Continued

One might think that the loss claims program set up by the government after 
the War of 1812 would have compensated people by 1818. However, there 
were problems with the administration of the program, including lost docu-
ments, extending the process well into the 1820s. The result was that those 
trying to claim compensation for losses during the war were forced to renew 
their applications, which meant giving more depositions on the same claims.

Here is the deposition that John Young gave to his brother James, the justice 
of the peace, dated October 14, 1818. This was the second deposition on the 
same topic, and we can see that this one is a bit more concise but presents the 
same story as the one given in August 1814:

Midland District; Personally appeared before me, James Young, Esq., 
one of his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace, in and for the said District, 
John Young of the township of Ameliasburgh & being duly sworn 
deposeth & saith that some time in the summer of 1814 he was made 
a prisoner at his own house about 8 miles from the Presqu’ile Harbour 
by a party of Americans consisting of 27 men in two boats commanded 
by Lt. Gregory & Vaughan, who took the deponent that night to a 
small island commonly called Gull Island, lying about 3 miles from 
the mainland, & the next night proceeded with the deponent to the 
Presqu’ile Harbour where the said party of Americans burned a vessel 
then building by Mr. George Gibson of that place, the said party then 
landed the deponent about a mile from his house & returned as he 
supposed to Sackets Harbour. Sworn before me at Ameliasburgh this 
14th October 1818; John Young; James Young J.P.36
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Family Events

After the war, the families on the Carrying Place celebrated several weddings. 
In the Weller family, William Weller (1789–1823),37 son of Asa Weller and 
Hannah Marsh, was married to Magdeline (surname still unknown) early in 
1818, and their first child, William Weller Jr., was born later in the year. This 
family would be farmers in Murray Township, on the Weller property along 
the north side of the old portage.

Johnson Weller (1791–1860),38 another son of Asa and Hannah, was 
married this year to Mary Ann Heath. He had travelled back to Vermont 
for the wedding, and then the couple came back to Murray Township and 
took up farming on Carrying Place Lot A, Murray Township, which is a long, 
narrow lot west of the main Weller property, containing the northeast corner 
of Wellers Bay.

Another wedding was held on August 2, 1818, at the Weller home on the 
Carrying Place when Sarah Weller (1793–1873),39 commonly called Sally, 
was married to Richard John Neale Miskin (1797–1841).40 The groom was 
from Chatham, England, and was a shipwright who transferred to the Point 
Frederick shipyard in Kingston in September 1815. Records show that Mr. 
Miskin worked on many different ships after the war was over, even appearing 
on a ship in Lake Erie soon after his marriage.41

One more of Asa and Hannah’s family would be married in 1818. Hannah 
Weller (1798–c.1828)42 was married to William Sloan, possibly in Vermont at 
the same time as her brother Johnson Weller. It appears as if they came back to 
the area and lived in Prince Edward County. This historian would love to have 
more information about William and Hannah Sloan.

Growing Business on the Bay of Quinte

The ambitious young merchant Charles Biggar had proven himself astute and 
trustworthy in the first few years on the Carrying Place. Now it was time to 
gain a foothold in the community in a more tangible way. A land transaction 
dated November 4, 1818, shows that Benjamin Young sold one acre in the 
southeast part of Carrying Place Lot 11, Murray Township, to the partnership 
of Charles Biggar and James Lyons.43

James Lyons was a very active merchant who lived near his father-in-law, 
James Richardson, on the north side of Presqu’ile Bay and was engaged in 
many enterprises and real-estate plays during the post-war period. Here was 
a partnership of two energetic and capable young men who were willing to 
work hard to make a success. It was also a point in time when the shift began 
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to happen that would make the east end of the Carrying Place, near the Bay of 
Quinte, a much more active business community than the west end.

The new enterprises seemed to fit together in these few years after the war. 
Benjamin Young had his hotel and tavern and was now involved in the stage 
business. Steamboats like the Queen Charlotte began to see the wharf on the 
bay shore as an important port-of-call on their schedules. Now Biggar and 
Lyons had their store in the same place to provide supplies and necessities to 
local folks as well as those passing through.

The Young family at the west end of the portage received some happy news 
near the end of 1818, when the Crown Patent for all one hundred acres of 
Carrying Place Lot 4, Ameliasburgh Township, was granted to Robert Young 
Jr.44 This is the lot where Asa Weller had built his Tap House in 1811—a facil-
ity that had been so useful during the war years. Now traffic across the Quinte 
portage was much reduced and such an establishment could not be sustained. 
Only a few years after the war, the building became a private residence.

Not long after the grant of Carrying Place Lot 4, Ameliasburgh Township, 
Robert Young Jr. took out a mortgage on the property from Smith Bartlett.45 
In those days, there were no banks, so people in the area who had money 
would sell mortgages. It was a useful system as it allowed for the improve-
ment of property. When a mortgage was successfully discharged, everyone 
was happy, but sometimes, there might be a foreclosure between neighbours, 
which could cause conflict.

Also, in October 1819, Robert Young Sr. sold all one hundred acres of Lot 
107, Concession 2, Ameliasburgh Township, to John Kemp.46 This was one 
of the numerous land grants the early settlers received that, a few years later, 
could be cashed in when someone wanted to settle there and clear the land. 
The sale of land grants was a very lucrative business for Loyalist families, espe-
cially larger ones like the Youngs of the Carrying Place.
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Endings and Beginnings

Batteau Railway Removed

In the 1820s, Asa Weller had a lot more time on his hands. After the war was 
over, the military traffic ended, and the number of batteaux to carry across the 
batteau railway dwindled. At some point, the rails were taken up, the trucks 
dismantled, and the oxen moved away. This historian has seen no information 
about when, why, or how this happened. Without documentation, we must use 
our best guess.

It seems logical that Asa Weller would not maintain a facility that was 
not generating income. Nobody could afford to do that! It may be that the 
tracks were taken up rather early in the 1820s. Considering what we know 
about Asa Weller, it is most likely that the equipment and materials for the 
batteau railway were removed quickly after their use ended, and the space was 
repurposed according to the current need. If anyone has found any reference 
to this particular time and situation, I would love to see it.

The oxen would not be difficult to sell, and we might imagine the animals 
who had faithfully tugged batteaux across the portage being employed in 
pulling stumps out of the ground or dragging logs from the bush. Of course, 
the oxen did not care what they pulled, as long as they had enough to eat.

Household Projects

With that problem out of the way, Asa Weller took the opportunity to address 
household issues such as upgrading household furniture. Never one to do proj-
ects on a small scale, he hired an experienced cabinetmaker and a carpenter to 
spend several months dedicated to his objectives. The cabinetmaker focused 
his attention on a new English-style sideboard made of figured maple from an 
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old maple tree cut down on the property. The carpenter addressed the creation 
of a secretary with astragal doors.1 The Weller family was prosperous, and their 
home should look the part.

Changes at the Carrying Place

A loss in the Weller family occurred with the death of William Weller on 
March 10, 1823,2 a son of Asa Weller and Hannah Marsh. He was only thirty-
four years of age and left his wife, Magdeline, and four young children. It may 
be useful to note that this William Weller (1789–1823) was not engaged in 
the stagecoach business, as has been erroneously stated in local history books. 
This William Weller worked on the farm and probably helped his father and 
brothers on the batteau railway during peak times. He died well before the 
stagecoach business picked up momentum. In fact, there were two very dif-
ferent men named William Weller who have been confused in the past. More 
information about the two William Wellers can be found in Appendix E.

Another sad moment came on March 17, 1825, when Asa Weller died 
at age sixty-three.3 He left the property of Carrying Place Lot A, Murray 
Township, to his sons Johnson, Benjamin, and Asa.4 As one of the three origi-
nal settlers on the Quinte portage, Asa Weller was a driving force in the devel-
opment of the community, through good times and bad. The batteau railway 
was his creation, both in terms of designing the facility at the beginning and 
maintaining it effectively over time. He instinctively knew how to take advan-
tage of opportunities in a way that elevated him to a position of reverence in 
the community and left his descendants well established.

Eliakem Weller was Asa’s brother. He and his wife, Lucy Young, lived 
nearby in Murray Township and had a family of three children. Eliakem 
engaged in real-estate investment on occasion, including ownership of prop-
erty on the west side of Port Trent for a few years. In 1809, he had purchased 
all one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 8, Ameliasburgh Township, from 
William Carl.5 This lot was on the south side of the portage and toward the 
east end. It may have been used during the war by the Wellers in support of 
soldiers moving across the portage, but the land was not settled and devel-
oped until later. Now, in a land transaction dated September 9, 1820, Eliakem 
Weller sold Lot 8 to Allan McLean, another investor.6 Later in the 1820s, 
there would be a significant development here.

Through the 1820s, schooners and steamboats freely plied the waters of 
Lake Ontario, delivering trade goods and passengers to York and points along 
the shore. Wagons and folks riding horses made their way along the York 
Road, avoiding the old route along the Bay of Quinte and over the portage. 
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Very quickly, the batteau railway became a memory, and the next generation of 
the Weller family would be full-time farmers.

At the same time, steamboats like the Queen Charlotte made regular calls at 
the wharf on the western shore of the Bay of Quinte, passing the mail along 
to the stage wagon driver and delivering passengers that were headed on to 
points west on the route. Because of this added business activity, along with 
the normal traffic north and south to Prince Edward County, a small business 
community grew around the east end of the old portage. This would gradually 
grow into the village of Carrying Place.

A sad event occurred on the Carrying Place in 1820, with the passing of 
Mary Wilkins, the devoted wife of Robert Wilkins Sr. Mary had been born 
in Ireland in 1754 and was married to Robert Wilkins in 1772 in County 
Carlow, Ireland. The couple had three children, who were by now married with 
families of their own. Memorials for the Wilkins family can be seen in the 
Carrying Place Cemetery.7

The China Trade

Robert C. Wilkins had not been idle after his job with the commissariat 
ended a year or so after the end of the War of 1812. As early as 1816, he was 
in partnership with Joseph Shuter of Montreal. The company of Shuter and 
Wilkins engaged in wholesale trade, handling many kinds of household prod-
ucts. However, they were best known as exclusive suppliers of various types of 
ceramic dishes and glassware called china. In Montreal’s first directory in 1819, 
the company of Shuter and Wilkins are described as china merchants.8 After 
the war, demand for this kind of product increased, and Shuter and Wilkins 
became one of the largest companies in Upper and Lower Canada, building a 
new and extensive system of merchandising in this new era of prosperity.

Storekeepers and merchants from all around Upper and Lower Canada 
ordered supplies of product they felt they could sell in their local stores. Shuter 
and Wilkins would order product from England to fill the orders from mer-
chants. Then the product would be packed into crates and loaded onto bat-
teaux or Durham boats for the perilous crossing of the rapids. At Prescott, the 
wares were moved from the smaller craft and stowed in the hold of a schooner 
or steamboat for the calmer trip up the St. Lawrence River to Kingston or 
York, and many smaller points in between.

The partnership between Robert C. Wilkins and Joseph Shuter probably 
came about due to family connections. Wilkins had married Mary Smith in 
1804, and around the same time, John Shuter (1777–1847)9 had married Sarah 
Smith, Mary’s sister. Joseph Shuter (1783–1964),10 a well-known merchant 
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in Montreal, was a brother of John Shuter. The Smith sisters were daughters 
of Captain Elias Smith (1736–1820),11 who had moved his large family to 
Montreal for a time after the War of Independence before moving on to Hope 
Township. He would be considered one of the founders of Smith’s Creek, 
which would later become Port Hope.

The depth of connection between these families is demonstrated in the 
names of their children. In 1807, Robert C. Wilkins and Mary Smith named 
their son Robert John Shuter Wilkins. A daughter received similar treatment 
in 1811, with the name Sarah Elizabeth Shuter Wilkins. In 1821, Robert 
C. and Mary Wilkins were sponsors at the baptism of Joseph Shuter, son 
of Joseph Shuter and Mary Ann Barnes.12 A document from 1845 included 
Joseph Shuter as a board member of the Bank of Montreal.13 John Shuter 
would later move to Toronto, where a street was named after him.14

Robert C. Wilkins was heavily engaged as a partner in Shuter and Wilkins, 
and he would utilize his connections and financial resources to support real-
estate transactions in his home area. Many land records show that in the early 
1820s, J. Shuter and R. C. Wilkins were the buyers of many different prop-
erties. For example, one transaction dated May 5, 1821, shows that Daniel 
Walker sold all one hundred acres of Lot 23, Concession C, Murray Township, 
to J. Shuter and R. C. Wilkins.15

This is land on Stoney Point, on the south shore of the eastern extent of 
Presqu’ile Bay. One might wonder if there was some anticipation of a canal 
being built here one day, or maybe this spot would be a good place for a store. 
It could be that it was simply an investment—a place to park some money 
until a profit could be realized. There are literally dozens of land transactions 
that name J. Shuter and R.  C. Wilkins, for land located in Ameliasburgh 
and Hillier Townships in Prince Edward County and Cramahe and Murray 
Townships in Northumberland County.

Loss Claim Depositions—Again

The War of 1812 Loss Claims program continued in a way that must have 
been very frustrating for the claimants. After all the depositions in 1815 and 
1816, and then again in 1818, another round of depositions happened in 1823 
and 1824. Here is a good explanation of the process from Fred Blair of the 
War of 1812 Group:

When the total claims were added up in 1816, it was discovered 
that the value was 3 times the provincial annual income. The British 
were unable to help with the expense as they were in debt from the 
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Napoleonic Wars. The problem was discussed for several years and 
in 1823 the British offered to pay a quarter of the debts. The Upper 
Canadian government decided to pay a quarter as well. Claimants had 
to resubmit their claims in 1823 and these included new claimants 
who had not been aware that they could have made a claim in 1816. 
Approved claimants received only half of the value of their losses.16

Claimants on the Carrying Place had to deal with this along with others 
across Upper Canada. For example, James Richardson Jr., a magistrate for 
Newcastle District at Presqu’ile Bay, took a deposition from his father, James 
Richardson Sr., in Cramahe Township, on July 7, 1823, regarding George 
Gibson’s schooner.

The deposition read in part that Mr. Richardson:

saith that some time in the fall of the year 1815, he was called upon 
by the board of claims then sitting in Kingston to give his opinion 
respecting the nature of a vessel which was burned at the Presqu’ile 
Point belonging to George Gibson, Senior, and that his opinion then 
was and now is that the said vessel was worth at the time she was 
destroyed four hundred and fifty pounds Halifax Currency, and this 
opinion he submitted to the board at that time. That this deponent 
has built and navigated vessels on the Lake for a number of years and 
therefore is acquainted with the experience attending the same. All 
which this deponent testified to the best of his knowledge and belief. 
James Richardson, Senior.17

The wording here suggests that Mr. Richardson was a little annoyed at the 
need to repeat the depositions due to administrative failures in the govern-
ment. One might imagine the heated discussions that were held in taverns 
and around the province as people vented their frustration at not being com-
pensated several years after the end of the war. In response to the complaints, 
a new board had been established in York to obtain more depositions and 
confirm the contents that were lost so compensation could be provided to 
legitimate claimants.

On July 18, 1823, George Gibson gave another deposition—this time at 
York. This deposition deals specifically with the storehouse that was near the 
schooner and was burned in the conflagration. Mr. Gibson said he “had a store 
on Presque Isle in the year of 1814 about forty feet long and twenty-eight feet 
wide with nearly four thousand feet of boards, finishing tools and two barrels 
of tar and one barrel of one-half pitch and a number of other articles neces-
sary.”18 He valued these losses at “one hundred and twenty pounds Currency” 
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and went on to say that the storehouse and all its contents were burned along 
with the schooner.19

However, in this deposition, Mr. Gibson added one further loss: “a boat 
which was prepared and was taken by someone or some people and carried 
over to the American shore.” This boat was taken earlier in the war and had 
not been the subject of loss claims until now. He bolsters his claim by stating 
that “said barge or boat was valued by John Dennis . . . at twenty four guineas.”20

After all of this delay, frustration, and multiple depositions, George Gibson’s 
efforts would finally pay off. There is another document in the archives, dated 
the very same day, July 18, 1823.21 It contains a list of items lost with the 
amount claimed in the right column. The list includes the vessel destroyed in 
1814, the storehouse that was destroyed near the schooner, and the content of 
the storehouse as well as the stolen barge. The total amount claimed was 549 
pounds sterling and change.22

Over on the left side of the page, the amount of 430 pounds sterling was 
written in a different handwriting, showing the amount George Gibson 
received from the government in compensation.23 Most claimants were disap-
pointed at the degree of compensation they received, and we can expect Mr. 
Gibson shared the same feeling at this moment, but at least the process was 
finally over, and he had some money to show for his persistence.

George Gibson is thought to have passed away at age seventy-one in 1826. 
His grandson, Issac M. Wellington, provides an anecdote about his grandfa-
ther not long before he passed. One day in the summer of 1825, the steamship 
Frontenac came into Presqu’ile Bay for the first time. Mr. Wellington wrote:

Although Grandfather had helped to build many a large vessel, yet 
he had never seen a steamboat. One day, the Frontenac came puffing 
into the Harbour. The old gentleman, hearing the noise, sprang to his 
feet, and asked what was making the noise; but when he got sight of 
the boat rounding Salt Point, making her way into the harbour and 
dropping anchor, he raised both hands to his head, exclaiming that 
the world was coming to an end, when we see a ship run without 
sails. In after days, many a hearty laugh did the young people have at 
Grandfather’s expense over his first sight of a steamboat.24

Over at the east end of the Carrying Place, the eighty-two-year-old Robert 
Wilkins Sr. finally completed his loss claims ordeal in 1825. He presented his loss 
claims in a deposition he gave to Justice of the Peace Richard Bullock on July 26, 
1824. In this document, Mr. Wilkins apologizes to the Loss Claims Board for 
the delay in bringing his claims to them, citing the confusion caused by news that 
a special board was being set up for claimants between York and Kingston. He 
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waited to present his claims to that board, but the news turned out to be untrue. 
In spite of this, he hoped “the Honourable Board will be sufficiently satisfied 
and Admit my Claims.”25 He was also confident that “very few Individuals has 
rendered more Essential Services to their King & country during the Revolution 
war & the last war betwix the United States of America and Great Britain.”26

He was looking for compensation for the loss of his:

Business of distilling being stopt on acct of my Still House and Malt 
House being filled and run in with the troops, backwards & forwards 
and a hospital for sick and wounded which made it impossible to carry 
on the business during the war or since. My Big Still being burnt to 
pieces by the soldiers making a fire under to cook their rations.27

Besides this, his losses included “my Store House broke open by the 
2d Battalion of the 41st and robbed of sundry goods etc.” and “two cows 
killed; Calves, Sheep, Pigs, clothing, silver spoons etc. stole by the Canadian 
Fencibles.” Finally, he lists “200 bushels of potatoes: garden Destroyed and 
fences burnt” over the two years of the war. The document shows that Mr. 
Wilkins’s total claim was 486 pounds sterling.28

Just to the left of the total claimed, we see the amount 324 pounds sterling, 
which appears to be the amount actually granted to Mr. Wilkins.29 The letters 
are much lighter and of a different hand, but this historian speculates that it 
was not written at the time of this deposition in 1824, but some time later.

The documents show that several supporting depositions were provided at 
this time, including one from Sarah Bonter, the daughter of Robert Wilkins. 
It includes largely the same items but presents a bit more colourful picture. 
She stated:

[I] was Intimately acquainted with the particulars of Capt. Robt 
Wilkins circumstances & business, living in the family and neighbour 
during the late war betwixt the United States and Great Britain. At 
its commencement, Capt. Robert Wilkins carried on a very profit-
able business in distilling Ginn Cordials & whiskey, but by his still 
house and Malt House being occupied by His Majesties troops, 
backward and forward, and converted into a Hospital, Capt. Wilkins 
was obliged to relinquish his former business and his big Still being 
Burnt by the soldiers making fires under to cook. I was an eyewitness 
to several losses Mr. Wilkins had by sundry Regiments in Clothing, 
Chattels, Hoggs etc. etc. And particularly when his store was broke 
open by the 2nd Battalion of the 41st and robbed of property to a 
large amount. I was often employed to fetch Liquors Out of the store. 
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Two summers he lost two fields of potatoes, all his garden stuff, fences 
Burnt & His business of distilling being Stopt for the reasons I’ve 
Mentioned. He must a lost very considerable for when it was in opera-
tion Capt. Wilkins enjoyed a plentiful table & a cheerful Bottle for 
friend and stranger.30

One can imagine from this deposition the joyful and profitable business 
that Mr. Wilkins ran out of his store at the east end of the Quinte portage. 
Here, we have it from a woman who grew up in the house and watched the 
customers come and go, often assisting in serving them their gin cordials and 
whisky. It is rare that we are able to witness so intimate a glimpse inside a 
home and business such as this.

At the same time, Mr. Bullock took a deposition from Isaac Johnson 
(1789–c.1875),31 who was a neighbour on the portage. Records show that 
his father, also named Isaac Johnson, had been granted the Crown Patent for 
Carrying Place Lot 11, Murray Township, in 1810,32 which he sold immedi-
ately to Benjamin Young.33 In 1824, the younger Isaac Johnson stated that he 
was “well Acquainted with Capt. Robt. Wilkins circumstances and business of 
distilling Ginn Cordialls and whisky,”34 and that he worked for him enough to 
“be well informed of the profits of the same business which was considerable 
in course of the year in the Beginning of the war.”35

He added the observation that:

Capt. Robt. Wilkins, situation being so close to the waters edge that 
all the boats with troops & battoes with provisions and stores had 
to land there, by the different regiments & corps, marching & contra 
marching, . . . impossible for him to continue his lucrative business any 
longer, by which he has sustained a very great loss.36

The same was echoed by Eliakem Weller, Asa Weller’s brother, when he 
stated in his deposition that:

I have often been an Eye witness to the plundering of Capt. Robt 
Wilkins property by His Majesties troops passing & repassing over 
the Carrying Place: converting his Still House and Malt House into an 
Hospital and Barracks by which he was obliged to relinquish his former 
profitable Business and disabled him from following the said trade: by 
which he has sustained a very great loss besides other property.37

Even with all this support, Mr. Wilkins experienced further delays. The 
archives include a letter dated January 7, 1825, in which Mr. Wilkins writes 
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to Mr. A. Mercer, who had been his lawyer or an agent supporting him in 
his communications with the Loss Claims Board. In the letter, he expresses 
gratitude for receiving information regarding “the steps for me to proceed to 
get my claims introduced to the board of Commissioners.”38

He also states in the letter that he has sent vouchers and every document 
he might “conceive necessary to lay before the board,”39 along with an explana-
tion of why his claim was late in coming to the board. He commiserates a bit 
about being asked to provide more information and writes that he thought he 
had already “fully satisfied the late Col. Bullock who administered the oaths to 
the witnesses and was of the same opinion.”40

The next few lines of the letter stray from the topic of his claim, instead 
repeating the details of Mr. Wilkins’s war service. He begins by stating that 
he is not acquainted with Mr. Macauley but knew “his brother and his father 
in the Revolution.” He then declares plainly, “I served 30 years in 17 Light 
Dragoons,” only to add a bitter twist: a general had given his son a commission 
that Mr. Wilkins believed was rightfully his. The irony, he notes, was that the 
general “rushed him off the next day to the West Indies where he got killed 
and I was cheated out of all.”41

Other documents tell us that Robert Wilkins was acquainted with John 
Graves Simcoe in England soon after the war, but here he suggests why 
Simcoe urged him to come to Upper Canada. He writes, “General Simcoe 
knew the particulars and importuned me to come out to this country.”42 The 
loss of an expected commission meant big money to soldiers in those days, so 
Simcoe would be sympathetic to Mr. Wilkins. However, the primary reason 
Simcoe wanted good men like Robert Wilkins to settle in Upper Canada was 
to provide him with a selection of strong leaders from which he could form a 
government and build a colony.

In the final lines of the letter, Mr. Wilkins gets back the topic at hand and 
ends cordially: “My son expects to set off for the upper country about the 15th. 
I entrust upon you that you will pay all the attention in your power for me, 
with my compliments to Mr. Macauley.”43 His son Robert C. Wilkins was 
heading for Montreal on business, as the Shuter and Wilkins company was 
expanding across the province.

There is one more document related to Robert Wilkins—a deposition 
he made to his son Robert C. Wilkins, who was a justice of the peace for 
Ameliasburgh Township. The location of the deposition is Ameliasburgh 
Township, which means it was taken at the home of the son and not the 
father. This was a matter of procedure, finalizing his previous submissions by 
stating that Mr. Wilkins “maketh oath and saith that the claims submitted for 
losses sustained during the late war with the United States of America, before 
the Honorable Commissioners contain a true statement for which he claims 
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remuneration and that he never received any compensation for the same.”44

This was probably the last step in the process, which allowed the Board of 
Loss Claims to return to Mr. Wilkins’s deposition of July 26, 1824,45 and write 
in the amount he was to receive in compensation. The total amount claimed 
was 486 pounds sterling, and the amount received was 324 pounds sterling. 
This was not the amount Mr. Wilkins was hoping for, but he may have been 
happy to have any compensation at all, considering how long it had taken. 
Time to move on.

Almost a year later, Robert C. Wilkins was still pursuing compensation 
for the loss of the wagon and the ox in the work of transportation across the 
Quinte portage during the war. He gave a deposition to James Young on March 
15, 1824, where he complained about not receiving “any Compensation for the 
Ox Killed or the Waggon Broken in the Service.”46 His loss claim from 1815 
shows that he claimed thirty pounds sterling for these losses, and the amount 
of fifteen pounds sterling was written in to indicated what he received. No 
doubt, Mr. Wilkins would not have been satisfied with this amount, but at 
least he had some compensation for all of his efforts. One had to be very 
persistent in claiming for losses.
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Adjusting to Changing Times

Land Changes Hands

During the 1820s, the Wilkins family would engage in many land transac-
tions, some apparently for the purpose of investment and others to support 
family members. One very important family development was a series of land 
transactions starting in 1824, when Robert Wilkins Sr. purchased Lot 12, 
Concession B, Murray Township. Then, within a year, he granted the same land 
to his daughter, Sarah Bonter.1 It may be that Cornelius Bonter and his wife, 
Sarah Wilkins, had lived on this property for some time, but now ownership 
came to the family and would pass on to their children in Sarah’s will in 1844.2 
In his last years, Robert Wilkins, the old gentleman, lived with his daughter 
and her family just north of the Carrying Place until his death in 1836.

Concession B of Murray Township was north of Dead Creek, and Lot 12 
was only a couple of lots west of the bay. In fact, Robert Wilkins had acquired 
Lot 11, immediately to the east of Lot 12, in 1822 and then sold it to his son 
Robert C. Wilkins, who owned it well into the 1860s.

A Wedding in the Wilkins Family

Speaking of the Wilkins family, there was a joyful wedding at the Carrying 
Place on July 23, 1823, when Mary Ann Wilkins was married to Thomas 
Busby Wragg.3 The bride was seventeen, the eldest child of Robert C. Wilkins 
and Mary Smith. The groom was twenty-three, a son of John Wragg and 
Margaret Busby. This Wragg family was from Montreal, and Thomas Busby 
Wragg (1800–1876)4 was only in the area of the Carrying Place for a short 
time as a young man but long enough to meet his wife.

Soon after the wedding, the young couple moved to Montreal, where all 
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ten of their children were born. It was not until the 1860s that they came back 
to this area to live, acquiring land at Carrying Place Lot 13, Murray Township, 
which had much earlier belonged to the Wilkins family.5

The author pleads self-interest here because the next Thomas Busby Wragg 
(there were three generations) married Amelia Stuart in 1873, and they 
would move to Asphodel Township, then later Brighton Township. A sister 
of Amelia Stuart, named Elizabeth, was married in 1870 to John Buchanan, 
and their first child was named William Busby Buchanan (1871–1952),6 my 
paternal grandfather.

Simcoe’s Canal Revisited

After the War of 1812 ended, people in the area of the Bay of Quinte began 
to think once more about the potential for what was commonly known as 
“Simcoe’s Canal.” The Canal Reserve still existed up Dead Creek, but it was a 
small core of the original land set aside by Lieutenant-Governor John Graves 
Simcoe.7 Owners of the Carrying Place Lots in Murray Township thought 
they might see a canal built through the north end of their lots if the govern-
ment ever got around to it.

After the war was over, demand for land in the area caused most of  

the three thousand acres of the Canal Reserve to be sold to settlers.

A newspaper article in 1834 stated:

Notwithstanding, however, the obvious utility of such a canal as that 
which I have mentioned, and the urgent recommendation to com-
plete it of Governor Simcoe, and other individuals equally capable of 
judging of its merits, it was not, I think, until 1823, that Sheriff Ruttan 
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first moved for a survey of the tract through which a canal could be 
most advantageously constructed.8

This refers to Henry Ruttan (1792–1871),9 a long-time officer in the 
Northumberland Militia who lived in Cobourg. He had been badly wounded 
in the Battle of Lundy’s Lane and came to Cobourg in 1815 to establish 
himself as a merchant. He was elected to the House of Assembly in 1820 and 
became sheriff of Newcastle District in 1827. It appears as if his support for 
the canal resulted in the first survey in 1824.

Colin Powles, in his study of the Murray Canal in 1991, stated, “Despite 
the growing support for the canal, no action was taken until the fall of 1824 
when a survey of the cut from Presqu’Isle to the Bay of Quinte was done by 
engineer J.W. Macauly.”10

This was the first serious survey, and the report was clear:

In February of 1825 these men reported in favour of a canal along 
Macauly’s route, at an estimated cost of £18,615. The chief factor in 
their decision was that the canal would allow vessels to avoid the dan-
gerous waters off the Prince Edward County coast. It was also believed 
that Presqu’Isle harbour was one of the finest natural harbours on 
Lake Ontario, and that its improvement as part of the overall canal 
works would create a harbour of refuge for lake vessels.11

In spite of this positive report, no further work was done toward the 
construction of a canal. This would set a precedent that was repeated many 
times in the next five decades. There would be lobbying and resolutions in 
support of a canal, which resulted in surveys, but nothing happened afterward. 
Major canal projects went ahead in the 1820s, highlighted by the first Welland 
Canal opening in 182912 and the Rideau Canal in 1832.13 In light of the heavy 
cost of these large projects, the small, regional problems that Simcoe’s Canal 
might solve were considered well down the priority list. The folks around the 
Carrying Place would have to wait until the 1880s to see serious work done to 
build a canal from the Bay of Quinte to Presqu’ile Bay—and it would be called 
the Murray Canal because it was entirely inside Murray Township.14

Changes for the Young Family

An important land transaction took place in 1825, this one dealing with 
Carrying Place Lot 4, Ameliasburgh Township, the location of Asa Weller’s 
Tap House. There had been a mortgage on this property, and now the mortgage 
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holder, an investor from Belleville, sold Lot 4 to Benjamin Weller, a son of 
Asa Weller.15 However, the Wellers did not hold the land very long, because 
on July 3, 1829, it was sold to James Young,16 once again increasing the land 
holdings of the Young family on the south side of the portage at Wellers Bay.

Early in 1826, Robert Young sold 150 acres from Lots 107 and 108, 
Concession 2, Ameliasburgh Township, to Robert Charles Wilkins.17 This was 
typical of the land grants that Robert Young generated for his family and then 
owned to the south of the Carrying Place. It was some of the best farm land 
in Prince Edward County and would be divided up considerably in future 
years. This transaction also shows the type of investments that Mr. Wilkins 
was making at this time all around the area.

Sadly, soon after making this sale, Robert Young passed away on February 
18, 1826, at the age of eighty-nine.18 He was one of three original settlers on 
the Quinte portage, now gone but leaving behind significant prosperity for his 
large family. This was one of the largest funerals ever to take place along the 
Carrying Place.

James Young and his wife, 
Catherine Weller, were in 
their forties in the 1820s, 
taking on the job of provid-
ing shelter and support for 
not only their own three 
children but also members 
of their extended family. The 
large Young house was a busy 

place, with grandchildren and neighbours around most of the time. Reuben 
Young was their oldest, and he would take on the management of the farm 
and engage in many real-estate deals in the area. Both James and Catherine 
died in 1831—she in January, and James in June.

The death of James Young was reported in the Kingston Chronicle on July 
9, 1831:

Died—At the Carrying Place, on the first instant, after a lingering 
illness, James Young, Esq., who was for many years a Justice of the 
Peace for the Midland and Newcastle Districts, a Member of the 
House of Assembly, and Lieut. Col. Of the Second Regiment of 
Prince Edward Militia.19

While the Young family remained there at the west end of the old portage, 
it was very much the end of an era.

The death notice of James Young of the Carrying Place 

appeared in the Kingston Chronicle on July 9, 1831.
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The Weller-Miskin House

The second generation of the Weller family took an important step late in 
1825, when Richard John Neale Miskin, husband of Sally Weller, purchased 
all one hundred acres of Carrying Place Lot 8, Ameliasburgh Township, from 
Allan McLean.20 This property was on the south side of the portage, toward 
the east side of middle from shore to shore. At this point, some big plans began 
forming. Asa Weller was delighted to have his daughter married to a navy man 
who appeared to love hard work. To the delight of everyone, Sally had given 
birth to a girl in 1824, Hannah Mariah Miskin (1824–1908).21 Even better, 
the rest of the family seemed to like young Mr. Miskin.

This young couple were intent on having a family home to match the 
Weller standing in the community. The property sale was dated April 14, 1825, 
and the next three years would be filled with making plans, ordering materials, 
and preparing the property for the construction of a very large house. Asa and 
Hannah Weller were delighted to be able to direct some of their resources 
toward such a good cause. They were grandparents again and dug into the task 
of creating an impressive family home for the new generation.

The house was ready for them to occupy in 1829. Here is a good descrip-
tion of the house, its style, and features:

Miskin built the house in the Loyalist style of that period. Every detail 
was carefully balanced. The upper floor has five windows and the lower 
level has four, which are divided by a neo-classical porch. At the top of 
the windows is Flemish bond bricking. The door has a twelve-paned 
window. Above it is a multiple transom, which consists of a 14 fan 
above a flush light. The main body of the house is long and shallow. 
The outside is bricked with handmade clay bricks. These are thinner 
and longer than manufactured bricks. At each end there is a fan in the 
gable. The bottom 
of the fan is level 
with the corner 
returns on the 
roof. There are four 
chimneys. Two 
are at each end of 
the main house, a 
smaller one is at 
the back, and one is 
in the woodshed.22

The Weller-Miskin House was a demonstration of the 

prosperity of Asa Weller and his family after his daughter, 

Sarah, made a good marriage with shipwright Richard 

Miskin. It remains as an important heritage home to this day.
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This was a major undertaking, considering the need to bring much of the 
materials from Montreal or New York and to find good tradesmen to do the 
work. We can only imagine how impressive this house was in 1829.

In fact, we are able to experience the grandeur of this home today. The 
Weller-Miskin home is one of four heritage properties remaining on the 
Quinte portage, along with the original homes of Asa Weller and Robert 
Young at the west end of the road, as well as Asa Weller’s Tap House.

Sadly, Mr. Miskin would enjoy his new home for only sixteen years, as he 
died in 1841, at age forty-four. Sally Miskin would be a beloved matriarch in 
the community as she resided in the big house until her death in 1873. Her 
daughter, Hannah, married William Corrigan and that family occupied the 
property well into the 1900s.

The Flindall Family Prospers

The Flindall family had grown and prospered. In 1824, John Morris Flindall 
was gratified to finally receive the Crown Patent for Lot 8, Concession 
C, Murray Township, which had been promised by Mr. Bullock and the 
Department of Settlers in Upper Canada.23 By this time, he had already built 
a more substantial home for his family, and a second was under construc-
tion. In the summer of 1828, the government built a bridge on the Smithfield 
Road that crossed over Dead Creek at the far north end of the Flindall prop-
erty, which meant easier access to the Carrying Place from the area north of 
Dead Creek.24

It was not long before John M. Flindall was making the trip to Trent Port 
to tutor children of local merchant Adam Henry Meyers. This led to his son, 
John Franklin Flindall, being employed at the Meyers store. Soon, the father 
had the idea of starting a brewery in Trent Port, now Trenton, and his son 
left his job to manage the enterprise, which would be popular in Trenton for 
many years.25

Steamboats at the Portage

Asa Weller’s batteau railway no longer ran across the portage, but the narrow 
isthmus remained. The path across the isthmus became a small local road with 
a cluster of buildings toward the east end, around the intersection with the 
Trenton Road—what we call Highway No. 33 today. The Weller and Young 
families at the west end pursued farming for the most part, and the cluster at 
the east end was defined by Benjamin Young’s hotel and tavern, along with a 
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growing number of stores, including the long-term presence of Charles Biggar.
Flotillas of batteaux and canoes no longer came up to the shore of Wellers 

Bay or the western shore of the Bay of Quinte. Instead, steamboats ran from 
Prescott to Kingston and then into the Bay of Quinte to stop at Belleville, 
Trent Port, and the Carrying Place, establishing a link for mail and passenger 
service between those places. An advertisement in the Kingston Chronicle in 
1828 contained the following information:

The Steam Boat Toronto, James Sinclair, Master. Will leave Kingston 
every Monday morning at 8 o’clock, for Bath, Adolphustown, 
Hallowell, Sophiasburgh, Belleville, the Carrying Place, and River 
Trent. Leave the Trent at 10 o’clock a.m. on Tuesdays, and arrive in 
Kingston in the evening, touching at the intermediate places.26

The land component of this system—stage wagons—had begun operat-
ing soon after the War of 1812 by Samuel Purdy, who ran initially between 
Kingston and Bath and then, in 1817, between Kingston and York. The York 
route was found to be very difficult, even with the new road, since so many 
parts of the road had no landowners along it, meaning that maintenance was 
sporadic at best. These early lines ran only for a few years, partly because the 
road conditions were so difficult and partly because the operators could not 
make a profit. Samuel Purdy was lucky because he could fall back on the farm 
in Kingston Township, where he lived and raised a family.

One exception to the reduced use of the Quinte portage may have come 
from the timber industry that was very active at this time. Enterprising folks 
to the west of the portage, in the Newcastle District, cut down large trees and 
hewed them into large, squared pieces of timber called deals. They then drew 
the timber to the shore of Lake Ontario west of Presqu’ile Point. The timber 
trade refers to squared timber and not logs or lumber, which was a much later 
development. The timber pieces were sometimes three feet square and eigh-
teen feet long, occasionally split in half. This was the unit of measurement 
created centuries before in the Baltic timber industry.27

The deals would be assembled and lashed together to form large rafts, which 
could then be floated along the shoreline all the way to Montreal. Agents for 
large companies in England lined the shore in a prescribed place, waiting to 
buy product. If you were successful in completing the trip to Montreal, the 
sale of a large raft of timber could be very lucrative. Getting there was the 
big problem.
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One of the last uses of the Quinte portage was to pass timber from Wellers Bay to the Bay of Quinte 

so the large rafts could continue their journey to Montreal in anticipation of a big payday.

The timbermen knew very well that the waters at the east end of Lake 
Ontario, south of Prince Edward County, were very rough and unpredictable, 
so they avoided floating their rafts in that direction. Instead, they floated the 
rafts into Wellers Bay and edging up to the shore at the west end of the old 
portage. At this point, they disassembled the raft and dragged each piece of 
timber across the portage to the shore of the Bay of Quinte, where the raft was 
reassembled. Once this was done, they floated the raft on to Montreal.28

Obviously, this was a costly, physically difficult, and time-consuming 
project, but even then, it was the lesser of evils when you consider the danger 
on the lake. It is unclear how many times this happened and for how long, 
but it may have been one of the last functions of the Quinte portage in its 
traditional role. Even that was gone all too soon.

Charles Biggar, Merchant at the Carrying Place

The 1820s at the Carrying Place included the emergence of an important 
figure who would shape the community for decades to come. Charles Biggar 
had arrived here in 1816 and began as a merchant in Benjamin Young’s store 
at Carrying Place Lot 11, Murray Township. He solidified his position by 
purchasing one acre of land at the southeast corner of Lot 11 from Benjamin 
Young, working in partnership with James Lyons.29 This would be the location 
of the Lyons-Biggar store.

Charles Biggar also obtained a further three-quarters of an acre of land, 
partly in both Carrying Place Lots 11 and 12, Murray Township.30 This was 
just to the east of his store, where the family home was located near the road. In 
1828, Charles Biggar purchased three more acres of Lot 11, an ideal location 
for doing busines.31 He would be a successful storekeeper at this intersection 
where the road from Prince Edward County met the road that used to be the 
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Quinte portage. This was still an important location because of the steamship 
traffic coming into the wharf on the Bay of Quinte.

The modern reader should not confuse this location with the current inter-
section of Old Portage Road and Highway No. 33. Charles Biggar’s store was 
located at the southeast corner of Carrying Place Lot 11, two lots east of 
the modern Highway No. 33, which is on the line between Lots 9 and 10. 
Specifically, we can see that the Charles Biggar store and the Benjamin Young 
hotel were at the place where today’s Hanthorn Street meets Old Portage 
Road. Both establishments were on the north side of the road at this impor-
tant intersection, which is shown clearly in the Belden County Atlas maps 
for Murray32 and Ameliasburgh33 Townships published in 1878. The land in 
Carrying Place Lots 11 and 12 would be in the Biggar family into the 1900s.

A new generation of businessmen on the Carrying Place was represented by Charles Biggar, who 

operated a store near the Bay of Quinte for many decades.

The first child of Charles and Camilla Biggar was James Lyons Biggar 
(1824–1879),34 who took his name from his father’s business partner, James 
Lyons. This new generation would carry on the family tradition of being a 
successful store owner and much more. He was the Member of Parliament 
for the riding of Northumberland East in the Canadian House of Commons 
from 1861 to 1867 and was a driving force toward the construction of the 
Murray Canal.35 ADVANCE READER COPY
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More Stagecoach Lines

A further attempt at a stage line was made by Jonathan Ogden (1801–1876)36 
of Hope Township, who began to run a stage from Port Hope to the Carrying 
Place in 1825. One advertisement in the Upper Canada Gazette said:

NOTICE; THE SUBSCRIBER begs leave to inform Travellers and 
the Public in general, that he now keeps a Livery Stable, at the Village 
of Port Hope, where he will at all times have a sufficient number of 
Horses and Carriages to hire – He also intends Running a Stage during 
the Summer Months once a Week, between Port Hope and Carrying 
Place so as to meet the Steam Boat Charlotte there, and hopes from 
careful attention on his part to merit a share of Public Patronage.; 
Signed; JONATHAN OGDEN; Port Hope, 8th March, 1825.37

Then, in 1829, William Weller and Hiram Norton of Prescott purchased 
Ogden’s business and began to establish a more permanent and reliable service 
between Kingston and York, with stops at the Carrying Place along the way. 
Weller bought out Norton in 1830 and “in the summer of 1830 Weller was 
operating coaches twice a week between York and Carrying Place on the Bay 
of Quinte, where there was a connection with steamers to Prescott.”38

William Weller (1799–1863)39 was born 
in Vermont and lived as a young man in 
Canton, New York, not far from the St. 
Lawrence River. For a few years, he studied 
law in New York before entering the stage-
coach business in the late 1820s at Prescott. 
In addition to the stage line to the Carrying 
Place, he purchased a line north from York 
to Lake Simcoe and later another one to 
Hamilton. In 1834, he moved his family 
to Cobourg to set up the headquarters of 
“The Royal Mail Line.”40 He also quickly 
established an elaborate carriage works 
in Cobourg. This business designed and 
manufactured the specific vehicles required 
to run his stage business, and sold all types 
of wagons, carriages, and sleighs to the 
travelling public.

By the early 1830s, William Weller 
was well known as “the Stagecoach King” 

By the late 1820s, stagecoach lines 

stopped at the Carrying Place, where 

steamboats docked along the shore of 

the Bay of Quinte. In the 1830s, William 

Weller of Cobourg would come to 

dominate this business, as stagecoaches 

and steamboats worked together to 

offer travellers improved service.
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because of the improvements he made in the services offered to the public. 
The coaches were no longer farm wagons. Weller’s colourfully painted coaches 
were designed for comfort and safety. The drivers were better trained and less 
often drunk, which was a big change from the early days.41

Also, this new system was designed to run on time, both for the delivery 
of the mail and carrying passengers. As an aggressive entrepreneur, Weller 
insisted on taking advantage of the newest technology, including new-fangled 
timepieces that could be carried in a pocket.42 William Weller was as popular 
in the 1830s as rock stars today because he took action to improve the lives 
of so many people. While he was modest, it was apparent that he was very 
successful in business. Even more, he was appreciated because he was a genial 
and kind man.

For those who might be interested, yes, the two Williams Wellers we 
have mentioned in this book were, in fact, related to each other, but distantly. 
William Weller of Cobourg was a son of David Weller, and he was a son 
of another David Weller. This David Weller was a brother of Eliakem, who 
was the father of Asa Weller of the Carrying Place. Asa Weller had a son 
named William Weller, who farmed near the west end of the portage. The two 
William Wellers could be called distant cousins. More information on this can 
be found in Appendix E.
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The End of the Quinte Portage

Covered Bridge over the Trent River

A final blow to the usefulness of the portage occurred in 1834, when a covered 
bridge was built over the Trent River at Trent Port. The new bridge made it 
much easier to travel quickly across the north shore of Lake Ontario. This 
bridge, along with improvements in the York Road over time, would create a 
much better transportation system, without any need for batteaux or oxen. The 
Quinte portage was definitely not needed anymore.

The construction of a new covered bridge over the Trent River at Trent Port in 1834 sounded the 

death knell for the Quinte portage, as steamboats and improved roads transformed travel patterns 

across the region.

The hotels and stores at the Carrying Place would benefit greatly from 
the new developments in the area. Even without the old portage traffic, the 
roads—along with the steamboats and stagecoaches—kept the Carrying Place 
on the map as a key part of the provincial transportation system.
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Robert Charles Wilkins Prospers

The best-known person who lived at the Carrying Place over the next several 
decades was Robert Charles Wilkins. He had certainly made a name for 
himself in his role as the agent for the commissariat during the War of 1812. 
However, this work left him with both friends and enemies, depending on 
which end of the merchandising deals one might be on. Mr. Wilkins did not 
skip a beat after the war as he quickly became a partner in the Shuter and 
Wilkins Company, which became one of the largest wholesalers in Upper 
Canada of household goods, especially ceramic dishes and china.

This company was also used to support many real-estate investments 
around the area. The company name Shuter and Wilkins is seen routinely in 
the land records for Ameliasburgh Township and Murray Township for the 
next two decades. Many of these transactions are straight purchases of land 
which might be leased for a time and sold at a profit to a willing buyer. Others 
are mortgages that Shuter and Wilkins provided to farmers and businessmen 
in the area. In some cases, such as the development of a mill at Consecon,1 
there was significant investment over a long period of time. Mr. Wilkins was 
involved in many different enterprises.

The McKenzie Rebellion of 1837 brought Mr. Wilkins back to public 
service once more. His biographical sketch states:

Again, in 1837, at the breaking out of the rebellion, Mr. Wilkins 
was called upon by the Government of that day. As Colonel of the 
2d Prince Edward Regiment of Militia, he was appointed by Sir F. 
B. Head to command the whole Militia of that District, and in that 
capacity called out, as they were required, volunteer companies for 
active service. Of these volunteer companies there were either 5 or 
6. Mr. Wilkins, in referring to this duty says, “the difficulty we had 
was not to obtain men, but to deal with the numbers who offered 
their services, and whom we were obliged to refuse.” The appearance 
and conduct of these men were such as to elicit from the Colonel in 
command (Mr. Wilkins’ superior officer) “the strongest expressions of 
approval in both respects.”2

Robert C. Wilkins was elected to the Legislative Assembly of Upper 
Canada on March 14, 1839, and served until February 10, 1841.3 He refused 
to support the reforms being implemented by Governor-General Charles 
Thomson to modernize governance of the colonies. In particular, the plan to 
unite the two provinces of Upper and Lower Canada into the Province of 
Canada4 solicited the strongest opposition from Mr. Wilkins.
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In spite of being asked to join the new government, Mr. Wilkins declined 
with the excuse that he needed to pay more attention to his business interests. 
However, those who knew him well had a better understanding of the issue. 
They knew that Mr. Wilkins felt that the reforms would harm his interests, and 
he could not in good conscious participate in a government he opposed.5 His 
refusal meant that he did not return to government and retired from politics.

In effect, Mr. Wilkins returned to business, which he carried on with gusto. 
Sadly, his wife, Mary, died in 1847, but the house on the shore of the Bay of 
Quinte would be a destination for far-flung family, business associates, and 
members of the government for most of two decades.

His biographical sketch sums up the opinion that was voiced about Robert 
Charles Wilkins:

That a man of Mr. Wilkins’ characteristics should have been popular is 
no wonder to those who knew him, but that he retained the esteem of 
the first men of the Province to his latest days, and for years after he 
had ceased to take an active part in public affairs, is perhaps attribut-
able to the sterling qualities of his character, which were remembered 
by all who had ever known him.6

When Mr. Wilkins died at his home at the Carrying Place on March 20, 
1866, the gathering of mourners was a most impressive sight:

His remains were followed to the grave by a large concourse of friends, 
many of whom had travelled long distances to pay the last tribute of 
respect to one who during life they had regarded as one of nature’s 
nobility. With his former friends and associates in life, they laid his 
remains in their midst, in the old grave yard at the Carrying Place.7

While no heritage buildings related to the Wilkins family remain on Old 
Portage Road today, one surviving image may offer a fairly accurate represen-
tation of the home where Mr. Wilkins lived until about 1862.
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William Burrowes painted this scene at the east end of the portage in 1830,  

showing Charles Biggar’s home and that of Robert Charles Wilkins, 

 down near the shore—the old commissariat building.

A painting by Thomas Burrowes done in 1830 provides an artist’s inter-
pretation of the east end of the old portage at that time.8 The scene faces 
east with the Bay of Quinte in the background. In the foreground, two men 
are standing at the fence at the northwest corner of the intersection. Murray 
Township is on the left or north side, and Ameliasburgh Township is on the 
right or south side of this painting.

One man is standing on the edge of a road that used to be part of the 
Quinte portage. It comes from the west to this intersection and turns right 
into Prince Edward County. Today, this would be the intersection of Hanthorn 
Street and Old Portage Road. Please note this is not the intersection of the 
modern Highway No. 33, which is two lots west from here.

Farther east, Old Portage Road has several houses along its north side and 
mostly fields on its south side. Notice, in particular, a long, low building with 
an unusual tower that is silhouetted against the bay at the shore. This building 
is on the south side of the road, in Ameliasburgh Township. I believe that this 
building was the commissariat in 1812 and, for many years after the war, was 
the home of Robert C. Wilkins. Land records show that Mr. Wilkins owned 
Carrying Place Lots 11, 12, and 13, Ameliasburgh Township, until 1862, when 
he was seventy-nine.9 It appears as if he went to live with his daughter, Sarah 
Bonter, for the last few years of his life.

Without documentation, we can only speculate that Robert C. Wilkins 
used the large commissariat building as a home, modifying it over the years 
to create a comfortable family residence. Though the structure appears small 
in this painting, its unusual shape—atypical for houses of the time—suggests 
it may have originally served another purpose. If this is indeed the building 
Wilkins occupied, it would have been his home until about 1862.

One further building in this painting deserves mention: the sizeable house 
with a tall chimney on the left side, smoke curling from its top. This was on the 
north side of the road and could be the home of Charles Biggar, who operated 
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a store on the northeast corner of this intersection for many years. His address 
would be Murray Township through his life, which means he remained on the 
north side of the road as shown in this painting.10

John and Sarah Shuter

Another part of the Wilkins family supported the generational shift from the 
function of the Quinte portage to the modern business world. Sarah Elizabeth 
Shuter Wilkins (1811–1860)11 had been born here in 1811, the fourth of six 
children of Robert C. and Mary Wilkins. Family history reveals that Sarah 
was adopted by her aunt and uncle, Sarah Smith and John Shuter, who had 
no children of their own. John and Sarah Shuter moved to London, England, 
around 1815, taking Sarah with them.

In England, Sarah met Peter McCutcheon McGill (1789–1860),12 who 
was born in Scotland, a son of John McCutcheon and Mary McGill. In 1809, 
at age nineteen, with a grammar school education, young Peter McCutcheon 
moved to Montreal and came under the patronage of his maternal uncle John 
McGill. This fellow had been a close friend of John Graves Simcoe at Newark 
when the capital was moved to York. Then he became the commissary general 
at York, in charge of supplying the military and the government during the 
early growth phase of Upper Canada.13

John McGill insisted that Peter McCutcheon change his name to McGill 
for business reasons, and his young protégé became Peter McCutcheon 
McGill. He took on much of John McGill’s business interests and became 
involved in the Bank of Montreal. His biography explains:

As vice-president of the bank in 1830, McGill had undertaken a trip 
to Great Britain on behalf of the institution in an attempt to secure 
a royal charter. The resultant charter was too restrictive to be of much 
use. While there, McGill married Sarah Elizabeth Shuter Wilkins. 
Sarah was the daughter of Robert Charles Wilkins, a partner in the 
important Canadian mercantile firm of Shuter and Wilkins which had 
been particularly active in the Bay of Quinte region of Upper Canada. 
She brought to the marriage a dowry of £10,000 in real estate, which 
was to be placed in a trust fund managed by McGill, with all proceeds 
accruing to him during their marriage. At his death the trust was to 
revert to his wife.14

For the Wilkins family, having a member of the legislature and a presi-
dent of the Bank of Montreal in the family was a long, long way from selling 

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution



189

T
H

E
 B

A
T

T
E

A
U

 R
A

IL
W

A
Y

blankets and gin cordials to fur traders and soldiers at their store on the 
Quinte portage.

The Blockhouse

By 1830, when Thomas Burrowes painted this scene at Wellers Bay, the Weller and Young families 

had taken on farming, and the area became a quiet rural community.

In 1830, Thomas Burrowes painted this scene at the west end of the old portage, 
at Wellers Bay. The painting reflects the quiet place the old portage path had 
become. This scene is at the shore of Wellers Bay, looking west. It includes the 
blockhouse, sitting where it had been built in 1813, on Asa Weller’s property.

We can follow the life of the old blockhouse into the modern day. In 1989, 
Paul Germain founded the group 
Kenté Portage Heritage 
Conservation Society to rebuild 
the old blockhouse, which had 
deteriorated badly.15 Mr. Germain, 
a retired Montreal university pro-
fessor, moved to the village of the 
Carrying Place with his wife, 
Edith. There, they purchased 
Carrying Place Lot 4 in 
Ameliasburgh Township—the 
location of Asa Weller’s Tap 
House. The ambitious couple 
undertook major restoration work 
on the old house while living there 
on Old Portage Road.16

The blockhouse fell into disrepair and was 

revitalized in the late 1990s. Then development 

forced a move to the Marine Museum in the county, 

where it stands proudly as a symbol of long-

forgotten history.
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Unfortunately, by 2000, the land where the blockhouse stood was to be 
sold, and Mr. Germain’s group moved the blockhouse across the road, to the 
Ameliasburgh side, as a temporary measure to save the structure.

Finally, the blockhouse was moved to Mariners Park Museum in Prince 
Edward County.17 Today, visitors to Mariners Park Museum can see the block-
house, originally built in 1813, rebuilt in 1992, and relocated to the museum 
in 2000.18 ADVANCE READER COPY
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Reflections of the Quinte 
Portage Today

The Roads

The Quinte portage ended its usefulness 
as a portage in the 1820s and became 
part of the village of Carrying Place. 
Today, we can see the modern version of 
the east end of the portage in Old Portage 
Road, which runs from the corner of 
Highway No. 33 and County Road 64 
east to the shore of the Bay of Quinte.

Near the shore of the bay, Old Portage 
Road turns left and becomes Carriage 
Lane. A dirt road goes down to the shore 
where batteaux once were floated onto 
the batteau railway, then drawn by oxen 
to Wellers Bay.

The largest part of the old portage is 
now part of County Road 64, which runs 
from Highway No. 33 west to the corner 
of County Road 64 and Gardenville Road.

The western end of the old portage is 
now called Fort Kente Road, which goes 
from Gardenville Road to the intersec-
tion with Parkview Road, near the shore 
of Wellers Bay. There is a trail that goes 
down to the shore beside a private home.

The names of the modern roads 

Today, Old Portage Road represents the 

east end of the Quinte portage from the 

Highway No. 33 intersection to the Bay 

of Quinte.

County Road 64 replaced the old portage 

from Highway 33 to Gardenville Road.
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reflect the history of the 
area in different ways. 
The Old Portage Road is 
very obvious because it is 
located on part of the old 
Quinte portage. County 
Road 64 occupies the 
longest piece of the Quinte 
portage from the Loyalist 
Parkway (Highway No. 33) 
to Gardenville Road. Some 
maps label County Road 
64 north of the corner at 

Gardenville Road with the old traditional name of Brighton Road.
At the west end, to the shore of Wellers Bay, the part of the Quinte portage 

from Gardenville Road to the intersection with Parkview Road is called Fort 
Kente Road. This name is a composite that represents two distinct historical 
points in the area. The word “Fort” represents the blockhouse that was built on the 
north side of the portage near the shore of Wellers Bay in 1813 and was moved 
in the year 2000 to Mariners Park Museum, in South Marysburgh Township.

The word “Kente,” more properly written as Kenté, represents the 
Indigenous village that archaeologists have recently determined was located 
on Smokes Point, to the south on the shore of Wellers Bay. This village was 
created around 1676 due to circumstances related to the fur trade and existed 
only a little more than a decade.

The Heritage Homes

Four buildings that were built during the era of the Quinte portage still remain 
today to represent the events and people of that time. The most obvious to 
travellers is the red brick house on the northeast corner of the intersection of 
County Road 64 and Gardenville Road. This was Asa Weller’s second home 
on the portage, built around 1805.

The lovely frame house on the south side of Fort Kente Road and a little 
west of Gardenville Road was the second home of Robert Young, which was 
built around 1807.

Asa Weller’s Tap House was built in 1811 on the south side of the portage, 
just east of his home. Soon after the War of 1812, it became a private resi-
dence. Today, it stands partly hidden by trees, across the road from the recent 
housing development on the north side of County Road 64.

Four original buildings of the old portage still exist today.

The Fort Kente Road is the west end of the portage, from 

Gardenville Road to the shore of Wellers Bay.
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reflect the history of the 
area in different ways. 
The Old Portage Road is 
very obvious because it is 
located on part of the old 
Quinte portage. County 
Road 64 occupies the 
longest piece of the Quinte 
portage from the Loyalist 
Parkway (Highway No. 33) 
to Gardenville Road. Some 
maps label County Road 
64 north of the corner at 

Gardenville Road with the old traditional name of Brighton Road.
At the west end, to the shore of Wellers Bay, the part of the Quinte portage 

from Gardenville Road to the intersection with Parkview Road is called Fort 
Kente Road. This name is a composite that represents two distinct historical 
points in the area. The word “Fort” represents the blockhouse that was built on the 
north side of the portage near the shore of Wellers Bay in 1813 and was moved 
in the year 2000 to Mariners Park Museum, in South Marysburgh Township.

The word “Kente,” more properly written as Kenté, represents the 
Indigenous village that archaeologists have recently determined was located 
on Smokes Point, to the south on the shore of Wellers Bay. This village was 
created around 1676 due to circumstances related to the fur trade and existed 
only a little more than a decade.

The Heritage Homes

Four buildings that were built during the era of the Quinte portage still remain 
today to represent the events and people of that time. The most obvious to 
travellers is the red brick house on the northeast corner of the intersection of 
County Road 64 and Gardenville Road. This was Asa Weller’s second home 
on the portage, built around 1805.

The lovely frame house on the south side of Fort Kente Road and a little 
west of Gardenville Road was the second home of Robert Young, which was 
built around 1807.

Asa Weller’s Tap House was built in 1811 on the south side of the portage, 
just east of his home. Soon after the War of 1812, it became a private resi-
dence. Today, it stands partly hidden by trees, across the road from the recent 
housing development on the north side of County Road 64.

Four original buildings of the old portage still exist today.

The Weller-Miskin 
house was finished for 
occupancy in 1829, so well 
to the end of the Quinte 
portage era. However, it can 
be seen as a reflection of the 
Weller prosperity from first 
settlement here in 1793 
into the 1820s. This large 
brick house is on the south 
side of County Road 64, 
well east of the others, near 
the intersection with 
Loyalist Parkway.

The presence of these 
homes in the modern 
village of  Carrying Place 
provides a strong, tangible 
link to the era of the batteau 
railway. With a little imagi-
nation—and a wealth of 
historical detail—it’s pos-
sible to visualize a team of 
oxen plodding slowly over 
this ground, pulling a truck 
along two wooden rails. On 
the truck rests a batteau, its 
flat bottom still dripping 
with the waters of the Bay 
of Quinte.

Take the imagination a step further and populate that scene with men in 
rough clothing: some guiding the oxen, others carrying bundles of goods on 
their backs to the far side of the portage. Asa Weller and his helpers would be 
there too, watching closely to ensure the batteau’s smooth passage. Perhaps 
Mr. Weller is walking alongside the batteau’s owner, who is preparing to pay 
the crossing fee.

Such was the routine and practical operation of the batteau railway.

The batteau railway ran across this ground.

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution





195

A P P E N D I C E S

ADVANCE READER COPY

Not for Resale or Distribution





197

A P P E N D I X  A  
 

The Village of Kenté

Distribution of artifacts show that the village of Kenté was located  

on Smokes Point, with a burial ground on Bald Head Island.

There has been discussion for many years about the Indigenous village of 
Kenté, especially its location. This mystery motivated much amateur archaeol-
ogy work in the late 1800s and early 1900s. There have been many theories 
about the exact location of the village of Kenté, but recent archaeology work 
has established with a high degree of certainty that it was located on Smokes 
Point, about halfway down the eastern shore of Wellers Bay. An associated site 
used for burials and ceremonial activities was located on Bald Head Island, 
west of Smokes Point in Wellers Bay.

A detailed description of the archaeology work involved in determining 
the location is found in the book The History and Archaeology of the Iroquois 
du Nord.1 Here is a map from that book showing the proportions of artifacts 
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found by Mr. Chadd and highlighting Smokes Point and Bald Head Island.
These locations were established through detailed analysis of information 

and artifacts contained in the large Chadd collection, which has been housed 
in the Royal Ontario Museum since 1920. George James Chadd (1837–1917) 
was a merchant in Wellington but became an employee of the Central Ontario 
Railway in 1883, moving to Wellers Bay to work at the Gardenville station.

Over several decades, 
Mr. Chadd worked in 
his spare time as an 
amateur archaeologist, 
collecting Indigenous 
artifacts from the sandy 
soil around Wellers 
Bay and, in some cases, 
farther afield in the area. 
A small museum was set 
up near the train station 
where people could view 

some of the items. When Mr. Chadd was transferred to the Trenton Station in 
1899, he took his collection with him and created a museum beside his home 
to display his artifacts and educate the public.

George Chadd died in 1917, and his wife sold the collection to the Province 
of Ontario for the Ontario Provincial Museum. It became part of the large 
collections held at the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM). The importance of 
this collection was described by Dr. Roland B. Orr in the thirty-third Annual 
Archaeological Report of Ontario (1921–22) as follows:

The late G.J. Chadd of Trenton, Ontario spent nearly half a century 
collecting material from Prince Edward County and the surrounding 
counties. Mr. Chadd stored all his material in a large museum build-
ing expressly built for the purpose. This museum contained the finest 
private archaeological collection in Canada.2

An important part of the value provided by the Chadd collection was the 
degree of documentation Mr. Chadd included with artifacts he found. He 
routinely recorded the location where the artifact was found, and that kind 
of detail allowed for analysis with modern digital tools. This led to a high 
degree of certainty that the location of Kenté village was Smokes Point, and 
the burial grounds were on Bald Head Island.

Kenté was largely a Cayuga village—a high proportion of the people 
from the Cayuga Nation—established south of the east end of Lake Ontario. 

George Chadd built a museum in Trenton and displayed his vast 

collection of Indigenous artifacts for the public to see.
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Existing history about Kenté reveals that a Sulpician Mission was established 
here for a few years, helping to add stability to the village. However, the basic 
function of the village was a much higher priority, and the priests left for 
Cataraqui when the risk of conflict increased and the traders left.

The work to establish the location of Kenté village was done in the context 
of the broader objective of documenting the presence of several Iroquois villages 
along the north shore of Lake Ontario during the 1670s and 1680s. The result 
of this work suggested that these villages were established to solidify control of 
the fur trade on this area. The Iroquois had destroyed the Wendat Nation, which 
was long established north of Lake Ontario, and the Algonquin Nation that was 
north of the St. Lawrence River suffered the same fate. Now the Iroquois could 
occupy the area along the lake and more effectively divert most of the traffic in 
furs from the west and north to Albany, and on to merchants in New York and 
Boston, away from the French at Montreal and Quebec.

For a short time, furs flowed from the Toronto Carrying Place through the village of Kenté, across to 

the south side of Lake Ontario. Then French military pressure caused the path to change and go 

across the lake to Niagara.

Kenté acted as a transport point for furs brought down the Toronto Carrying 
Place and passed along the lakeshore. The village performed this function for 
only about a decade, estimated as 1665 to 1676. The French responded by 
enhancing the fort at Cataraqui, called Frontenac after the governor. French 
military forces also became more present in the area. This changed the balance 
of power and increased the risk for the flow of furs. Canoes loaded with furs 
no longer came to Kenté but went south from the Toronto Carrying Place into 
the Niagara area, where they crossed the Niagara River. The Seneca Nation 
controlled this area, and they passed the furs to Albany.

By 1679, a visitor to the village of Kenté found ruined buildings and a small 
number of people who were very uncertain of their future.
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Trading Posts on the Bay 
of Quinte in 1793

When Asa Weller returned to the Quinte portage in 1793 to set up a trading 
post and build his batteau railway, there were already several trading posts 
established around the Bay of Quinte. This map shows the locations of these 
trading posts, and the text provides brief outlines of the people involved, 
moving from east to west.

When Asa Weller had company in 1793, several trading posts  

had already been established around the Bay of Quinte.

Samuel Sherwood—Sandhurst

One very ambitious Loyalist named Samuel Sherwood established a trading 
post some distance west of Cataraqui, on the north shore of Adolphus Reach. 
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Sherwood knew the habits of the Indigenous Peoples in the area and set up 
his store at the bottom of a well-used carrying place south of Hay Bay. Feeling 
rather grand about his modest establishment, he called it Sandhurst, which 
gave it a touch of class. It would be a very busy trading post and general store 
at the eastern extent of the Bay of Quinte for a number of years.

George Singleton—Singleton’s Creek

One of the first commercial enterprises on the Bay of Quinte began in June of 
1784 when Captain George Singleton arrived at the mouth of the river called 
Sagonaskokan by the Mississauga people. He quickly built a log cabin on the 
eastern shore of the river with the objective of trading with the Indigenous 
Peoples to the north up the river. For a time, this river would be known as 
Singleton’s Creek, although today we know it as the Moira River.

Singleton came with two army buddies—Alexander Chisholm and Israel 
Ferguson—who assisted him in setting up the trading business. They had 
been with the Royal Rangers during the war and carried the scars to prove 
it. Singleton, in particular, had been very seriously wounded in the Battle of 
Oriskany, on August 6, 1777. The battle was a clear victory for the British and 
their Indigenous allies, but they were far from supply lines with Patriot forces 
gathering, so they gave up Fort Stanwix, which included the camp where 
Singleton and other wounded were being treated.

Captain Singleton was finally released in a prisoner swap on May 22, 1780, 
and must have been fully recovered from his injuries because he went back into 
service. As the war wound down in 1782, he was with Chief Brant on the last 
raid of the conflict. It was only two years later that George Singleton arrived 
at his new home. For several years afterward, this trading post would be an 
important stop for settlers, traders, and surveyors as they outfitted themselves 
for the rigours of pioneer living.

William Bell—Rhinebeck

Another store and trading post was established in the summer of 1787 on the 
north shore of the Bay of Quinte, between the Trent River and Singleton’s 
Creek, in what we now call Bayside. William Bell (1757–1833) had been born 
in Ireland, but little is known of his life until he built a cabin and trading post 
on the bay to begin what he called Rhinebeck. He was in partnership with 
John Ferguson of Kingston, who had married Magdelena Johnson, a daughter 
of the famous Sir William Johnson. Similar to the other traders on the bay, he 
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focused on trading with the Indigenous Peoples to the north but also provided 
necessities to the settlers on the bay.

John R. Bleecker—Trent Port

Another attempt at a trading post was undertaken by John R. Bleecker. He 
had worked with Mr. Collins in his survey crew but was inclined to enter into 
some kind of business. He noticed the traffic passing across the portage at 
the west end of the Bay of Quinte and felt that a trading post might succeed 
there. Many Indigenous Peoples crossed the portage during their hunting and 
fishing trips, and they might stop at a store on their way across.

Sometime in 1785, Bleecker built a small log cabin near the shore of the bay 
at the east end of the portage. The next summer, he would travel to Cataraqui 
to buy merchandise he could sell at this little cabin. It was an experiment that 
brought risk, but he was a young man with lots of energy and wanted to make 
something of himself. This would be the first building and trading post at the 
Quinte portage.

In fact, Mr. Bleecker was taking steps in 1786 to further establish himself 
in the community. He applied for a grant of land and would be recorded on 
Lot 93 in the first concession of the Seventh Town, Ameliasburgh—a lot that 
was shown to contain 267 acres. Family history suggests that he may have 
already been squatting in this area and probably built a log cabin near the 
shore on this lot. This was expected to be his family home, while the trading 
post at the portage was his work place.

The portage at the west end of the Bay of Quinte would see an increase 
in crossings from individuals and small operators that could not afford to 
book passage on a schooner. John Bleecker’s trading post was still the only 
commercial enterprise on the portage. The same increase would be evident at 
Singleton’s Creek as more surveyors, traders, and settlers stopped in to resupply.

In this context, young Mr. Bleecker made the decision to move his 
business to the mouth of the Trent River, which the Mississauga called 
Sagettewitchevan. This was still very much a time for aggressive entrepreneurs 
to locate themselves in a place they felt would be profitable and then try to get 
title to the land afterwards. Surveying had been done, but much of the land 
was not occupied or allocated. The land at the mouth of this larger river was not 
yet occupied, and it held some promise as a good location for a trading post.

Bleecker located himself on the west side of the river mouth, near the shore 
of the bay. He built a building to be both his store and his first home. In very 
short order, he increased his inventory and operated as a trading post and 
general store. He found that there were customers coming along the shore 
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of the bay and down the river from the north. The Mississauga People to the 
north welcomed the presence of the trading post so they could offer their furs 
in exchange for items such as metal pots, knives, forks, and spoons, teapots, 
and sharp axes. They also wanted the much more durable and effective metal 
fish hooks and stout fishing line that the English had in good supply. The 
enterprise grew quickly because it served the interest of many people.

Once John Bleecker was settled at the mouth of the river, he applied for 
his second grant of land. He was successful, although the Crown Patent was 
not recorded until 1805. Actually, there were two patents: one for thirty-four 
acres in Lot 1, Concession 1 of Murray Township, and another for seventeen 
acres in Concession A, Lot 1. While these transactions are found today in the 
Hastings County land records, the land on the west side of the river was still, 
at this time, part of Murray Township, Northumberland County. In any case, 
this is where the town of Trent Port would develop, today called Trenton.

There is no record of what became of the trading post at the portage after 
John Bleecker decided to relocate to the mouth of the Trent River. He may 
have hired someone to manage it for profit, but no documentation confirms 
this. It also may be possible that someone acquired the small building to trade 
at that important spot. Again, there is no record of this, so it is only speculation.
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A P P E N D I X  C  
 

George Gibson’s Schooner

The burning of George Gibson’s schooner on July 1, 1814, was the only direct 
military action taken by the Americans during the war in the immediate area 
of Presqu’ile Bay and Wellers Bay. The discovery of John Young’s affidavit 
describing his experiences as a captive during the raid led to a deep-dive 
research project that set out the events on both sides of the raid in much 
greater detail.

In fact, it was a completely different story than the one we see in The 
Tobey Book.

My full account of the story of George Gibson’s schooner is available for 
download at https://danbuchananhistoryguy.com/george-gibsons-schooner.
html.
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A P P E N D I X  D  
 

The Importance of the Quinte 
Portage During the War of 1812

Map of Lake Ontario Showing the Importance 
of Quinte Portage During the War of 1812

This map shows how the Quinte portage was a choke point in the east-west 
transportation of men and supplies along the north shore of Lake Ontario 
during the War of 1812.

The Quinte portage was a choke point in the east-west transportation route  

for troops, weapons, and supplies for the British Army in the Niagara area.

The waters of Lake Ontario were a contested battleground for the naval forces 
of the United States of American and the British Empire throughout the War 
of 1812. As ships were built and launched, one side or the other gained at least a 
perceived advantage, measured by the number of guns mounted on their decks.
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When the American threat on Lake Ontario represented too much risk, 
fleets of batteaux were sent from Kingston to York or the Niagara area with 
fresh soldiers and all sorts of supplies to support the battles being fought.

The trip from Kingston to York or Fort George was along a water route, 
except for the small isthmus at the Quinte portage. Batteaux sailed from 
Kingston, into Adolphus Reach, and through the Bay of Quinte before 
landing on the western shore at the Quinte portage. At the portage, the men 
got out of the boats, and all of the baggage had to be carried to the other side 
of the portage. Asa Weller and his batteau railway lifted and carried the boats 
across and let them float at the shore of Wellers Bay.

In the opposite direction, batteaux containing wounded from battles to 
the west came into Wellers Bay. The wounded who could walk started for 
the other side, while those who could not were carefully carried to the Young 
House or Asa Weller’s Tap House for rest and care. At some point, they would 
all gather at the batteaux on the east side of the portage and continue their 
journey to Kingston and usually on to Montreal.

For the military, the Quinte portage represented an annoying delay at best 
and, at worst, an impediment to moving men and supplies to the battlefront. 
Asa Weller’s batteau railway was a critical tool in limiting the delay by moving 
hundreds of batteaux across at quick time. The people who lived at the Quinte 
portage were intensely engaged in supporting the efforts to move men and 
supplies across the portage and to provide the men with food and accom-
modation as best they could. It was a full community effort.
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A P P E N D I X  E  
 

The Two William Wellers

There has been long-standing confusion between two different men named 
William Weller. As an avid genealogist, I feel compelled to clarify the situa-
tion and remove the confusion. Here are some details to define the two men 
named William Weller.

William Weller of the Carrying Place

Asa Weller and Hannah Marsh had a son named William Weller, born in 
Manchester, Vermont, on February 23, 1789. He probably came with the 
family when they moved to the Quinte portage in 1793. Certainly, William 
Weller is included with his parents and siblings in early census records for 
1803, 1806, and 1808. William Weller is also mentioned in militia returns as 
a member of the 1st Regiment of the Northumberland County Militia during 
the War of 1812.

William Weller farmed on the Weller property at the west end of the portage 
and was married to Magdeline around 1818. They had four children, according 
to his death notice. My records provide information for three children: William 
Jr. in 1818; Elizabeth in 1821; and John, soon after his father’s death.

William Weller’s death was reported in the Kingston Chronicle on March 
21, 1823, as follows: “At the Carrying Place, on the 10th instant, William 
Weller, aged 31, son of Asa Weller, Esq. He has left a wife and four children 
and a number of relatives to lament his loss.”1

This information demonstrates that William Weller, the son of Asa Weller, 
died before the stagecoach business came to the Carrying Place, so it is wrong 
to suggest he was in that business.

This descendants chart shows William Weller on the left, middle, with 
parents Asa Weller and Hannah Marsh. Asa Weller’s parents were Eliakem 
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Weller and Catharine Goodrich. Eliakem’s parents were John Weller and Lydia 
Waller. The last generation shown here was John Weller and Rebecca Cooley.

William Weller of the Carrying Place was a son of Asa Weller.

William Weller of Cobourg—the Stagecoach King

The William Weller that we know the best was the famous fellow who became 
known in the 1830s as the Stagecoach King because of his success in building 
and managing stagecoach lines. This William Weller was born in Hinesburgh, 
Chittenden County, Vermont, on May 13, 1799. His father was David Weller 
(1772–1851), but there is no information about his mother’s name.

The family moved to Canton, New York, around 1820, and young William 
Weller studied law for a time in New York City. On May 31, 1820, he was 
married to Mercy Wilcox at Canton, and they had a son named Lorenzo in 
1822. Before 1825, the family moved to Prescott, Upper Canada, about thirty 
miles north of Canton, on the other side of the St. Lawrence River. In Prescott, 
William Weller partnered in a small stagecoach line with Hiram Norton, who 
was an active businessman in the area.

That first stage line was quickly taken over by Mr. Weller and expanded to 
form the Royal Mail Line, which ran from York to Kingston. William Weller 
may have lived at York for a time as the business developed, but we know that 
he moved his family to Cobourg in 1834 to establish a centrally located stage 
office and a carriage works.

William Weller would become even more well known because of his 
amazing accomplishment in February of 1840, when he drove Governor-
General Charles Thomson from Toronto to Montreal in under thirty-eight 
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hours, as explained in the book 38 Hours to Montreal: William Weller and the 
Governor General ’s Race of 1840.2 He would be mayor of Cobourg three times, 
the last term in 1863 when he died in office on September 21, 1863.

The descendants chart shows that William Weller’s parents were David 
Weller and unknown, and his grandparents were John Weller and Lydia 
Waller. His great-grandparents were John Weller and Rebecca Cooley.

Readers will notice that this couple, John Weller and Rebecca Cooley, are 
common to the family trees of both of the men we are discussing. That means 
that these two fellows were distant cousins.

William Weller of Cobourg was the Stagecoach King and later was mayor of Cobourg.

Note: All of this information can be seen in more detail in  
www.treesbydan.com.
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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

The first version of this book was over two hundred pages long. I passed a 
copy to my friend David Harris, who took the summer to digest the tome. 
He responded appropriately, saying the work needed a more specific focus. 
My thoughts matched his recommendation, so I extracted the part about the 
batteau railway and made that my focus. David also agreed to review the new 
work and recommended someone who might write a Foreword. I am very 
grateful for his thoughtful support. Thank you David!

David’s suggestion regarding an author for a Foreword resulted in the won-
derful words readers can see near the front of the book. Thomas Malcomson 
graciously agreed to review the manuscript and made several very helpful 
recommendations on historical points which improved the integrity of the 
work. The resulting Foreword is insightful and the author is extremely grateful. 
Thank you Mr. Malcomson!

The image on the front cover of the book shows a wooden model of a 
batteau sitting on a wooden model of the batteau railway. Since there is no 
documentation for this facility, I struggled with how to visualize the system 
for readers. Eventually, I came around to the idea of wooden models. A 
search on the internet brought me into contact with Joe Calnan, a teacher in 
Whitehorse, Yukon, who leads his class in building wooden models of bat-
teaux. He was able to sell me one and send it to me in good order. The model 
of the batteau assists very much in bringing the story to life. Thank you, Joe!

Then I needed to deal with the railway itself. I did some rough sketches to 
develop an idea of what it might have looked like, then went to Stan Parkinson, 
an accomplished woodworker in Brighton, to ask if he might be willing to take 
a stab at building a wooden model. He was fascinated by the unique nature of 
the request, in the context of his business of building burial urns. The result 
was rough and plain, as I had requested, and immediately satisfied my need to 
have a physical model of the facility. Thank you, Stan!

Three of the four heritage properties that exist today along the old Quinte 
portage are on the Ameliasburgh Township, Prince Edward County, side 
of the road. Therefore, I was able to approach the Prince Edward County 
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Archives with a request for information. Krista Richardson provided me with 
several packages of documents, which gave me new information and enhanced 
my knowledge considerably. The homes of the three founding families at the 
portage are foundational for the telling of the story, and I was very grateful for 
this helpful information. Thank you, Krista!

My focus on the batteau railway made the issue of the location of the village 
of Kenté less central to the story but none-the-less an interesting piece of 
context. Ron Williamson, a co-editor of the book The History and Archaeology 
of the Iroquois du Nord, was gracious in supporting my intent to use informa-
tion from the book and approved my rendering of the topic. Thank you, Ron!

The Library and Archives Canada website provided much of the infor-
mation about the Northumberland Militia during the War of 1812. The 
Reproduction Department was called upon to provide digital images of a few 
very important documents in support the family of Robert Wilkins.

The Ontario Land Registry records found in OnLand.ca were instrumental 
in telling the story of the early settler families who obtained land grants and 
either used the land for their own purposes or sold it to raise revenue for their 
family enterprises. Land transactions are sometimes confusing and frustrating 
to deal with, but they also can confirm family lore or, in some cases, furnish a 
more factual option.
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I L L U S T R A T I O N  C R E D I T S

Front Cover
Model of the Batteau Railway, composite created by the author using a model 
of the railway by Stan Parkinson (Brighton, Ontario) and a model of a batteau 
purchased from Joe Calnan (Whitehorse, Yukon), 2025.

Preface
Sketch of the north side of Lake Ontario showing the Carrying Place, from 
the collection of Ed Burtt (Belleville, Ontario), 2020.

Chapter 1
Location of First Settler Homes, West End of Portage, adapted from “Map 
of the Carrying Place Lots,” Gunshot and Gleanings, 16. Labels regarding first 
settler homes added by the author.

Trolly at the Niagara Portage, from “The Niagara Portage Railway,” Buffalo 
History Gazette, January 6, 2011, https://www.buffalohistorygazette.
net/2011/01/the-niagara-portage-railway.html.

A Waggonway in England, from “The Story of Waggonways,” Land of Oak & 
Iron, accessed February 17, 2025, https://loit.org.uk/waggonways/.

Location of First Settler Homes, East End of Portage, adapted from “Map 
of the Carrying Place Lots,” Gunshot and Gleanings, 16. Labels regarding first 
settler homes added by the author.

Chapter 2
Drawing of a batteau, Mrs. Edward Kemp Collection, Archives of Ontario, 
AO 5985, reference no. F 360 OS 1-8, https://wayback.archive-it.org/
org-1963/20250405192622/https://www.archives.gov.on.ca/en/explore/
online/1812/big/big_050_boat_plan.aspx.

“Batteauing to Montreal,” from How Thousands of Loyalists Were Shipped to 
Eastern Ontario and How Such Maritime Industry Shaped the Development 
of Central Canada, presentation by David Moore, United Empire Loyalists, 
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Kingston Branch meeting, May 17, 2027, https://kingston.uelac.ca/
key-articles/how-thousands-of-loyalists-were-shipped-to-eastern-ontario/.

Photograph by Dan Buchanan of a model of a batteau purchased from Joe 
Calnan (Whitehorse, Yukon), a teacher whose class creates these models as a 
class project, 2025.

Photograph by Dan Buchanan of a composite model featuring a batteau 
railway by Stan Parkinson (Brighton, Ontario) and a batteau model purchased 
from Joe Calnan (Whitehorse, Yukon), 2025.

“Clearing the Land,” illustration by C.  W. Jefferys, in The Formative Years 
Canada 1812–1871: The Imperial Oil Review, ed. James Knight, Imperial Oil 
Limited, 1967, 29.

Chapter 4
Estimate of the Danforth Road between Brighton and the Carrying Place, 
adapted from Western Part of the Bay of Quinte and Presqu’ile Bay, Deseronto to 
Presqu’ile, survey of W. P. Anderson, 1893, Library and Archives Canada, http://
www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/CollectionSearch/Pages/record.aspx?app=fonandcol&
IdNumber=3672719.

Map highlighting Asa Weller land at Trent Port, The Canadian County Atlas 
Digital Project, Murray Township, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/countyat-
las/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-murray.jpg.

“Map of the Carrying Place Lots,” Gunshot and Gleanings, 16. Labels regard-
ing first settler homes added by the author.

Chapter 5
“Map of Carrying Place Lots with Owner Names,” c. 1802, from Gunshot and 
Gleanings of the Historic Carrying Place, Bay of Quinte, edited by Marion Mikel 
Calnan, Peggy Dymond Leavey, and Julia Rowe Sager, 7th Town Historical 
Society, 1987, “Some Very Early Settlers,” 16.

Alexander Aitken, Proposed Town of Newcastle Survey, 1797. Reproduction 
of the original, obtained by Susan Brose, historian of Brighton, from the 
Survey Records Clerk of Crown Land Surveys, Office of the Surveyor General, 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry, 300 Water St., 2nd Floor North, 
Peterborough, Ontario.
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Districts of Upper Canada, map by Linda Corupe, UE, 2018, https://lind-
acorupe.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/districts-of-upper-canada-1802.
png.

Alexander Aitken, Proposed Town of Newcastle Survey, 1797. Reproduction of 
the original, obtained by Susan Brose, historian of Brighton, from the Survey 
Records Clerk of Crown Land Surveys, Office of the Surveyor General, 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry, 300 Water St., 2nd Floor North, 
Peterborough, Ontario. Labels for courthouse and wharf added by the author.

Chapter 6
T. Chillingsworth, Plan of Presqu’Isle on Lake Ontario with Soundings in Feet, 
Shoals, etc., August 1815, reference no. V30/440, Library and Archives Canada. 
Snippet of the original showing only the Quinte portage and buildings, copy 
produced and sent by LAC Reproductions, order 67120, December 13, 2025.

Murray Township, Northumberland County, The Canadian County Atlas 
Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/countyatlas/Images/Maps/
TownshipMaps/nor-m-murray.jpg.

Composite of Murray Township, Northumberland County, and Ameliasburgh 
Township, Prince Edward County, The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, 
The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/
countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-murray.jpg and https://
digital.library.mcgill.ca/countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/has-m-
ameliasburgh.jpg. Labels added by the author.

Asa Weller House, from Gunshot and Gleanings of The Historic Carrying Place, 
Bay of Quinte, edited by Marion Mikel Calnan, Peggy Dymond Leavey, 
and Julia Rowe Sager, 7th Town Historical Society, 1987, “Some Very Early 
Settlers,” 38.

James Richardson House, from C. H. J. Snider, “Old House Has Seen Few Sales, 
Many, Sales, First Orange Lodge,” Schooner Days DCCCXC (890), Toronto 
Telegram, Toronto, March 12, 1949, digital copy, Marine History of the Great 
Lakes, https://www.MaritimeHistoryOfTheGreatLakes.ca/.

Chapter 7
Composite of Murray and Ameliasburgh Township maps showing the Quinte 
portage, with labels for buildings added by the author.

The Tap House, Hans Waltimeyer, privately published by Jane Bennett Goddard, 
UE, 1980 (Cobourg: Haynes Printing Co., Ltd.), 407.
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Chapter 8
“Map of the Carrying Place Lots,” from Gunshot and Gleanings of the Historic 
Carrying Place, Bay of Quinte, edited by Marion Mikel Calnan, Peggy Dymond 
Leavey, and Julia Rowe Sager, 7th Town Historical Society, 1987, “Some 
Very Early Settlers,” 16. Names of owners at start of War of 1812 added by 
the author.

Portrait of Sir Isaac Brock, from C.  P. Stacey, “Brock, Isaac,” in Dictionary 
of Canadian Biography, vol. 5 (University of Toronto/Université Laval, 1983), 
accessed May 27, 2025, https://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/brock_isaac_5E.
html.

Chapter 9
Wellers Bay, South End of the Carrying Place, 1830, by Thomas Burrowes, 
Archives of Ontario, File C-1-0-0-0-113, Access https://www.archives.
gov.on.ca/, search for Thomas Burrowes Fonds, click on View Description 
Hierarchy and scroll down, near bottom, to “C 1-0-0-0-113 – Weller’s Bay, 
south end of the Carrying Place”, where the image is available. Snippet of 
painting showing the blockhouse.

Composite of Murray and Ameliasburgh Township maps showing the Quinte 
portage, with labels for buildings added by the author, now including 
the blockhouse.

Chapter 10
Portrait of Sir James Lucas Yeo, from John W. Spurr, “Yeo, James Lucas,” in 
Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 5 (University of Toronto/Université 
Laval, 1983), accessed June 1, 2025, https://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/yeo_
james_lucas_5E.html.

Annual Return of the Flank Companies of the First Regiment of Northumberland 
Militia on Service in the Year 1812, Library and Archives Canada, t-10379, https://
www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/microform-digitization/006003-110.02-e.php
?&q2=35&interval=50&sk=0&PHPSESSID=rgi7t06a60or2jdheocn6v65f4.

Composite of a photograph of old stone structure on Huff Road, Brighton, 
Ontario (provided by Susan Brose), and snippet of an image of a powder 
magazine at Fort George, built in 1796, illustration by C. W. Jefferys, in The 
Formative Years Canada 1812–1871: The Imperial Oil Review, ed. James Knight, 
Imperial Oil Limited, 1967, 11.
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Chapter 12
Composite of segment of an Ontario Road Map and Ameliasburgh Township, 
The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/
countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/has-m-ameliasburgh.jpg.

Map of Presqu’ile Bay and Presqu’ile Point, Brighton Township, Northumberland 
County, The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.
mcgill.ca/countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-brighton.jpg.

Portrait of Lieutenant Francis Gregory, 1860, Wikipedia, uploaded August 25, 
2011, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Gregory.
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Portrait of Colonel Richard Bullock, History of United Lodge A.F. & A.M., No. 
29, C.R.C., 3.

Map Showing Location of Flindall Land, Brighton Township, Northumberland 
County, The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.
mcgill.ca/countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-brighton.jpg.

“Map of Quinte Portage in 1815 Showing Buildings,” from Plan of Presqu’Isle 
on Lake Ontario, by T. Chillingsworth, August 1815, Library and Archives 
Canada, Local class no. V30/440/Presqu’isle/1815, box no. 2000790589, item 
ID no. 4132040. Snippet of Quinte portage, labels added by the author.

Chapter 14
War of 1812 Loss Claim by R.C. Wilkins re “Transport,” War of 1812: Board of 
Claims for Losses, 1813–1848, RG 19 E5A, microform t-1137, 520, https://
www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/microform-digitization/006003-119.01-e.php?
PHPSESSID=sg68aqgcsl86fdnig8oh0e1qcgeh1vt65j77ng8bntlmvrmb7800
&sqn=520&q2=33&q3=2810&tt=1158.

A Durham Boat Passing through a Wing-Dam on the Mohawk River, from 
“Durham Boat—Defining a Vernacular Watercraft Type,” 669, https://
durhamhistoricalsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Durham_Boat_
Defining_a_Vernacular_Waterc.pdf.

Chapter 15
The S.S. Frontenac, 1816, Hans Waltimeyer, 441. Reproduced courtesy 
of the Canada Steamship Lines Marine Historical Collection, George 
A. Cuthbertson.
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Chapter 17
Map of the Canal Reserve, Brighton Township, Northumberland County, The 
Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/
countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-brighton.jpg.

Death Notice of James Young, Kingston Chronicle, June 9, 1831, p. 3, col. 2, Digital 
Kingston, https://vitacollections.ca/digital-kingston/97352/page/3?q=James+
Young&docid=OOI.97352.

The Weller-Miskin House, Prince Edward County Bicentennial Survey, 5. 
Document provided by Krista Richardson, Prince Edward County Library, 
November 20, 2024.

Timber Raft, from Iron Masters video, courtesy of Sean Scally.

Composite of three maps showing the location of Charles Biggar’s store 
and house: upper segment from Murray Township, Northumberland County, 
The Canadian County Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/
countyatlas/Images/Maps/TownshipMaps/nor-m-murray.jpg; lower segment 
from Ameliasburgh Township, Prince Edward County, The Canadian County 
Atlas Digital Project, https://digital.library.mcgill.ca/countyatlas/Images/
Maps/TownshipMaps/has-m-ameliasburgh.jpg; right segment from Google 
Maps. Labels added by the author.

Portrait of William Weller, Cobourg and District Images, http://images.ouron-
tario.ca/Cobourg/19527/data?n=5.

Chapter 18
Covered Bridge over the Trent River at Trent Port, postcard view, c. 1910, 
“Trent River Ferry and Bridges—1794 to 1834,” https://freepages.rootsweb.
com/~saylormowbray/genealogy/rivertrent.html.

Head of the Bay of Quinte, from the Carrying Place, by Thomas Burrowes, 
Archives of Ontario, File C-1-0-0-0-111. Access https://www.archives.gov.
on.ca/, search for “Thomas Burrowes Fonds”, click on “View Description 
Hierarchy” and scroll down, near bottom, click on “C 1-0-0-0-111 – Head 
of the Bay of Quinte, from the Carrying Place”, where the image is available.

Wellers Bay, South End of the Carrying Place, by Thomas Burrowes, Archives 
of Ontario, C-1-0-0-0-113. Access https://www.archives.gov.on.ca/, search 
for Thomas Burrowes Fonds, click on View Description Hierarchy and scroll 
down, near bottom, click on “C 1-0-0-0-113 – Weller’s Bay, south end of the 
Carrying Place”, where the image is available. e Blockhouse from the Carrying 
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