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As long as I can remember, I have been addicted to books.
My life’s partner, Jean, has been very patient but frequently promised
to put a book in my hands when I am “laid to rest.”
Unfortunately she preceded me.

To Jean, my first mate, I offer this historical tribute to her memory.
And to the authors who have come before me,

I humbly dedicate this book.
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Foreword

This book is written from the perspective of a author who has been
to sea. He brings to the pages that follow an intimate understanding
of the Lakes because he has sailed on all of them, anchored in their
bays and like all experienced sailors, had close calls in the dark of
night when fierce winds and tumbling waves are unforgiving.

With a few exceptions, Don’s perspective is from the point of
view of those sailors, scholars and authors who lived closer to the age
of sail. Those sources have been well read and analyzed by Donald
and the result is thoughtful good read. This book may not, as he says
with great respect, “enamour the skilled and the knowledgeable writ-
ers of pure and scholarly Canadian history.” Don’s intent is to
enlighten and entertain you in the spirit of his predecessor, G.A.
Cuthbertson who wrote Freshwater in 1931.

This book may be the very catalyst you need to awaken a nas-

cent interest in a subject that can easily become a passion.
Maurice D. Smrty, KinesToN, ONTARIO

Maurice D. Smith is the Curator Emeritus of the Marine Museum of
the Great Lakes at Kingston. Prior to his museum career he sailed at
sea and on the Great Lakes as captain of the sailing vessel Pathfinder,
one of two Toronto Brigantine vessels. He is the author of Steamboats

on the Lakes, published by James Lorimer & Company in 2005.



Prologue

DoN BAMFORD 1s A TALENTED and knowledgeable seaman. Largely
self-educated in matters about ships and the sea, he has applied the
expertise of his profession to a lifelong love of messing about with
boats, with navigation and with the history of sail, sailors and their
energizing adventures on the water. As a former builder of boats, he
has applied the theories of engineering and construction, albeit with
contemporary materials, to his pastime. He added a two-foot section
to his last pleasure yacht, Foudroyant, and converted her from a ketch
to a yawl.

“Better to ride the ocean waves, and to tend to herself,” I am
sure he would say.

My wife Mary and I first met Don as a dockside friend at the
Maitland Valley Marina in Goderich many years ago, when we shared
a two-boat well at the local yacht basin. We enjoyed his knowledge,
garnered his advice and sought his expertise, as we, with a young
family, learned our own ropes, so to speak in our then-recent and
growing adventures with sailing. Some of our acquaintances found
him to be a bit crusty. A real old salt in the classic tradition, one
might say. He looked the part, too, with a bushy white beard, a tou-
sled mop of wiry white on top, which his loving wife Jean tended,
from time-to-time, as Don might permit.

Don and Jean would invite us over for the five o’clock cocktail
hour, and we would gam together, for longer it seemed than we
should. We soon learned that Don had been writing in Canadian and
American yachting journals and the popular boating magazines for

several years. We were introduced to his first book, Enjoying Cruising
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Under Sail, first published in 1978, and endorsed by the Canadian
Yachting Association as recommended reading for any “sailor who
wishes to cruise safely and competently and achieve the maximum
return of pleasure for all.”

We were soon to become the subjects, incognito, for photo-
graphs in an article about rescuing and recovering a comatose crew
member at sea when Don invited us over to assist with a regimen,
using a sail, a block and tackle, along with a halyard to haul an
unconscious body from the water on to the deck of his boat. I was the
unconscious body. Fortunately, [ did not have to be knocked over the
side. The only imperative was that I jump willingly, clad in full dress
and life jacket, into the frigid waters.

The photos were really quite remarkable. You would swear we
were at open sea. Don was a remarkable photographer as well, you
see. He was very skilled in this additional pastime, and was in great
demand for many years for his illustrated talks about his many sailing
adventures. Mary and I were pleased to become active, yet unnamed,
participants in one more of the literally hundreds of magazine articles
that Don was to see published before the end of his ambitious sailing
pursuits. Imagine my pride as the poor drowned sailor in the photos
for a yachting safety feature in magazines published across Canada,
the USA, and the UK!

Don was also an historian. On the Great Lakes, after he studied
about the life and times of a particular maritime adventurer, or had
his interest pricked about some vessel’s misadventure on one of the
lakes, you would find him setting off with his devoted partner and
first mate, Jean, to seek out those same passages and the shorelines to
understand even further the course of events of a given misfortune.
He would sail the equivalent routes, as much as they were known. He
would study options and alternatives to answer questions about mys-
terious disappearances. He would attempt to discover first-hand, the
not-so-apparent clues to resolve the many unknowns.

Don was a religious man. He has been derived of a strong
Methodist parentage, his father a member of that clergy. He has stud-
ied the Bible in considerable depth. Although he does not say so, |
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know that he has been fascinated with the sailing voyages of St. Paul
at the time of Christ. And, it is clear to me that he has also followed
those voyages during his retirement year of winter-sailing excursions
on his beloved Foudroyant. Jean confided those same sentiments as
we joined her and Don on a sailing junket in the northern Aegean,
to visit Kavala, in northern Greece, and to climb through the ruins
of Philippi, the site of the first Christian church in Europe.

He cast free his lines from the docks at the Goderich marina
shortly after his retirement, and sailed away for the next fifteen years,
and logged some fifteen thousand nautical miles. To get himself ready
for ocean crossing while at Goderich, he would set out around dusk
to single-hand across to Michigan on a Friday evening, and then sail
back to Goderich on Saturday night.

“Sailing alone at night was no different than sailing in day-
light,” he declared, “except that it was dark.”

He travelled south first, into the Caribbean, then across the
Atlantic Ocean, circumnavigating the British Isles, crossing the
rivers and canals of Europe on two occasions, touring much of the
Mediterranean, and sought out shores within the forbidden territo-
ries of the Black Sea. He was uninvited by some not-so-friendly
Russian officers at Odessa and required to leave the shores forthwith
without landing.

In the Aegean Sea, he followed the theoretical routes of St.
Paul, toured the sea-battle routes of Alexander the Great, thence
returning north to inspect the Scandinavian shores, make a further
incursion to Russia, this time to St. Petersburg. Finally, he returned
to Cornwall and Falmouth Harbour as ill health and failing vision
dictated that his sailing times had reached an end.

Now, at age 87, he is completing the final editing of his major
manuscript to tie his learnings together. It is the third full book on
some aspect of sailing. (The second was a comprehensive treatise
entitled Anchoring, a text that continues to serve as a valuable
resource for serious cruisers.)

Freshwater Heritage has been a passionate labour of love. It has

taken a full generation of time to complete, time that could not be
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interrupted by sailing. In the course of its completion, Don has for-
gotten more than most of us will ever remember on the subject.
Perhaps he can be forgiven if he has not fully complied with the tech-
nical aspects of completely documenting his notes, or verifying each
and every one of his references. He is a noble man who is worthy of
our honour and respect. His integrity speaks volumes for his subject.

The History of Sail on the Great Lakes is a necessary work “for the
ordinary man.” Its manner of presentation is in the informal style of
C.H. Jeremiah Snider, one of Canada’s most prolific writers of mar-
itime history, who became the respected managing editor of the
Toronto Evening Telegram. Don’s commitment to tell this important
story, in a readable and popular format, is needed. It should never be
taken to deride the more formal and scholarly works of pure history.
Don could never undertake such disrespect.

We credit Don Bamford with the inspiration to extend our own
sailing quests, well beyond the Great Lakes at this time. We presently
winter in the waters of the Bahamas on our sailing sloop, the SolSean.
Even now as he counsels us to acquire our own levels of comfort
before continuing this adventure, we look eagerly to farther shores,

perhaps to Cuba and the nether islands beyond.
SoME NOTES ABOUT THE MANNER OF PRESENTATION

Some readers may be confused by apparent discrepancies in spelling
throughout the manuscript. Don has used our familiar Canadian
forms of spelling as might be found in the Canadian Oxford
Dictionary for most of the language. However, he has retained the
American spelling for place names found within the USA and for
vessels and harbours flying the American flag. He has also honoured
the spelling conventions found within quotations by individuals and
phraseology taken from the various historical sources he has used
throughout his manuscript.

Imperial measure has been retained, as it was the convention of
the period for which this document was written. Gender specific lan-

guage, as required for the conveyance of the male-prevalent callings,
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careers and military related activities, has also been retained. Where
appropriate, efforts have been made, outside of direct quotations, to
use contemporary language conventions that might be described as

more politically correct for these times in the 215t

century.

The reader will see Chippewa and Chippawa, both used cor-
rectly, as they were in the historical settings cited. And yes, there was
a Presque Isle and there was also a Presqu’ile.

For ease of identification, the names of all sailing vessels have

been italicized.

Paur CarroLL
Goderich, Ontario



Introduction

[ DO NOT KNOW WHAT STARTED MY INTEREST in the history of sail
on the Great Lakes. | had little interest in history during my early
education. My teachers, should any survive, would corroborate this
fact. Even though I do not know how the interest started, I do know
how fascinating the subject became to me. The actors in these vari-
ous maritime historic events awakened in a way my history teachers
never imagined they could. What my instructors required me to learn
by rote — dates, places, names, losers and winners — I now learned
through close and vivid intellectual acquaintance with the partici-
pants. Further, some of the early adventurers I came to know would
have been total strangers to those who tried to drive history into me,
and into the thick skulls of other youngsters in their classes.

[ also learned that perspectives about our history depend upon
who is writing it. Two writers covering the same war or battle wrote
in such a way that one might believe they were describing entirely
different events. As my research proceeded, mainly in Chicago,
where I lived for several years, in Toronto, Ottawa, and England and,
as | dug deeper and deeper, I felt a need to bring the stories to public
attention as best I could, albeit with my limited ability.

I have been blessed with opportunities to sail extensively on the
Great Lakes in my own boat. All the lakes were my playground and
it was not hard to imagine these past explorers, be they now described
as heroes or villains. In some cases, [ followed the routes of these early
adventurers for parts of their journeys. How intriguing it was to
explore the routes, the passageways and the harbours used by some of

these brave and daring sailors.
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My profession, once my formal education was complete,
included engineering and construction, theory, practice and technol-
ogy. | have been fascinated by the methods of manufacture, the tech-
niques, the tools, the materials, and most of all, the accomplishments
of marine artisans. The work of the artificers of the 17th, 18th and
1g9th centuries was remarkable. Their achievements were astonish-
ing. Their work was undertaken in an environment difficult to imag-
ine today. By and large, the skills and expertise of that period have
been lost, but it has been important to me to try to bring them back
to life, at least in the written word.

Over the years, and continuing today, there have been many
books published on early sailing craft. They include scholarly works
for the specialist, coffee-table books and books for the general reader.
However, the broad topic of “sail” on the Great Lakes has been neg-
lected for over seventy years. The last good book on my subject was
by George A. Cuthbertson in 1931. It has long since become a col-
lector’s item. v

There is a need to remember the early exploits and accomplish-
ments related to the evolution of sail on the Great Lakes. The ways
of life, the arts and skills of those who laid the foundations for our
history must be committed to paper for the benefit of those who have
already forgotten, if indeed they ever knew of these times. Perhaps |
will inspire a few others to delve more deeply and to learn even more.

I commissioned the paintings by C.L. Peterson and by O.Z.
Schenk. Both these men are recognized artists of the highest order,
but, equally important, both have a love for sailing, for the sea, and
for accuracy in the rendition of a ship’s features, hull and rigging, keel
to masthead. Further, both have first-hand knowledge of how a vessel
rides the waves, throws spray and, in all respects, how she behaves
and how she appears in her natural element. Both artists, as personal
friends, encouraged me in this endeavour.

The painting of a timber drogher was given to me by my wife,
Jean, in 1972 and was my first introduction to Charles (Chick)
Peterson. If this gift was not the actual spark, at least it provided the

fuel for my interest in the topic. The others he painted for me were

RV
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based on my research in old texts and articles on the architecture and
construction of early vessels.

The rendition of the St. Lawrence by Ozzie Schenk was based on
similar research, plus visits to museums, in particular the National
Maritime Museum in Greenwich, England. They kindly supplied me
with a copy of the original “as built draught,” or drawing, of the ship.
Ozzie Schenk also did his own research and both of us were assisted
by members of “The Provincial Marine of 1812,” who were a great
help. Of course, the artists themselves contributed much from their
personal knowledge of the subjects.

[ sent a copy of the painting to the National Maritime Museum
in Greenwich and they concurred that the rendition was reasonably
anatomically accurate, except that “Perhaps the bowsprit should be
steeved a bit more steeply.”

I believe that all these pictures represent very accurately what
these ships might have looked like, which is all I wanted to do. Their
exact appearance will never be known and I do not claim the paint-
ings to be absolutely authentic. The paintings by Chick Peterson and
Ozzie Schenk are part of the author’s collection.

Churchill is credited with writing, “History is one damn thing
after another.” [ did not set out to write a scholarly book for academ-
ics, but rather, one that would make a few of these “damn things”
entertaining for the majority of peoples living in the Great Lakes
basin. As a matter of fact, I hope that these words will motivate
anyone anywhere who may have an interest in sail or sailing. May
these words inspire them to read further. Hence, I have included an
extensive bibliography.

My mandate is to write about the ships, their builders, their
methods, their supply and personnel problems; and what life was like
in the shipyards and on board. This theme does not include the pol-
itics, the military strategies, or the battles, except in so far as an
explanation of these may help clarify my main subject, and, it is
hoped, better inform the reader regarding the events.

As a matter of fact, in my efforts to interpret and to condense

important historical events, there may have been some unintended
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latitude taken to convey an impression, which rightly, might have
been further explored. This informal approach will surely not enam-
our the skilled and the knowledgeable writers of pure and scholarly
Canadian history. It is not my intent to offend, nor is it my desire to
misstate any events from our past. But I do wish to communicate a
meaningful sense of the history of sail, as it may have been affected
by historical events as they unfolded. There are many fine sources of
such pure histories. To those outstanding pieces of work, I refer any
reader for whom my words may have transgressed the acceptable. My
intent is to provide a popular history for common use.

The subject of shipbuilding in established “old world” shipyards
has been covered by European writers, but, to my knowledge, ship-
building in a wilderness setting has never been described by writers in
Europe, nor in any detail in North America by any author on this
continent. Such is my task.

So much for our “freshwater heritage.” It is important that its

substance-be passed on to our children.

Do~ Bamrorp
London, Ontario
February 2007



PART ONE

The Era of French Control
on the Great Lakes,
1678-1760

“A people which take no pride in the noble achievements of remote
ancestors will never achieve anything worthy to be remembered with
pride by remote descendents.”— Macaulay

“It is opportune to look back on old times and to contemplate our
fathers.” — Sir Thomas Browne




The French Fleet of 1757, Captain Pierre Bouchard de la Broquerie, artist.
He was stationed at Fort Frontenac and dated the drawing 1757.
Courtesy of the Toronto Reference Library (TRL) T15213.



CHAPTER 1

The Beginning of Sail on Lake Ontario,
1678

[ HAVE FOUND NO RECORD OF the use of sail by the Aboriginals on
the Great Lakes, nor of the use of sail on the Eastern Seaboard before
the arrival of the Europeans. If there had been any, surely it would
have been mentioned in the writings of early explorers, settlers and
missionaries. It seems that the First Nations peoples were not
acquainted with the art of sailing, though their bark canoes were the
best of all forms of the canoe family to be found anywhere in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. It is quite probable that early
explorers such as Champlain, Briilé, Radisson, Des Grosseilliers and
Rosenboom (an early Dutch explorer of that same era) and their fol-
lowers used makeshift sails of skins or blankets. The Native North
Americans seem to have picked up the idea, though only in rudimen-
tary fashion and for downwind sailing.

Father Louis Hennepin, (May 12, 1626—c.1705), baptized
Antoine, was a Catholic priest and missionary of the Franciscan
Récollet Order and an explorer of the interior of North America.
Although Hennepin was born in Belgium, he became French in
1659, when Béthune, the town where he lived, was captured by the
army of Louis XIV of France.
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At the request of Louis XIV, the Récollets sent four missionar-
ies to New France in May 1675, including Hennepin, accompanied
by René Robert Cavalier, Sieur de la Salle. Three years later,
Hennepin was ordered by his provincial superior to accompany La
Salle on a voyage to explore the western part of New France.

Hennepin reported, “When the Wind is favourable they [the
Indians] make use of little Sails made of birch bark, but thinner than
that used to make the canoes, and they can expedite to a Miracle.”
In the same paragraph he explains how the Europeans made use of
linen cloth hoisted up a little mast. Pierre Pouchot, a French officer
during the Seven Years War, wrote in his memoirs, “They add a mast,
made of a piece of wood, and cross piece to serve as a yard, and their
blankets serve them as sails.”” This information, such as it is, is all I
have found regarding the use of sail by the First Nations people.

The Aboriginals had developed their canoes to a high level of
efficiency. They were well suited for their purpose. They were fast
and very manoeuvrable and excellent for the rough waters of the
countless streams and rivers that they had to navigate. The need to
cross large bodies of water, such as coastal bays and the Great Lakes,
was of much lesser importance. Sail would not have been practical in
the waters they normally navigated. Not only would sails have been
a nuisance, but they would also have created a serious impediment to
fast portaging.

Moreover, the basic shape of the canoe was quite unsuitable for
sailing in any direction other than downwind. These craft had no
keel and were quite smooth on the bottom. Of course, some form of
leeboards could have been added to act like a keel, which would have
helped, but there is no record that this was ever tried. On top of that,
as anyone knows who has tried canoeing, these craft are basically
unstable and prone to capsize.

The first actual sailing craft were those to arrive at the coast
from the mother countries, bringing explorers and settlers with them.
Even the earliest settlements included shipwrights and others with
knowledge of the arts and skills of shipbuilding as practised in the

homeland. Such skills were commonplace in England, Holland,
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France and Spain in the 16th and 17th centuries. The first recorded
shipbuilding in America occurred when Frangois du Pontgrave, an
early French fur trader, launched two small sailing vessels, a barque
and a shallop (an open rowing and sailing vessel built to carry cargo
used for fishing, or just for travelling on the water) at Port Royal in
1606. Further south, shipbuilding started when the 32-ton Virginia
was built at the mouth of the Kennebec River in New England
(Maine) in 1607. She carried homesick and disillusioned immigrants
back to England in 1608 and apparently made several voyages back
and forth in subsequent years.

The Dutch in New Amsterdam? built a sailing vessel starting in
1615, the 45-foot Onrust. She explored the coastline of what is now
Rhode Island, Connecticut and New Jersey, and journeyed up the
Delaware Bay. Later, she carried a load of furs back to Holland. In
1631, the first “government ship,” the Blessings Of The Bay, was built
by English settlers of Massachusetts Bay. She was of 30 tons and used
for fur trade along the coast and with the Dutch at New Amsterdam.

These vessels and others of the early settlers were built as occa-
sion required, in clearings in the forest, near the coast. Proximity to
timber was essential. Frequently the building site was some distance
from the coast. Once ready, the vessels were then hauled across the
snow (it was easier to pull the heavy weight in the winter snow or to
haul them on rollers in summer months) by teams of oxen or horses
and launched into some stream, ready for spring run off.

Shipbuilding was a casual affair at first. As an industry, it did not
appear to start until around 1640. Prior to that time, shipwrights and
carpenters were not brought out specifically for the purpose of ship-
yard work. The need for ships for the West Indian trade made the
commercialization of the work necessary, and many small shipyards
were established in New England and around Chesapeake Bay. By the
turn of the century, there were thriving shipyards at the mouths of
rivers in Maine, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New York and in
Virginia, Pennsylvania and Maryland.

In French North America, in 1670, Jean Talon, Intendant of
New France, established the first shipyard by the Charles River at
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Quebec and built a 120-ton vessel. This was probably the largest ship
to be constructed in America up to that time. Very little has been
detailed about these early days of shipbuilding in North America, but
it is safe to conclude that the ships were essentially similar to those
built in the home countries in the same period. Furthermore, the
tools and methods were close to identical to those of the homeland
except in so far as was demanded by differences in species of wood
and in supplies, in terrain and in weather. Undoubtedly, shortages of
conventional materials, and especially of iron, required a great deal of
innovation and ingenuity on the part of the builders.

Tools and methods did not change much in the several cen-
turies preceding the application of mechanical power. Around 1796,
steam saws were coming into use in England, preceded only slightly
by saws driven from power derived from the waterwheel. Try, if you
will, to visualize the problems faced in these early shipyards: no
power, no buildings, green timber — still standing in the forest — unco-
operative weather, unfriendly Natives, to name only a few.

Into this scene, in 1678, came La Salle to establish the first ship-
yard in the freshwater lakes, at Fort Frontenac, now Kingston, Ontario.
The French had, in fact, been trading on the lakes for over 6o years, for
there were fortunes being made in the fur trade. The Jesuits were busy
in the area in their efforts to convert great numbers of the heathen
Aboriginals to Christianity. There were a few scattered outposts, little
more than shelter for the voyageur, and a few struggling missionary sta-
tions, but there had been very little effort at real settlement.

René-Robert Cavalier was born in Rouen in 1643, of wealthy
and high-placed parents. He took the name Sieur de La Salle from
the name of his parents’ estate. La Salle was educated in a Jesuit
College with the intent of giving his life to the work of the religious
order. However, he proved too restless for this type of life and, after a
brief career in the army of France, he took monies left to him on his
father’s death and sailed for Canada in 1666. As a result of his part-
ing from the Order, he had a falling out with the Jesuits.

As a consequence of his high connections, he was given a tract

of land in New France, a seigneury of which he became, in effect, a
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feudal owner. He in turn sublet the land to small farmers and settlers,
erected a palisaded fort, trading house and dwelling. Dreaming of fur-
ther explorations to the west, he named it “a la Chine,” and eventu-
ally it developed into the present-day city of Lachine. At the time
the prevailing idea was that a route existed through the Great Lakes,
and possibly the Mississippi Valley, to the Eastern Sea and Cathay, a
much coveted trading destination. From La Salle’s perspective, a
vessel built above the cataract at Niagara should be able to pursue
this dream.

In 1669, La Salle obtained Letters Patent from the French King
of France to proceed with his plans for exploration. However, no funds
were forthcoming from the French government to support such an
enterprise. Over the period from 1669 to 1671, he travelled by canoe
through the Great Lakes and into Mississippi country, gaining first-
hand knowledge of the waters his vessel would have to navigate.

At this time, all trading was officially controlled by the govern-
ment of France, which licensed traders. All furs were required to be
carried to Montreal or Quebec. Actually, however, there were many
freebooters, financed by wealthy families in these towns or some even
back in France, who traded with the Natives and sold their furs
through the English traders and sometimes Dutch and German
traders, in Albany or New Amsterdam.

La Salle, however, worked on the side of law and organized
commerce according to the state requirements. He made many ene-
mies among the financiers who backed these freebooters, and partic-
ularly among their wealthy patrons at home. It is believed that these
men of popular repute and position in the colony of New France and
in Paris were ultimately the cause of his downfall as he was interfer-
ing with the great financial benefits they were reaping from the ille-
gal trade. Despite this opposition, La Salle was befriended by Count
Frontenac,* the new governor general for New France (appointed in
1672). In 1674, La Salle went to France and was presented to court
as Frontenac’s protégé. As a result, he obtained from the Crown, the
Seigneury of Fort Frontenac, then under construction at the site of

present-day Kingston, Ontario. He was required to purchase the land
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for this seigneury as long as he agreed to improve it, to fortify it, to
settle the land around it, to provide a church and to undertake other
considerable expenses.

Further, he was elevated to the rank of the untitled nobles and
therefore became governor of the adjacent lands and islands, subject
to the orders of the governor general. His family and friends were
overjoyed at this success. Among them was the Prince of Conti, a
nobleman, financier, and friend of La Salle, who loaned him large
sums of money for the purpose. However, La Salle’s successes only
served to further aggravate the merchants and others who were pros-
pering from the illicit fur trade and did not sit well with the Jesuits
with whom La Salle had long been at odds, but issues now included
Frontenac’s position of state superiority over religious authority.

La Salle prospered at his new base of operations, Fort Frontenac.
In 1677, he made another visit to France, armed with recommenda-
tions from Governor General Frontenac. He won over the French
Minister of Finance who agreed to endorse his plans and to acquire
the royal charter and assent La Salle needed to carry out his great
undertaking.’ His goal was to open up the west for trade, to establish
forts and trading posts, to apprehend illegal traders, to negotiate and
trade with the Natives, and to develop navigation and shipping in
the waters of the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River.

All this La Salle was to do at his own expense. He raised what
capital he could from friends and relatives, but fell into the financial
clutches of others less scrupulous, who caused him no end of trouble
and eventually brought about his ruin. (It is reported that one man
loaned him money at an interest rate of 40%.) La Salle immediately
set about engaging shipwrights, including Moisé Hillaret, the man
credited with the actual construction of the first sailing vessels on
the lakes. He hired sawyers, carpenters, blacksmiths and labourers.
He purchased all manner of supplies in France, which were dis-
patched to Canada in 1678. Plans were also drawn up for a vessel to
be built on Lake Erie and another to be built on the Mississippi.
Thus, it can be seen that the vessels were definitely continental in

design and typical of the era.
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On this visit to France, La Salle met and became close friends
with Henry de Tonty, an Italian officer living in France because of
political troubles in Italy. Tonty had lost a hand in the Sicilian Wars
and wore an artificial appendage. This prosthesis he would use most
effectually in encounters with the Natives, who treated him as “pow-
erful medicine,” and gave him the name of “Iron Hand.” He became
La Salle’s lieutenant and proved ever reliable and loyal to him. To
Tonty must go a very large part of the credit for La Salle’s explorations
and accomplishments.

Another character he met at this time was Luke the Dane, also
known as Luc or Lucas. La Salle hired him to be his pilot for the
expedition. Although Hennepin gives us little detail, La Salle hoped
that Luc would become his right-hand man. He wanted him to
assume major decision-making responsibilities and to be a compe-
tent leader with La Salle’s advance parties and his sailing crews.
Unfortunately, Luc showed incompetence as a pilot and an unfortu-
nate degree of unreliability, and La Salle soon lost faith in Luc’s abil-
ity to follow commands. Some writers put much of the blame on
Luc, for example, for the loss of the Griffon. Perhaps this charge is
not fair. As you encounter these details, you will have to draw your
own conclusions.

La Salle, Tonty and La Motte de Lussiere, one of La Salle’s
recruits in France,’ set out from La Rochelle on July 14, 1678, and
arrived at Quebec two months later. Here they met Father Louis
Hennepin, the Récollet priest who was eager to join the expedition to
the Upper Lakes and to the Mississippi. Hennepin proved to be ener-
getic and hardy, if somewhat unscrupulous After La Salle’s death, he
tried to appropriate some of the honors of the expedition to himself.
He published two works, the first in 1683 in French, and the second
in 1698 in English. The first is less detailed than the second, but seems
more reliable. Both accounts are largely a plagiarism of La Salle’s offi-
cial communications to the French Minister of Marine in 1682. La
Salle called Hennepin a great exaggerator, who wrote more in con-
formity with his own wishes than his knowledge. However, taking this
observation into account and verifying the documentation with other
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records, where important facts need to be established, the Hennepin
journal makes an fascinating story and is essentially very useful.

By November 8, 1678, the entire group — including shipwrights
and others who had gone ahead — had all reached Fort Frontenac.
Once there arrangements had to be made to get the men and supplies
on to Lake Erie, since the shipyard of the Griffon was just above the
Falls, an obstacle for their vessels.

At the same time a party of fifteen men was sent westward by
canoe to trade with the Natives, collect furs and establish supply
depots on Lake Michigan (then known as Lac des Illinois) in readi-
ness for the arrival of the Griffon, as the vessel was to be named, upon
completion of her construction. La Motte was instructed to build a
stockaded warehouse at the mouth of the Niagara River and to cut a
portage trail to a point above the Falls where a ship could be built. He

was instructed then to proceed to build the ship. La Salle

was to follow later with further supplies. On November
18, 1678, the shipbuilders set sail, some eighteen men

in all, and proceeded from Fort Frontenac to Niagara.
This was the first recorded voyage under sail in any
of the Great Lakes.

Let us backtrack for a moment to discuss the
sailing vessel used on this trip, and to identify
others that had been built by La Salle at Fort

Frontenac. Very little is known about the first
vessels to ply Lake Ontario, not even their
dimensions, nor even the dates of their
launching. The names of only two sur-
vive, through the writings of Father
Hennepin. They were the Frontenac,
built 1673, and the Kataraquay (also

A rendition of the probable appearance of the called the Cataraqui), built 1674.

first sailing boats on the Great Lakes, built at

Cataraqui by La Salle. The two foreground sails
are primitive square sails. Sketch by C.H.J. than the others for it was referred to as

Snider. Taken from Snider, Tarry Breeks and Velvet the “...great barque of M. de La Salle.”
Garters, Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1958. Even the number of ships, whether

It is believed that one was larger
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A sketch showing
lateen, sprit and lug-
sails. Snider’s sketch of
an early sailing vessel
does not clarify this as
the main sail is hidden.

LUGSAIL SPRIT SAIL

three or four, is not definite. Hennepin writes that the one in which
he, La Motte, and the sixteen labourers travelled, apparently the
Frontenac, was small. According to Hennepin, it was some ten “tuns.”
They were all said to be brigantines.

“Tuns” were casks for wine or water, each carrying about 252
“wine gallons.” The term has nothing to do with weight or displace-
ment. Another word that is rarely heard today, “burthen” or
“burden,” means the number of “tuns” the vessel was designed to
carry. If used today, the word “tons” refers to the weight of cargo or
load capacity. As well, the word “brigantine,” as used today, describes
a specific sail and rigging plan for a vessel. But over the intervening
three centuries, the term has described sail plans other than the
modern brigantine as we know it. Even the earliest vessels, thus
rigged, had too many sails to be practical for such a small craft.

Study of early treatises on naval architecture, particularly Frederik
Henrik Chapman’s Architectura Navalis Mercatoria, first published in
1775, would indicate that brigs were likely rigged with two masts on
which were set sails, cut somewhat in the form of lugsails or spritsails,
or even two lateen sails. These arrangements are simple to handle,
permit quick furling in the event of a squall and perform reasonably
well to windward. Certainly, these vessels were fitted out with oars as
well as sail, for all sailors know better than to rely on the winds entirely.

Hennepin was not a sailor and may be forgiven if he used the

wrong term. Many persons still have trouble properly identifying the
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sail plans seen today. However, it must be emphasized that all these
conclusions are just conjecture, though it seems reasonable, as such
rigs were in common usage for small coasting vessels of French,
Flemish, Dutch and English construction. Typically, these would be
about 45 feet in length with a 12 to 14-foot beam and have a depth
of hold of some six feet from keel to deck. It is unlikely they were dec-
orated with carvings as was customary for many of their European
counterparts, nor painted except with locally-produced pine pitch.

A letter from Jean Baptiste Colbert, the great French Minister
of Finance and the Colonies for Louis XIV, dated April 28, 1677,
endorsing La Salle, said, “He has built four decked barques of which
two are 25 tons, one of 30, and one of 40.” Accommodation was very
limited, probably restricted to a small, decked section in the bows and
a tiny cabin under the quarterdeck at the stern, suited for perhaps
four or five persons when sleeping. Possibly the largest boat was com-
pletely decked. The passengers would make shift in the hold or on
deck as best they could. Cooking was probably accomplished on an
open fire built upon the stone ballast in the hold.

Since such vessels were common in the mother countries, it is safe
to guess that La Salle’s men at Fort Frontenac would copy that with
which they were familiar. The illustration here depicts a European
vessel of the period. C.H.J. Snider illustrated his story of these vessels in
Tarry Breeks and Velvet Garters” with a sketch that is a fair representa-
tion of how they may have appeared. Little more is known about this
first shipbuilding enterprise or about the vessels built there.

We leave Lake Ontario now to pursue La Salle’s adventures in
shipbuilding above the Falls but will return later to see what happens
on the lake. Thus, the scene is set and the purpose identified for the
opening of navigation on the Upper Lakes with the building of and
the maiden voyage of the Griffon. The facts and figures, as they apply
to the people and their actions as outlined above, may be verified
from historic documents. However, the details and specifications for

La Salle’s vessels are not documented.



CHAPTER 2

The Building of the Griffon, 1679

THE BULK OF THE INFORMATION ON the building of the Griffon, and
on its one and only voyage, comes from Father Hennepin’s pen. It is
unfortunate that he was not entirely reliable — bending the facts, as
previously noted, to suit his own purposes, not an uncommon trait with
some historians, however, one would expect better from a man of the
cloth. Furthermore, his chronology of events leave much to be desired.
Perhaps he can be forgiven for getting dates mixed up. His document,
A New Discovery of a Vast Country in America, was published in
England in 1698, some twelve years after the events. However, as it is
the only narrative available, things will be put in proper order as best
as possible. He left us very little in the way of specifications or details
of the Griffon, and there has been much speculation by later writers.
The material that I found most useful is contained in work by George
. Quimby in his book, Indian Culture and European Trade Goods.”

As noted earlier, La Motte and Hennepin, with 16 others in
their party, set out from Fort Frontenac for Niagara on November 18,
1678, and attempted to proceed up Lake Ontario in boisterous
Autumn weather. Hennepin wrote about this voyage and thus became

the first of many hundreds to narrate sailing adventures there.
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» It was a slow, uncomfortable
LAKE ONTARIO passage and on the 26th of the

FORT NIAGARA N month, most likely in cold and

blustery weather, they put into the
mouth of a river near the Indian
town of Taiagon, considered to be
at the Humber River, just west of
present-day downtown Toronto.
Here they traded with the Natives

for corn, and, on December 5, had
to chop away the ice to move out
GRIFFON'S into the lake. Finally, after an ardu-
SHIPYARD ous trip, they reached the Niagara
River on the sixth of December,
noted as a stormy night. It had been
an extremely slow and uncomfort-
able voyage in an open boat in the
late fall and winter weather. But
they did score another first, for
they had traded for corn at Taiagon
and became the first of many grain
K | carriers to ply the lake.

In the first two weeks of January,

LAKE ERIE La Motte, Hennepin and five

others made a diplomatic visit to

[Not to Scale]

Sketch map of the Niagara River showing the site of
the shipyard for building the Griffon and the path
followed when the gig of the Charwell was carried
to Lake Erie. Map by Heidi Hoffman. Rochester. On January 1, 1679, he
preached to the Aboriginals in a

the Seneca (Hennepin calls them

“Iroquese”) near present-day

small bark chapel. They negotiated for supplies and the blessing of
their project, so that they might build their vessel above the Falls at
the mouth of the Cayuga Creek (a small river in those days that
empties into the Niagara just above the Falls on the American side)
without harassment. While at the encampment, according to

Hennepin, they witnessed the gruesome torture of a hapless Shawnee
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captive and observed subsequent grisly acts, which distressed the
Europeans. Their “Embassie,” as he referred to the visit, was generally
unsuccessful, for they continued to have problems with the Natives
and suffered considerable torment.

While this visit was progressing, their small vessel had already
returned to Fort Frontenac for the others. La Motte began erecting
his walled storehouse on the east bank of the Niagara River, a short
distance upstream, near what is now Lewiston. He then commenced
cutting a trail towards Lake Erie. The next voyage from Fort
Frontenac to the Niagara River included La Salle and Tonty along
with more workers and supplies. Luc the Dane acted as pilot. It is not
clear whether the same boat was used or whether it was the “great
barque of M. de La Salle.”

In any event, December sailing was no more pleasant in 1679
than it is right now. In eight or nine days, they had gained only some
40 miles and were still on the Prince Edward shore, today’s Prince
Edward County by the Bay of Quinte. After grounding their vessel,
yet getting off undamaged, they set course southwest for the mouth of
the Genesee River on the south shore of Lake Ontario, today the
location of Rochester, New York. La Salle wanted to negotiate with
the Seneca for their support of his enterprise. They may have reached
that destination and spent a week or so trading with the Natives, for
on January 7 they were still held up on the south shore, not yet able
to find their way to Niagara. They sat becalmed, and were unable to
row through the crystallizing ice. La Salle and Tonty went ashore to
hike, overland, to the shipyard above the Niagara cataract. La Salle
appears to be unduly impatient, even irresponsible, in this act of leav-
ing his valuable vessel and her cargo in the hands of Luc, whom he
was now beginning to distrust even more than before.

As soon as La Salle and Tonty were out of sight, Luc and his
companions anchored the vessel and clambered ashore to build a
campfire and enjoy the relative comfort of sleeping in its warmth.
They woke to a raging northerly gale. The boat was cast ashore and
broke up, a total loss, though the crew managed to salvage part of her

cargo. The site was named Cape Enragé or Mad Cape, its exact location
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unidentified. It must have been quite near the mouth of the Niagara
River, for anchors and cables salvaged from the wreck were carried
overland on the men’s backs to the shipyard of the Griffon.

La Salle reached the construction site on January 20 and found
the keel timbers roughed out from native white oak. The locale has
been identified as being on the Cayuga Creek where it empties into
the Niagara, an area now known as La Salle in present-day Niagara
Falls, New York. Although La Salle also had grave doubts about the
sincerity of La Motte as well as the loyalty of Luc, and in spite of con-
siderable disaffection among the men, topped by unfriendliness from
the local Natives, the work progressed. There is a letter in the
Archives Judiciaires de Montréal, dated January 23, 1679, from La
Salle at the shipyard to La Motte at Niagara, at the warehouse
upstream from the mouth of the river. This letter is most enlighten-

ing, and throws some light on the sail plan of the Griffon:

Also send along to the barque the sail canvas which
is in the shack and please tell Lucas that the mainsail
will have a spread of twenty-one feet and the mizaine
sixteen feet. All he has to do is to give it to the men
who are coming here. We can increase the sail area by
using the two bonnets which always work very well.

Thus, it is known the Griffon was to have two masts.

La Motte seemed to lack physical endurance. He also suffered
from some form of snowblindness or other eye affliction. He moved
to Montreal about this time for treatment and drops out of the story.
Fortunately, Master Shipwright Moisé Hillaret proved to be a most
dependable leader for the construction project. Under his supervi-
sion, and with Tonty to maintain discipline, the work progressed
well. La Salle, with several men, returned to the mouth of the
Niagara and started the erection of blockhouses on the site of what
became Fort Niagara. La Salle named the place Fort Conti in honour
of his longtime friend and patron, but unfortunately most of it was
burned later that winter and La Salle did not rebuild it.



THE BUILDING OF THE GRIFFON, 1679

La Salle was back at the shipyard on the 26th and, as Hennepin
narrates, “The keel of the Ship and some of the Pieces being ready,
M. La Salle sent the master Carpenter to desire me to drive in the
first pin; but my Profession obliging me to decline that honour he did
it himself.” La Salle then:

...undertook his Journey afoot [to Fort Frontenac]
over the snow, having no other Provisions but a
little Sack of Indian corn, roasted, which fail’d him
about two Days before he came to the Fort, which is
above fourscore leagues distant from the place where
he left us. However he got home safely with two
Men and a Dog, who dragg’d his Baggage over the

Ice or frozen Snow.

He spent most of the winter and early summer of 1679 travel-
ling the 250 miles between Niagara, Fort Frontenac and Montreal,
replenishing his lost supplies, placating his creditors and investors,
and trading with the Natives. He does not appear to have returned to
the shipyard until early August. To have travelled such distances,
many of them by foot, is a most remarkable accomplishment.

On site at the shipyard, the problems faced by Moisé Hillaret,
La Salle’s appointed shipbuilder, and his thirty-four men were chal-
lenging. Only recently arrived from Europe, they were beset on all
sides by Natives of very questionable friendship. For food, they had
Indian corn, what whitefish they could catch, plus the ample culi-
nary delights of locally hunted game. In this environment, they had
to face the formidable task of building a great ship to sail the
unknown seas.

There were neither horses nor oxen, so all the timbers had to be
hewn within easy reach of the ship. The huge logs were dragged
across the frozen, snow-covered earth to the sawpit where they were
cut into timber and further shaped by the adze. The blacksmith
shaped his bolts, spikes and other fittings at the forge. At this stage

in history, various forms of saws, adzes, clamps, drills, chisels, mallets
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and caulking tools, planes and moots (a tool of the plane family for

making treenails or trunnels, a type of dowel fastener) plus the forge
and anvil were in common usage in Europe. It can only be speculated
that these many items had been conveyed to the site from the home-
land. The difficulties appear almost insurmountable in today’s envi-
ronment. Without these very basic tools, the construction of such a
ship would have been well nigh impossible in 1679.

The drawing by a Belgian artist (it appeared in Hennepin’s book
of 1698) does show a smithy at his forge, a worker using an adze,
another using a mallet on deck and others using caulking tools.

Drills must have been available, for there was no other method
of fastening together a vessel other than by wooden treenails. The
“pins” used to hold keel and deadwood almost certainly would be iron
drift-pins, undoubtedly brought from France, possibly partially forged
on site. The great majority of fastenings would have been cut and

shaped from local wood.

18




THE BUILDING OF THE GRIFFON, 1679

The planks were bent to proper shape through the use of steam-
sweating boxes if they were available, or by soaking them for hours,
then placing them over a fire. Screw clamps held them in place to
the ribs and framework until they were secured by treenails, bolts or
spikes. A study of the equipment in a shipwright’s tool chest of the
time discloses the fact that these old-time builders were equipped
with most of the tools that are still in use today. All the modern car-
penter can boast of today, in the nature of improved appliances, are
the mechanical tools operated by electricity or by other power. The
blacksmiths too, were well enough equipped in 1679, except that air
for the forge had to be created by operating bellows instead of the
electric-powered fan of the present day.

Undoubtedly, several kinds of wood were used in the construc-
tion of a typical vessel. White oak would have predominated as it was
abundant in the vicinity. Rigging, anchors, sails, guns and other such
supplies came from France, via Quebec, or Montreal and Fort
Frontenac, as evidenced by Hennepin’s chronicle and as documented
in communications written by La Salle.

Some of the supplies were lost in the shipwreck at Mad Cape,
but more than enough survived to complete the Griffon and to load
it with iron for construction of a second vessel at Fort Crévecoeur
(heartbreak) near Peoria on the Illinois River. This vessel was never
completed, but that is another story.

In spite of the many difficulties, our Griffon was launched early
in May 1679. It was moored with two anchors out in the Niagara
River near the building site, to await favourable winds, not being able
to proceed any further against the current. In this location they were
relatively safe from the Natives who had threatened to burn the ship. By
July 4 she was completely rigged. Hennepin went back to Fort Frontenac
to pick up two monks of his Order, and to advise La Salle that the Griffon
was ready. The trip was made in one of the small barques that had
sailed up that spring from Fort Frontenac to Niagara. Father Gabriel de
la Ribourde and Father Zenobe Membre came back to the Griffon with
Hennepin sometime around mid-July, and accompanied the expedi-

tion to Fort Crévecoeur. La Salle rejoined his men in early August.



FRESHWATER HERITAGE

All the munitions of war, all the provisions and supplies were
now transported over the portage from the lower Niagara to the
Griffon, involving many a weary and painful journey. Even Father
Gabriel, age 64, clambered up and scrambled down the escarpment
several times, taking heavy loads to the shipyard. It required four per-
sons to carry the heaviest anchor. The armament consisted of eight
small cannon of iron and brass, three of which were described as
“arquebuses-a-croc,” that is to say, mounted on a swivel base. These
small cannons could only be used to combat attacks from boarding
parties of Natives, since they fired shot, perhaps the size of an orange,
on a rather short range. In most cases, this weaponry fired a cloth or
leather bag filled with grape shot.

Tonty and a party of five had gone ahead by canoe earlier, to
trade for furs and to rendezvous at the mouth of the Detroit River. In
the previous year, La Salle had sent fifteen men overland to the
Green Bay area to trade with the Natives for furs. From Hennepin’s

narrative:

Aug. 7 — A sharp breeze sprang up and the wind
veering to the northeast and the Ship being well
provided, we made all sail we could and with the
help of twelve men who hauled from shore, over-
came the rapidity of the current and contrary to the

prediction of the pilot, got her up into Lake Erie.

And so the historic voyage begins!
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~ CHAPTER 3

The Voyage of the Griffon and the Loss:
Where is She Now!

ANYONE WHO HAS SAILED THE GREAT LAKEs in a small boat, and is
familiar with the excellent, modern charts, lighthouses, beacons and
other aids to navigation (especially echo sounders to verify the depth,
radio direction finders and the electronic wizard, the GPS or global
positioning system) will consider the cruise relatively simple. Even so, it
is not without some trepidation that the prudent sailor sets out, know-
ing that the weather can change quickly, and that the seas can suddenly
become boisterous or worse. As one who has sailed from one end of the
Great Lakes to the other, including passages made on both Lakes
Michigan and Superior, known to be more treacherous, I can readily
recognize the problems faced by the adventurers in the Griffon without
so much as any navigation chart at all. That they ever made it from the
Niagara River to Green Bay, Wisconsin, unaided, is a miracle in itself.
But they accomplished this remarkable feat — and without mishap.

Hennepin’s narrative is most intriguing. Those of you who are
sailors will read between the lines. Just as might happen in our own
experiences, there were breakdowns in crew relationships. Surviving
a trip with 34 people together in a small boat for 26 days with no

mutiny or outright fighting is another miracle.
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Actually, La Salle felt it necessary to take over twice from Luc
when he lost all confidence in his pilot, but it seems the two never
came to blows. They dealt with early morning fog and nearly ran
aground on Long Point, Lake Erie. But generally making good time,
they reached the mouth of the Detroit River on August 10, where
they picked up Tonty. Hennepin was quite impressed with the coun-

tryside along the Detroit River:

The Country between those two Lakes is very well
situated and the Soil very fertile. The Banks of the
Streight are vast Meadows, and the Prospect is termi-
nated with some Hills covered with Vineyards, Trees
bearing good Fruit, Groves and Forests, so well dis-
pos'd, that one would think Nature alone could not
have made, without the Help of Art, so charming a
Prospect. The Country is stocked with Stags, Wild
Goats, and Bears, which are good for Food, and not
fierce as in other Countries; some think they are
better than our Pork. Turkey-Cocks and Swans are
there also very common; and our Men brought other
Beasts and Birds, whose Names are unknown to us,
but they are extraordinary relishing. The Forests are
chiefly made up of Walnut-trees, Chestnut-trees,
Plum-trees and Pear-trees, loaded with their own
Fruit and Vines. There is also abundance of Timber
fit for Building; so that those who shall be so happy
as to inhabit that Noble Country, cannot but
remember with Gratitude those who discover'd the
way, by venturing to sail upon an unknown Lake for
above one hundred Leagues. That charming Streight
lies between 40 and 41 Degrees of Northern Latitude.

Getting through Lake St. Clair presented problems. They were

forced to sound continuously because of the ever-present shallows

and finally found a channel without any shoals, and made their way
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upstream through the currents to the entrance into Lake Huron.
Hennepin felt that the flow here was as violent as that of the Niagara
River. Finally, they ordered twelve men ashore who hauled the ship
safely into Lake Huron on August 23. They experienced a storm
crossing Saginaw Bay but lay becalmed in Thunder Bay. Later they
encountered a “furious gale,” which caused La Salle to fear for the
lives of his crew and passengers. Luc, the pilot, raged and swore at La
Salle for bringing him to “a nasty freshwater lake to die, whereas he
had lived long and happy navigating the ocean.”

On August 27, they anchored off St. Ignace where they found a
village of Huron Natives, a few of the Ottawa tribe, plus some French
fur traders, coureur de bois and some Jesuit missionaries. Here La
Salle was told that his 15-man advance party, sent ahead the previ-
ous year to collect furs, had deserted, but could be found some thirty
leagues to the north at present-day Sault Ste. Marie. He sent Tonty
north to arrest them and bring them back. After waiting for six days
for him to return, La Salle headed for Green Bay in the Griffon.

La Salle was infuriated, frustrated and worried by the possibility
that perhaps the entire advance party had deserted. Financial failure
in this adventure could cost him everything, for his creditors were
hounding him without mercy and had even taken possession of his
estate at Fort Frontenac. He had intended to place Tonty in charge of
the Griffon for the return journey to Niagara, but with this snap deci-
sion to send him after the deserters, La Salle was left only with his
unreliable pilot, Luc, for that responsibility. It appears that La Salle’s
one rash decision (sending Tonty after the deserters) may have been
the single act, more than any other, that was the direct cause of the
failure of his expedition.

They left St. Ignace on September 2, and sailed down the Lake of
the Illinois (now Lake Michigan) to an island just at the mouth of “the
Bay of the Puans.” The island was occupied by Potawatomi First Nation.
La Salle was pleasantly surprised to find some of his advance party
here, along with a large stock of furs that they had obtained in trade.

There is an unsolved mystery surrounding the rendezvous

island. Hennepin writes that it was “forty leagues from Missillimac”
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and also refers to it as the island of the Potawatomi at the entrance
to La Grande Baie,” now known as Green Bay in Wisconsin. Various
writers have attempted to prove the site to be Summer Island, Rock
Island or Washington Island, but the controversy continues. The
forty leagues described by Hennepin, when translated into today’s
measurements {one league equals 2.7 miles), and considering
Hennepin’s means of measurement, that is to say, the guess of a non-
mariner, could establish the location anywhere among the islands
strung out between the peninsula of Door County, Wisconsin, and
Garden Island, Michigan.

Hennepin offers another clue, “Our Ship was riding in the Bay
about thirty Paces from the furthermost Point of the Land, in a pretty
good Anchorage, where we rode safely, not withstanding a violent
Storm which lasted four Days.” Where could La Salle have anchored
safely for four or five days?

There are four locations worthy of consideration: 1) The har-
bour on the north coast of Summer Island, well protected from all but
northeast winds and having good anchorage in 8 to 26 feet on today’s
charts; 2) The open roadstead south of Rock Island, protected from
the southwest around west to north, but wide open from the north-
east, east and southeast, and having extensive rocky shoals. Today’s
charts show a rocky bottom, seven to twenty-four feet in depth; 3)
The west side of the sandy spit off Rock Island is better, but this loca-
tion offers poor protection; 4) Detroit Harbour on Washington
Island, protected on all sides and having narrow entrances but only
seven to ten feet deep. We do not know the depth in 1679, but it is
unlikely La Salle anchored in here, as today the small harbour is in
use only as a result of having been dredged.

It appears certain that La Salle had instructed the men he sent
ahead to rendezvous with the Griffon at a specific location, but
Hennepin did not spell out any details for us, only stating that the
ship rode out a four-day storm there. He later describes the island as
four leagues north of the mainland of Door Peninsula. This sounds
more like Rock Island than either of the others. Detroit Harbour is

only about two leagues hence. Summer Island is nearer by ten leagues

s
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La Salle waves “Bon Voyage” to Luc and his men aboard the Griffon as they head back to the
Niagara River. He never saw them or the Griffon again. Charles L. Peterson, artist, 1978.

from the mainland. Undoubtedly, all of these islands were used by
the Native Peoples of the period. Native villages were reported on
Washington, Rock and on Summer islands. The Jesuit priest, Pierre
Frangois-Xavier de Charlevoix’ in 1721, describes a Potawatomi vil-
lage on “one of the smallest of these islands.” One would have
expected La Salle to provide better protection for his Griffon than
was obtainable at Rock or Summer, but it seems he showed consider-
able irresponsibility in the matter of her safety. Having sailed these
waters in my own boat, which is about half the size of the Griffon, I
would not want to anchor overnight at Summer, least of all at Rock,
whereas Detroit is well protected in the worst of weather. I have
experienced a lengthy and violent storm in these waters, and cannot
see a small vessel riding safely in any but Detroit Harbour. Heavy

rollers would have made the south coast of Rock and the north coast
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of Summer untenable; neither could be described as a “pretty good
anchorage” under such circumstances. The determination of “the”
island is of interest to historians and scholars only. For the purpose of
~ the Griffon story it is really of little consequence.

The trade goods, ship-building tools and supplies were off-
loaded for further transporting by canoe to Crévecoeur. The furs were
put on board, but, as noted, La Salle made the fatal mistake of send-
ing the Griffon back to Niagara with Luc the pilot in charge and with
only a skeleton crew of five men.

Hennepin’s narrative continues with the comment on La Salle’s

feelings at having to do this:

He was filled with forebodings for the safety of his
vessel. Without asking anybody’s Advice resolv'd to
send back his Ship to Niagara with Furrs and Skins
to discharge his Debts; our Pilot and five men were
therefore sent back. They sailed the 18th of
September with a Westerly Wind, and fir'd a gun to
take their leave. Tho' the Wind was favourable, it
was never known what Course they steer’d, nor how
they perish’d; for after all the Enquiries we have been
able to make, we could never learn any thing else but
the following Particulars.

The Ship came to an Anchor to the North of the
Lake of the Illinois, where she was seen by some
Savages, who told us that they advised our Men to
sail along the Coast, and not towards the middle of
the Lake, because of the Sands that make the
Navigation dangerous when there is any high wind.
Our Pilot, as I said before, was dissatisfy’d, and would
steer as he pleas’d without hearkening to the Advice
of the Savages, who generally speaking, have more
Sense than the Europeans think at first; but the Ship
was hardly a League from the Coast, when it was

toss'd up in a violent Storm in such a manner, that
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our Men were never heard of since; and it is suppos’d
that the Ship struck upon a Sand, and was there
bury’'d. This was a great loss for M. la Salle and other
Adventurers; for that Ship, with its Cargo, cost

above sixty thousand Livres.

This is certainly not the first time that “local knowledge” has been
ignored, nor the last. She was never heard from again!

No one knows for sure the fate of the Griffon. The cards were
stacked against her from the beginning. The mystery of her final rest-
ing place may never be solved and her location is still being actively
debated today. She headed out into Lake Michigan on that fateful
September day and simply disappeared. Many theories have been
brought forward in the literature in the intervening years. Many a
“wreck of the Griffon” has been discovered, though all but one has
been proven to be in error. No irrefutable evidence has been pro-
duced, such as Louis d’'Or coins minted earlier than 1679, or one of
her cannon with a fleur-de-lys embossed into it, nor any other hard
evidence.

The find that received the most attention was in a cove on
Russell Island, off Tobermory. The remains of an ancient vessel of
about the right size was found by Orie Vail, a local fisherman.” The
wreck was salvaged in the 1950s with much publicity. C.H.]. Snider
wrote several articles about the find for historic publications, as did
Rowley Murphy® an amateur historian and friend of Snider. Harrison
John Maclean, another amateur historian wrote a book about the
find,* but this has all been debunked. The Research Division of the
National Historic Parks and Sites Branch of Parks Canada investi-
gated the find in 1975 and concluded that the wreck was probably a
gunboat of the type used at nearby Penetanguishene, a naval station
established about the end of the War of 1812.

The one remaining find, which has neither been proven nor
disproven, was in the Mississagi Passage at the western end of
Manitoulin Island. This find was first reported around 18go0.

According to Native legend, the wreck had been there for a “hundred
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years” before that. Some articles and human skeletons were found
nearby that could have been connected to the Griffon, but no
irrefutable proof was found. It is reported that one human jaw bone,
of enormous size, purportedly being that of Luc the Dane, was found
by John Holdsworth, assistant lightkeeper for the Missisagi Light,
and one of the locals. Accompanied by his supervisor William Cullis,
while the two of them were out searching for a suitable tree from
which to cut a new sailboat mast, Holdsworth happened upon a cave
with a small collection of strange antiquities. Unfortunately, few arti-
facts remain and the wreck has been much plundered over the years,
or washed off into deep water many years ago.

Various theories have been expressed that Luc scuttled the
Griffon and'transported the furs overland to sell them at his own
profit, or that he was taken prisoner by the Natives who, in turn, sold
the furs in Montreal. There is little on which to base this conjecture
although it seemed that La Salle may have believed it himself.

There was one other possibility; since the storm arose so soon
after the Griffon’s departure and was both severe and lengthy, it is
quite possible that she was lost between Green Bay and the Straits of
Mackinac. Perhaps she foundered on one of the numerous shoals off
the north shore of Lake Michigan. Sometime later, La Salle learned
from the mission station at St. Ignace that a wooden “button” (cap)
from the top of the Griffon’s ensign staff, a hatch cover, two pairs of
breeks and a pack of mouldy beaver skins had been cast up on the
west side of Mackinac Island. These could have floated away from a
vessel shipwrecked to the westward, but they give little indication of
where the vessel went down. She could have been lost almost any-
where along the northern shore of Lake Michigan, along the
Manitoulin shores or along the Bruce Peninsula.

One theory that has some merit is that she foundered somewhere
between her point of departure and Mackinac Island. This could
explain the finds on the western tip of Mackinac. And it is possible
that the wreckage, with crew on board, then drifted to the Mississagi
Channel. There it could have been tossed up on the rocky shore of

Manitoulin Island, where the skeletons and other articles were found.
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A commemorative coin struck by the Canadian Mint in 1979, recognizing
the 300th anniversary of the Griffon. Courtesy of the Canadian Mint, Ottawa.

This is well within the limits of possibility and could explain the two
finds, some miles apart. Incidentally, parts of the Manitoulin wreck
were submitted to the National Academy of Arts and Trades in Paris,
France, in 1931. The report indicates the metal parts were of a type
manufactured in France prior to 180o. They might have been part of
the Griffon or of some other vessel built before 18c0 that used materi-
als acquired from France. Furthermore, this wreck had used lead for
caulking, a custom not used before or after in North America but a
practice that was common in parts of Europe in the 1600s.

The fate of the Griffon continues to be debated even today. In
the summer of 2006, an article appeared in the Detroit Free Press on
August 24, 2006, mentioning the ill-fated ship once again. A sports
diver, Steve Libert, believes he may have found the wreck of the
Griffon in 100 feet of water in northeast Lake Michigan. Carbon-
dating tests on small samples of wood from this wreckage indicate
that it dates back to around the late 1670s, the time of the Griffon.
Several groups, including the Center for Maritime and Underwater
Resource Management at St. Johns, Michigan, are assisting Libert’s
company, the Great Lakes Exploration Group, with further studies.
The immediate problem seems to be a territorial complication. The
State of Michigan is claiming jurisdiction over the wreckage and the
matter is not yet resolved.’ Feel free to draw your own conclusions. It

is unlikely the mystery will ever be definitively solved!
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The story of the Griffon ends here, but the stories of La Salle,
Tonty, Hennepin and of La Salle’s men continue. These accounts are
available in public libraries, with a little digging. They make absorb-
ing reading of hardship, massacre, assassination and the indomitable
spirit of La Salle. La Salle walked overland from Crévecoeur, on the
[llinois River, to Fort Frontenac in the dead of winter, and returned
by canoe to continue his explorations only to be assassinated by some
of his own party on the shores of the Gulf of Mexico. Tonty outlived
him, ever resourceful, ever loyal and humble, a famous explorer in his
own right, but little remembered in history. He is a figure well worth
reading about.

How do we now commemorate this famous expedition? There is
a bronze plaque erected at Tobermory by the Great Lakes Cruising
Club. Four tiny islands off the north shore of the North Channel in
Lake Huron (in an area that it is unlikely these early explorers ever
saw) are named: Talon Rock, La Salle Island, Tonty Island and
Hennepin Island. In 1979, three hundred years after the loss, the
Canadian Government struck a silver commemorative dollar with an
artist’s rendition of the Griffon on one side. There are also communi-
ties bearing the name La Salle in Colorado, Illinois, Ontario and

Quebec, plus a community called Hennepin that can be found in
QOklahoma.



CHAPTER 4

The French Era Ends

FOLLOWING THE HIGH-PROFILE AND INTRIGUING story of the
Griffon with all its mysteries, the next hundred or so years on the
Great Lakes did not contain anything so exciting even though
events are very well documented. We are not concerned here with
political, military, nor economic history, except as it may impinge on
our interest in sail. However, the events such as the Seven Years
War, the uprising led by Pontiac, the Revolutionary War and the
preparations for the War of 1812 must be touched upon to provide
the historical context for our story, though not as fully as an histo-
rian might do.

In 1685, La Barre, Frontenac’s successor, had a barque built at
Cataraqui, which was named Le General. Little is known of her, other
than she plied Lake Ontario for several years and made three trips to
Niagara in 1688. There is some doubt as to whether Le General was a
new vessel or one of La Salle’s four earlier ships that had been rebuilt.
Later, a fleet of flat-bottomed transports were added. Although these
were hardly sailing ships, they did carry four-cornered lugsails. In
1687, the French launched a major attack against the Iroquois using

the ships already mentioned and 198 such transports.
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The French abandoned Fort Frontenac in 1688, and burned two
of their ships at that time to prevent others from using them. No
record has been found of what happened to the third, though in
1694, when the French re-occupied the fort, they raised one vessel
from the harbour bottom, rebuilt her and put her into service.

The next shipbuilding, of which any record exists, was in 1726
when two schooners were built at Fort Frontenac by Intendant Bégin.
In 1743 and 1745, Chevalier de Chalet added two more, the St.
Charles and the St. Frangois. Both were about 50 tons burthen. In
1734, Louis Denis, Sieur de la Ronde was sent by the governor of
New France, to explore and report on the copper deposits at
Chequamegon in 1727. He built a barque at Point aux Pins on Lake
Superior for the copper mines at Chaguamagon, now part of
Wisconsin. She was the second sailing vessel on the Upper Lakes and
the first vessel to be described as sloop-rigged. It is not known what
happened to her. The next mention of sail on Lake Superior concerns
the English trader, Alexander Henry, in 1770. He could possibly have
been using the same vessel, though this is unlikely.

About this time the “goelette” (an early version of the schooner)
and the schooner started to come into use on the lakes but there are not

sufficient records of early ships to indicate the exact date of their arrival.

The French fleet of 1757 as depicted by Captain Pierre Bouchard de la Broquerie. The ships are (from left
to right) La Marquise de Vaudreuil, La Hurault, La Louise and Le Victor. Courtesy of TRL-T15213.
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The director of the Old Fort Henry Museum, Ronald I. Way (right) and C.H.]. Snider
examine the prow brought up from the foundation excavations at the National Defence College,
Kingston, Ontario, December 16, 1953. After long study, the fragment was tentatively identified
as the forefoot of the French man-of-war schooner La Hurault, which had been launched at
almost that identical spot some 200 years before, and burned and sank there after a battle

in 1758. Taken from C.H.]. Snider, Tarry Breeks and Velvet Garters, 1958.

Several vessels were built at Cataraqui (now known as Kingston,

Ontario) in the period from 1743 to 1756:

Le Victor: 1749, 40-ton, schooner rig but later
changed to sloop, 4 guns.

La Louise (or Lionne): 1750, 50-ton schooner, 6
guns.

La Hurault: 1755, go-ton schooner, 14 guns.

La Marquise de Vaudreuil: 1756, 120-ton schooner,

20 guns.
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Three lateen-rigged gunboats, names unknown, and two
schooners, one large and one small, were built at Niagara but were
not launched before they were captured by the British in July 1759.
Records indicate that four vessels were built by the French at Navy
Island, but it has not been possible to discover their names nor what
happened to them. However, in 1836, Richard Bonnycastle, an offi-
cer in His Majesty’s forces at Kingston and Toronto, mentioned a
vessel raised from the waters and put on exhibition at Kingston. But
to date, no connection has been determined.

In 1953, excavators on the site of the National Defence College
at Kingston uncovered the remains of four wooden vessels. The fore-
foot of one hull was rather well preserved. It was believed to be the
schooner, La Hurault, though this was not proven absolutely. In all,
the French ignored their vulnerability on Lake Ontario. They had
controlled the lakes unmolested up to now and did not foresee the
need for more ships to protect their position until it was too late.

Governor William Shirley of Massachusetts receives credit for
starting British shipbuilding on the lakes in order to compete with
the French fur trade, and to protect the British settlements from the
French and their Indian allies. He ordered the building of several
ships of war at Choueguen (now Oswego, New York) in 1754 and
brought in artificers from New York and Boston. Initially, all of the
supplies and equipment were carried overland from the same towns,
in spite of almost constant attacks and harassment by both the
French and the Natives. The route, at first, was through the wilderness,
up the Hudson, over the Mohawk trail, Lake Oneida and Carrying
Place to the post at Oswego. Later, a stores depot was established at
Schenectady, the upper navigable limit of the Hudson River.

In spite of horrendous difficulties, when Shirley arrived at
Oswego in July of 1755, the vessels were almost ready for launching.
Records indicate that these first British vessels on the lakes were
essentially similar to those of the British navy in other areas. In fact,
they were probably built to the designs of Sir ]J. Acworth, surveyor
general of the Royal Navy.

They were pretty little craft, the Ontario and the Oswego, sister
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ships, each single-masted, gaff-rigged, fore-and-aft sloops. They were
some 43 feet between perpendiculars with a 15-foot beam, taking
some seven-foot draft when loaded. They would be of about 100 tons
gross and were armed with five guns, 8- and r2-pounders, and at least
one swivel cannon per side. Launched in 1755, they were the first
vessels to enter ship-to-ship combat on the Great Lakes. Building
continued in spite of frequent attacks by marauding Natives who con-
tinued to be loyal to the French.

Two schooners, the George and the Vigilant, soon followed down
the ways. Their dimensions are unknown, but they were probably not
larger than the earlier sloops, for they could be moved by sweeps
(oars) if becalmed. They were armed the same as the Ontario and
Oswego. Altogether eleven ships were built between the years 1755
and 1759. One hundred whaleboats, pinnaces and galleys were added
to the small fleet, all in readiness for an assault on Fort Frontenac and
Niagara. The vessels were manned by mariners from the coast, mer-
chant sailors, whalers, naval crew and even deserters from British
ships, and were officered by British Naval officers. This was an amaz-
ing feat of shipbuilding in the wilderness. Acquiring supplies created
great problems, whether these were items needed for the construc-
tion, food and provisions for the men building the boats or items
needed for the garrison at the fort.

The ships patrolled for three weeks in June 1756 without seeing
any French sail until, on June 27, they were engaged by four French
ships. After being fired on by the French, the British ships bore away,
but one small British schooner, name unknown, was captured. The
French ships headed back to port as neither side considered they
should risk any additional loss.

On July 3 two more ships were launched by the British, the brig
London and the sloop Mohawk, 172 tons. Later in the month the
snow, Halifax, went down the ways. Additional whaleboats and other
small boats continued to be added to the fleet. Although they cruised
the lake for several weeks without incident, they were all in Oswego
when Louis Joseph, Marquis de Montcalm® attacked overland from

his base at Cataraqui on August 14, 1756, and took them by surprise.
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Skipping over all the details
of mismanagement and of incom-
i petence and supply troubles, it is
noted that the entire enterprise,
fort, munitions and ships, were

surrendered to the French. Fort

WOLF RLETON IS. ,
ISLAND y Ontario at Oswego was destroyed,
W though most of the armaments
j and supplies were taken, along

LAKE
ONTARIO

Ontario became L'Ontario, the
Oswego, La Choueguine, the London,
Le Jeorge (or L'Huron), and the
Mohawk became Le Vigillent.

Thus ended, for the moment,

with all the vessels. The Halifax
78 P é was renamed Le Montcalm, the

British attempts at naval and

military power on Lake Ontario.

The French had added six new

ships to their fleet, courtesy of

Sketch map of the eastern end of Lake Ontario, showing  the British, whereas the latter had
Sacket’s Harbor and Kingston. Map by Heidi Hoffman. a complement of zero. The most

outstanding accomplishment of
this two-year period (1755-56) was the extent of shipbuilding that
was achieved, starting from scratch, in a locale (Oswego), which, up
to that time, had been little more than a small Indian settlement.
Both British and French soon embarked on a shipbuilding race,
but up until 1760 the vessels saw little action and were employed pri-
marily for transportation and dispatch. Some writers have claimed
that the French built the Montcalm and the Huron at Fort Frontenac
in 1756, but it appears certain that the new ships added to the French
fleet were indeed the captured British vessels. However, several gun-
boats fitted with lugsails and sweeps were constructed there.
In 1758, Lieutenant-Colonel John Broadstreet was directed to

raise a force of sailors, soldiers and landsmen in New England and to
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raid Fort Frontenac. By August 22, they had built sufficient whale-
boats and bateaux. With their allies, the Oneida First Nation, they
coasted along the south shore, crossed the lake at night and avoided
detection until they had taken position only 200 yards from the fort.
Broadstreet called on the French to surrender, which they did, and
Fort Frontenac fell without a shot being fired. The British also captured
nine French ships and all but two were burned. All the stores that could
be carried were put into the Montcalm® and taken back to Oswego.

The British now occupied both Oswego and Fort Frontenac,
and took Niagara in the summer of 1759. Later that year, they
launched two schooners, the Johnson and the Murray at Niagara, and,
later still, they launched the snow Onondaga. The following year they
added the snow Mississaga at Oswego and the snow Mohawk at
Niagara.

The French introduced two new vessels to Lake Ontario though
they were built at UAnse a la Construction in the lee of Pointe au
Baril, now Maitland, Ontario, located in eastern Ontario along the
shore of the St. Lawrence River. On April 9, 1759, a ship-rigged
corvette, L'Iroquoise, was launched and on the 12th of the month, a
barque, L'Outaouaise. The latter was of the same general size and ton-
nage as the Montcalm, which had been captured by Broadstreet
whereas the L’Iroquoise was slightly smaller. During the summer they
put in good service carrying supplies to Fort Niagara but returned to
the St. Lawrence to winter. Early in 1760, they were back on Lake
Ontario but, as there was no port under French control that they
could put in to, they returned to the St. Lawrence once again.

L’Iroquoise ran aground in the St. Lawrence River on August 13,
and was no longer fit for service. She went down to {le Royale where
she was later captured by the English on August 18 and sunk. The
British, with a large flotilla of small boats, came up the St. Lawrence
and, near present-day Brockville, did battle with the L’Outaouaise.
The sad encounter was not unlike a pack of wolves attacking a large
stag. Unfortunately for the French, the big ship was becalmed and
thus without hope for escape. At noon, she lowered her fleur-de-lys

and surrendered. The British took her over, and renamed her the
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Williamson. She assisted them in the attack on Fort Levis, ile Royale,
where the last shot in the “French-English” war was fired. She served
on Lake Ontario until she was lost in a storm in November 1761.

In the 1990s, two divers, Michael Hughes and Dennis
McCarthy, identified a wreck as the L'Iroquoise. She sits on the
bottom in the narrows near the International Bridge, on what is
known as Niagara Shoal, between the mainland and Wellesley Island
in the St. Lawrence River, where today the bridge crosses from
Ontario to New York State. The Mohawk and the Onondaga were lost
in 1764, but the details are not known.

This action ended French naval power on Lake Ontario and in
the St. Lawrence, however, they still had outposts at Detroit and
Mackinac. On September 12, 1760, the famous Roger’s Rangers, an
independent company of light infantry attached to the British army,
set out from Montreal in fifteen small whaleboats. Their objective
was to capture Detroit. They travelled up the rapids of the St.
Lawrence, along the north shore of Lake Ontario, portaged around
Niagara and continued the length of Lake Erie. At the mouth of the
Detroit River they met Pontiac,’ chief of the Ottawa, who had been
loyal to the French. At the time he displayed a “peaceful attitude,”
but later would lead an Indian uprising against the encroachment of
the British on Native lands. On November 12, 1760, the Rangers
captured the French fort at Detroit. Fort Mackinac, in the Straits of
Mackinac, was turned over to the British the following year.

The Great Lakes saw no action for the next period as attention
shifted to the American War of Independence. From 1775 to 1777 it
was a war between Great Britain and the thirteen British colonies
that had declared their independence as the United States of
America in 1776.* The revolution was settled by the 2nd Treaty of
Paris in 1783 when the British representatives were hopelessly out-
manoeuvred at the negotiating table. They showed a great deal of
ignorance of both the geography and the potential of the remaining
colonies, that is to say, in Canada, and of Britain’s own strength in
the colonial domain. The British negotiators conceded much and

ceded a great deal of land that had been garnered up over a century
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of effort. They did get a promise, of sorts, from the American nego-
tiators to restore confiscated property and make restitution to the
Loyalists and to the citizens of Britain who had invested in the
Thirteen Colonies. The Americans also promised that there would
be no more confiscation of property.

Neither of these promises was kept. Britain herself recompensed
many Loyalists and, in fact, spent between 30 and 40 million dollars,
but a great many of these colonists affected by the war received very
little or nothing. They suffered great hardship, both physical and
financial. Britain tried to force payment from the Americans and
refused to give up its posts along the new international boundary,
(Oswego, Detroit, Michillimackinac, etc.) and by doing so, she
retained control of the contiguous land and the fur trade that took
place across these territories.

By a second treaty, the Treaty of Amity (or better known as Jay’s
Treaty) in 1794, Britain agreed to give up these posts and the
Americans agreed to pay their obligations. The posts were relin-

quished, however, the obligations were never paid.
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CHAPTER 5

Between the Wars

THE RECORDS OF SHIPS IN THESE EARLY YEARS are very difficult to
sort out. The names of vessels were often changed. This usually hap-
pened when a vessel switched ownership, or, of course, if she were
captured in times of war and moved into the fleet of the victor. Also,
when a ship was sunk, wrecked or even grew too old to be of further
use and was retired, a new one frequently acquired the same name. It
was not uncommon for two vessels to carry the same name at one
time. The most renowned writers were apt to be confused at times by
these circumstances and they often disagreed. Anyone who wishes to
dig deeper into the pedigrees of the commercial ships of the period is
referred to the book by George Cuthbertson, and the series of books
which make up the American Lake Series, plus Our Inland Seas by J.C.
Mills.” The history books written in the late 20th century are gener-
ally excellent at recounting the details of military events in this
period. A superb list of British naval vessels was prepared by K.R.
Macpherson and published in Ontario History.” Be forewarned that
there is plenty of disagreement among historians, but these titles
make a good starting point. However, in this context, these events

are only touched upon as they concern my subject and mandate.
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When the British captured Fort Niagara in 1759, they also won
two partially built schooners and the material for finishing them. The
two ships were completed and launched in September of that year,
the Johnson and the Murray. In 1760, a snow was launched at
Niagara, the Onandaga, and another snow, the Misissaga, launched at
Oswego. This was one way to augment the British fleet. Cuthbertson
describes a snow as, “vessels of three masts square rigged on the fore
and main masts and lateen rigged on the mizzen.”

Captain Joshua Loring RN was put in charge of the naval forces
on the lakes. He had been involved in building the British ship at
Oswego, served on Lake Champlain in 1759 and on the St. Lawrence
River in 1760. Although badly wounded in the attack on Fort Levis,
he remained in charge of the vessels on the Upper Lakes until 1765.
The activity at Navy Island and the forays during the Pontiac upris-
ing were part of his career. His early efforts formed the base upon
which the Provincial Marine was built.?

At this time traders, settlers, hunters and trappers from the
colonies to the south and from Montreal and Quebec, invaded the
lakes to take advantage of the fur trade that the French had been
forced to abandon. The British needed some way to protect and serv-
ice the area, and to transport men and supplies from Niagara west-
ward, hence they started to use the old French shipyard on Navy
Island. This site is in the Niagara River, some three miles above the
lip of the Falls (the French called it “Ile de la Marina”). In 1762, they
built two ships, the Huron and the Michigan. While some authors
give these vessels other names, Cuthbertson’s research in Freshwater
seems indisputable. These ships were of some 8o-tons displacement,
6o feet long, 14 feet wide, schooner-rigged and armed with three
four-pounders on each side. Each carried two swivel-mounted guns at
the bows. They saw some exciting action in the Detroit River during
the Pontiac uprising and were present during the attack on Fort
Mackinac on June 2, 1763.* The Michigan was shipwrecked at Point
Albino, along the south shore of Lake Erie between present-day
Buffalo and Erie, Pennsylvania, on August 28, 1763. There is no

information on the fate of the Huron. Two additional schooners were
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built on Navy Island in 1764 for service on the Upper Lakes, the
Royal Charlotte and the Victory. Shipbuilding ceased here in 1764
until after the War of 1812, when the Tecumseth and the Newash
were built and added to the fleet in 1815. Actually, they were com-
pleted at a site across a narrow part of the Niagara River at Chippawa.

In 1777, England proclaimed that the Provincial Marine was to
control all shipping on the Great Lakes. Private ownership of ships
was prohibited until 1788. Arms, supplies, merchandise and passen-
gers were to be carried in none but the King’s ships, however, the law
was not followed to the letter. In fact, the authorities appear, at times,
to have preferred the freedom to use privately-owned commercial
ships. The yards at Oswego and at Kingston were idle, but shipbuild-
ing continued at Oswegatchie (present-day Ogdensburg, New York),
Carleton Island and Detroit. In 1790, a small sloop, the Good Intent,
was built near Kingston. She was the first private vessel under the
new regulations. In 1776, shipbuilding had been started at a yard on
Carleton Island in the St. Lawrence River and two ships, the Duke of
Kent, a schooner, and the Caldwell, a cutter, were built. These two
vessels were added to the fleet of the Provincial Marine.

In 1778, Captain John Schank, who had been part of the Royal
Navy along the Atlantic coast of America before the War of
Independence, was brought up to Canada following the hostilities as
he was loyal to the King. He is given credit with building up the
British fleet for the Lake Champlain campaign during the War of
1812. He later became “Admiral of the Blue.” John Coleman, the
master shipwright, who was trained in Royal Navy yards in England,
had also been employed in the shipyards at Quebec. Together,
Schank and Coleman built many whaleboats,® and three 6o0-foot gun-
ships for the raid on the American shipyards at Oswego, which took
place later that same year.

On May 10, 1780, the Ontario was launched at Carleton Island.
She was a snow, 8o feet on deck and of 220 tons. She immediately
went into service carrying troops, stores, merchandise, raiding parties
and passengers. Captain James Andrews was in command. The next
year, the Mohawk and the Limnade were launched there. The Ontario,
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on passage from Niagara to Carleton Island on October 31, 1780, was
struck by the tail end of a hurricane and was lost. She was last seen
from the north shore but on the next day, wreckage was found on the
opposite shore, and bodies were recovered there the following spring.
The same hurricane destroyed hundreds of vessels among the
Caribbean islands, in Bermuda and in New England before hitting
the Great Lakes. All hands on board were lost, the estimates ranging
from as low as 40 to as high as 120 persons. The wreck of the Ontario
was located in August 1995, by divers from Olcott, New York. An
excellent book about the vessel and the yard at Carleton Island was
written by Arthur Britton Smith, under the title, Legend of the Lake:
The 22-gun Brig-sloop, Ontario.”

It is likely that Schank’s shipyards on Lake
Champlain and at Carleton Island were responsible
for the training of local shipwrights who later con-
tinued to ply their trade all around the lower lakes.
The yards were well-known in their time. The
General Haldimand, built at Oswegatchie in 1771,
sank at her moorings in Schank’s Harbour, Carleton
Island, in November 1787. However, commercial
ships seem to have been built in just about every
creek or harbour that had room for them to float and

had a supply of timber nearby.
Hatcher in his 1945 book, Lake Erie, writes:

With little capital a man could build his sailing
vessel at modest cost and to any size from a ten-ton
sloop to a three-masted schooner. Its only fuel was
the wind, and the wind was free. The captain-owner
and his sons or his nephews, or the neighbour boys,
could sail her down from Port Talbot to Buffalo with
a cargo of lumber, or out of Huron with a few tons of

grain, or up to Detroit with butter and wheat and
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hardware. The first American vessel built on the

Upper Lakes was launched at Presque Isle in 1796.°

He also tells about vessels being built at Black Rock, on the
American side of the Niagara River, because Buffalo had no adequate
harbour. .Unless by some miracle they were favoured by a ten-knot
wind from the east, they had to be towed up the river and into Lake
Erie. The towing service was known as the “horned breeze.” From
“eight to fourteen yoke of oxen” were used to haul a ship.

As noted earlier, the Limnade (sister ship to the Ontario) was
launched in 1781. She was the first Great Lakes vessel to be ship-
rigged, that is to say, to have three masts, all square-rigged. Limnade
means “water nymph,” but the ship was referred to at times as the
“Lemonade.” She seems to have had a short, but rather peaceful life,
and was written off and sunk at Kingston after only ten years of
service.

In 1704, a small shipyard was started at Chatham, on the
Thames River. Because pine was not available to the builders, black
walnut was substituted for the timber. Six gunboats were to be built,
sawn to a thickness of half an inch. Two vessels were completed, but
the shipyard was closed in 1796 and a new one was created at
Amherstburg along the Detroit River.

In 1788, the British government altered the rules of the Provincial
Marine regarding the organizing of armed vessels on the Great Lakes
and permission was granted for privately owned vessels to engage in
commerce on the lakes. However, the size of the ship was limited to
9o tons burthen. Certainly, larger ones were built, but they were reg-
istered at go tons or less, a creative response to the limitations.

While the first sailing ship to appear in the Detroit River was,
of course, the Griffon (it had passed up the river on August 11, 1679),
by November of 1760 the British had taken Fort Detroit, and soon
after captured the French bases at Michillimackinac, Sault Ste. Marie
and St. Joseph {(on St. Joseph Island about 20 miles downstream from
present-day Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario). From that point on, the
French retired from the lakes for all time.
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Actually, in the 1760s, a British shipyard was in operation at
Detroit at the water’s edge at the foot of today’s Woodward Avenue,
and, later, another yard appeared on the River Rouge on the
southerly side of Fort Street, near the site of present-day Woodmere
Cemetery. For some time the British had been building their ships at
Navy Island, but now the main activity shifted to Detroit. It appears
obvious from old records that British ships were frequenting both
Lake Michigan and Lake Huron regularly, for in 1767, Sir William
Johnson,® in his report to the Board of Trade in London, urged the
establishment of a fort in Green Bay (Wisconsin) stating, “It can
receive all its supplies in the King’s ships which go to Michillimackinac
without additional expense.”

In his 1963 article, K.R. Macpherson lists thirteen additional
ships built by the British at Detroit for the Provincial Marine
between 1772 and 1791. More detail on them will appear in connec-
tion with the War of 1812. One in particular, the Nancy (built in
1789), receives particular attention. In 1775, at Michillimackinac, a
private trading vessel, the Welcome, was constructed for John Askin
of Detroit, a fur trader, merchant and an official of Upper Canada.*
She was a square-rigged sloop, 55 feet overall, with a 16-foot beam
and a gross tonnage of 45. In 1779, she was purchased by the
Provincial Marine to be used to supply the fort. She plied the lakes
until 1781, when she was lost with all hands to an unknown grave.

Commercial shipbuilding continued at an ever-increasing pace.
In 1792-93, the 50-ton top-sail schooner Detroit was built and
launched at Detroit. She was purchased by the United States govern-
ment and was armed, but was not taken into the navy. James Mills,
in Our Inland Seas, writes that she was wrecked in 1797.

In 1796, the American Fur Company, of which John Jacob
Astor” was principal shareholder, was established at Detroit and
Michillimackinac, trading into the entire northwest on both sides of
the border. Astor was to have a great influence on events on the
lakes, not only in commerce but also through his pressuring the US
government to declare war on the British in 1812 so that he might

obtain mastery over the fur trade in the northwest for his own company.
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The schooner Washington was built at Presque Isle (now Erie,
Pennsylvania), some 8o tons in size, in 1797. She was purchased by
British buyers, and, in the winter of 1797-98, taken on huge skids
across the Niagara Portage Road to Lake Ontario where she was
renamed the Lady Washington. However, another Washington appears
in the returns (the record of the vessels and cargos at each port each
year) at Detroit for 1800. Presumably, she too was built at Detroit.

Mention was made earlier of ships being built in any creek or
harbour where there was a supply of good timber. In 1798, John Askin
sent the shipwright, William Daly, up the Thames to Delaware to
build a boat for him. [t was to have a 28-foot keel, 10-foot beam and
a 4-1/2 foot hold, “deep enough to stow two Rows of Barrels over each
other.” She was to be built of white oak and there was to be a small
cabin with two berths and the quarterdeck was to be a foot higher
than the main deck. It was to cost £110.00. EC. Bald writes that she
was named the Surprise, that she was built at the Pinery in the vicin-
ity of the present-day City of London, and that she saw service for
many years.”” In those days, many of the sailing vessels that were
based on Lakes Erie, Huron and Michigan went up the Thames to
trade, for the area was the “bread-basket” for early settlers until grain
started to be imported from Chicago. (As an aside, while I am under-
taking the final revisions to this story, | am much aware of living on
the north bank of the Thames River in London on a ridge of fine old
oaks. It is not difficult to look at these trees, huge and mature, and
see knees, ribs, futtocks and planks within their trunks and massive
limbs, and to visualize their place within the complex, hand-tooled
structures of the early sailing ships.)

After the British surrendered Detroit on July 11, 1796,” they
proceeded to strengthen and build ships at Fort Malden, across the
river from Detroit, near Amherstburg. Soon this shipyard was turning
out both commercial and naval vessels. In fact, in 1794, a schooner
had been extensively rebuilt here and named the Ottawa, but where
she originally was built and what her name had been before the
rebuilding is not recorded. William Bell, a Scottish immigrant, was

signed on as master shipwright in charge of the yard here in 1799.
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Here, too, were constructed many of the British ships that saw serv-
ice in the War of 1812.

In 1800, the brig Recovery (150 tons) was launched at Point aux
Pins on Lake Superior, to be followed by the schooner Perseverance (8o
tons) in 1803. The Americans captured her in July 1814 and tried to
float her down the rapids at Sault Ste. Marie where she was wrecked
and then set on fire. Mills, in Our Inland Seas, writes that the Recovery
survived the war, passed down the rapids and saw service in the lumber
trade on Lake Erie. The Mink was also built at Point aux Pins for the
North West Company. She went down the rapids during the war, was
captured and burned by the Americans in 1814.

In March 1803, the American War Department directed
Colonel Randolph Hamtramck to establish a fort at the mouth of the
Chicago River. Captain John Whistler sailed with his family on the
Tracy with a load of artillery and other supplies for founding Fort
Dearborn. The Tracy had been built at Detroit in 1799 and was the
first of many sailing vessels to reach Chicago. Around the same time,
in the same shipyard at Detroit, the Adams was built. She was a 150-
ton brig and became the first of the American navy vessels on the
Upper Lakes. She served until captured by the British when Detroit
fell. Renamed the Detroit, she was anchored under the guns of Fort
Erie when Lieutenant Jesse D. Elliott USN attempted to recapture
her on October g, 1812. He did not succeed and the Detroit was bat-
tered by the guns of both sides and destroyed in the Niagara River.

In 1808, the first United States Navy vessel to appear on Lake
Ontario, the brig Oneida, was launched at Oswego. The builders were
Henry Eckford and Christian Berg. She was 243 tons, with 16 guns,
and served extensively in the war that was about to erupt. She was
still in service as a timber drogher in 1828.

Interestingly, the American War of Independence was hardly
noticed on the Great Lakes. During the revolution, the British pro-
hibited commerce between the two countries, but the forbiddance
had little effect. Following the outcome of this war, vast waves of
refugees entered Canada from the south, people who had been loyal

to the Crown and were seeking a new life where they could continue
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their loyalty. Stripped of their land and much of their possessions,
these migrants became known as the United Empire Loyalists. The
arrival of the Loyalists peaked around 1780, and the ships of the
Provincial Marine were kept busy transporting them across Lakes
Ontario and Erie.

Over the period of early sailing vessels on the Great Lakes,
reports show that many were lost early in their careers. At the time
there were no aids to navigation and the few charts available were
very incomplete. In 1803, construction of the first lighthouses on the
lakes was commenced at Kingston, Niagara and York. Of necessity,
the early navigator learned quickly the need for constant alertness
and caution. If he was careless, his prospects for a long life were no
better than that of his ship.



CHAPTER 6

Events Leading Up to the War of 1812

HisTory BOOKS VARY GREATLY in their recounting of a particular
event. What is written often depends on the viewpoint and patriotic
affiliation of the writer. Reading the stories of a battle as written by
authors from both sides, one may have a hard time correlating each
description with the actual event. Apart from date and place, one
sometimes gets the impression that entirely different battles are being
narrated. And generally the winner writes the history.

Each writer feels called upon to embellish the bravery and com-
petence of “our boys” against overwhelming odds, and to cast asper-
sions on the intelligence and courage, even antecedents, of “theirs.”
Unless an event portrays “our boys” to the best advantage, the entire
incident may be dropped from the history book. In fact, some of the
early works concerning the war were largely boldfaced propaganda,
with the addition of a few doubtful facts. One must dig deeply into
the on-the-spot reports of officers and administrators and the diaries
of the men whose blood was being spilled, in order to try to get at the
hard and reliable facts. It was often difficult to determine which side
had the bigger ships and more guns, the better strategists and leaders,

or whatever. Even then, one must learn to read between the lines,
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compare the reports from the front lines of each protagonist and then
form one’s own opinion.

It is pleasant to be an armchair general, or admiral, and point
out, from this vantage point in history, the errors in policy, mistakes
in strategy and the incompetence in administration, so obvious now,
which the men in power or in the battlefield of the day did not see.
Or, perhaps, they did not choose to see.

“I do not believe that history is a force that we are somehow
agents of. [ believe history is made up. Otherwise we wouldn’t have
20 different histories of the same event. History is something that
you create. | get all the details correct when I want to,” says George
Bowering in Simon Fraser University’s Comment.

The present work is not intended to be a nationalistic history, but
rather is concerned primarily with events on the waters of the Great
Lakes. As noted, politics is addressed only from an incidental perspec-
tive. Perhaps, as author, I shall be forgiven for including certain mate-
rial that relates to political events or points of view generally ignored
by some historians. Now approaching 200 years later, and looking back
on history from this distance, it seems pointless to try to prove any-
thing. After all, the settlers, soldiers and sailors on both sides of the
lakes were of essentially the same stock. They must have been matched
evenly in skills and courage. The differences, if any, were to be found
among the leaders, and more particularly in the politicians and admin-
istrators, who, sitting back in the relative peace of Washington and
London, sent “our boys” off to a war that should never have happened.

Undoubtedly there would have been a difference in attitude of
the participants on both sides. For one it was a war to gain more land,
more furs and more wealth. For the other side it was a necessity to
protect their land and homes from what was seen as an aggressive and
greedy neighbour. US Speaker of the House Henry Clay' wrote in
1810, “The conquest of Canada is in your [the American people]
power. I trust [ shall not be deemed presumptuous when I state that I
verily believe that the militia of Kentucky are alone competent to
place Montreal and Upper Canada at your feet.” In contrast, in 1812,

General Isaac Brock,” the commander of the land forces of Canada at
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the outbreak of the war, wrote, “A country defended by Free Men,
enthusiastically devoted to the cause of their King and Constitution,
can never be conquered.” Later, with some disillusionment, his sen-
timents would be expressed quite differently.

The war itself was a farcical affair in many ways, one that wiser
leaders could have prevented. Once it was declared, however, it was
entered into seriously by both sides, with a few notable exceptions. A
very brief background, merely to set the scene, is in order here. Great
Britain had been fighting, off and on since 1793, against Napoleon,
who, from my perspective, was the greatest dictator the world had
ever known. At times this war had placed Britain, on the one side,
against almost all the other countries in Europe. In such a prolonged
life-and-death struggle, a great deal depended on control of the seas,
both to prevent invasion of the British Isles and to keep critical sup-
plies out of the hands of the French.

The British navy lost many sailors through desertion for a vari-
ety of reasons: involuntary impressments (where men were forced
into service by the opposing side), low pay, long periods at sea, cruel
living conditions and others concerns. Britain was, at times, unable
to operate all her vessels completely due to the shortage of men.
Hence, she reserved the right to stop and search other vessels on the
high seas, and to remove any British seamen. This she did repeatedly
and at times removed not only deserters, but seamen who had emi-
grated to the United States (perhaps legally, perhaps not) in previous
years. Deserters were usually hanged and the others were impressed
into naval service. Undoubtedly, in the dire need for men, some
Americans were included among those taken, though it should be
noted that many Americans voluntarily served in the British fleet
and conditions were not always cruel and hard. Furthermore, a
seaman of any country could obtain an American Certificate of
Citizenship, or “Protection” on short notice in many American ports
or even on board some American merchant vessels, making it diffi-
cult to determine citizenship.

In order to prevent other nations from supplying articles of war
or comfort to the French, the British declared it to be their right to
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stop such traffic and enacted Orders-in-Council in an attempt to
blockade American ports. The United States naturally took the
stand of support for “free ships, free trade.” They demanded freedom
of the seas for both American ships and for US sailors.

No one knew actually how many Americans were impressed
into the British navy. It would be impossible to determine now. There
is no doubt that the figure was blown out of all reality by factions
intent on stirring up the nation to war. Future president, James
Monroe* claimed in 1812 that over 6,000 Americans had been
impressed, but that report was shot full of holes by the General Court
of Massachusetts. Fifty-one of the leading ship owners of Massachusetts,
who had employed annually over 1,500 seamen for the preceding
twelve years, could remember only 12 instances of American sailors
being impressed from their vessels.

The New England states, those most affected by embargo
and impressments, were overwhelmingly against the war. In the
Congressional deciding ballot, New England stood nineteen states to
one for peace. Maine continued to ship timber and other supplies to
Britain in spite of the embargo decreed by Washington, in exchange
for British goods she needed, and from which she could profit.
Smuggling constituted big business for a time, with the connivance
of both ship owners and the authorities on both sides. Fortunes were
amassed by supplying the British Army during the Napoleonic War
in the Iberian Peninsula. For the first six months of the war, every
Atlantic port traded with England, under licence from the British
blockading squadron.

Great Britain was not the only nation guilty of impress-
ment. France, too, coerced American seamen into her navy and
wrought havoc on US shipping. Even Monroe, in 1812, admitted
that Napoleon had done more harm to American commerce than
had the British navy.

President James Madison® continued his efforts for peace and
seemed to be making some headway toward agreement with the bel-
ligerents. But, the American Congress of 1811 contained a group of
young men from the South and West, led by Henry Clay and John
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Calhoun,’ who brought into it a new spirit. No longer were its deci-
sions to be dominated by the Fathers of the Revolution. The rising
generation now manifested its power. The young “War Hawks,” as
they were called, felt that the days were over when it was necessary
for the United States to temporize, just to delay the inevitable. The
slogan “Free Trade and Sailor’s Rights” was coined by men who rarely,
if ever, saw a ship or a sailor. It was devised by a sectional combina-
tion of Congress that had neither commerce nor shipping at heart,
but used the call to rally the populace for purely political purposes.
Such slogans did much to stir the feelings of an otherwise docile cit-
izenry into action. It would be a good time to strike, for Britain was
otherwise engaged, and weakened by years of war. The United States
could count on some measure of assistance from France now that she,
too, had declared herself at war with Britain.

The War of 1812—1814 has been called “The Incredible War”
and “Mr. Madison’s War” and “The Shipbuilder’s War,” but perhaps it
should also be called “John Jacob Astor’s War.” One undeniable reason
for going to war resulted from Astor’s greed for more control of new
lands for his fur trade. When, by treaty in 1794, Britain gave up
Detroit and Missillimackinac, Astor concluded, “Now I will make my
fortune.” He deliberately bent the fledgling government to his own
uses. He had a great influence with President Madison and persuaded
him to have forts built to protect his monopoly in the American fur
trade against British intruders. He wanted exclusive rights to trade in
lands that were loosely controlled by the United States, but, by treaty,
also in those lands in which trade was conducted by the Hudson’s Bay
Company and the North West Company. He also owned trading posts
in what was indisputably British territory.

Bowing to political and economic pressures, President Madison
acceded. On June 18, 1812, Congress declared a state of war to exist
with England. Ironically, the British Parliament had revoked her
Orders-in-Council, which were the key causes for the declaration,
five days earlier, thus removing one of the principal bones of con-
tention between the two countries. Congress, in declaring war,

showed exactly where its real interests lay. The legislators voted down



EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE WAR OF 1812

a proposal to establish ships and to build up a navy to back up its
demand for “Free Trade and Sailor’s Rights.” Instead, the members
voted to increase the army from 10,000 to 35,000 soldiers, plus
50,000 volunteers, to attack Canada and push the frontiers to the
north and to the west. These few facts are, of course, an over-simpli-
fication. However, they do serve to set the stage for the events that
concern us on our inland waters.

A short war was expected by the Americans. They believed
that, of course, the Canadians would welcome the invading forces with
open arms. In fact, Lieutenant Melancthon Woolsey, a senior US

officer on the Lakes, and commander of the brig, Oneida, operating

Capture of the
Lord Nelson by
the American
Oneida off
Niagara on
July 5, 1812,
C.H.]. Snider,
artist. Courtesy
of TRL, T15223.
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out of Sacket’s Harbor early in the season of 1812, called in at
Kingston and York to recruit Canadians to join the US Navy. He met
with no success. Woolsey may have been a good enough naval offi-
cer, but he was impulsive. In May, three weeks before war was
declared by Congress, he had seized the British schooner Lord Nelson,
operating on a packet freight run between Niagara and Kingston and
carrying flour. The Lord Nelson was renamed the Scourge and armed
with 12 guns, including a long 3‘2—pound swivel cannon. Woolsey
purchased other merchant schooners; Elizabeth (2 guns) as a trans-
port; Fair American (82 tons, 2 guns); Charles And Ann (renamed
Gowvernor Tomkins) (6 guns); Experiment (renamed Growler) (53 tons,
2 to 6 guns); and the Collector, (renamed Pert) (3 guns). One writer
claims Woolsey seized two other ships before war was declared, the
Niagara and the Ontario.

As this narrative is concerned with neither the war on the high
seas nor on land and as much has been written about these theatres
and such treatises are readily available to the interested reader, the
emphasis here continues on the Great Lakes. Since the aspirations of
the United States were to expand north and west, the Great Lakes
theatre was the most important of all. In June of 1812 neither side
was in any respect equipped for war. Although the American plan
was to sweep into Canada via Lake Champlain, across the Niagara-
Lake Ontario frontier and the Detroit River-Lake Erie frontier, there
were few ships available for that purpose.

The transportation of men, munitions and supplies was just as
important for the success of the invading army as it was for the
defence of Canada. The supply routes were, of necessity, by water,
there being no roads worthy of the name. Control of the lakes was
essential! All men and supplies for the defence of Upper Canada had
to pass up the St. Lawrence (on foot or by sleigh in winter, by bateaux
in summer) and through Kingston. Hence, Kingston was recognized as
the linchpin of the campaign by both the aggressor and the defender.

There were, in fact, three different naval theatres on the lakes,
Lake Champlain, Lake Ontario and the Upper Great Lakes. Each was

completely cut off from the others, in that vessels could not be moved
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from one location to any other. Neither could the Royal Navy bring in
any of its vast resources to support the war effort until later. These assets
were well occupied elsewhere. As the war in Europe wound down, both
armaments and men were gradually transferred to the Great Lakes.

Had the United States concentrated its efforts, early in the war,
on cutting the British supply line at Montreal, or at Kingston, instead
of devoting so much effort to other areas, the war, without doubt,
would have ended much earlier, and with an entirely different out-
come. From Kingston, the fastest supply route was by water to York or
Niagara, overland to Fort Erie or the Grand River, then by water to
Fort Malden or Mackinac. The alternative overland routes were slow,
tedious and expensive (e.g. up the Ottawa, along Lake Nipissing and
into Georgian Bay or from York overland to Lake Simcoe, then by
portage to the Nottawasaga or Severn rivers and down to Georgian
Bay). Such roads as there were became impassable in spring or follow-
ing a heavy rain. Control of the lakes was definitely essential!

Canada had more settlers along the St. Lawrence and the lakes
than did the United States but had no local industry suited to the
making of munitions. England most certainly, but even Quebec, was
a great distance away from the Great Lakes. On the United States
side, supplies had to be brought from the seaboard cities via Albany,
through the valley of the Mohawk. No canal was available, only very
poor roads, augmented by transport on the Mohawk River, Lake
Oneida and the Onondaga River to Oswego.

Pittsburgh is only 130 miles from Erie. In 1812 it had a popula-
tion of 6,000. Among its industries, it numbered foundries, rope-
works, metal working shops, sawmills and much more. It was called
the “Birmingham of America” and became an important supply base
for the Erie shipyard. By 1812 there were good roads between
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh. From Pittsburgh the Allegheny River
and its tributary, the French Creek, provided water transport to
within 15 miles from Erie. This last 15 miles had to be covered by
road. However, much still had to come from more distant cities, New
York and Washington, and there was the same difficult road transport
problem that was faced by the other bases. Transport to Sacket’s
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The Hamilton and the Scourge, Duncan Macpherson, artist. On the night
of August 8, 1813, a sudden squall hit both the Hamilton and the Scourge
just off the mouth of the Niagara River. Both ships were overwhelmed and
sank. The remains were found in 1973. Courtesy of Dorothy Macpherson.

Harbor would be via Oswego. From here, the supplies could go by
water to Sacket’s or to Niagara, overland to Black Rock, then by
water again to Erie or Detroit.

If one navy were the stronger, then the weaker side, by skilful
harassment, could be content in keeping the sovereignty of the lake
in dispute. As long as one side had to make allowances for the other,
it could not be relied on to assist in transporting troops and muni-
tions, attacking forts, or otherwise helping the land forces. Control
of the lakes was indeed essential!

Earlier it was mentioned that the Lord Nelson, a small (50 ton)
schooner, was taken before war was declared, and renamed the
Scourge. She had been built at Newark by shipwright, Asa Stanard,
for William Crooks, a Canadian, in 1811. At the time of capture, she

was owned by William and James Crooks. James was a pioneer
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industrialist and prominent politician. After the war, he sued the
United States for the value of the vessel and his family continued to
pursue the claim. It was finally settled, but not until 116 years later,
in 1930 for $23,644.38.

In October 1812, Captain Isaac Chauncey’ of the United States
Navy purchased the 76-ton schooner, Diana, and renamed her the
Hamilton. Both the Hamilton and the Scourge were based at Sacket’s
Harbor and served until August 8, 1813, when both were over-
whelmed in a squall and sunk near the mouth of the Niagara River
with a loss of 53 lives. One of the survivors was Ned Meyers who,
many years later, recounted the events of that night to the famous
American novelist, James Fenimore Cooper. He, in turn, published
the story in 1843, under the title Ned Myers: or Life Before the Mast.
As Ned relates, “The flashes of lightning were incessant and nearly
blinded me. Our decks seemed on fire, and yet [ could see nothing. |
heard no hail, no order, no call, but the schooner was filled with
shrieks and cries of the men to leeward, who were lying jammed
under the guns, shot-boxes, shot, and other heavy things that had
gone down as the vessel fell over.”® The story makes exciting reading,
especially to one who has weathered white squalls and violent elec-
trical storms out on Lake Ontario, in a much smaller boat, but with
less serious consequences.

The well-preserved wrecks of the Hamilton and the Scourge were
found in 1973 through the efforts of Dr. Daniel A. Nelson, a St.
Catharines dentist, diver and amateur archaeologist, and Dr. A.
Douglas Tushingham of the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto.
Many others helped in the investigation and documentation, includ-
ing Jacques Cousteau® who arranged exploration of the wreck site and
took extensive documentary photographs. An excellent story of the
ships and their rediscovery has been written by Emily Cain and pub-
lished in 1983 under the title, Ghost Ships: Hamilton and Scourge.



CHAPTER 7

Declaration of War

ON JuNE 18, 1812, the American Congress declared war.

At the outset, neither country was prepared. The Americans had
bases at Sacket’s Harbor, at Ogdensburg, at Presque Isle and at Detroit.
They did not use Oswego, which was considered unsuitable because of
silting, a constant problem that prevented reliable access to and from
the shipyards. A yard was established at Black Rock in the Niagara
River but, because of problems of defending it, Presque Isle became
the principal site for ship construction on Lake Erie." The Canadians
had yards at Kingston, York (considered indefensible), Newark and
Fort Malden All of these, with the exception of Kingston, were little
more than wilderness settlements at the outbreak. Kingston had
developed a population of slightly under 1,000 persons.

On Lake Ontario, the Americans had the brig Oneida, of 16
guns, plus a number of converted merchantmen. There were at least
eight merchantmen at Ogdensburg. Two of these, the Sophia and the
Island Packet, were captured by the British on June 29 and burned.
The remaining six, the Conquest, the Growler, the Pert, the Scourge
and the Hamilton were added to the American navy fleet and saw

active service.
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In the Canadas, British Provincial Marine had, at Kingston, the
Royal George, a 330-ton, 22-gun ship-rigged vessel (later renamed the
Niagara), the Prince Regent (140 tons, 14 guns) recently finished at
York and later named the General Beresford and later still, the Netley.
These were the only two considered fit for service. In addition, there
were the Earl Of Moira (called the Elmira by one writer), the Duke Of
Gloucester and the Duke Of Kent. The latter served as a floating bar-
racks and saw no service whatsoever.

On Lake Erie the Americans had the Adams, a brig, being refit-
ted and re-armed at Detroit. She was intended to carry six guns but
before they could arrive she was captured by the British on August 16
and renamed the Detroit. Lieutenant Jesse D. Elliott, USN, purchased
a number of commercial vessels, including the Amelia (renamed the
Tigress), the Catherine (renamed the Somers) and the Contractor
(renamed the Trippe), and took them into the US Navy

The Provincial Marine, at Fort Malden, had the Queen
Charlotte, a 16-gun frigate, the General Hunter, an old brig of six guns,
and a new brig, the Lady Prevost with 13 guns, under construction. As
well, the North West Company had the Caledonia and the Nancy,
both unarmed transports.

Undoubtedly, the merchant vessels on both sides served as trans-
ports or supply-ships, at times, with extra guns. It should be noted that
it was customary for merchant vessels, even in times of peace, to carry
swivel guns, unsuitable for battle but primarily to be used to discourage
possible boarders. Both sides had extremely few professional soldiers or
sailors on the lakes. Local militia, largely farmers and tradesmen, were
completely untrained and more anxious to get back to their farms to
bring in the crops, than to train as soldiers or seamen. Each side had
Native allies but they could not be controlled; they were very independ-
ent and might fight or they might defect. They were just as apt to ravage
the countryside, out of control of the militafy leaders. Generally,
they were more greatly feared by the citizens of both sides than were
the regulars — the notable exception was Tecumseh and his men.

There was little enthusiasm for the war in either the militia or

the citizenry. Henry Adams wrote later in his account of the war,
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“The country refused to take the war seriously.”” Desertion and defec-
tion occurred on both sides. Sir Isaac Brock reported, “...the popula-
tion, believe me, is essentially bad.”

On July 1, the American General William Hull, believing the
Canadians near Malden would not yet know that war had been
declared, sent an armed schooner, the Cayahoga, loaded with stores,
personal baggage and official documents on ahead from the mouth of
the Maumee River to Detroit. This time the overland mail was inter-
cepted as the Cayahoga with General Hull’s war plans for the cam-
paign, official mail and much supplies and ordnance was captured by
the British at Amherstberg. This vessel was renamed the Chippewa
and armed with two guns. One writer states that the message that
war had been declared, which reached the British first, was one dis-
patched by Astor to the managers of his fur trading posts at Detroit
and Missilimackinac in order to protect his interests in Upper
Canada. The message was the first indication to the Canadians at
Malden that war had been declared. It made it possible for them to
capture Fort Mackinac and Detroit, as well as to take the Cayahoga.
Oddly, the message was franked* by Congress and was obviously sent
with the connivance of the American authorities.

Hull invaded Canada at Sandwich (today’s Windsor), on July
12 and was amazed to find that the Canadians were not welcoming
him with open arms. A few of the Canadian militia defected, perhaps
more to save their property than for reasons of allegiance. Two com-
panies of his Michigan Militia deserted. On August 11, Hull with-
drew, without attempting to attack Fort Malden. On August 12, the
Provincial Marine, using crew and boats from the Queen Charlotte
and the General Hunter, captured an American supply convoy of
boats coming from Presque Isle as it headed for Detroit.

Because they had received the news first, the British forces from
St. Joseph, on the southern tip of what is now St. Joseph Island,
Ontario, using the North West Company’s schooner Caledonia, cap-
tured Fort Mackinac on July 17 without a fight. A small transport
loaded with furs from Chicago was also taken. She was the Friends
Good Will, later named the Little Belt. Three others, the Mary, the
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Erie and the Salina were allowed to carry American prisoners back to
Cleveland. However, on the way, they landed at Detroit and were
captured again by the British when Detroit fell in Brock’s fateful
attack on August 15. Many of the Michigan Militia deserted and
General Hull, fearful of an attack by the Natives, surrendered the
town. No British casualties were suffered.

A large quantity of munitions was captured at Detroit on
August 15, including cannon, muskets, powder and ball. Some of it
was transferred by ship to Fort Erie but was lost to the Americans in
a brilliant, cutting-out exercise.” However, among the booty were
2,500 American muskets, which the British had kept at Detroit and
issued to the local militia. Some of these were still in use up to the
end of the war.

On October g, a party of American soldiers and sailors, under
Lieutenant Jesse Elliott USN, cut out two ships near Fort Erie. The
Caledonia was towed away but the Detroit (the former Adams) ran
aground and had to be burned. This was a daring nighttime exercise
that resulted in two vessels being lost by the British and one gained
by the Americans. Twenty Americans who had been prisoners were
freed, and much of the valuable ordnance captured by the British at
Detroit was lost to them. Elliott had only recently arrived at Black
Rock, but was the ranking American officer on Lake Erie until Oliver
Hazard Perry USN arrived.

On October 13 the American forces invaded Canada at
Queenston resulting in the famous Battle of Queenston Heights
and the death of the British General Isaac Brock. The Americans
were roundly defeated and withdrew with heavy losses. On
November 28, they invaded again near Fort Erie and withdrew. The
same thing happened on November 30. The commander of these
assaults blamed his troops, many of which, he reported, refused to
embark or were too fatigued to fight. Thus, at the end of 1812, the
Americans had lost two strategic points, Detroit and Mackinac.
They had lost their largest vessel on Lake Erie, the Adams, and had
been repulsed on their invasion attempts at Sandwich, Queenston
and Fort Erie.
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The American fleet attacks York, April 27, 1813, Owen Staples, artist. Courtesy of TRL, Tro271.

Let us now take a quick look at events on Lake Ontario. On the
south shore of the St. Lawrence, the American settlers were defi-
nitely opposed to the war. At Ogdensburg, they welcomed their
Canadian friends who would cross the river under a flag of truce to
shop and to visit. However, sorties of harassment took place. With
this part of the country essentially a wilderness, settlers on both sides
of the St. Lawrence knew one another, traded back and forth and did
not want to fight each other. Friendships and trade continued in spite
of the war. Then, at intervals, along would come the army or navy
and impose restrictions, but when they went away trade resumed.
There are records of both sides in the conflict supplying flour if it was
in short supply on the other side and even records of supplying timber
for shipbuilding to the other side. Comical in conduct and useless in
accomplishment, the official sorties would, at the least, put an end to
these friendly visits for the time being.

On November 8, the Americans chased the Royal George into
the Kingston Harbour but accomplished little other than a demon-
stration of strength. On the same cruise, they burned a British mer-
chantman loading at the wharf at Ernestown (today’s Bath, just west
of Kingston, Ontario). The Americans now controlled Lake Ontario
and further extended their superiority with the launching of the
Madison, a 24-gun corvette, at Sacket’s Harbor on November 26. The
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Provincial Marine had the greater number of ships but was extremely
short of trained men. The Royal George had only 17 men on board
capable of doing their duty and the Moira had only ten able seamen.

Britain had been unable to release many seamen or naval offi-
cers from the fighting off the coasts of Europe and from blockading
the ports of America. However, vessels blockaded in port do not need
men and the Americans were thus able to release and dispatch many
hundreds of sailors and officers from the Atlantic coastal ports to the

lakes as early as the autumn of 1812.



CHAPTER 8

A Shipbuilder’s War

The Great Lakes was a self-contained theatre of operations. The
ships of the British navy could not help in the war effort. Both sides
were dependent on the skills and energies of their men and on the
supplies they could accumulate on the scene. Whoever controlled
the lakes dominated the supply routes, and vice versa. Without sup-
plies and men, the war was lost. It was only a matter of time!

In the northwest where almost all the fighting took place, it was
primarily a naval war, hence a shipbuilder’s war. What could Isaac
Chauncey, Oliver H. Perry, Thomas Macdonough, Sir James Yeo or
Robert Heriot Barclay have accomplished without the ships furnished
by the shipyards? Yet, the historians generally give the builders, at most,
a few lines in their books, if they mention them at all. Their lives are
not well documented. They deserve more attention, but it is difficult
to find much about them. They are just as much the heroes of such a
war as the commodores, lieutenants, seamen, gunners and other sailors.
Shipbuilding, of course, includes the designers, supply officers and
administrators, carpenters, caulkers, blacksmiths, rope-makers, riggers,
sail makers and labourers, all of whom together as a team of diligent

artificers, completed the hasty construction of a ship in the wilderness.
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Far more effort went into shipbuilding than all the energy
required for the actual fighting on the lakes. It seems, in retrospect,
that a great deal of effort went into avoiding battle. After all, the loss
of one ship could upset the whole balance of power. The act of con-
serving one’s vessels at all costs was a key strategy. Further, a vessel
could be lost in but one hour of intense fighting, yet it had taken all
winter to build and would take fully another winter to replace. In the
meantime, the war might be lost. As Noah Brown, master shipwright
at Presque Isle, said, “We want no extras, plain work, plain work is all
we want. They are only required for one battle; if we win that is all
that will be wanted of them. If the enemy are victorious, the work is
good enough to be captured.”

When war was declared, there were only two shipyards of any
importance on the lakes, at Kingston and at Fort Malden. They were
in a bad state: inefficient, mismanaged and short of supplies and skilled
men. But, at least they were established shipyards. On the south shore
of Lake Ontario, Oswego had already been declared unsuitable because
of silting at its entrance. To serve the Americans on the Upper Lakes,
there was only Detroit, and it was of little importance.

The Provincial Marine had not been a proper fighting navy, but
primarily a transport service administered by the quartermaster gen-
eral’s department. The ships were manned by “Provincials,” a deroga-
tory term applied to these sailors that inferred great inferiority to the
men of the Royal Navy. The ships also included some men from the
Atlantic Merchant Marine, and a few from among the officers of the
Royal Navy. Andrew Grant, commodore on the Upper Lakes, was 78
years old when the war broke out; Captain John Steel, the com-
mander on Lake Ontario was 72. However, the Canadas had more
vessels available than the United States on both Lake Ontario and
Lake Erie at the outbreak.

To understand the situation in the yard at Kingston, it is neces-
sary to go back a few years. Lieutenant John Schank RN, who had
served in the Royal Navy in New England, became commissioner of
the lakes after the American Revolution, and served at Kingston

from 1778 to 1783. He imported most of his carpenters from British
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men-of-war and brought his artificers from British dockyards. By 1783
he had over 300 seamen from the British navy serving on the lakes.
His entire organization was modelled after Admiralty yards, but none
of the officers serving under him was a professional from the Royal
Navy. He returned to England in 1785 and many of the British naval
and dockyard personnel left also. Possibly some of the Canadian ship-
wrights, carpenters and other artificers had learned their trades in his
shipyard at Carleton Island. Schank was a very forward-thinking and
inventive man, in both policies and technology.

While at Lake Champlain in 1776, Schank experimented with
the forerunner of the centreboard, the “drop-keel.” Twenty years later,
it was adopted by the Admiralty for use in shoal-draft vessels around
the British coast. It was incorporated into the design of some
American schooners as early as 1806, but there is no record of it being
used on the lakes during this war. He also experimented with a form
of swivel gun that was first introduced in England, in 1798, on the
Wolverine. She could fight her eight main deck guns on either side,
employing athwartship tracks. These were combined with a large cir-
cular track on the deck about amidships, as referenced from underwa-
ter photographs of wrecks using these devices. It has not been possible
to determine how many British ships on the lakes used this invention.
Henry Eckford and Noah Brown, at Sacket’s Harbor, did arm some
vessels this way, notably the Sylph. The Hamilton is also reported to
have been so armed, but perhaps this was after she was acquired by the
Americans. Conventional swivel guns were common in both navies.
Usually they were small and were mounted on the ships’ rails.

At Kingston, in the early 18c0s, Silas Pearson had just finished
construction of the schooner Duke Of Kent when he was dismissed for
misappropriation of stores. He was replaced as master shipbuilder by
John Dennis, an apparently self-trained boat builder. We know more
about him than we do of most of the professional shipbuilders. His
family members were successful merchants in Philadelphia, but lost
everything in the American Revolutionary War. They owned a piece
of property on the banks of the Humber, a few miles northwest of

York. Remember that the Humber River was the principal route for
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The Toronto, C.H.J. Snider, artist. The Toronto was built by John Dennis
in 1799 for government use. She carried passengers and government dispatches
all along the Canadian shores of Lake Ontario. She was wrecked on Toronto
Island. Courtesy of TRL, T15210.

transporting men and equipment to Lake Simcoe and Georgian Bay,
carrying furs on the return trip. The Dennis property eventually
became the Toronto suburb of Mount Dennis, though it would be dif-
ficult to find on a Toronto map today. Dennis had a shipyard at the
mouth of the Humber and among the vessels built there in 1798 was
the Toronto, a schooner, built for the use of government officials. She
was wrecked on Toronto Island in 1801.

Dennis was master shipwright for many of the ships built on Lake
Ontario in the early 18ocs: the Earl Of Moira, (14 guns) 1805 (renamed
the Charwell in 1813); the Duke Of Gloucester, May, 1806; the Royal
George, (20 guns), July, 18009; the Prince Regent, (8 guns), July 1812,
(renamed General Beresford); and for the Sir Isaac Brock, burned by the
British, unfinished in the stocks at her shipyard in York, 1813, during

the American attack. She was thus prevented from falling into
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Map of the Kingston area, 1812. Sketch by Heidi Hoffman.

American hands. It is interesting to note that during this period,
1812, Captain Andrew Gray,' the quartermaster general beginning in
1811, reported on the shortage of the workforce to Sir George Prevost,
Governor General of Canada, “the want of seamen is so great that the
Royal George has only 17 men and the Moira only 10 able seamen.”

The fleet at Kingston at the outset of the war included Earl Of
Moira, built at Kingston, 1805 (169 ton, 14 guns); Sir Sidney Smith,
built at Kingston, 1806 (37 ton, 14 guns); Duke Of Gloucester built at
Kingston, 1807 (6 guns); Royal George built at Kingston, 1809 (330
ton, 22 guns); Prince Regent built at York, 1812 (141 ton, 16 guns).
Before the 1813 sailing season commenced, on April 28, the Sir George
Prevost was launched and immediately renamed the Wolfe. At the time
the names of ships were frequently changed, sometimes for unknown

reason. Seemingly, it is customary in the Royal Navy never to name a
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ship after a living monarch or high official — perhaps it was considered
bad luck.” There were also several merchant schooners used for trans-
ports, some of which had been captured from the Americans.

After a period of time in Kingston, John Dennis had moved
back to York where he was working on the Sir Isaac Brock when the
Americans attacked. As noted earlier, the Brock was burned in her
stocks to prevent her from falling into American hands.

In the Canadian shipyards, as 1812 drew to a close, it was a case
of make do with whatever was available, sometimes with drastic
results. Essentially all supplies had to be supplied from England via
Quebec and Montreal, and then overland to Kingston. Guns and
stores were commandeered from ships and forts at Halifax, Quebec
and Montreal and forwarded on to Kingston There was an iron
foundry at Quebec but there is no record of it doing any work for the
vessels under construction on the lakes.

Initially, there was no shortage of timber around any of the ship-
yards. Forests of oak, pine, chestnut, cedar, walnut, ash and other
species were near at hand. Fortunately, the majority of the settlers
were skilled axe men. However, shortages of oak timber showed up
before the war ended. Along the Detroit River near the yard at Fort
Malden, there was a ropewalk (a facility where rope is made) where
rope and cable could be produced from locally grown hemp. There
may have been other walks in the Canadas, but most of the rope and
cable was imported from England at the time.

On December 28, 1812, a group of some 130 shipwrights, car-
penters and other artisans arrived at Kingston, gathered from the
yards in Montreal and Quebec. They were distributed among the
shipyards and the building pace picked up, though not without diffi-
culties. At Kingston, a new master builder, James Morrison, was dis-
charged as incompetent. He was replaced by Daniel Allen who, in
turn, was soon discharged for being the “primary cause of the little
discontents which have been manifested by the artificers™ in a dock-
yard strike. The yards did have their personnel problems.

On April 26, 1813, Isaac Chauncey appeared off York with his
fleet, consisting of the Oneida, the Madison and gunboats. Major

Sy
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General Dearborn was on board, along with Brigadier General
Zebulon Pike and some 1,700 troops. The American commanders
determined that Kingston was too well guarded for it to be attacked
with reasonable chance of success, but York was virtually undefended.
Although York had little military significance, it was on the supply
line to the Niagara Peninsula and Amherstburg. Also, the Prince
Regent was reported to be there, and should be easily captured with
the force he had at his disposal. York was the capital of Upper Canada.
Its destruction would be a major morale booster for the Americans, if
it could be accomplished, and most dispiriting for the British.

Although the small fort was soon demolished by the American
invaders, the powder magazine at Fort York was set to be blown up by
the British defenders as they escaped. In the massive explosion that fol-
lowed, there was great loss of life to the American invaders, including
that of Brigadier General Pike. They lost 320 men, killed or wounded.

Although the Prince Regent had already left York and was sailing
to Kingston on the 24th of April, the Americans were able to acquire
large quantities of naval and military stores, all captured at York.
These were either taken or destroyed, including the cannons and
other materials that Robert Barclay needed so badly at Fort Malden.

On May 1, the parliament buildings at York were set on fire under
mysterious circumstances. Some have blamed the American soldiers,
but it appears that is incorrect. The blame is now assigned to recent immi-
grants from the United States who had maintained loyalty to their former
home.* Could it be that these arsonists were planted in Upper Canada
by American strategists to take advantage of such an opportunity?

The Duke of Gloucester, undergoing repairs in York, was cap-
tured by the Americans. She was in a poor state and of little value, so
was torched. A Canadian merchant schooner, the Governor Hunter,
was also burned but Major-General Henry Dearborn paid the owner
$300, on the spot, using money confiscated from the public treasury.
Dearborn reported taking “no vessel fit for use.” Many private homes
in York were looted, along with merchants’ stores.

From a military point of view the actions made no sense. It

seems to have been a case of getting even, but such acts of vandalism

74
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The Sir Isaac Brock under construction at York, April 1813. C.H.]. Snider, artist. Courtesy of
TRL Tis5211.

and retaliation were perpetrated by both sides. The Americans
burned the village of Newark on December 13, putting the inhabi-
tants out into the cold. The British, in retaliation, burned Buffalo
and five of Perry’s ships on December 27. The Americans wiped out
the unarmed village of Port Dover on Lake Erie in April 1814. If the
Americans could destroy the capital of Upper Canada, the British
could retaliate by burning Washington. Such was the excuse given for
the attack on Washington the following August.

Commander Chauncey did not know it, but by his actions at
York, he had determined the course of the war on Lake Erie. He had
captured all the cannon intended for arming the new ship being built
for Barclay at Fort Malden. This certainly was a principal cause of the
disastrous defeat in the Battle of Lake Erie on September 10, 1813.
York had been considered indefensible from the outset. But why, then,
were large ships being built at the yards there? Apparently, it was a

T
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political decision, the intention being to spread the largesse around
and to provide employment to the community. The workers repaid
with labor unrest and strikes. Had the work proceeded as quickly as it
could have, the Brock might have been finished, instead of being lost.

On March 19, 1813, Captain Sir James Lucas Yeo, RN, was
appointed commodore and commander-in-chief of British navy oper-
ations on the Great Lakes. He was 30 years old and a veteran of many
actions. He had gone to sea at the age of ten and was elevated to the
rank of post-captain at 25. Upon his arrival at Kingston on May 15,
he soon found out that the squadron was in a very weak state and the
enemy in a much superior position. The Sir Isaac Brock, which the
British needed badly, had been burned at York in the previous month,
April 27. Yeo brought with him three commanders, eight lieutenants,
two pursers, two master mates, eighteen midshipmen and 400 seamen.
These men could only serve as a nucleus for the existing ships and the
ships to be constructed, but it was certainly a good start.

Among the officers arriving at this time was Lieutenant Robert
Barclay, 28, who had fought under Lord Nelson at the Battle of
Trafalgar. He, like Nelson, had lost an arm in another engagement.
Barclay was to take command of the fleet at Fort Malden and had
arrived there June 7. At this point, control over the Provincial
Marine was transferred to Commodore Yeo. It became part of the
Royal Navy on June 24, 1813. Along with Yeo was Captain Richard
O’Conor, who was to take charge of the shore establishments, crew
and shipbuilding operations. A competent dockyard superintendent,
he had received his earlier experience at Woolwich, Deptford and
Portsmouth yards in England. With him arrived more shipwrights
and carpenters. With these reinforcements, shipbuilding was able to
progress much faster in the yards both at Kingston and Malden. No
more ships for the war were built at York.

On the American side, the decision was taken, early on, to
abandon Oswego as a shipbuilding site and to build at Sacket’s
Harbor in the southeast corner of Lake Ontario. It was the only really
good harbour on the south shore, being deep and relatively easy to

defend. Lieutenant Melancthon Woolsey was sent to Sacket’s in 1809
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to take charge and arrange for the building of the Oneida. Both
Henry Eckford, master shipwright, USN, and Christian Bergh, one of
his shipwrights, came up from New York with additional carpenters
and artisans to take charge of the actual construction. When fin-
ished, the Oneida was armed with 16 guns. The reported cost of
building the vessel was $20,505.00 and 110 gallons of liquor.

In the spring of 1812, Woolsey bought a number of merchant
ships, all of which he armed, including the Diana, and captured the
Lord Nelson. She was carrying a load of flour and other freight from
Prescott to Niagara when seized, two weeks before war was declared.
The Lord Nelson was taken to Sacket’s and refitted as a warship and
renamed the Scourge. They, plus the Oneida, constituted the American
navy on Lake Ontario when war was declared. Woolsey was ordered
to start construction of a corvette of the same general dimensions as
the Royal George, and it was well underway when Chauncey arrived
at Sacket’s Harbor in September. On November 26, the 24-gun
corvette, Madison, was launched. She had been built in the amazingly
short period of 45 days by Henry Eckford. Of her, Chauncey wrote,
“...a beautiful corvette-built ship” of 540 tons, “nine weeks before,
the timber of which she was constructed was growing in the woods.”
The fleet at Sacket’s then consisted of the Oneida, the Madison, and
six armed merchant vessels. The Hamilton (ex Diana) and the Scourge
(ex Lord Nelson) were among them.

In September 1812, Captain Isaac Chauncey was ordered, by
the Secretary of the Navy Paul Hamilton, to take command of the
American naval forces on the lakes. He had been the officer in
charge of the Brooklyn Navy Yards and had served in America’s wars
with France and Tripoli.* He made his base at Sacket’s Harbor, but
before leaving Washington himself, he had dispatched a force of ship-
wrights, artisans, seamen and marines, along with a hundred cannon
and much ordnance, cordage, sails and building materials, chain,
spikes, bolts and other iron work to the shipyard there.

In January of the next year, William Jones became Secretary of the
Navy, replacing Hamilton. He had great confidence in Chauncey but
emphasized their strategy in a letter to the commodore, dated January
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27, “It is impossible to attach too much importance to our naval oper-
ations on the Lakes — the success ... will depend absolutely on our
superiority on all the Lakes.”® He virtually gave Chauncey carte
blanche and a blank cheque — “Whatever force the Enemy may
create, we must surpass.”

Chauncey hired Henry Eckford as his chief designer and con-
structor. A Scot of 37 years who had learned the trade at the ship-
yards in Quebec, Eckford served some time in the Provincial Marine,
then moved to New York City. There he earned a reputation of being
a top designer. Eckford-built vessels were recognized as ones that reli-
ably and dependably surpassed rivals in stability, speed and capacity.
His efforts were concentrated at the Sacket’s Harbor yard but, along
with Chauncey, he visited Presque Isle on December 31. During that
one-day visit, he changed the designs of two brigs under construc-
tion, giving them a particularly shallow draft so that they could cross
the sandbar at the mouth of the harbour. He also suggested changes
in two of the gunboats that were under construction at the time of
the visit, and had a hand in designing the modifications of the mer-
chant ships being converted to gunboats at Black Rock. After the
war, in the 1820s, he spent his final years in Turkey building ships-of-
the-line for the Turkish Navy. He died there in 1832.

There had been an attempt to establish a shipyard at Black
Rock, near the entrance of the Niagara River but it was abandoned,
being too near the guns of Fort Erie. Several merchant ships were
rebuilt here but they could not join Perry at Presque Isle until after
Fort Erie had been captured. Daniel Dobbins had been appointed to
take charge of shipbuilding on Lake Erie in September 1811. A local
settler and trader, and a ship owner Dobbins lived at Erie, and knew
the lake well but was not a master shipwright. (He was one of those
captured by the British when they took Mackinac on July 17, 1812 but
was released along with his ship, the Salina, to take prisoners back to
Cleveland.) Immediately after his appointment, he started procuring
materials and hired a shipwright named Ebenezer Crosby to assist in
the work both at Black Rock and at Presque Isle. Crosby played a

major part in the management of the work, designing, supervising and
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actually working on the physical construction of the ships. However,
when Noah Brown, who had been hired by Chaucey to take charge of
the site, arrived in March 1813, Crosby disappears from the records.

One morning in February 1813, Dobbins spied a ship in the ice
some ten miles off the shipyard at Erie. He had the men rig up two
horse-drawn sleighs. Taking a party with him, they drove out on the
ice to examine the vessel. There lay the lost Salina! It had been cap-
tured again by the British off Fort Malden and the load of prisoners
had been sent on, presumably on foot, Dobbin later learned that it
had stuck in the ice off Malden and the crew had deserted the ship
and walked to shore across the ice. The Salina had slowly drifted
down to Lake Erie and ultimately fetched up in the heavy pack ice
off the Presque Isle shipyard. Dobbins and his men were able to sal-
vage a load of frozen food, rigging, cables, ropes, and about 6,000
pounds of iron fittings, cannon balls and anchors. Then, to prevent
her falling into the hands of the British again, the Salina was burned.

Noah Brown was the one man most responsible for the physical

“work done on the American ships at Presque Isle. In 1804, with his
brother Adam, he built his first vessel, a schooner named Work for
the North West Company, at Newark on the Niagara River. Noah
then moved to New York City where he operated a shipyard with his
brother, either adjacent to that of Henry Eckford or shared with
Eckford. Chauncey hired Brown in New York in February 1813 and
sent him up to Erie where he arrived on February 24. Brother Adam
remained in New York to operate the yard there and to help find men
and supplies for Noah. On arrival at Presque Isle, Noah immediately
assumed the position of superintendent of construction. Initially
there were some shortages of labour at the yard, but by May two hun-
dred men were working there and the construction of vessels was pro-
ceeding at a fast pace.

It wasn’t long before labour difficulties presented another set of
problems. Just as an angry crew could suddenly “strike” (drop) the sails
to make a point with a demanding captain, the shipyard at Presque
[sle also experienced labour strikes as a result of shortages of food for

the men and more problems in getting all the materials needed for the



FRESHWATER HERITAGE

vessels under construction. At times iron was in very short supply, but
towards the end of the ship building era, following the Battle of Lake
Erie in 1813, they were cutting up iron to fill leather bags of scrap,
which could be fired at the rigging of the British vessels when they
came into close range. People at Presque Isle suffered much from an
illness they called “bilious remitting fever,” which kept many workers,
soldiers and seamen on the sick list. Even Captain Perry, based there
as officer in charge, was not immune to the affliction.

Brown left Presque Isle late in July 1813 before the ships were
rigged, leaving his foreman, Sidney Wright, and sixteen carpenters to
finish up. In the period from February 10 to September 10, he had
built the 260-ton ships, the Lawrence and the Niagara; a 75-ton’
schooner, Ariel; gunboat schooners, Ohio, Porcupine and Scorpion; and
had rebuilt the Tigress. In addition, he built four camels, 5o feet long,
10 feet wide and 8 feet deep.” These were used to lift the larger, deep
draft vessels over the bar in the harbour entrance. In a short time, in
a wilderness setting, he had accomplished miracles.

After completion of the work at Erie, Noah and Adam took
charge of the construction of ships for Thomas Macdonaugh, the
commander of the US fleet on Lake Champlain. Next they went to
Sacket’s Harbor to work on the two 130-gun first-raters® with Henry
Eckford, taking 1,200 workers with them. This was in February 1815,
but they only worked there for six weeks when the declaration of
peace put an end to their labours in the wilderness. Noah returned to
New York where he continued to build ships and naval fortifications
He lived and worked up to the age of seventy, but died in poverty.
Henry Eckford, Noah and Adam Brown had proven to be outstand-
ing builders, heroes of the Battle of Lake Erie just as much as was
Captain Oliver Hazard Perry.

Perry was only 27 when appointed to take charge of the naval
forces on Lake Erie on February 5, 1813. Born in Rhode Island, he
had joined the navy at the age of 13 as midshipman under his father,
Captain Christopher Raymond Perry, and served in Europe and
North America. At the age of 20 he was promoted to lieutenant

with a small schooner under his command. By 1812, he was master
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commandant and given command of twelve gunboats operating off
the Connecticut shores. Apparently this action was not exciting
enough for him and he requested service on the Great Lakes.
Immediately following his new appointment, he dispatched three
groups of fifty seamen to the lakes before heading there himself. He
spent a few weeks at Sacket’s before proceeding to Erie, arriving there
on March 27.

From then until August he was continually on the move,
obtaining supplies and men anywhere they could be found.
Undoubtedly, Perry’s energetic efforts in solving almost insurmount-
able problems of supply and labour were as great a contribution to the
project as his leadership in the battle. Through his efforts, the ships
were built, armed and manned quickly. Without them, the situation
on Lake Erie could have been quite different. Both Chauncey, at
Sacket’s Harbor, and Perry, at Erie, had the advantage of access to
skilled tradesmen. Their supply routes, which were generally safe
from interruption, provided easier access to a native industry in
Pittsburg and to goods from other communities. They had access to
men and materials that could be spared from ships blockaded in
Atlantic ports. Even though the roads were choked all winter, sleighs
continued hauling supplies to Sacket’s Harbor, Black Rock and Erie.

In a letter to President Madison on October 26, 1814, Secretary
of the Navy Jones wrote that the British “may transport without
interruption from the QOcean to Lake Ontario, at less time, and at one
fourth of the expense, that we can transport from Washington to
New York.” This was obviously totally wrong. The cost of shipping
from England to Kingston, let alone the time it took, was extreme. It
cost £2,000 to transport six 32-pounders from Quebec to Kingston
and £4,000 to transport forty 24-pounders from Montreal to
Kingston. Canadian yards and forces had far greater supply problems
for both material and personnel. Two hundred ox-teams and drivers
were hired from Vermont and New Hampshire to haul cannon and
other supplies on this route.

At Amherstburg Major General Henry Proctor was in command
and Captain George B. Hall was superintendent of the dockyard.
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William Bell, a Scotsman from Leith who learned his trade in the
yards at Quebec, had been building vessels there since 1799 and was
master shipwright when Robert Barclay arrived.

Bell had built the snow, Camden, in 1804, but it was declared
unfit to go to sea in 1812. He built the Queen Charlotte in 1809 and
the Lady Prevost in 1812. Two gunboats, the Myers and the Eliza were
launched in March 1813, and the corvette, Detroit, (a new Detroit)
was under construction. The General Hunter, built in 1806, was
declared “fast falling into decay.” The schooner, Nancy, was comman-
deered from the North West Company for use as a transport. Early in
July, the Chippewa (built in 1810 on the Maumee River, which flows
into Lake Erie at the extreme western tip), was captured as well as
the Friends Good Will (later renamed Little Belt as noted earlier) and
the Cayahoga Packet. These vessels were part of the British fleet when
Barclay arrived.

There were always shortages at Amherstburg. Bell was forced to
cannibalize the old Camden in order to get her iron for the other ves-
sels under construction. Although work on the new vessel had the
highest priority, Barclay reported that, when repairs were needed for
one of the others, work temporarily stopped on the Detroit. Barclay
made repeated requests for more shipwrights, artisans, seamen, muni-
tions and other supplies but was met with very little but promises.
Commodore Yeo needed every able-bodied man he could get for his
own building program at Kingston and could spare very few for
Barclay. When pressured by Barclay for guns, he responded, “...the
ordnance and Naval stores you require must be taken from the enemy
whose resources on Lake Erie must become yours.” The guns intended
for the Detroit had been captured by the Americans when they
attacked York in April. Despite all obstacles, the Detroit was launched
on July 12, though neither munitions nor men had arrived. After the
battle, William Bell moved to the Kingston shipyard and is credited
with the speedy construction of the St. Lawrence. In mid-April 1813,
the Wolfe was launched at Kingston and shortly after, the Lord
Meluille, but there were not enough sailors to operate these ships.

On June 12, 1813, Eckford launched the General Pike (26 guns)
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at Sacket’s and started the Sylph. At Presque Isle, Perry’s fleet was
about ready for action by the first of August.

Success in constructing and arming adequate lake navies stood
in vivid contrast to the failure that was experienced in staffing and
training the crews. No one, however, can ever claim any credit for
adequately crewing and arming the Detroit even though she was built
in good time. Trained seamen were not sent to Amherstburg for her
crew and, as noted, her cannon were lost when Chauncey attacked
York. In fact, Barclay was forced to scavenge land cannon from the
fort and to acquire guns from other vessels. Records show that there
were Native members of the crew and that one of his smaller ships
was crewed by untrained teenagers. Loss of the cannon was probably
the principal reason for defeat in the Battle of Lake Erie in 1813.
Barclay was severely criticized for attempting battle without his
proper cannon, but he had no alternative and was completely exon-

erated at the court martial back in London, England.



CHAPTER 9

The Lake Ontario Theatre in 1813-14

ON Lake ONTARIO, both sides seemed to want to avoid a decisive
battle. Should Commodore Yeo have lost a major part of his fleet, the
Americans would have had a free hand in taking over Upper Canada.
They would have gained the ability to move down to attack
Montreal. If Commodore Chauncey had lost part of his fleet, it could
only have delayed the outcome, not changed it, providing the war
continued, which of course it did not. Peace was declared on
December 24, 1814.

When the 1813 navigation season ended, shipbuilding pro-
ceeded as fast as possible on both sides of Lake Ontario in spite of
many difficulties. Yeo wrote to the Governor General Prevost on
December 2, 1813, “I have no doubt Your Excellency will agree with
me that great military advantage may be obtained by our squadron
being on the lake three weeks or a month before that of the enemy,
which from the forward state of the new ships, I think likely. They
are, however, of a size and force that will require a large complement
of men, particularly the large one, which if properly appointed, will
exceed any frigate in the British navy. I deem it my duty to assure

Your Excellency that great credit is due to Captain [Richard] Conor
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for his very zealous exertions in the dockyard. Both ships are in a very
forward state and everything goes on with a spirit that is highly sat-
isfactory.” Both ships, the Princess Charlotte and the Prince Regent
were launched on April 14, 1814, and would need 550 seamen.

Thomas Strickland was master shipwright about this time. He
had served at shipyards at Plymouth and Portsmouth and other yards
in England. He knew his profession intimately and his name appears
on the draughts of several ships, notably the St. Lawrence. (His career
was cut short by a riding accident in September 1815, which resulted
in his death.)

The British were learning to arm their new vessels with more
long guns and fewer carronades, (the cannons that fired large projec-
tiles, but which were effective only for short range). The guns had to
be hauled up from .Quebec on sleighs during the winter, a major task
and a very expensive one.

Both shipyards had labour problems. The several superintend-
ents and master builders who had to be replaced at Kingston and the
strike there have already been mentioned. In another incident, 14
shipwrights absconded, but were arrested and forced to return to
work. At Sacket’s Harbor, on May 2, 1813, there was a riot in the
yard. Shipwrights and carpenters, armed with axes and adzes
attacked a group of soldiers “brandishing their weapons in the
wildest frenzy of rage.” Fortunately, Henry Eckford, Isaac Chauncey
and Noah Brown intervened and persuaded the antagonists to desist
and to return to work.

Chauncey attacked Presqu’ile (Upper Canada) at the end of June
and destroyed a schooner under construction. Presqu'ile saw several sim-
ilar events, and appears to have been undefended. On one occasion
an expedition of Americans landed and intercepted the mails thereby
obtaining military dispatches and strategic plans of great importance.
On another occasion, June 16, 1813, Lieutenant Wolcott Chauncey,
Commander Chauncey’s brother, cruising in the Lady of the Lake,
captured the British Lady Murray and took the prize into Sacket’s.
During another attack on Presqu’ile in July 1814, the British cap-
tured an American boat after a sharp exchange in which half the
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The capture of the American schooners, USS Julia and USS Growler off Niagara by Sir James
Lucas Yeo's squadron on August 10, 1813. The Julia is in the forefront to the left and the Growler
to the right. They were renamed the Confiance and the Hamilton. The ships changed hands
again in October 1813 and the Growler was recaptured by the British in May 1814. C.H.J.
Snider, artist. Courtesy of TRL., John Ross Robertson Collection, Ref. No. 1149.

crew were killed or wounded. The prize turned out to be Yeo’s own
gig, the light, narrow, speedy ship’s boat, often reserved for the cap-
tain’s use. It had been lost at Sandy Creek.

The British attempted an in-the-water “frog-man” attack at
Sacket’s on April 25, 1813. The attack was thwarted, but the Americans
discovered several small kegs of powder on the beach the following
morning, thus verifying what was intended. Similarly, Chauncey sent
a midshipman in a barge, with a “torpedo” to enter Kingston harbour
and blow up the St. Lawrence, but this attempt also was foiled.

Chauncey had launched his two frigates, the Superior and the
Mohawk on May 1 and June 11,1813, respectively, and he attacked
York for the second time on July 31, 1813. Seemingly no real fighting
took place other than a “war of words,” with Reverend John
Strachan® actively engaged in the exchange. Some looting occurred,
but talking prevailed.

All these incidents and skirmishes were of relatively little value,
serving to disrupt and annoy rather than to play a decisive role in the
war. Several times smaller ships changed hands. The American ships,
Julia and Growler were taken by the British on August 9, 1813, and

renamed Confiance and Hamilton. But they were recaptured by the
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Americans on October 5, almost before the paint had a chance to
dry. Actually, storms did as much damage as naval action, witness the
loss of the Hamilton and Scourge in a squall in August 1813.

Another example of the perils of tempestuous weather, although
not specifically related to our story of sail, occurred in late 1813. In
August of that year, John Armstrong, the American Secretary of War,
started plans to assault Kingston. It was October before the plans
were executed. Major General James Wilkinson, elderly and in poor
health, was placed in charge. On October 17, the expedition set out
from Sacket’s Harbor in wintery weather. The force consisted of eight
thousand soldiers and officers in 300 bateaux with twelve of
Chauncey’s fleet of gunboats to defend them. Before the fleet had
even reached Grenadier Island, only eighteen miles from Sacket’s
Harbor, a severe storm with driving wind and heavy rain hammered
the fleet. Many boats were driven ashore and wrecked. Military sup-
plies and provisions were soaked and destroyed, and a third of their
rations were lost. “The morning disclosed a scene of desolation truly
distressing,” wrote Franklin B. Hough in his book, History of Jefferson
County in the State of New York from the Earliest Time to the Present
Time. “The shores of the island and mainland were strewn with
broken and sunken boats.” Many of the soldiers became sick and had
to be sent back to Sacket’s. It was the 28th of October before they
could depart from Grenadier Island.

Even though they were close to Kingston, Wilkinson changed his
mind and decided to proceed down the St. Lawrence and to attack
Montreal. They finally got themselves organized and under way, but
then learned that they were under pursuit by a small fleet of British gun-
boats from Kingston. The British caught up with them by November 10,
near Chrysler’s farm in Upper Canada. Wilkinson, quite ill by this
time, decided to make a stand here. His campaign was doomed from
the start. At Chrysler’s farm, on November 11, in pitched battle, the
straggling American forces were defeated by eight hundred British reg-
ulars and Canadian militia, with help from the gunboats from Kingston.

Wilkinson retreated to Fort Covington (currently Covington,

New York, across the St. Lawrence from Cornwall, Ontario) with the
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remnants of his troops, his career over. Pierre Berton recounts this
disaster very well in his book, Flames Across the Border. As a matter of
general interest, the well-known Warden of the Forest, Dr. William
“Tiger” Dunlop,* of the Canada Company-Huron Tract fame, was an
assistant surgeon in the 8gth at this time. He helped to look after the
wounded of both sides in this infamous battle.

On land, following the Battle of Lake Erie, the British abandoned
Detroit on September 24, 1813. Similarly, they left Fort Malden two
days later, then withdrew up the Thames Valley to Moravian Town.
The American army, under Major General William Henry Harrison,
accompanied by Perry, invaded Canada on the Detroit frontier and fol-
lowed the retreating troops. The British suffered a major defeat with
great loss of life, then withdrew what forces were left to the west end
of Lake Ontario in the vicinity of present-day Burlington Heights.
Harrison retreated to the Detroit River, then sailed with Perry to
Buffalo leaving troops to garrison Detroit, Sandwich and Amherstburg.
Most of his troops were transported to Buffalo and then, after crossing
to Lake Ontario, Chauncey took them to Sacket’s Harbor.

On the Niagara frontier, the American Brigadier General
George McClure could not hold on to the land being occupied, that
small part of the Niagara Peninsula including Newark (now Niagara-
on-the-Lake), as the New York Militia refused to serve beyond its
specified commitment and went home. McClure withdrew, burning
the village of Newark (December 10, 1813) on the way. At the time,
the commanders of the land forces on both sides complained about
lack of cooperation from the navy. With no unified command in
those days, both the army and navy operated independently.

Chauncey was accused by his superiors of disobeying orders and
there were even intimations of cowardice. His ship, the Superior, was
launched on May 1, 1814, but did not leave Sacket’s Harbor until
August 1. Actually, he had labour troubles in his yard with about half
of his men sick with the bilious remitting fever. He too was ill for a
short time, but wars do not usually stop because a high-ranking offi-
cer is not well. It was said of him that he treated the fleet as if it were

his own personal property, not that of the government.
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On August 10, Chauncey wrote to General Jacob Brown, who

was in charge of the land forces attacking on the Niagara frontier:

That you might find the fleet somewhat of a conven-
ience in the transportation of provisions and stores
for the use of the army and an agreeable appendage to
attend its marches and countermarches, I am ready to
believe, but, Sir, the Secretary of the Navy has hon-
oured me with a higher destiny — we are intended to
seek and to destroy the enemy’s fleet. This is the great
purpose of the government in creating this fleet and
I shall not be diverted in my efforts to effectuate it by
any sinister attempt to render us subordinate to or an

appendage of the army.’

Chauncey was not about to share his naval forces with any land-
based forces.

On August 5, the Secretary of the Navy William Jones, being
most unhappy with Chauncey’s performance, had ordered Captain
Stephen Decatur® to take command of Lake Ontario and replace the
wayward naval commander. The order was revoked, however, when it
was learned that Chauncey had already started to act. He effectively
took control of the lake, blockading York and Niagara until the St.
Lawrence was launched by the British at Kingston on September 21,
and was ready to go to sea on October 15. Although the fleets rarely
aided the armies by carrying troops and supplies, they did provide sub-
stantial assistance by preventing the other side from doing the same.

On the morning of August 5, 1814, the American fleet, the
Sylph, Jefferson and Oneida, intercepted the British Magnet, bound
from York to Niagara with a detachment of troops. She was forced to
run aground near the mouth of Ten Mile Creek, some ten miles from
the mouth of the Niagara River, to avoid capture. The brig Sylph was
ordered to work her way in close to shore and destroy the Magnet or
take her as a prize. Before this could be done, however, the stranded

Magnet was torched by her own crew and soon blew up.
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The British attack on Oswego on May 6, 1814, from a drawing by Lieutenant John Hewett.
In the foreground is HMS Prince Regent. Courtesy of Library and Archives Canada, C794.

After Napoleon abdicated in April 1814 and was exiled, more
British sailors, soldiers and marines became available for transport to
Canada. About the same time, the crews of American ships, blockaded
in Atlantic ports, were sent up to Chauncey for his use. Officers, ordinary
seamen and marines of the US Congress were released for Great Lakes
duty under orders from Secretary of the Navy Jones on May 31, 1814.

Both sides made attacks on villages along the enemy’s shore but
each made certain they would not be involved in any decisive
engagement. The British attacked the American Fort Ontario (today
in Oswego, New York, at the mouth of the Oswego River) on May 6,
1814, but only after considerable delay due to bad weather. They cap-
tured the fort but suffered considerable loss of men, wounded or
killed. In the little cemetery near the fort, one can still see several
gravestones in memory of British forces who died in the battle.

The delay had permitted the Americans to move most of their
military stores up the Oswego River to safety. Many of the buildings in
both the fort and in the village were burned. Commodore Yeo with-
drew and returned to Kingston on May 7 with minimal booty but did
recapture the Growler. He declared the enterprise a “compleat victory.”
However, the Americans were able to retain most of their munitions

and stores intended for relocation to Sacket’s. Yeo attempted to capture
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the military stores being transferred by water from Oswego to Sacket’s
on May 29, but the attack was only partly successful. The British troops
followed the Americans up Sandy Creek, eight miles west of Sacket’s,
but were ambushed. Several gunboats were lost (including Yeo’s gig)
and many of the British were killed, wounded, or taken prisoner.

Just how fortunate Yeo was in the winter of 1813-14 is demon-
strated by recounting that new sails for these ships, in fact every sail
the squadron possessed, were nearly lost when a fire broke out in a
barrack room above the sail loft. The fire was extinguished but it
came closer to destroying the balance of power on Lake Ontario than
anything Chauncey ever did. It could have been another case of “for
want of a nail... the war was lost.”

Captain Robert Hall RN (later Sir Robert Hall) took up the post
of commissioner at Kingston in October, 1814, and Captain Conor
returned to England with reports from Yeo to the British Admiralty.

In spite of these incidents and circumstances, the shipbuilders’
war went on. Yeo succeeded on launching the St. Lawrence in
Kingston on September 21, 1814. But before she was ready to go to
sea on October 15, Chauncey removed his entire fleet from the dan-
gers on Lake Ontario into the relative security of the harbour at
Sacket’s, knowing full well that he had no ship that could match the
St. Lawrence. They never ventured forth again during the war.

The British fleet at the end of hostilities included:

Tons Guns

St. Lawrence 2305 102
Kingston 1204 58
Burlington, ex Charlotte 756 44
Psyche 769 56
Star, ex Lord Meluille 186 14
Montreal, ex Wolfe 426 23
Niagara, ex Royal George 330 21
Netley, ex Beresford 7 12
Charwell, ex Earl of Moira ? 13

Plus gun-ships and transports
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When news of peace arrived on the lakes, the British had two
more ships-of-the-line under construction at Kingston. They were to
be called the Canada and the Wolfe, each to be of 2,152 tons. They
had been started but were never finished. In addition, frames for
three vessels had been made in England and shipped out for assembly
and ultimate use on the Great Lakes. The Psyche, one of the kits, was
actually finished in December 1814. She was sent over from England
in pieces, along with all her rigging, guns and other equipment. The
freight charges for her timbers just from Quebec to Kingston,
exceeded £12,000.” The Lords of the Admiralty either did not know,
or forgot, that the Great Lakes were freshwater bodies. “A large-
supply of water casks accompanied them although it was only neces-
sary to drop a bucket alongside, to get up as much as wanted, and that
of an excellent quality,” wrote John Duncan in his book, Travels
Through the United States and Canada in 1818-19.°

At the same time, the American fleet consisted of:

Tons Guns

Superior 1580 58
Mohawk 1350 42
Madison 875 26
General Pike 875 26
Jefferson 500 20
Jones 500 20
Oneida ! 17
Gowernor Tomkins ? 16
Sylph 7 14
Lady Of The Lake 1

Plus various gunboats and transports

Isaac Chauncey had two line-of-battle ships under construction.
They were the Chippewa and the New Orleans, each to be 1,748 tons
and 100 guns. They were never launched. I am only speculating here
but could one of them be armed with the cannon that had been

shipped from England intended for Barclay’s Detroit? These cannon

R
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had been captured when Chauncey attacked York in April 1813.

Reports show a great deal of military stores were taken but nothing
further is heard about all those cannon. All in all, there are great dif-
ferences in how various authors, and even the official Navy returns,
describe the ships and their armaments.

By the mid-1850s, the railways were extending into the country
where there was commercial timber to be cut and taken to market.
The lumber trade reached its peak in the 1880s and the sailing fleets
reached their peak in the same period, though it didn’t die out com-
pletely until almost all the ships had passed their lifespan and steam-
powered ships had proven cheaper to operate, and more reliable.

With them went the last of the freshwater crews that had
hauled at anchor cables, pulled at the halyards and sheets, steered,

loaded and unloaded cargo and raised their voices together.’

Royal Military
College, Kingston,

il Ontario.



CHAPTER 10

Comments on the Battle of Lake Erie

ACTUALLY, THERE WAS ONLY ONE BATTLE of real importance on the
Great Lakes during the war. The story of the Battle of Lake Erie has
been written many, many times, but some of the earlier stories are
more propaganda than fact. A good example of the exaggerations can
be found in The Naval War of 1812, written by President Theodore
Roosevelt, in part while he was a student at Princeton. (One of the
more recent, and from my perspective, perhaps among the best
accounts of the battle because of style and excellent notes, is HMS
Detroit: The Battle for Lake Erie by Robert and Thomas Malcolmson.)
On the day of battle, September 10, 1813, the fleet under the
command of Captain Oliver Hazard Perry USN consisted of:

Tons Guns

Lawrence 260 20
Niagara 260 20
Caledonia 85 3
Aviel 60 4
Somers 65 2
Scorpion 60 2

7y
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Porcupine 50 1
Tigress 50 I
Trippe 50 I

Captain Robert H. Barclay RN commanded the British fleet consist-

ing of:

Tons Guns

Detroit 300 19
Queen Charlotte 200 17
Lady Prevost 96 13
General Hunter 75 10
Little Belt 60 3
Chippewa 35

It is worth noting that, from the time that war was declared,
only one major fighting vessel was built at Fort Malden. This vessel
was the Detroit. The Americans, on the other hand, had built two
large brigs, and four gunboats at Presque Isle, and had seven small
ships. The British had four ships, of which one, the General Hunter,
was unfit for use as early as 1811. Undoubtedly, the activity in the
yard at Presque Isle far surpassed that at Fort Malden, and this was
largely due to the availability of skilled workers, armaments and all
supplies being far superior for the Americans. Possibly there was also
a difference in the standards to which the ships were built in the two
yards. Yet how could the Detroit withstand such a battering during
the battle? It appears she was built in the fashion of the Admiralty
dockyards with frames only a few inches apart, thus making virtually
a wooden wall, some 18 inches or more thick. The American ships
were more lightly framed. This follows Noah Brown’s dictum as
quoted earlier in the section on shipbuilding.

The book, Naval Monument, by the American A. Bowen,
although blatantly propagandistic and written during the war in a
style that is reminiscent of a recruitment effort, contains a copy of a

letter of September 13 from Commodore Perry to the secretary of
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Captain Robert H. Barclay’s flag-
ship, the Detroit, built at Fort
Malden in 1813, was lost in the
Battle of Lake Erie a mere few
weeks after launching. C.H.J.
Snider, artist. Courtesy of TRL,
Ti5242.

v

the Navy. It states, in part, “The Detroit is a remarkably fine ship,

»i

sails well, and is very strongly built.” He also comments on the supe-
rior qualities of the Queen Charlotte and the Lady Prevost. Bowen
also prints a letter from someone described as “a naval officer” writ-
ten and dated at Erie, October 7, 1813, “Our short guns lodged their
shot in the bulwarks of the Detroit, where a number of them now
remain. Her bulwarks however, are vastly superior to ours, being of
oak and very thick.” The officer writes of shot going “quite through”
the walls of the Lawrence.

Furthermore, it was Admiralty custom to protect those operat-
ing the guns and working the ship on the main deck of its men-of-
war with heavy, shoulder-high bulwarks that were quite effective in
warding off many injuries. The smaller vessels, or converted mer-
chantmen, would not normally offer this protection, and such secu-
rity from death or injury does not appear to have been offered on the

American vessels on Lake Erie.
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The naval leaders on both sides proved to be heroes worth
remembering and honouring. The same goes for most of the men.
The only exception of note was Lieutenant Jesse Elliott, commander
of the USS Niagara, who all during the battle kept his brig out of
range of the British ships until the fighting was almost over. He was
roundly accused of “cowardice” and caused quite a scandal at the
time. However, when Perry’s Lawrence had been virtually demolished
by the guns of the Detroit, Perry abandoned his ship and took over
command of the Niagara. Thus, he was able to bring a fresh vessel
into the fray. It became the deciding factor.

One amazing feature of the battle, which took place at Put-in-
Bay among some islands in Lake Erie, is how well the untrained sol-
diers and sailors performed. Both sides had good reason to complain

about the skills of the men sent to operate their ships. Perry’s people
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Some of the cannon on the
Detroit had to be fired by
igniting the powder with a pistol

shot. This requirement would
certainly slow down the firing

rate. Sketch by C.W. Jefferys.
Courtesy of Library and Archives

Canada, C73575.

also suffered from fever up to the day of battle. Barclay had more
landsmen than navy men on the Detroit. They did not “know the
ropes,” they had never fired a cannon before, partly because there was
insufficient gunpowder with which to practise. Also, they had to
fight with six different sizes of guns, which meant six different sizes
of balls and powder cartridges. Furthermore, some of the guns did not
have flintlocks that worked. They had to be touched off by firing pis-
tols at the vents. Historian Robert Malcolmson, who did a great deal
of research on the subject, determined that Barclay’s crew totalled
434, of which 188 were from the Royal Navy, 146 were soldiers from
the 41st Regiment, 98 were from the Newfoundlanders (a regiment
of British soldiers from Newfoundland) and there were two unidenti-
fied Native warriors. It is interesting to note, though unexplained,
that the Little Belt and the Chippewa were manned by teenagers.’
This lack of skilled seamen probably contributed to the collision
of the Detroit and Queen Charlotte during the battle. It scarcely could
have helped Barclay’s efforts when two of his own ships collided, but
in the heat of a major battle, even the best of trained men could not

always prevent such an accident. The tonnage of the ships, and their
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armaments has been a matter of dispute among writers since the day
of the battle. The range of discussion over the battle is not the issue
of this work, other than to point out that Barclay on the Detroit had
more long guns, taken from the fort at Malden, permitting him to do
more damage from a greater distance, which contributed to the
destruction of the Lawrence. Perry’s guns were carronades, capable of
firing a much heavier broadside than Barclay’s long guns but with a
shorter range. Once the ships came closer together, there was really
very little hope for the Detroit.

Without distracting in any way from the leadership skills or fight-
ing qualities of the men on either side, it is evident that the better
“tools” won the battle. The ships that were built at Presque Isle were
not superior to those built at Fort Malden, but were more in number
and much better armed. For this the blame falls, not on the builders
but on those whose job it was to provide the materials, guns and skilled
men to equip Barclay’s fleet. As noted earlier, the cannon, which had
been shipped from England months previously and hauled overland
from Quebec, had been captured by the Americans when they occu-
pied York in April 1813. It is my speculation that Barclay lost the
battle primarily because the guns he needed had been lost to the
Americans at York. The guns he was able to scramble together were
a real mixture, some even being field artillery from Fort Malden.

Following the Battle of Fort Erie, affairs became very quiet on the
Upper Lakes. All the major players had left the stage. The shipyard at
Presque Isle was essentially closed down, a great change from all the
hustle and bustle earlier in the year. The yard at Fort Malden had been
burned down, and, for all intents and purposes, was totally destroyed.

It seemed that the Americans controlled the Upper Lakes. Or
did they? On December 19, 1813, the British burned Buffalo, and at
Black Rock they burned two of Perry’s ships, the Ariel and the Trippe
and captured the Little Belt. On August 1, 1814, two British vessels,
the Charwell, under Lieutenant Alex Dobbs, and the Netley under
the command of Copeland Radcliffe, were anchored in the Niagara
River near Queenston when they learned that the Americans had’

positioned three armed schooners in the entrance to the river



FRESHWATER HERITAGE

The capture of the USN Somers (centre foreground) and the USN Ohio (to the left), just off
the entrance to the Niagara River on August 12, 1814. C.J.H. Snider, artist. Courtesy of TRL,
JRR 1163.

between Fort Erie and Buffalo. These were the Ohio (60 tons), the
Somers (99 tons) and the Porcupine (83 tons). All three had been part
of Perry’s fleet in the Battle of Lake Erie.

Dobbs and Radcliffe took it into their heads to try to cut out
these vessels and to capture them. The British had no ships available
on Lake Erie to play a part, so the captain’s gig from the Charwell was
carried on the shoulders of the sailors from Queenston to Lake Erie.
It took two nights of heavy marching, for they did not want to expose
themselves by day, to reach Lake Erie with the heavy 20-foot gig.
Near the mouth of Frenchman’s Creek on the Niagara, some three or
four miles below Lake Erie, they found five flat-bottomed bateaux
hauled up on the bank. They carried these as well, to a launching
spot some five miles upstream from Fort Erie.

At dawn on August 12, the British again had a little fleet on Lake
Erie — one gig and five bateaux. Just after midnight that night, they
drifted down on the three schooners. After a fight of short duration,
perhaps 15 to 30 minutes, they captured the Ohio and the Somers
with few casualties. However, the Porcupine managed to escape.

The British had started building two schooners at the old ship-
yard at Chippawa, near Navy Island, a few miles above the Falls in the
Niagara River, but they were not completed in time to take part in the

war. These vessels were the Tecumseth and the Newash, launched on
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August 15, 1815, and used on the Upper Lakes until 1832 when they
sank at Penetang, in disrepair at the end of their service. Their work
included transport of British troops and goods, both military and civil-
ian during this period. They also did customs patrol to prevent smug-
gling and sought out deserters, occasioning a few disputes with the
American authorities. Barry Gough, in Fighting Sail on Lake Huron and
Georgian Bay, offers some very engaging details regarding the history
and the evolution of the naval centre at Penetanguishine.

In August 1814, the British had 24 bateaux in use above the
Falls. They continued to hold Fort Mackinac until after peace was

declared though there were problems keeping it supplied.

Through winter’s snow, through summert’s heat, No
more the sentry walks his beat.

No morning guard-mounts now reveal

The scarlet dress, the glancing steel; No more at rise
and set of sun,

Is heard the morn and evening gun, Of those who
made the scene so fair, And lent the place its martial
air, Full many sleep — their graves are green, The
drooping willows o’er them lean,

And mould’ring headstones scarcely tell of name, or
birth-place loved so well; No rolling drum, no stir-
ring fife,

Can ever call them back to life, Till sounds the final
reveille — In every land, on every sea

That wakes all; for the grand review. Whose lights
went out at Death’s tattoo.*

What happened to Barclay’s HMS Detroit after the battle? She
remained at Put-in-Bay through the winter of 1813-14, along with
the hulks of Perry’s USS Lawrence and the HMS Queen Charlotte. In
1814, all three vessels were taken to Erie and anchored in Misery Bay,
part of the harbour there. Masts were taken out and presumably the

vessels were covered to protect them from the weather. They were
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later stripped of everything of value and scuttled in the anchorage to
preserve them along with the Niagara. It seems that different people
bought them at different times, but never took possession. However,
at what became the final sale in 1837, the Detroit was raised and
repaired and put into service as was the Queen Charlotte. The
Lawrence was raised in 1874, and the Niagara in 1913. It is possible
that timbers were probably salvaged from the others and, if so, would
have been used in construction.

Ultimately, the Detroit and the Queen Charlotte were refitted as
merchantmen and put into service, but they did not last long. By
1841 the Detroit had become a derelict yet again, and was floated
down the Niagara River with the idea of sending her over the Falls
as an entertainment event. She did not surrender willingly. She
grounded in the rapids above the Falls and over a period of some
weeks, she gradually broke up and went over in pieces. Thus ended
the brave ship Detroit.

.ioz



CHAPTER 11

Disaffection

IN THE YEARS JUST PRECEDING THE WAR, the north shores of the St.
Lawrence, Lake Ontario and Lake Erie were much more settled than
the south shores. At this time, Canadian farmers in Upper Canada
exported much produce to the United States. The Thames Valley
area of southwestern Upper Canada was the breadbasket of the Great
Lakes Basin. When the country was invaded following the Battle of
Lake Erie in 1813, many farms were laid waste and, even worse, the
flour mills were destroyed by the invaders.

Similarly, the flour mills at Port Dover, Port Ryerse, Port
Talbot and other villages were destroyed in raids. Some writers
suggest that much of this destruction was carried out by disaf-
fected Canadians along with Americans who had immigrated into
Upper Canada as settlers in the years just before the war. As a
result, farm produce, particularly flour and meat, fell into very
short supply in Upper Canada. At times, the military forces were
placed on short rations and food had to be imported from Britain.
The situation was exacerbated by the requirement that the gov-
ernment provide food for the Native allies — the men, their wives
and their children.
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Whether from sympathy for the British cause, or more likely, to
take advantage of the situation and because they could get higher
prices for their produce in Canada than in the United States,
American farmers in Vermont and New York supplied huge quantities
of cattle to the British forces. Similarly, the farmers south of Lake
Erie supplied quantities of flour. However, there were also many cases
when flour was shipped from Canada to American towns that were
also suffering a shortage. Undoubtedly, these undertakings were trea-
sonable acts, but, in some cases, the authorities were participating in
the illicit deals themselves. Historic records do not show that any
action was taken against the parties by either government.

Canada was faced with a considerable problem. There was a
great suspicion of disaffection, a swelling of discontentedness
directed against the political structures that became viewed as disloy-
alty. General Isaac Brock reported, “The population, believe me, are
a bad lot.”" There were cases of desertion to the enemy from the
Canadian militia, particularly around Amherstburg when the
Americans invaded, and also on the Niagara frontier. More seriously,
there were many cases of recruiting and the coercion of otherwise
loyal, or at least neutral, citizens into open disaffection.

It was noted earlier that when the Americans captured York in
the spring of 1813, one of the casualties was the burning of the
Parliament Houses. Some writers have suggested that this was an act of
vandalism on the part of some American soldiers. Investigation does
not support this opinion, but rather indicates that the more likely
villains were American settlers from the countryside around York,
some of whom had the idea that they would be better off if America
won the war and added the new State of Canada to their nation.

Following the American War of Independence, there was a
great influx of settlers from America. Tens of thousands of United
Empire Loyalists, who maintained loyalty to the Crown of Great
Britain, immigrated to Upper Canada. History records that they
became loyal and, for the most part, prosperous citizens who were a
great asset to the young country. Soon, another class of immigrants

entered in very large numbers. These were migrants from America
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After the hamlet of Dover Mills on Lake Erie was razed by the Americans in
the War of 1812, reconstruction took place closer to the mouth of the Lynn
River, where a harbour had been in use since the early 1800s. Harbour
improvements made the new Port Dover a principal Lake Erie port with ship-
yards, tanneries and Andrew Thompson'’s woollen mill that contributed
substantially to local economic growth. Shown here in this photo, c.18go,
are the sloop Viking (left) and the schooner Erie Stewart in the Lynn River.
Both these vessels were built locally in the 1870s. There also are a number of
fishing boats — both steam and sail — along the creek and a net-drying reel in
the foreground. Courtesy of the Port Dover Harbour Museum.

who had no loyalty to the president but certainly equally no alle-
giance to the Crown. They received most of the blame for vandalism,
arson and incitement to traitorous acts.

When the Americans held Fort George at Newark in 1814,
some 120 or so traitors formed a local corps of refugees known as the
Canadian Volunteers and became part of the American garrison at
Fort George. Some writers have claimed that these voluntaries were
responsible for burning the town of Newark. Since they were under
the command of the American forces, the Americans were generally
blamed for this act of vandalism against a defenceless town. The same
Canadian Volunteers formed part of the invasion force that captured

Fort Erie in July 1814. The leader of this corps, one Abraham Markle,
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was rewarded with a grant of 3,000 acres by the United States
government.

The group from Amherstburg, who had defected to the enemy,
raided settlements in Middlesex and Oxford counties, kidnapped
militia at Delaware, at Oxford and at Port Talbot and along the
Talbot Road, burning houses and mills, destroying crops and killing
livestock. After the peace treaty was ratified, some of the brigands
tried to re-enter Canada as immigrant settlers. A list of 336 names of
such outlaws was drawn up but probably there were many more.
Congress rewarded them for their services to the American cause.
One writer indicates that many were recruited to these acts of trea-
son by the incentive of such rewards.

Apart from having their property confiscated, most of the
offenders went unpunished. But not all were excused. In December
1813, a group of American marauders were captured in a house near
Chatham. Among them were 15 residents of Upper Canada. Those
from the United States were held as prisoners of war. They were not
traitors. The others were held for trial under a charge of treason. Four
more were arrested and added to the list. Others, not captured, were
tried in absentia, in order that they might be outlawed.

In May and June, a trial took place at Ancaster. A large number
of the 19 men were determined to have arrived from the United
States only a year or two before the war broke out. Were they pur-
posely embedded, or had they immigrated into Canada of their own
volition, foreseeing that, from that position, they could benefit the
American side? The records do not answer this question.

To make a long and unpleasant story short, four of the 19 were
acquitted, 15 were found guilty, were convicted and condemned to be
hanged. On June 20, 1814, eight were executed by hanging. The
other seven were transported to Kingston to the prison there, from
which four escaped, though three were recaptured. Three died of
typhus in prison and the others were pardoned on the condition that
they leave Upper Canada for life. Of those tried in absentia, thirty
were judged to be outlaws and their property was confiscated by

the Crown. The American government, having promised to reward
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the Canadian traitors, made land grants to some of these outlaws who
returned to the United Sates.

[t must be made clear that there was no case reported of disaffec-
tion by any immigrant who came to Canada as a direct result of the
American War of Independence. The United Empire Loyalists showed
their loyalty to the Crown at every opportunity. There appears to have
been a considerable number of more recent homesteaders who were
not so loyal. The challenges of disaffection were trying indeed.

In the words of John Lord O’Brian, an American anti-trust
lawyer, now deceased, “There is something peculiarly sinister and
insidious in even a charge of disloyalty. Such a charge all too frequently
places a strain on the reputation of an individual which is indelible

and lasting, regardless of the complete innocence later proved.”



CHAPTER 12

Negotiations for Peace

ALTHOUGH NOT REALLY CONCERNED with the story of sail on the
Great Lakes, a brief outline of the negotiations to a long and lasting
peace settlement on the world’s longest undefended border is of inter-
est here.

Quite early in the war, in May 1813, President James Madison
sent envoys to Europe to start negotiations for peace. Napoleon had
been defeated in Moscow and there was the possibility of a French
defeat in Europe. As has already been noted, this accomplishment
would release large British armies and greater naval forces for service
in North America.

John Quincy Adams, Henry Clay and three others were imme-
diately appointed to become peace commissioners on behalf of the
United States and negotiations commenced. Meanwhile the war
would continue. The American delegation to the peace negotiations
had been directed to demand that the Royal Navy put an end to its
practice of impressing sailors. They were to renegotiate the matters of
naval blockades and maritime rights, and to try to secure the seces-
sion of the two Canadas to the United States.’

The five American commissioners soon realized how empty-
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headed these instructions were. It was clear that America, in 1814,
would have difficulty compelling Britain to agree to anything, other
than the status quo, ante bellum. The American delegation eventu-
ally received more sensible instructions, permitting them to modify
their stand in the negotiations for peace. Internally the United States
was having economic difficulty. Trade was at a standstill. Banks were
failing and paper money was being heavily discounted. Only a frac-
tion of the federal government’s latest war loan was subscribed. The
regular army was declining in strength because there were not
enough recruits to make good its wastage. Worst of all, there was a
growing movement in New England for secession from the United
States and the creation of its own federation.

Britain pressed for “restoration to the Indian nations of all their
rights, privileges and territories, which they had enjoyed in the year
1811.” The American negotiators took the stance that the Natives
were “merely dwellers in the United States,” however, agreement was
reached to restore them to the rights enjoyed before 1811. However,
as Alfred Mahan records, “In the light of subsequent history it is dif-
ficult to see how they could have agreed to it in good faith.... From
July to October 1815, the United States signed fifteen treaties with
diverse Indian tribes guaranteeing each their status as of 1811. But in
none of these did it return one acre of land.”

The British soon came to the realization that they were power-
less to enforce the position of restoration to the First Nations People
involved. However, they did obtain an agreement that both parties
“would use their best endeavours to promote the entire abolition of
the slave trade.” In subsequent years, the American government
insisted that Britain either return slaves (who had sought freedom in
Canada) to their previous owners or pay for them. Britain refused to
return the African Americans, for they would be enslaved again. In
1827, Britain paid £250,000 in full settlement for some 3,600 slaves.

War costs in both countries were extremely high. In the United
States, they were estimated at $105 million. For Britain it is difficult
to arrive at a figure, but it is believed to be a much higher amount

than this. Towards the end of the negotiations it appeared that war
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Sacket’s Harbor, 1815, after peace was declared. The New Orleans can be seen in the stocks.
Many vessels have already had their yards removed. The brig Jones, shown in the foreground,
is still rigged. E.E. Vidal, artist. Courtesy of the Massey Library, Royal Military College, Kingston,
Ontario.

was about to break out again in Europe. Consequently, Britain made
concessions that otherwise might have required further prolonging
the war. She had already been at war for 21 years and her people were
tired of the high taxes needed to support war efforts.

The negotiators finally reached an agreement acceptable to
both parties and the Treaty of Ghent was signed on Christmas Eve
1814. In brief, all conquests were to be returned; the boundary was to
be defined by subsequent international commissions. Ironically,
nowhere in the treaty was there any reference to blockades or
impressments, the stated reasons given by the United States for the
declaration of war in the first place. Neither country won an acre of
extra territory. Neither side won the war. John Jacob Astor was the
only winner, for he ended up with a virtual monopoly of the fur trade
in the areas where he was operating. The North West Company and
the Hudson’s Bay Company restricted their activities to north of the
new border.

The United States emerged from the war with a “heightened
national feeling,” according to Mahan. “They are more American.
They feel and act more as a nation.” During the war American intet-
ests had expanded manufacturing equal to what would have been
expected only after ten decades of peace.” This was partly due to the
blockade and partly to meet the urgent demands of the military. In
Canada, a great feeling of patriotism had emerged. Hostility and dis-
trust of the United States remained very real in both England and in

British North America for many years afterwards.
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Herbert Agar, writing in 1950 in The Price of Union, notes,
“Perhaps it is well that no one told America that her new freedom
depended not on the Treaty of Ghent, but on the Treaty of
Fontainebleau, which had been signed on May 30, 1814, after
Napoleon’s abdication. It was not the little war against England,
which won for America the blessing of being left alone; it was the
enormous war against Europe’s conqueror. With Napoleon beaten,
and England supreme at sea, the world was to know relative peace for
one hundred years; and within that peace the United States was safe,
and grew strong.”™

Looking back from this moment, the war is remembered by very
few, other than historians. The Americans think of it primarily as a
naval war in which “Britain’s pride was humbled by the American
upstart.” They prefer to forget that they accomplished none of the
purposes for which they declared war. The Canadians think of it with
pride as a war of defence in which their brave forefathers turned back
the massed might of the United States, whereas it was the profes-
sional British soldier and the seaman with the help of the Natives,
who deserved most of the credit. The British do not even remember

it happened.



CHAPTER 13

The Saga of the Nancy

WHEN ForT MAcCKINAC FELL TO THE BRriTisH IN 1812, President
Madison is reported to have commented, “We have just learned that
the important post of Michilimackinac has fallen into the hands of the
enemies, but from what cause remains to be known.” It is not reported
what remarks he offered when he learned of the defeat of the American
forces that were sent to recapture the fort in the summer of 1814.

Commander Arthur Sinclair USN had taken command of the
American navy in the Upper Lakes in the spring of 1814. He was
instructed, along with Major George Croghan, to retake the fort. In
June, he set out to do so, taking the Niagara, the Hunter, the Caledonia
and the schooners, the Tigress and the Scorpion. The ships were
manned by more than five hundred seamen and marines and were
transporting nearly one thousand soldiers. Obviously the cabinet in
Washington considered this endeavour to be a very important project.
As long as the British held the fort, they controlled the Upper Lakes
and the fur trade. This site was a key trading post for Astor’s fur busi-
ness and the British had captured a quantity of furs belonging to him
when they took the island in 1812. Astor had made large loans to the

American government in support of the war and Washington felt
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obligated to try to recover his property. When Sinclair arrived at
Mackinac, he was surprised to find Astor’s agents had arrived ahead of
him and were busy negotiating the return of the furs.

In charge of the fort was Lieutenant-Colonel Robert McDouall
of the Glengarry Light Infantry, who had served under Sir James Yeo at
Kingston, and is also reported to have fought at the Battle of Sacket’s
Harbor on May 29, 1813. He had only assumed command in May. He
marched up Yonge Street to Lake Simcoe, crossed the lake on the ice
in February, then portaged to the Nottawasaga River and arranged for

bateaux to be built there. He had brought shipwrights to Mackinac
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with him for that purpose. In addition, McDouall was accompanied by
21 seamen, 11 artillerymen and two companies of soldiers from the
Royal Newfoundland Regiment. On April 19, he started down the
river with 30 bateaux, heavily laden with provisions and military
stores. On the 25th, he set out across Georgian Bay for Fort Mackinac
in boisterous spring weather. It took 19 days in “open and deeply laden
bateaux across the expanse of Lake Huron covered with immense
fields of ice and agitated by violent gales of wind.” He arrived with-
out loss of man or supplies, though one bateaux was wrecked.

At Mackinac, McDouall had only one transport to bring in sup-
plies and move troops. This was the Nancy, the only one of Robert
Barclay’s vessels to escape the Battle of Lake Erie. Actually, she was
still privately owned at the time but employed by Barclay to carry
men and supplies to faraway forts. On the day of the battle she was
going about her regular transport duties on Lake Huron and was
unaware of the American victory until she tried to put in at Moy
House, Sandwich, on October 13, 1813. She headed back up the lake
and spent the winter at the North West Company’s post at St. Mary’s
(now Sault Ste. Marie) where repairs were made and new sails fitted.
The following spring she brought two loads of supplies from
Matchedash to Fort Mackinac and was on her way back for a third
when the American fleet entered the lake.

In the spring of 1814, the private transport vessel, the Nancy,
owned by the North West Company, was taken over by the Royal
Navy and became the HMS Nancy. Alexander Mackintosh stayed on
as sailing master. Lieutenant Miller Worsley RN was assigned by
Commodore Yeo to command the British vessels on Lake Huron, the
HMS Nancy (from hereafter the ship will simply be referred to as
Nancy) and the Mink. Worsley was a young, energetic officer who
had spent several years in the Navy, fought at Trafalgar, and served on
a number of vessels in the Lake Ontario fleet.

The Americans arrived in Lake Huron on July 12, but instead of
going straight to Fort Mackinac, they changed course for Matchedash
Bay where Commander Sinclair had been told the British were stor-

ing large quantities of supplies and were building gunboats. Unable to
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The Nancy Under Sail. Charles L. Peterson, artist. Built at Detroit in 1789,
she sailed lakes Huron and Erie as armed transport until destroyed by fire in

the Nottawasaga River in 1814. Her remains can be seen at Nancy Island
Historic Site, Wasaga Beach Provincial Park, Wasaga Beach, Ontario.

find Matchedash without charts or a pilot familiar with the area,
they next headed for Fort St. Joseph on St. Joseph Island, about ten
miles south of St. Mary’s. They looted and burned what was left of
the fort and were successful in capturing the North West Company
transport, Mink, which was heading for St. Mary’s with supplies for
the post. Learning that the Perseverance, another company vessel,
was waiting for the Mink before proceeding west on Lake Superior to
Fort William, Sinclair sent the Scorpion ahead to try to capture her.
After plundering the strategic fur trading post at St. Mary’s, the
Americans burned and destroyed storehouses, a sawmill and garden
plots. Even grain supplies and the horses in the stable were burned.
They also destroyed the 2580-foot timber canal and towpath built by
the fur company to bypass the rapids at St. Mary’s.

Proceeding above the rapids, the Americans found the
Perseverance already on fire. She was captured, but, in an attempt to

bring her down the treacherous river into Lake Huron, “she bilged...but
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we succeeded in running her ashore below the rapids before she filled,
and we burned her.”

The Americans now had control of Lake Superior, and, had it
not been for the force at Fort Mackinac, they would have pushed on
to wipe out the British fur trade by attacking Fort William.
Interestingly, they had missed by only two days the forty-seven
Company boats laden with furs valued to a million dollars that had
slipped through the canal, en route from Fort William to Montreal
via the French River. The American fleet then proceeded to
Mackinac, where they arrived on July 26. Both a naval attack and an
attempt to land and take the place were unsuccessful. The army suf-
fered considerable losses and withdrew.

Major Croghan had learned of the Nancy and that she had been
dispatched to the Nottawasaga River for another load of supplies. He
was determined to capture or to destroy her. The odds should have been
in their favour: six ships and some 1,400 men against one small trans-
port, armed with three guns and with only a handful of men. Croghan
had not been able to capture the fort with all his ships, men and muni-
tions. Perhaps he could starve them out. Certainly the fort needed a
continuous supply of arms and provisions, not only for the military,
but also for the hundreds of Native warriors and their families. Keeping
them satisfied was deemed essential, for fear they might otherwise
disappear, or even worse, join the enemy forces.

Fortunately for the Nancy, when the American fleet appeared,
McDouall was able to send a warning to her. Robert Livingston, an
official of the Indian Department, had volunteered to deliver the
message, and had set off by canoe..

About the middle of July, Lieutenant Miller Worsley with a small
detachment of seamen, had arrived at the mouth of the Nottawasaga
River. There he awaited the arrival of the Nancy, suffering much dis-
comfort from bad weather and being pestered by swarms of mosquitoes.
When the Nancy reached her destination, she was loaded with 300
barrels of flour, salt pork, and other provisions along with military
stores. On August 1, she was ready to set sail back to Mackinac when

Livingston arrived with the news that the American fleet was nearby
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in the lake. The Nancy was towed about two miles up the Nottawasaga
River where she was hidden from view from offshore. A log block-
house was quickly erected and her guns transferred into it. On August
13, the American fleet, comprised of the Niagara, Scorpion and
Tigress, arrived. The other vessels had been sent back to Erie.

Worsley had only 21 seamen, one midshipman, 21 Natives, and
nine French-Canadian boatmen. Livingston was dispatched overland
to York to seek more troops for defence of the Nancy. However, the
British forces were engaged in attacking Fort Erie in an attempt to
recapture the fort back from the Americans, so a messenger was also
sent on to Fort Erie. Livingston returned to Wasaga, and although no
reinforcements were believed to be forthcoming, he was able to
round up an additional 23 Indians to serve.

Croghan did not know the Nancy was hidden upriver, but he
ordered a contingent of troops ashore to select a campsite, as he was
prepared to wait out the arrival of the schooner. His men discovered
the Nancy’s masts glinting through the trees back alongside the river.
Next morning, Commander Sinclair anchored near the shore and
opened fire, but with little effect, since not being able to see the
schooner and the blockhouse from offshore made it difficult to direct
the fire. He then moved men to the beaches with howitzers, and was
able to place them within a few hundred yards of the Nancy.
However, Worsley was determined that the Nancy would not fall into
enemy hands. He spiked the guns at the blockhouse and prepared to
blow up the vessel when a lucky shot destroyed the blockhouse and,
at the same time, ignited the explosives on the Nancy. She burned to
the waterline and sank in the river.

Sinclair investigated the wreck, removed the guns from the
blockhouse and felled trees across the mouth of the river to prevent
its further use. He then withdrew to Erie with the Niagara, where he
learned of the loss of the Somers and the Ohio to the British at Fort
Erie. He left Lieutenant Daniel Turner in command of the Scorpion
and the Tigress to maintain a blockade of the Nottawasaga for as long
as weather permitted. He authorized Turner to patrol intermittently
to the north between St. Joseph and the French River, and warned
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him to be cautious and to prevent any possibility of his ships being
boarded. If they were successful in preventing supplies from reaching
Fort Mackinac until October, the British surely would be starved out
during the winter. A brigade of boats bringing supplies from Montreal
received warning about the American blockade while they were still
in the French River. They were able to turn back to safety.

Worsley was left with a sunken and useless schooner, but he had
two bateaux and Livingston’s large canoe, plus almost 100 barrels of
provisions that had survived the attack. He managed to get out of the
river and elude the blockade on the night of August 18, and headed up
through the Thirty Thousand Islands and the North Channel towards
Fort Mackinac. Near St. Joseph, after rowing 360 miles, he discovered
the two schooners that had been blockading the Nottawasaga, cruising
among the islands. He promptly hid his two bateaux in a secluded bay,
and, under cover of darkness, and with all his men in Livingston’s
canoe, he was able to pass by the Americans unobserved. On
September 1, 1814 at sunset, they reached the safety of Fort Mackinac.

He quickly got permission from McDouall to try to capture the
schooners and next day set out with four large bateaux and some 70
soldiers and seamen. Two hundred Natives in 19 canoes accompanied
them, but they took little part in the events to follow. At dusk on
September 2, the force arrived at Detour Passage between the upper
peninsula of Michigan and Drummond Island where the St. Mary’s
River empties into Lake Huron. The men were landed there and the
boats carefully hidden. Next day, Worsley and Livingston recon-
noitred ahead by canoe and discovered one of the schooners, the
Tigress, at anchor about six miles away. At dusk that day, the whole
force re-embarked, and rowed as quietly as possible towards the
enemy. The Natives were instructed to remain behind, but three of
the principal chiefs were taken into the boats thus making a total
force of ninety-two. Quietly, the four bateaux crept up on the
schooner and boarded her with little warning. A brief fight ensued
before she was captured. The prisoners were put under guard and sent
to Michilimackinac by boat, and Livingston was sent out to find the

Scorpion. During the night of September 5, three days later, they
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spotted the ship anchored within five miles of the Tigress, quite
unaware of what had transpired. At daybreak, next morning, the
Tigress sailed slowly down to her, under jib and foresail, and some
dozen yards away fired the twenty-four pounder into her hull, then
quickly ran alongside and grappled her. With practically no resist-
ance, the Scorpion was captured.

Participating in this action was Lieutenant David Wingfield,
remembered by present-day sailors through the name of a small har-
bour of refuge at the tip of Bruce Peninsula, named Wingfield Basin.
He also left us a detailed journal. A person is permitted to include, in
his private journal, or exclude, items as he sees fit! And Wingfield
was no exception. He neglected to mention in his writings that, when
bringing the HMS Surprise (ex Scorpion) into the Penetanguishene
harbour after a survey expedition, he ran her across a shoal and broke
the lower pintle, part of the rudder fittings. Some iron salvaged from

the Nancy was used for the repairs.

The Confiance (left) and the Surprise (right) are beating
up to Mackinac after being captured by Lieutenant Miller
Worsley RN and his crew in September 1814, in among the
island of the North Channel. They had been the American
schooners Scorpion and Tigress. C.H.J. Snider, artist.
Courtesy of the TRL, JRR 1178.
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Now, with the capture of both the Tigress and the Scorpion,
McDouall had relatively new schooners to replace the Nancy and
keep the fort supplied. The Americans made no further attempt to
attack Fort Mackinac, but what they had been unable to do by force
of arms or by blockade, they succeeded in doing at the peace table.

While the Scorpion was renamed the Surprise, the Tigress became
the Confiance. They would serve the British for many years. The
Confiance, under the command of Worsley, was used in lake-survey
duty with Captain William Fitzwilliam Owen RN after whom Owen’s
Sound and ultimately the town of Owen Sound were named, and
who became a world-famous explorer and surveyor of the African
continent. In 1817, both vessels were reassigned to the mouth of the
Grand River (present-day Dunnville, Ontario) to serve all of lakes Erie
and Huron, including Penetanguishene adjacent to Georgian Bay.
The Confiance carried David Thompson, the famous mapmaker and
explorer, during his work with the International Boundary Commission.

Both vessels were back at the Grand River in 1821, and again
in 1831, when they were “...to be broken up and their names erased
from the lists of the Royal Navy.” It appears that they ended their
days on Lake Erie where the American, Daniel Dobbins had built
them at Presque Isle in December 1812.

The Nancy was first built for the firm of Forsyth, Richardson
and Company, Montreal fur merchants, at the Ship Yard Tract, which
later became Woodmere Cemetery along the Rouge River, six miles
or so south of Fort Detroit. John Richardson, one of the firm’s part-
ners, went to Detroit to keep an eye on the work. “The schooner,” he
wrote on September 23, 1789, “will be a perfect masterpiece of work-
manship and beauty. The expense to us will be great, but there will
be the satisfaction of her being strong and very durable. Her floor
timbers, keel, keelson, stem and lower futtock are oak. The transom,
stern post, upper futtocks, top timbers, beams and knees are all red
cedar. She will carry 350 barrels.”

He arranged for a figurehead, “...a lady dressed in the present
fashion with a hat and feather™ to be carved by Skelling of New
York. The Nancy was launched on September 24, 1789, “...a most
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Chief Lachlan Mackintosh of
Mackintosh, shows friends
one of the Nancy’s guns at
Moy Hall, County of
Inverness, Scotland, photo
not dated. The guns were
imported into Scotland in
1836. Courtesy of the Ontario
Department of Tourism, now

Ministry of Tourism.

beautiful and substantial vessel.”® The next spring, she started her
work of carrying cargo, supplies and furs all over Lake Erie and to
Sault Ste. Marie and Fort Mackinac.

During her building, the yard was visited from time to time by
Alexander Mackintosh, a partner in the North West Company at
Moy, (at Sandwich, now Windsor) and by “wee Alec,” his three-year-
old nephew who enjoyed sailing adze chips in the puddles and even
in the river. Alexander Mackintosh became captain of the Nancy
around 1800 when the NWC acquired her and remained her captain
throughout the war. He stayed in Canada at Moy House until 1827,
then returned to Scotland where he died in 1833.

According to Snider, the Nancy was 58 feet from stem to stern
post, perhaps 65 feet on deck, by no means a large boat. In 1793, she
was sold to the George Leith Company, and described as being of 67
tons burthen. At the outbreak of the war she was lying at the North
West Company base at Moy House. Lieutenant-Colonel St. George
took her into the Provincial Marine as an armed transport. While in
service for the fur-trading companies she had been armed with two
small brass cannon, but these were taken out of her when she was
taken over at Moy. Undoubtedly, she was re-armed, but no record of

what guns she carried could be found.
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As an interesting aside, in 1836, Alexander Mackintosh of
Mackintosh, Chief of Clan Chattan, imported into Scotland two
brass cannon, two pounders, formerly of the Nancy, and they are now
mounted on a wall outside Moy Hall at Inverness, Scotland. This fact
has been confirmed to me in direct communication with Lachlan
Mackintosh of Mackintosh.

The average life of a ship in those years, with reasonable main-
tenance, was ten years. The Nancy served 23 years in the fur trade
and an additional two years as a transport for the Provincial Marine.
In the trade, she carried supplies to all the outposts on the Upper
Lakes and brought back furs and local produce.

One of the principal merchants of Detroit at the time was John
Askin, who had lived there while it was British, but moved to Canada
in 1802, locating at Strabane, now Walkerville. He had a large family
whose members settled in various spots around the lakes, and wrote
back and forth, creating a great many letters, most of which have
been retained. It is fascinating to read this family correspondence,
and to learn from it, some of the cargo carried by the Nancy.

As well as produce, corn, flour, whisky, salt, sugar, furs, clothing
and such, there were included “apple trees in tubs,” barrels of apples
and barrels of cider. In one case, a complaint was made that the
“working of the vessel increases the fermentation of the cyder and
very often not only lessens the Quantity but injures the Quality.”

On one occasion, daughter Archange requests that her father send
her a “cariole” (a light buggy with awning) and son John, at St. Joseph
on November 11, 1809, sends his father a barrel of whitefish and two
extras for friends, and adds, “I should be happy to get a Dozen or less
of Apple Tree plants the size of half an inch in diameter or more. The
roots may be put in a small keg pressed together and filled with earth
and the limbs twisted in straw to prevent their receiving any injury.”

The father writes back and requests he send a “bark of sugar, abt
30 lb. wt.” Father promises to send an “American ox” from Sandwich
and the “R. Tranche” (the Thames), also breeding sows and geese.
His mother wants a good buffalo skin and thanks him for the
“Cranberry Confiture.” John, in Mackinac, replying to his father,
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promises to send a “moccock” and adds, “...the Mich. and S.W. Fur
Co. ... have now on board the Caledonia from 12 to 15,000 pounds
of sugar for Mclntosh.” Agricultural implements, a ploughshare and
irons, are discussed in a letter of 1810. John asked his father to
“...have the goodness to purchase two Girths, and a Sircingle and a
Crupper.” Should you not be familiar with these terms, they are arti-
cles of harness. In another letter John asks, “If you possibly can, send
me 6 Ewes and 1 Ram. [ have not tasted mutton for two years past
and wish very much to raise a stock.”

So much for the home requirements and comforts of the pio-
neers. The Nancy also carried barrels of produce for the forts. As
noted earlier, the Thames Valley was the breadbasket of the western
outposts in those days, at least until laid waste by the Americans in
1813. After that, a great deal of the grain needed by the British was
supplied by farmers on the American side, and smuggled across Lake
Erie. The Nancy also carried the garrisons themselves, their cannon,
powder and ball. She took part in the assault on Fort Stephenson on
the Sandusky River in July, 1813. On August 1, she was cruising off
Put-in-Bay. Mackintosh calls it “Pudding Bay” in his log, which can
now be found in the library of McGill University in Montreal. On
August 2, he sends ashore for some hay for the sheep. On the third,

he is taking soundings at the entrance to the Sandusky.

The remains of
the keel and
ribs of the
Nancy are on
display at
Wasaga Beach
Provincial
Park. Courtesy
of Nancy Island
Historic Site,
Wasaga

Provincial Park.
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This model of the Nancy was built
in the 1920s by the gentleman in
the picture, William Van Der
Valk. It was donated to the Nancy
Island Historic Site at Wasaga
Beach and remains on display.
Courtesy of the Ontario Department

of Tourism, now Ministry of Tourism.

The Nancy’s activities were more or less mundane until that
fateful day on which the American troops spotted her masts through
the trees. She was destroyed, but not forgotten. In 1927, after lying
underwater for 113 years, what remained was salvaged and raised. A
small museum was built on the site to protect the artifacts from
weather and vandals. In later years, other buildings were erected
nearby, and a contemporary museum was opened in 1978. I can still
remember seeing the charred remains of her hulk when my father
took me there to see the wreckage in 1928. We rented a cottage at
Wasaga Beach at that time, but shipwrecks did not make a meaning-
ful impression upon the mind of a seven-year-old child, as [ was then.
They certainly do so today.

After the war was over, the North West Company claimed and
received £500 pounds for two round trips of the Nancy from the
Detroit River to Fort Erie. For her services in 1813-14, her owners
were paid £1,243 .5s. o p. In addition, they received £1,200 as com-

pensation for the loss of the vessel.



CHAPTER 14

The Story of HMS St. Lawrence

IMAGINE 1F YOU WILL, a ship sweeping down Lake Ontario, her bil-
lowing sails reaching to the height of a twenty-storey building. Such
a vessel was the HMS St. Lawrence, the largest and most powerful
ship-of-the-line ever to operate on the Great Lakes. She was built at
Point Frederick’ (Kingston, Ontario) in no more than six months,
and launched on September 10 in 1814. “Man has never built any-
thing more beautiful than a full-rigged ship under a press of canvas.”

For a brief moment, she was the secret weapon of her time and
place. The St. Lawrence never entered history for the battles she
won. Her memory is preserved for the hostilities she prevented. She
was even bigger than Lord Nelson’s Victory.> When she was launched,
all enemy ships returned to port and did not venture out again until
after peace had been declared. Some writers credit her design to
William Bell. Actually, British navy ships were of much the same
design, differing only in size and few other details. A ship built in
England and one built in Upper Canada would not differ greatly.
However, the records show that Bell introduced many innovations in
the construction. This was the result, in part, of a shortage of mate-

rials, for example, ship’s knees. The draught from the records in the
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The HMS St. Lawrence was
the largest (in displacement)
sailing vessel built on the Great
Lakes. Constructed at the
shipyard in Kingston and
launched in September 1814,
she commanded the lake.
C.H.]. Snider, artist. Courtesy
of the TRL, JRR 1186.

National Maritime Museum was drawn and signed by Master
Shipwright Thomas Strickland. It is dated at Kingston Naval Yard,
May 1815, and is an “as built” draught.

We know little of designer William Bell’s life, though what is
known is all honourable and respectable. He was master shipwright at
Ambherstburg soon after the turn of the century and was responsible for
building Robert Barclay’s fleet. After the Battle of Lake Erie in 1813,
the yards at Amherstburg were destroyed, and Bell moved to Kingston.

Sir James Yeo expressed his pleasure with his new flagship in a
letter written to the Admiralty, “I believe the St. Lawrence has com-
pletely gained the Naval ascendancy on this Lake, and I am happy to
say, she sails very superior to anything on it.”* And David Wingfield
wrote in his diary, “Our business from now to the setting in of winter
was comprised in trying the sailing trim of the St. Lawrence, exercis-
ing the men at the guns, and supplying the different garrison with

15

stores and provisions for their winter supply.
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Launched on September 10, the St. Lawrence did not put to sea
until October 16, and made several trips up and down the lake, ferry-
ing troops and supplies. But she never fired a gun in anger and her
crew never saw the enemy from her decks. Actually, she came rather
close to having a very short life indeed. On October 19, she had been
in the water for little more than a month, when she was struck by
lightning while on passage. The mainmast was damaged and several
of the crew were killed. Fortunately, she was not out of service for
more than a few days.

Once the Americans learned that a vessel of this exceptional
size, capable of carrying 112 guns, was being built at Kingston, they
started immediately to construct two ships of a size even bigger. They
did make an attempt near Kingston harbour to destroy the St.
Lawrence by blowing her up with a sort of torpedo, but the British
chased the attackers away before they could accomplish anything.
The weapon was really a floating mine, a powder keg with a harpoon
for jabbing into the ship’s side at or below the waterline. The British,
in turn, started two more ships, the same size, to be named the
Canada and the Wolfe, but they were never completed.

The two new American ships were to be the New Orleans, built
at Sacket’s and the Chippewa from nearby Storr’s Harbor. They were
to carry 120 guns each, but were never launched, due to the Rush-
Bagot Agreement® initiated in 1816 by James Munroe and ratified by
the United States and Britain in 1818. This agreement, defining

“Old Neverwet,”
the New Orleans
as she was in the
1870s. She was
sold sometime
around the mid-
1880s and her
timber used to
make pencils.
Courtesy of the
Archives of

Ontario.
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peace/disarmament terms, limited the naval force of the two coun-
tries to one ship each on lakes Ontario and Champlain, and two each
on the Upper Lakes, thus ending the British/US naval race. All the
British ships were laid up “in ordinary,” a naval term meaning that all
sails and rigging, guns, etc. were removed, except one. Sometimes the
ship would be covered by a temporary roof to reduce weather damage.
The Americans kept the New Orleans under commission until 1883,
though they never finished her. She sat uncovered for a time, then a
storehouse was built around her. Later she was sold, along with the
storehouse to a manufacturer of pencils.

Thirty years after the Rush-Bagot agreement was signed, that is
to say, in 1848, the hulk of the St. Lawrence was sold for £25. While
some writers say this happened in 1832 and others suggest 1826,
there seems to be some agreement that the hulk was sold in the mid-
1800s. She is reported to have cost Britain £800,000. The ship was
towed away from Navy Bay, the dockyard in Kingston, to a long lime-
stone building west of Macdonald Park where they beached her. A
gangway was built from the old harbour highway of King Street in
Kingston and the noble St. Lawrence became a cordwood dock. Now,
the steamers leaving Kingston for passage up or across the lake could
load up with fuel. It is said that the hulk eventually slipped under the
water where she had served as that fuel dock. Others say that she was
towed away and sunk, perhaps in Deadman Bay or Navy Bay, where
vandals could not humiliate her further. Where, in fact, does she lie
now! If I did know I would not tell.

Some years ago, the Toronto printing house of Rous and Mann
produced a promotion piece to aid in plans of persuading the Ontario
government to raise the St. Lawrence, rebuild her and make a tourist
attraction. The text, “The Silent St. Lawrence,” and an excellent
painting, were by C.H.]. Snider. It was long out of print when this
story was being researched, but wonderfully helpful in providing

much of the background information on the St. Lawrence.’



PART THREE

Shipbuilding in a Wilderness Setting

Bless and praise us famous men
Men of little showing
For their work continueth. ..
Great beyond their knowing. — Rudyard Kipling

Day by day the vessel grew,

With timbers fashioned strong and true,
Stemson and keelson and sternson knee,
Till, framed with perfect symmetry,
A skeleton ship rose up to view!
And around the bows and along the side
The heavy hammer and mallet plied,
Till after many a week, at length,
Wonderful for form and strength,
Sublime in its enormous bulk,
Loomed aloft the shadowy bulk!
From “The Building of a Ship,” — Henry Wadsworth Longfellow




Model of a ship in frame. Courtesy of The Science Museum, London, England.



 CHAPTER 15

Ship Construction in the Early 19th Century

“THE HISTORY OF WOODEN SHIPBUILDING on the Great Lakes and
the knowledge and skills of the men who were engaged in this early
industry, is rapidly becoming lost sight of.” Thus wrote Captain
H.C. Inches in 1962, in introducing his book, The Great Lakes
Wooden Shipbuilding Eva. “Yet the history of Great Lakes shipping
began with those vessels, which were built of wood, fashioned by
men whose understanding of shipbuilding enabled them to con-
struct, entirely by hand, vessels that were long-lived and seawor-
thy,” he declared.” Captain Inches was g4 years of age when this
statement was written. He had spent all his life in and among ships
on the lakes, watching their construction in the yards as a master
of Great Lakes bulk carriers, and considerable time as trustee and
director of the Great Lakes Historical Society.

While there have been many books published in Europe on
naval architecture and shipbuilding in the 18th and 1gth centuries,
books on ship construction in this period are very hard to find. It has
not been possible to locate a comprehensive book on the methods
and skills used in shipyards anywhere. It has been necessary to cull

scraps of information from many books and articles, American,
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British, French and Dutch, a bit here, a fragment there, and collect
it together for this section.

Fortunately, North American shipyards and methods differed
very little from contemporary yards in Europe. All the shipbuilding
technology of the day originated in Europe. The French were consid-
ered masters of the art and the British and Dutch were not far
behind. Many of the shipwrights in North American yards had emi-
grated from Europe. Even in early colonial days, yards had been estab-
lished in the coastal communities and ships were built for the British
navy in some of these yards well before the American Revolution.

In 1798, Josiah Fox, a 30-year-old shipbuilder emigrated from
England, and the records show that he brought copies of the then-
current reference texts for building ships with him. He had learned
the trade, apprenticed to a master shipwright at the Plymouth
Dockyard. Fox’s training was superior to anything available in
America at that time, and he had a hand in designing many frigates
for the US Navy, which really was founded in 1794 when Congress
passed an Act authorizing the construction of six frigates. Fox worked
with Joshua Humphreys, one of the best known of the early
American shipbuilders, and is credited with designing the United
States and the Constitution. Similarly, several former officers of the
Royal Navy in America changed their loyalty during the Revolution
and served the War Office in Washington. As was noted earlier,
Henry Eckford, a Scot, had learned the trade of shipwright in the
yards at Quebec. And to him goes the credit for building the ships at
Sacket’s so quickly and efficiently.

There were naturally great similarities between the vessels built
by American yards and British yards on the lakes. Most of the designs
on the Canadian side originated with the Admiralty in London. Also,
most of the skilled shipwrights and carpenters came out from England
directly to the Kingston and Fort Malden shipyards. Furthermore,
tools and equipment were essentially the same on both sides of the
border. The comparative availability of personnel and equipment and,
in particular, of armament, made up the principal differences.

Accessibility of supplies, including aged timber, was also a key
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difference between shipyards on the lakes and the Royal Navy dock-
yards in England. This availability was most obvious in the early days
of the war in the shortage of guns for the British vessels, but through-
out the war, it became very apparent in the quality of timber. By the
time that Britain had almost run out of oak trees, she was importing
pine from Scandinavia. When the already high duties on Baltic
timber were nearly doubled in 1811, thus pricing it out of the market,
Britain turned to her North American colonies. Standing trees were
in good supply in Upper Canada, though the infrastructure, such as
roads for procuring timber, was much worse. The kits, however, for
the Canada and the Wolfe were of fir, not oak.

While it was not possible to find any list of materials that were
imported from England for the construction of the St. Lawrence. John
Spurr, writing in Queen’s Archives, gives the following list of material
needed to build a 32-gun frigate, 126 feet by 35 feet:

600 tons of carefully selected and shaped timber.
40 tons of iron fittings, nuts and bolts.

12 tons of copper bolts

2,000 sheets of copper

18,000 treenails

1 ton of oakum for hull and deck seams

20 barrels of pitch

1 40 gallon barrel of tar

150 gallons of linseed oil

2.5 tons of paint [Note: presumed to be in liquid form]
15 tons of sails (standing rigging)

12 tons of sails (running rigging)

6 tons of wooden blocks

1 tons of spare yards and booms

40 tons of crafted wood (masts, yards and bowsprit)
35 tons of anchor cables

An unspecified tonnage of chains, hawsers and

assorted ropes.”
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Draught of the HMS St. Lawrence hull, as built by Thomas Strickland, Kingston, 1815.

Courtesy of the National Maritime Museum, London, UK.

All but the timber products and the copper would have to be
imported from England at very great difficulty of transport and
expense. Bear in mind, this list applies to a vessel less than half the
weight of the St. Lawrence, and to another venue, and the list does
not include the guns, powder and shot. While British ships were cop-
pered at this time, no copper was used in Upper Canada.

In England, during this time, a tree trunk was aged, subject to
the exigencies of war, one year for each inch of its thickness. In the
shipyards, in the early colonial period, a tree could be growing in the
morning and be part of a ship’s frame by the evening.

In Devonport, England, the keel for the 8o-gun HMS Foudroyant
was laid down in 1789, but she was not launched until 1798. It was
desirable to let a vessel sit “in frame” for several years so that any
warping or rot could be found and corrected before planking. It hap-
pened on occasion that the rot was so bad that the ship “in frame”
had to be destroyed and was never finished. The Foudroyant had an
unusually long life and was still afloat until destroyed by storm in
1897, ninety-nine years after her launching. _

On the other extreme, the mighty St. Lawrence was started and
launched in just one summer. She is being compared here with the
Foudroyant, as there are many similarities in size and design. Also,
there are photographs of the Foudroyant, which have been compared
favourably with the only pictures of the St. Lawrence made during her

s
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lifetime. The draughts of both have been compared also, the princi-
pal difference being depth of hold, and therefore the draft of water
needed to float them.

Foudroyant St. Lawrence

Built Devonport, England, Built Kingston, Upper
1789-98 Canada, 1814 (6 months)

LOA 184 LOA 197

Beam 50' 6" Beam 52' 5"

Displacement, 2,054 tons Displacement 2,504 tons

Crew 650 Crew 640

Guns 8o Guns 112

[ have a personal and direct interest in the Foudroyant. Following
her destruction in a storm in 1897, some of her timbers were made
into pieces of furniture and sold. In 1968, my wife Jean located a
beautiful, heavy, oaken throne-chair, made from these timbers, and
presented it to me as a loving gift. Furthermore, my next yacht, pur-
chased in 1972, was christened, Foudroyant. She served me well until
she was sold in Europe in 1999. We made many adventurous but safe
passages together (mostly international), in both freshwater and salt-

water, totalling over 25,000 miles.
THE SHIPYARD

During time of war, the ability to defend the site from an enemy,
either by land or sea, was essential. In addition, the site had to be
near a body of water sufficiently deep to float the ship when com-
pleted. There were other requirements. The land must be firm and
reasonably level, in close proximity to a source of good timber, and
have access to other shipbuilding supplies. Suitable road or water
transportation was a necessity, and finally, the transportation route
had to be as safe as possible from attack and plundering by the

enemy.
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A supply of labourers was not so important. Men could be
brought in if not available locally, as was done in all the shipyards of
the lakes at this time. Hulks were sometimes converted into floating
dormitories, as was done at Kingston. More often, bunkhouses were
erected nearby, or the townspeople would accommodate the tran-
sients. The shipyards contributed greatly to the growth and economic
development of the communities such as concern us here. In
Kingston, many of the workers stayed after the war. At Erie and
Sacket’s Harbor, the majority returned to the seacoast.

Just a few buildings were required for the actual construction work.
It was all completed out of doors, summer or winter. A room in a res-
idence could be commandeered for administrative work. Sheds would
be required for storage and for such work as sail-making, rigging and the
like. A large covered area with a relatively smooth, flat floor was
needed for lofting. And, of course, a forge was a necessity, although rel-
atively little metal went into the construction of most of these ships. As
time went on, additional buildings would be erected for such purposes
as a joiner’s shop where fittings were made, such as blocks, ship’s wheels,

furniture, figurehead, etc. A ropewalk would provide a real advantage.

When choosing trees in the forest intended as timber for use in shipbuilding,
one had to be able to visualize the naturally occurring “shapes” that could be

obtained for the various structural components needed in the construction
process. Sketch by James Somerville.
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A sail loft needed a large, clean, floor area for laying out, meas-

uring, cutting, sewing, roping and so on. There would be a cookhouse
for the workers, stables for yard horses, blacksmith’s shop and such
services. The ships themselves were rarely built under roof.

The best timbermen would spend days wandering in the woods,
selecting and marking the most suitable trees. They were selected for
their natural shape where branches joined the trunk and would make
natural knees, or for straight and curved planks or futtocks. The felled
trees would be hauled to the yard by teams of oxen or horses, prefer-
ably in winter time. In fact, masts could only be hauled in winter. Due
to their tremendous weight, no road of the day, only frozen earth,
could bear their weight.

Some 3,000 loads of timber went into making the frames, knees,
etc. of a first-rater, plus the planking, decking and spars. This would
mean that upwards of 4,000 trees were felled to make one ship such
as the St. Lawrence or the New Orleans. Oak was the preferable
species for the frames, keel, knees and similar members, and, when

available, was also used for planking. Ash was utilized for oars. White
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This figurehead is from a special collection housed at the
Mystic Seaport Museum, Connecticut. While most of
the depictions are of females, several show male figures
of importance to the shipbuilder or owners. Figureheads
have been used on the bows of sailing ships for centuries,
as early as Egyptian and Grecian times. The first
symbols used were the shapes of “eyes” to help wayward
ships find their way. It is purported that the figures of
women, especially nude women, were used to calm the
angry seas. Courtesy of Paul Carroll.

pine was employed for decking. In North America, unseasoned wood
was used most frequently, no other being available, and frequently
various types of wood were applied side by side.

The ships of war were generally built “just good enough and no
better than needed.” Very little decoration or gilding was used,
though the Princess Charlotte (a 44-gun frigate with a length of 121
feet on the gun deck, built in Kingston in 1814), was fitted with a fig-
urehead. Commercial ships, built in peacetime, sometimes were
much better constructed, and exhibited the vanity of the owners.
The Nancy, and the Hamilton were so adorned with additional deco-
ration, so as to suit their owners’ fancies.

Pine for masts and other softwood could be transported in rafts.
Oak could be hauled by ship but not floated to the yards due to its
high density. It would sink if placed in water. In summer, trees would
be hauled, slung under the axle of ox-carts with very large wheels,
known as timber tugs. In winter, they would be carried on sleighs

where the tree itself made up the frame of the sleigh. Many farmers
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increased their cash income by hauling timber all winter. They
prayed for a hard winter and good sleighing.

In general there was no shortage of timber near all the yards at
the beginning of the war, though as time went on, it was necessary to
haul from further and further afield each winter. Along the seacoast,
it was common to get curve-grained, oak compass timber from the
live-oak groves in North Carolina and Georgia. These fine hard-
woods were used in the Canadian Maritime Provinces, New England
and New York consistently, but were not available for yards on the
lakes. In late 1814, three sets of frames were sent out from England
but were never used since the return to peace made them unnecessary.

The trees were felled using the woodsman’s axe and cross-cut
saw. Most eatly settlers were, of necessity, skilled in the use of these
tools. The trees were selected for use as knees, frames or planks, and
shaped using either the long ripsaw (whipsaw) or by the use of a

broadaxe and an adze.
THEe SkiLrs oF THE SHiP CARPENTERS

Captain Inches, in writing about planking, states, “I have seen these
large timbers joined with a lock joint so tight you could not slip a cig-
arette paper in at any place.” C.H.]. Snider, in one of his many arti-

cles, describes a man who placed his bare foot on a beam and with his

Both the felling of trees and the carpentry work required in the construction of ships called
for exceptional skills in the use of tools. From left: working with an adze, working with a
broadaxe and working with a ripsaw. All sketches by James Somerville.
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adze shaved a piece of wood from under his sole as thin as a piece of
tissue paper.

Captain Inches, while discussing mast-makers, declared, “I have
seen these professionals stand on one of these logs, swing a ship-axe
from the shoulder and split a chalk line mark.™ EW. Wallace, in his
book Ships of Wood and Men of Iron, writes of Quebec ship carpenters
who could split a playing card edgewise with the adze.

In continuing his description of shipbuilding, Captain Inches
writes, “After the ship was planked, stem to stern and from keel to
topside, the carpenters went to work and adzed down the entire
planking. These men were artists with that tool and never made any
deep gouges in the planks. Instead, they made the planks so smooth
that the planing with a small plane was not a heavy job. They gave
the ship a beautiful, smooth, finish outside.” The term for this skill
with the adze was known as “dubbing.” John E. Horsley, in Tools of the
Maritime Trades, writes on the use of a ripsaw, a narrow blade type of
pitsaw, “The frames were not just sawn out, but bevelled at the same
time.” How closely could the bevels be cut? “To the thickness of a
pencil line.”

Steam-powered sawmills were beginning to appear in shipyards
in England after 1793. Wind-driven sawmills had been in use a great
many years but water-powered mills were rarely employed in ship-
yards in North America at this time. The machinery for these
mechanical saws started with a crank on the end of the waterwheel
shaft. This was connected to a pitman rod, then to a gate-saw in an
upright frame that travelled vertically, in slides.

The records show that the sawmill closest to Erie was at
Pittsburgh, some 130 miles away. However, there were none recorded
at Sacket’s. In Upper Canada there were several mills on streams
flowing into the St. Lawrence River, at Cornwall, Prescott, etc., but
too far away to be of much assistance. A gristmill and sawmill had
been opened at Kingston Mills six miles up the Cataraqui River from
Kingston in 1783, and another at Millhaven a few miles west of the
town. These mills could not be expected to cope with the quantity of

sawn timber needed at Kingston in 1812-15, so it must be assumed that
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a very large proportion of all sawing was done by hand. Circular saws
and band saws had not been invented at the time of the War of 1812.

Tuae TooLs OF THE SHIPWRIGHT

Woodworking tools changed very little down through the centuries
preceding the advent of power. Rudyard Kipling” captured the scene

in verse:

[ tell this tale which is strictly true,
Just by way of convincing you
How very little since things were made

Things have altered in the shipwright's trade.

Many of the tools used 180 years ago in the shipyard are readily
recognized in a rural, present-day carpenter’s shop. Among them are

the following:

Adze, lipped, plain and broad styles.

Axe, plain, broad and mast maker’s, plus “lumber-

>n

mans.

Top: The “plain” adze (top right) was usually used when cutting with the
grain of the wood. The “lipped” adze (left) was used when cutting across the
grain. Bottom: The broadaxe (right) and the mast maker’s axe (left). Sketches

by Heidi Hoffman.
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Augur, not the present ratchet brace, but a simpler
tool, similar to an oversize gimlet, and the long, ship-

wright’s augur, or even the pod augur.

Various types of drill were in regular use: a) the common
“carpenter’s brace and bit”; b) a shell or “nose” augur,
sometimes as much as three inches in diameter, also
furnished with a shaft four feet long and with suitable
handles for drilling through a keel and keelson; also known
as a “pod augur”; ¢) a single twist augur, less common
because of the danger of it getting stuck and breaking in
the hole. Sketches by Heidi Hoffman.

Countersink, for enlarging holes that would later be -
plugged with wood.

Caulking irons, dumb and making.

Caulking mallet.

Tools used

in caulking.
Sketches by
Heidi Hoffman.

Long arm iron

Chisels, many shapes and sizes, up 2-1/2" face.
Clamps, or cramps, made of very heavy steel bar and
able to open as much as 3-4 feet.

Draw knives, sirnilar to today’s tools, also referred to
as draw-plane or spoke-shave

Gauges and dividers, for measuring and marking.

T
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La Sdlle Waves “Bon Voyage,” 1978
Watercolour
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Duncan MacPherson

The Hamilton and the Scourge, 1982
Oil on canvas

Courtesy of Dorothy MacPherson




Charles L. Peterson

The Nancy Under Sail, 1980
Watercolour

Courtesy of The Bamford Collection



O.K. Schenk

The St. Lawrence, 1981
Watercolour
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Fishing From Small Sailboats, 1982
Watercolour
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Captain Alexander McNeilledge

The HMS Britomart in Port Dover, 1868
Watercolour, ink and coloured pencil on paper
Courtesy of Mary Morrison



Charles L. Peterson
The Annie M. Peterson, 1972
Watercolour

Courtesy of The Bamford Collection
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The Alvin Clark, 1983
Watercolour
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Gin pole, a long wooden pole with a pointed tip,
used primarily to assist in holding timbers and frames
up while they are being fastened in place.
Hammers, ball pien, claw and mallets.

Moot, a form of plane for making treenails.

Qilstone (an abrasive stone used for sharpening tools),
Peavey, a heavy wooden lever with a pointed steel
tip and a hinged hook near the end, used for
moving logs and baulks, e.g. on the sawpit.

Planes, hollowing curved (for mast making),
common smoothing plane, Jack planes, large

(28” long), and small.

Plumb bob and line.

Saws, cross cut, compass, hack, rip (whip).

Spirit level, ship carpenter’s.

Squares, long armed, large steel.

Nearly all planking was sawn by hand and all heavy material
was shaped and fitted by use of adze, broadaxe and plane. Sawing
planks was a laborious process. A pit was dug and a staging set up
across it. The log was levered out on the staging and sawn by the use
of a long, two-man handsaw, similar to the timberman’s crosscut saw.
One man stood on the staging, astraddle the log and facing opposite
to the direction of the saw cut. He was responsible for the accuracy
of the cut. The man in the pit faced the direction of the saw cut to
try to reduce the amount of sawdust falling on his head, and by alter-

nately pulling on the saw, the men could rip a log into a plank. The Sawing planks

with a pit saw.
became a recognized trade. A gang usually consisted of the top sawyer Note the posi-

work was slow and required so much skill that the role of sawyer

tions of the two
men. Sketch by

James Somerville.

and his helper, the pit sawyer, or pitman, with a third

man whose job it was to shift the log at intervals ;
using a peavey, (a long pole ending in a metal spike
and hinged hook) so the saw could clear the
staging, or to reposition the log to start a

new cut.
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This was also the usual method of sawing compass timber or
cutting large timbers and planks, also called fletches. Cutting wide
planks into narrower pieces, or further shaping for compass timbers
would be done by a rib saw, also called a turning saw or a futtock saw.
Much of the shaping of timbers, both plank and heavy, structural
pieces, futtocks, knees, and so on, was done by the broadaxe or the
adze. The skill of the men in this work has been described earlier

One striking difference between the information available to
the builder then and now is found in use of plans. In the early days,
the builder was expected to work from one plan or draught, together
with the instructions or specifications, based on standard practice.
Nowadays, the piles of drawings needed to build a battleship would
almost sink any of Yeo’s smaller warships.

Spar or rigging drawings were not furnished, nor were sail plans.
They were all based on the “Establishment,” an all-encompassing
word originating in the Royal Navy much earlier, and meaning, in this
context, “standard practice.” Many of the ships built in Upper Canada
for the war were constructed to Admiralty draughts. The rules were
rigid, hard and fast, covering everything connected with the building
and maintenance of ships that were rated according to the number of
guns that they were intended to carry. A first-rate ship carried 100
guns, a second-rate 9o, a third-rate 6o to 8o, and so on.

From these draughts, full-size drawings of the ship’s frames would
be made on the loft floor, a process referred to as lofting. Moulds or pat-
terns in thin planking were then made of each frame and all the nec-
essary markings, such as the deck levels, were transferred to the moulds.
Each frame would be made up of several pieces, known as futtocks.
Thus, the moulds must also be made up of as many pieces. The member
that ended up being laid across the keel was known as the floor.

Accuracy was a matter of training and skill, and actually much
of this construction was apt to be rather crude with fairing done by
eye. Hence, there was considerable variation in ships built from the
same draughts.

All the records uncovered in researching this material show

that the naval vessels of the time were launched stern first, though
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Three methods of making a scarf: a) plain
b) hooked and c)tabled with coaks

) -~ A treenail with wedges

{ holds the plank to the frame.
The kesl is rabbeted to M
take the planks

some commercial ships were launched broadside. The building slip,

or slipway, had to be very strongly built to support a weight of the fin-
ished hull - perhaps 1,000 tons — for the duration of the construction,
then to withstand the strains of launching the vessel. The slipway
was built, extending at right angles to the water’s edge, for a length to
accommodate the keel and a bit more, and it would be sloped between
3/8'" and 1" per foot of length. It may have been made by laying huge
timbers, parallel to the water’s edge, imbedded in the earth, each
some 30 to 4o feet in length and three to six feet apart. On that bed
would be placed cribs of squared timbers, to a height of five feet or
more, so that the men could work under the keel. At the top of each
crib, a cap of straight-grained oak was secured with the grain running
parallel to the long axis of the slipway. Above these hefty cribs, the
keel would be laid and the ship would be built. As the frames were
raised, and- as the hull was planked, props or shores were fitted
beneath to spread the weight and take some of it off the cribbing.

The keel was fashioned of white oak. Several pieces were joined
together by means of a joint called a scarf (also spelled scarph) ten to
twenty feet in length. The scarfs were on the horizontal plane and
were usually tabled or coaked. Coaks were generally square or rectan-

gular inserts and did not replace the treenails. The keel might consist

Scarfs, codks, a
rabbeted keel
and a treenail.
Sketches by Heidi
Hoffman.
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A model from an earlier era of
sailing vessel. Note how the
outside planks increase in thick-
ness at the widest point. These
are the “wales.” Note how the
inside planks, known as the
ceiling, change thickness where
each deck joins the walls. Note
the wooden knees. There are
many construction details here.
Courtesy of The Science
Museum, 5028 (London, UK).

of seven or more pieces, each about 30 feet in length, or longer, to
allow for the scarfs. To prevent leaks along the seam of a scarf, a hole
was drilled across the seam and a softwood dowel was driven in.
These dowels were called stopwaters. The keel would be “sided” 21
inches in the middle, tapered to about 19 inches at the stem and 16
inches at the stern, and would be 21 inches thick. These dimensions
are for a ship the size of the St. Lawrence or the New Orleans.

In the larger vessels, timbers were not available of sufficient
thickness for the depth of keel needed. The keel was then built up of
two or more layers as in today’s laminated construction. Scarf joints
were always staggered for strength. Everywhere two timbers were fayed
(or fitted) together, so that the flat surfaces were completely in con-
tact, for example, the laminating of the keel or of futtocks in a rib.
Where scarfing of two or more of these was necessary, the scarfs must be
as far removed from one another as possible. This distance was known
as the “shift” and was essential, for had the joints coincided or been
laid adjacent to one another, the structure would have been weakened.

The “Establishment” laid down rules for this spacing requirement.

146



SHIP CONSTRUCTION IN THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY

The stern assembly has many pieces. The planking
comes right to the stern post. Sketch by Heidi Hoffman.
RABBET LINE

STERN POST

; 1 ENS inner posT
'1&\ e <

RABBET LINE SCARF  KEEL FALSE KEEL

A false keel was usually attached later, beneath the keel, after
the frames and the keelson were in place. It was deliberately made
frangible, or capable of being broken, so that should the ship take the
ground, the false keel might be ripped off but would prevent damage
to the main keel itself. The keel would be temporarily secured to the
underlying blocks with spikes or treenails on each side so that it
could not shift sideways during construction.

Treenails, pronounced “trunnels,” were made of well-seasoned
oak or locust, sometimes circular, sometimes 16-sided. They varied in
size from 1" to 1 3/4" in diameter and were hammered into holes
slightly smaller in diameter so that, when they got wet and swelled,
they formed a very strong fastening, generally leak-free. Wedges were
driven in to the treenails at both ends, which helped make a very
secure fastening.

The stern post was the next piece to be cut and put in position.
[t would be made up of pieces about 30 feet long and 26 inches square
at the top, tapering to the bottom to a width of the keel but widened
fore and aft to about 36 inches. It was mortised into the keel and set
up vertically, when viewed from fore and aft, but raked aft, when
viewed from the side. Solid filler pieces of oak, called deadwood, were
laid on the keel aft of where the hull narrows, each piece treenailed
to the next, and the lot, to the stern post. There might be 10 or 12
pieces of deadwood fitted into the stern. In similar fashion, the stem

would be added next and it too would be made of several pieces of
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Some of the principal parts used to
assemble the stern of the vessel.
Sketch by Heidi Hoffman.

STEM
STEMSON
DEADWOOD

FALSE KEEL-

oak, scarfed together and treenailed, with fewer pieces of deadwood.
The frames at the ends would later be set into notches or boxes cut
into the deadwood. .

The bows of vessels of this era would appear to us today to be
extremely blunt in shape, almost “apple-cheeked.” In profile they
appeared much sharper but this was due to fashion pieces attached
forward of the stem comprising the gripe and “beak head.” It was not
until the advent of the clipper ships that ships started to have a sharp
entry. However, even at this time, some of the American ships were
showing a much sharper entry than those of the British fleet.

Before any of the pieces of keel, stem or stern post were fastened
together, they were rabbeted (or notched) as necessary. This means
that the wood was cut out forming an angular groove to take the out-
side planking, the lowest or garboard strake (A strake is a row of
planks from stem to stern; the garboard strake is the plank nearest to
the keel.) This extensive, tedious and, of necessity, precise work was
done by broadaxe and adze, finished off with chisel and mallet.

The stern post and stem were obviously very heavy timbers.
They had to be hoisted into place using crude cranes consisting of A-

frames, called “sheer legs” in those days, with a sturdy block and
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tackle. As soon as erected, the parts would be carefully lined up,
plumbed and then shored so rigidly that they could not possibly shift
from their correct position as the work progressed.

The ship’s frames, of white oak, were made up of overlapping
pieces, called “futtocks” fastened together, and cut from grown shapes
or compass timber. Fourteen or more pieces might be used in a single
frame assembly, each piece scarfed to the next above and below, or
joined by chocks. Scarfs, of course, had shift, and all were treenailed.
A midship frame was a gigantic U-shaped configuration, the bottom
of which, rather flat, crosses over the keel. The laminated beam
would be some eight inches thick and up to 24 inches in width, fore
and aft, according to Establishment rules. Not all frames were lami-
nated. Many were single frames, especially in way of the gun ports.

The spaces between the frames were frequently about half the
width of a frame timber. The word “frame” and the word “rib” seem
to have been interchangeable. In large vessels it appears that the floor
pieces were first installed and lined up accurately. The half-frames
were assembled on a platform or on level ground and reinforced with

battens and with planks nailed over the chocks, to be removed later.

Both port and starboard frames would be raised at the same time,

On large vessels,
the floor pieces would be put in place, '
fastened and aligned. Then the half frames
would be hoisted into place on both sides, and secured
with shores and battens. Sketch by Heidi Hoffman.
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using the block and tackle, sheer legs and shores, and possibly assisted
by windlasses and even animals to take the load.

On smaller vessels, a different technique was used. A temporary
assembly platform, or framing stage, was built up across the keel. On
this stage, the frame would be assembled under the supervision of the
master shipwright. Since the frames were 15 to 30 feet across and up
to 30 feet high, the platform must be at least this size. It would be
moved along the length of the ship as the work progressed. Framing
commenced near amidships where a few frames were essentially iden-
tical, but as the work progressed forward or aft, every frame became
different. As the ends were approached, the curve of the shape
became so extreme that it was necessary to set the frame at an angle
so as to present a flat surface to the planking. This work required
complex cutting where these frames joined the keel fore and aft.
These were known as cant frames. Exceptional skill was required in
this work.

After assembly on the platform, the frame was reinforced with

cross spalls near the top, and the frame and keel were notched to

Assembling the ribs and raising
7 them into position, as might be

done on a smaller vessel.

Sketch by Heidi Hoffman.
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accept one another. The frame was then raised into place and posi-
tioned across the keel.

Imagine what the weight of one of these frames must have
been! Surely it would be upwards of several thousand pounds. Cranes
were exceedingly simple A-frames, or jib-boom varieties, and, as
noted, the heavy lifting was done by block and tackle. Sometimes,
just workers, or possibly horsepower or oxen, contributed to sharing
the load. The carpenters, with gin poles, would help line a frame up,
and fit it into place. The frame, once in place, and made perpendicu-
lar to the keel, that is to say, off the vertical by the same angle that
the keel made to the horizontal, is secured temporarily with spalls
and ribbands, with battens sprung and fastened to a number of
frames. “Spalls,” “battens” and “ribbands” are names for pieces of
timber used as a temporary support for parts such as frames while
being erected until they are reinforced by planks.

As framing neared completion, the spaces between the cant

so, with pieces of oak. There would be ten or so cant frames at

}/ ”l frames at bow and stern would be filled in solidly, or very nearly
’J

SS
“”’*ﬁﬁ; each end of the ship. Once the frames were all in place and thor-
oughly faired by eye, the keelson was installed.

o et ot e e g

The “keelson” is a strengthening timber laid on top of the
frames inside the vessel and through-bolted to the keel. Like the

keel, it would consist of many scarfed timbers, possibly two or

-
—
-

more layers thick, and with sister keelsons at each side. In a

The backbone of the
vessel was the keel,
along with the keelson.
Shown here is a
typical assembly of
keel, planking, floor,
keelson, rider and
ceiling. Sketch by

Heidi Hoffman.
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large ship such as the St. Lawrence, the keelson was a massive timber
indeed. We have no record of the size of the keelson in the St.
Lawrence, but in clipper ships, half the size of her displacement, it
sometimes consisted of eight baulks, each 15 inches square.

This through-bolting was done with iron rods, shipped from
England, driven in to a slightly undersized hole and headed over, at
each end, onto a flat steel burr or washer. Drilling for these bolts,
through four to six feet of wet oak, using primitive tools, must have
been back-breaking work. It required a frequent change of labourer as
the drilling progressed, hour after hour, day after day.

Now planking could commence. It started amidships, from the
keel upwards and from the gunnels downwards simultaneously. The last
planks to be put in, near the turn of the bilge were called the “shutter
planks.” Where plank ends met or butted, there had to be a frame.
There must be at least three planks between butts on the same frame
and no butts closer together than five feet from-each other on consec-
utive planks. The planks had to be hung in close contact at the inside
edge and were bevelled at the outside. The required bevel was approx-
imately 1/16" to the inch of seam depth in order to take the caulking.

Before planking, the frames must be dubbed with an adze, that
is to say, their outside surface faired so that the plank fitted tight
against the frame. The planks

A
{ T

were then lifted into place

and sprung, edge set and

twisted against the frames and
tightly clamped against the
edges of planks already in place.
Chains, jacks, shores, clamps,
the dangerous albeit ubiquitous
Spanish windlass and wedges
were used for this taxing work.
The planks at bow and stern
would have to be
steamed because of

the great curvature.

Dubbing ribs so
the planks may
be set tight
against them.
Drilling planks
and driving in
the treenails.
Thousands of
treenails would
be used on one
of these large
vessels. Sketch
by Heidi
Hoffman.
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Before the advent of steam boilers and steam boxes, the planks
would be thoroughly soaked and placed over a fire. Later, steam
boxes, as long as sixty feet in length by three feet square, placed on
both sides of the ship, and even inside, were commonly used. At the
cry of “Hot plank!” the workers would drop their tools, and rush to
carry the plank from the fire or steam box, up the ramp and on to
the catwalk to where it was to be placed. They would protect them-
selves from being burned with old clothes, sacks, shavings or what-
ever was available.

Planks varied in thickness from sheer to keel, but would run to
some four to eight inches thick and be of the same width. Imagine
the weight of such a plank! Consider the problems of handling such
a plank, hot from the fire, up the ramp, moving it along shaky cat-
walks and clamping it into position before it cooled. The uppermost
plank would be many feet above the ground. Thicker planks, called
gunwales or wales, were placed near the point of maximum beam,
from stem to stern.

The plank, when finally in position, would be drilled and
treenails were driven in, fastening it to the frames. Typically, six to
eight treenails, 1 3/4" in diameter, or larger, would hold each plank
at each frame. After cutting off any excess of the treenail, its end
would be split and a wedge driven in to prevent the planks from
pulling loose. Tens of thousands of such treenails would be pegged
into place in a large vessel. The tool used was a wooden mallet, some-
what like a croquet mallet, though with a much shorter handle. The
ceiling, heavy planking laid on the inside face of the frames, further
strengthened the ship. Although not as thick as the outer planking,
in total, the walls of the ship could be up to two feet thick.

Under each deck, on the inside of the hull are the fore and aft
clamps, heavier timbers than the ceiling, on which rest the deck
beams. The deck beams, tying the ship together athwartships, were
also exceedingly heavy members, and spaced quite close together.
Under each is a hanging knee in a vertical plane and alongside each
is a lodging knee in the horizontal plane. The knees are all grown

shapes made from oak compass timber.



Three different
types of metal
knees. Grown
knees {obtained
from trees)
became more
difficult to
obtain in
English yards
and substitutes
such as these
were in use by
around 1800.
Sketch by Heidi
Hoffman.
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Ordinarily in the early 18o0s, a ship like the St. Lawrence
would have some 400 knees. Archaeological divers have deter-
mined, however, that relatively few knees were used, and that
William Bell, master shipwright at Kingston during the building of
the St. Lawrence, had incorporated other innovations as well.
British yards were acknowledging the shortage of naturally grown
knees, and of oak suitable for shipbuilding generally. Bell employed
a system that used far fewer wooden knees, for there were not suffi-
cient of them at his site. He devised several forms of steel angles,
which were being used in England about this time when grown
knees, as noted, were in short supply. Furthermore, while earlier
ships of war had the ribs spaced less than one-to-one with the air
between them, as depicted in the model shown on page 129, it
seems that ribs of most of the Great Lakes’ vessels were spaced
much further apart. Deck planking would probably be of pine, four
to six inches thick, bevelled for caulking and fastened to the beams
by means of treenails. In later ships, spikes or bolts, countersunk
and plugged with wooden plugs would have been employed for fas-
tening the deck planks in place.

Caulking the miles of seams was a tremendous job in itself. The
caulkers used oakum and pitch. Oakum consists of hemp fibres made
by unravelling old rope. Pitch was made from the sap of coniferous
trees, probably imported from Scandinavia, to England, then to
Canada. Sometimes caulking was hammered into place as many as
three times over. Skilled caulkers did little else in the shipyard. Each
had his own selection of irons, some curved, some straight, some

broad, some narrow. In some of the smaller yards around the lakes,
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the skilled caulkers were in great demand, being contracted from
place to place for larger shipbuilding jobs.

The blow of the caulking mallet produced a distinct musical
note for the caulker would cut slots in the mallet, each differently, to
create the note he wanted. The musical play of the caulkers’ mallets
was one of the most characteristic sounds of the shipyard. Author
Stanley T. Spicer wrote in his book, Masters of Sail, “The never-to-
be-forgotten sounds of those lovely summer mornings still ring in my
ears. The sharp ‘click’ of the fastener’s maul as the bolts were secured,
the loud and merry ring of the caulker’s mallet, the ‘thub, thub’ of
the dubber’s adze, the muffled blows on treenails, the swishing of
broad axes, the whining saws, the hissing, sputtering steam-box when
the steamed planks were withdrawn, combined in a jubilation of
shipyard noises.” Others add to this the “geeing and hawing” of the
drivers as they brought the loads of timber in by horse or ox-cart. It
was a medley of sounds none of us will ever hear again.

As mentioned, sheathing the bottom with copper was not done
on vessels for the Great Lakes, though the bottom would likely have
been payed (painted on) with tar whenever it was available.

Launching was a day of celebration. A holiday would be declared
and all the school children and townspeople would attend. Flags,
bunting and speeches would be the order of the day, and the celebra-
tion would last well into the night. A military band might be provided
to entertain the watchers while the vessel was being prepared for
launching. A great deal of care was required for the successful launch-
ing of a 200-foot, 2,000-ton hull, or even a smaller one for that matter.
In the interests of safety, celebration and libations among the workers
were delayed as much as possible until after the event.

For several days, preparations were under way. First, the launch-
ing ways were built up under the ship, on heavy piles driven into the
ground, or large piles of heavy timbers. The ways would be 10 to 15
feet on each side of the keel and very heavily constructed and shored.
On top of these, other timbers were placed. Then a cradle was built,
some 60 to 70 feet long, using these long timbers and cross braces. They

were built up to the bottom of the vessel and kept from spreading by

s
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Launching day, artist not identified. Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum, 74 Can 258,
967-106-1.

passing and tightening cables or ropes under the ship. Next, the
entire cradle was raised by driving wedges between it and the ways,
thus taking the weight off the keel blocks and transferring the weight
of the ship to the ways. The top of the ways and the bottom of the
cradle were greased generously with tallow. Now time was short, for
the vessel must be launched before the tallow was forced out by the
ponderous weight of the ship resting upon it.

Just prior to launching, carpenters ventured beneath the ship.
Using iron wedges and working from stern to bow, they gingerly split
out the blocks on which the keel rested. As the last of the keel blocks
was knocked out, the vessel would give a shudder, the carpenters
would scramble to safety and the vessel would begin to move. Slowly
at first, then faster as she gathered momentum, the vessel slewed
down the ways and splashed into the water amid the cheers of the

crowd and with the ways smoking from the friction.

Then the Master with a gesture of command,
Waved his hand, And at the word,

Loud and sudden there was heard,

All around them and below,

The sound of hammers, blow on blow,

Knocking away the shores and spurs,
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And see! She stirs!

She starts — she moves — she seems to feel
The thrill of life along her keel,

And, spurning with her foot the ground,
With one exulting, joyous bound,

She leaps into the ocean’s arms!

And lo! From the assembled crowd
There rose a shout, prolonged and loud,
That to the ocean seemed to say,

Take her, O bridegroom, old and gray,
Take her to thy protecting arms,

With all her youth and all her charms!®

The ship would be immediately towed to the fitting-out berth.
Joiners worked on the cabins aft and fitted partitions, furniture and
such, although this generally would be very limited in a ship-of-the-
line, especially on one for the Great Lakes. While the hull was being
built, the spars would be made and assembled in readiness, in another
corner of the yard. Spar making was a separate trade, but the skills
were much the same. The tools used were the broadaxe, adze,
drawknives and the spar plane.

There was no shortage of good pine in the vicinity, though it
would have to be collected during the winter as the frozen ground
would support the much heavier load. The best would have been
selected and felled, straight and free from defects, then hauled in on
sleighs by teams of oxen. It would be hewed out, flat on one side, with
broadaxe and adze, then marked out with the proper taper. Following
this procedure, it would be rolled and marked again, then cut to pro-
duce a four-sided, properly tapered timber. Now, using a spar-maker’s
gauge, it would be marked for cutting to eight sides. Then the process
was repeated giving it sixteen sides, then planed to round. The fin-
ished spar would be painted, varnished or oiled.

The mainmast, for the ship under discussion, would be 123 feet
from step to cap, foremast 8/g of this, and mizzen 6/7. All lengths of

masts and yards were derived from the Establishment formulae, from
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the length of the mainmast, as were the dimensions of the mainmast
itself, to the top masts and topgallant masts. The diameter of the main-
mast at the partners was about 37 inches and of the main yards at the
slings about 24 inches. They were very substantial timbers indeed!

Stepping all the masts (putting them in their proper places in
the ship) was straightforward, albeit dangerous, work for a ship’s
rigger of the day, using sheer legs on deck, or ashore with a multitude
of block and tackle. Riggers made up the heavy standing rigging that
held up the spars. There is no record of a ropewalk at Kingston, so
presumably the rigging came from England, or the American sea-
coast. All standing rigging of the period was hemp, parcelled, served,
and well-tarred.

Running rigging of hemp or manila (a strong fibre), for hoisting
and trimming the sails, was rove through the blocks, and the sails
bent on (attached to the masts and yards). Sails also had to be
imported from England to Kingston, as well as brought into the
American yards on the lakes. Sailcloth was already being manufac-
tured on the seacoast in Boston. (The biggest source of sailcloth in
the USA today is still Boston.) Sacket’s Harbor had a sail loft, but the
date it was first used has not been determined.

Ballast and stores would be loaded and stored below. All the arma-
ments would be hoisted aboard and properly assembled on the car-
riages and their tackle rigged. When not “cleared for action,” the
guns were secured hard against the ship’s walls or bulwarks so that
they could not move around in a seaway. A gun broken loose and
dashing about uncontrolled on a wild trip across the deck could leave
a trail of death and destruction before crashing through the bulwarks
into the lake. Here is born the expression, “like a loose cannon.”

When one considers, that in the race for superiority on the
lake, the St. Lawrence was built from standing timber to her launch-
ing in four to six months, and was ready for action in one more
month, the magnitude of the project is amazing.

Although this chapter primarily describes the construction of a
ship such as the St. Lawrence at Kingston in 1814, an even greater

rate of shipbuilding took place at Sacket’s Harbor in the winter of
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Diorama of a small shipbuilding harbour in the early 1800s. Courtesy of The Mariner’s Museumn,

Newport News, Virginia.

1814-15. Chauncey certainly knew of the St. Lawrence long before
she was launched, but it was not until November 1814, that he rec-
ommended the construction of three even larger first-class ships-of-
the-line, a British naval term referring to a three-decked, fully armed
first-rate ship. During the winter, they laid down the keels for two
such ships, intended to carry up to 120 guns each, the New Orleans
and the Chippewa. As noted, neither of these was ever launched.
Similarly, at Kingston two more ships-of-the-line were started, the
Wolfe and the Canada, both intended to carry 120 guns. They, too,
were never launched.

On March 1, 1815, word reached Kingston that the treaty of
peace had been ratified. Yeo promptly resigned his commission and
headed home to England, travelling through the United States, stop-
ping off at Sacket’s Harbor on the way. He was impressed at the
progress that had been made. “They more than half finished two
ships of 120 guns each,” he wrote."”

Lieutenant David Wingfield RN visited Sacket’s Harbor in mid-
June 1815, as a tourist. In fact, he sailed across from Kingston in a

small pleasure boat. He had an opportunity to examine the two large
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ships, which had been partially built. This is the first known account
of a pleasure cruise across Lake Ontario. He wrote, “The two ships on
the stocks which, had they been launched, would have been larger,
and carried more guns than any ship in the British navy; the largest
was pierced for 150 guns, and the other would have been scarce ten
guns short of that. The largest of the two on the stocks at Kingston
would have mounted 136 and her consort 130 guns, thus, had the war
continued, the mill pond Lake Ontario, compared with the ocean,
would have had the largest ships in the world, or perhaps the largest
ever built, upon the bosom of its waters... the largest American ship
...her proportions were beautiful — the Americans at this time cer-
tainly beat all our ships in symmetry.””

Colonel J. Bouchette of the British Army also visited Sacket’s
Harbor, juSt a few months earlier, and reported that the American
ships were finished with “no other polish than what is given them by
the axe and the adze and were rushed into the water in about a
month from the time the trees were standing in the forest.” The ships
built at Kingston were reported to be finished up to the standards of
British ocean vessels, but also were built of green timber.

The shipyard at Sacket’s Harbor in the winter of 1814-15 had
been much more productive than that at Kingston. The credit for
this goes to Henry Eckford and the Browns. However, this is not to
say that Captain Conor, John Dennis, William Bell and Thomas
Strickland, and the others at Kingston, were any less competent. In
fact, the British accomplishment at Kingston was superior when one
considers that everything that went into the ships, unless made of
wood, had to be brought over from England.

With much fairness, Theodore Roosevelt wrote in The Naval
War of 1812, summing up the year 1814 on Lake Ontario, “The suc-
cess of the season was with the British, as they held command over
the lake for more than four months, during which time they could
co-operate with their army while the Americans held it for barely
two months and a half.” He had pointed out in his book how much
the US Army had failed to cooperate with the Navy, or was it the

other way around?



' PART FOUR

Commercial Sail on the Lakes

Until the Early 1900s

“I remember .. .the beauty and mystery of the ships
And the magic of the sea.” — Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

“The fore-and-aft rig in its simplicity and the beauty of its aspect
under every angle of vision is, I believe, unapproachable.
A schooner, yawl, or cutter, in charge of a capable man seems
to handle herself as if endowed with the power of reasoning
and the gift of swift execution.” — Joseph Conrad




One calm summer evening in the early 1980s I was on passage from
Goderich to Little Current with my wife Jean and friends. Because the
winds were virtually none existent, we stayed out on Lake Huron all night,
preferring to close the shore and find Fitzwilliam Passage in daylight. Just at
dawn I spotted a small white smudge on the southern horizon. Soon it was
identified as one of the Toronto Brigantines. As she was making better time,
we waited for her to come near. To me, even though she was quite small
when compared to such vessels as the St. Lawrence, she was a thing of great
beauty and nostalgia.



CHAPTER 16

Schooner Days, Anecdotal Material
and Commercial Sail

THE TITLE, “ScHOONER DAvs” was used for 1,303 articles that
appeared in the Toronto Evening Telegram between 1931 and 1954.
All were written by Charles Henry Jeremiah Snider, a great marine
historian and storyteller, who eventually became managing editor of
the paper in those days. He was born in 1879 at Sherwood, near
Maple, Ontario, and died in 1971. Primarily as the result of these
articles and his many books, he undoubtedly became the best known
and best loved writer on the lake shipping scene, both sail and steam,
in Canada’s history. He could string a mediocre bit of maritime trivia
into an exciting tale of lasting interest, though some say his stories
sometimes strayed a bit from history. This was his privilege and
should not become a cause for criticism. His writings have formed a
major source of material for my chapters on sail after the War of 1812.
Though many other books added to my sources, the “Schooner Days”
collection was the foremost resource.

Of the schooner days an unknown author has written:

[ can’t help feeling lonesome for the old ships that

have gone.
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For the sight of Huron sunsets and the hours before
the dawn,

And the white sails pullin’ stoutly to a warm and
steady draft,

And the smell of roastin’ coffee and the watches
must run ‘aft.

I'd like to ship off-shore again upon some tidy
barque,

And sing a sailor shantey in the windy starry dark,
Or first a clewed-up tops’l in a black south-easter
roar,

But what’s the use of wishing: for them days will

come no more.”
THE Days oF SAIL oN THE GREAT LAKES FROM 1815 TO 1920

Settlement had begun around the lower lakes prior to the War of
1812. On the cessation of hostilities, rapid colonization commenced
with commercial and agricultural developments at a pace perhaps
unequalled anywhere else at any time. The migration of settlers from
Europe and the Atlantic seaboard was counted in the millions. Lake
navigation played a major role in moving the people, their personal
effects and the produce of their labour. Until the mid-18c0s, water
transport was the cheapest and most reliable form of transportation
available. Even after the railways entered the picture, lake trans-
portation continued to grow.

Shipwrights and other artificers from the naval yards were
thrown out of work when the Treaty of Ghent was signed on
Christmas Eve 1814. Many settlers and workers on the British side
returned to their homeland. Many Americans from Sacket’s Harbor
and from Lake Erie packed up their tools and went back to families
in Boston, New York and Philadelphia. Others stayed on and settled
as farmers, merchants and tradesmen, sensing the great promises
offered by the new land. However, some saw opportunities north of

the lakes and freely crossed the border to take advantage of situations
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as they were presented in the Canadas. Almost every waterfront set-
tlement of any size on both sides of the lower lakes became a shipyard
of sorts. Some, such as Toronto, Cleveland, Buffalo and Detroit, grew
very rapidly. It was not until the early 1830s that towns further
inland, such as Milwaukee and Chicago started to thrive.

Colonists to Canada from the British Isles came to Lake
Ontario via the St. Lawrence route, then took a ship to cross the
lake from Kingston to Niagara. They then crossed overland by the
Niagara Portage Road® and re-embarked on Lake Erie. Travel for
these early settlers was far from easy. The Niagara Gleaner of
September 24, 1818, carried this item, “We are sorry to hear that
the immigrants from Ireland who passed here about ten days ago on
their way to Port Talbot were cast away on board the Young Phoenix
off Long Point on the South Shore, forty-five miles from Buffalo
and narrowly escaped with their lives and lost nearly all their
effects. We understand a small vessel was afterwards purchased to
carry them to the north side of the Lake.” Even Americans from
the seaboard found it easier to come up the Hudson River by boat
as far as possible, then move down Lake Champlain and the
Richelieu River, thence up the St. Lawrence to Lake Ontario.
Roads were little more than trails through the woods and despite all
the hazards of water travel, it was far more comfortable, faster and
less expensive than travelling overland. Travellers need no longer
experience the former vexations of land travel. They would be from
incessant altercations with landlords with the mutual charges of
dishonesty, free from discomforts of dealing with new modes of
speech and reckoning money, and free from the breaking down of
carriages and wearing out of horses.

Accommodation on board ship was very meagre at first, and com-
forts essentially non-existent. It was not uncommon on a long trip for
a vessel to be storm-bound in the shelter of some headland or otherwise
laid up in some uninhabited cove for days. Ships would run out of fresh
food. But they always had access to plentiful fresh water. Men ventured
ashore to hunt game, or try to acquire some produce from nearby farms,

if any were to be found in the vicinity. Frequently, passengers would
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sleep on deck among the cargo and cattle, for the cabins, such as they
were, were often overcrowded and foul with seasickness.

In 1815, a company of merchants at Kingston, Ontario, was
formed to finance the construction of a steamship. In October of that
year a contract was let to Messrs. Teabout and Chapman, both of
whom had been shipwrights at Sacket’s Harbor under Henry Eckford.
The engines for the new ship came from the Birmingham firm of
Boulton and Watt. The new vessel, the SS Frontenac, was launched at
Finkles Point (near Bath, Ontario) on September 7, 1816, and thus
started the steam age on the lakes. The SS Frontenac was a resound-
ing success and traded actively until she was burned by vandals at
Niagara in 1827.

The Americans were not far behind in adopting steam power for
ships, and the SS Ontario was built at Sacket’s Harbor and launched in
March 1817. She was 110 feet long overall; her beam inside guards was
24 feet; the depth of hold was eight feet and her gross tonnage was 240
tons. The following year the Walk-in-the-Water was built at Black
Rock (near Buffalo) by Noah Brown, the famous shipbuilder of the
recent war. She served the Upper Lakes, her principal ports being
Buffalo, Erie, Cleveland and Detroit with occasional trips to
Michillimackinac. Rates for passage were: Buffalo to Erie, $6.00; to
Cleveland, $12.00; and to Detroit, $18.00. She had a short life. On
the night of October 30, 1821, she encountered severe weather after
leaving Buffalo and started to take on water. It required so much steam
to run the pumps that there was not sufficient for the engine. The
anchors were dropped, but the leaks became worse and it was decided
to run her ashore. At 4:30 a.m. on November 1, she struck ground near
Port Albino, twelve miles from Buffalo. She fired her gun to summon
help but no help was forthcoming. The entire ship’s company, passen-
gers and crew, were forced to make their way ashore through the
crashing surf. Miraculously, no lives were lost. A new vessel, the SS
Superior was built, also by Noah Brown, and fitted with the engines
salvaged from the Walk-in-the-Water. She saw many years of service.

The Erie Canal was first opened in 1826, connecting the lakes
with the seaboard via the Hudson River. Captain Samuel Ward of
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Linking the Great Lakes, ].D. Kelly, artist. The Ann and Jane was the first vessel to
pass through the first Welland Canal when it opened on November 27, 1829. This canal
linked the Upper Lakes to Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence. Courtesy of Confederation

Life Insurance Co.

Detroit took a small schooner, the St. Clair, through the canal that
same year. The ship’s masts were lowered at Buffalo and she was towed
down the canal to the Hudson where her masts were raised again. This
is the same system which pleasure yachts must use today, though they
travel under their own power. The St. Clair carried the first cargo on
any craft from the lakes to salt water without transhipment.

On November 27, 1829, the first Welland Canal was opened,
the first passage being made by the Canadian schooner, Ann and Jane,
of York, from Lake Ontario to Lake Erie. She was followed the same
day by the American schooner, R.H. Broughton, of Youngstown,
Ohio. The Broughton had been built on Lake Ontario and thus, for
the first time, was able to visit her Port of Registry.

The vessels transiting the canals were towed by teams of horses,
or even oxen, often referred to as the “horned breeze.” Before long,
steam tugs took over the service. The opening of the canals, and their

subsequent deepening, helped traffic on the lakes to increase manyfold.
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In the period 1800 to 1820, the population of Ohio increased from
some 42,000 to 580,000 while that of Michigan increased from 3,757
to 8,765. The arrival of the steamers and the opening of the canals
created the greatest spurt of settlement on the Huron and Michigan
shores. Some time prior to 1819, the revenue cutter® Fairplay arrived
at Chicago, outside the bar* and then proceeded to enter the river.
She was the first sailing vessel to anchor in the Chicago River.

A few figures will give some idea of the rate of growth of that
area. At the beginning of 1832 only some 150 people lived in the log
houses near the little fort on Lake Michigan where the Chicago River
entered into it. It had 2,000 inhabitants by the end of the year and
20,000 people had arrived there by boat from the Lower Lakes. By 1837
the population was 8,000. Chicago was a starting point for settlers fan-
ning out over the Illinois lands. But Chicago had no harbour. The
schooners had to anchor offshore and passengers and cargo were ferried
ashore in small boats and rafts. The sudden storms, which hit that
comner of the lake even yet, wrecked many a vessel before she could
weigh anchor and get out into open waters. In 1835, some 225 sailing
vessels arrived at Chicago, and one year later, nearly 1,000 sailing ships.
A similar number of steamships arrivals were recorded at Cleveland.

Steamships quickly took over the passenger trade, primarily
because they were much faster and more reliable and they were fitted
out with considerable degree of comfort, even grandeur. At the peak of
the immigration traffic, the transportation facilities provided by both
Canada and the United States were stretched to the limit, far beyond
the point of safety. Pioneers, writing of coming west on steamers during
the forties and fifties, tell of passengers being packed so closely that it
was impossible for the crew to do its work. Every ship bound inland car-
ried from three to five hundred passengers in the cabins and steerage.
Many more persons were not unusual. Pioneers tell of going down to
the piers in the towns on the west side of Lake Michigan to see steam-
ers that brought up 1,300 to 1,500 passengers.

Business for the ships was highly competitive. Many owners cut
prices to the bone to take the traffic away from their competitors, even

‘to the point of crowding on the last few for free. Their early records
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HMS Britomart, watercolour, ink and coloured pencil on paper, about 6"x 8",
Captain Alexander McNeilledge (1791-1874), artist. The script under the
painting says: “Her Majesty Gun Boat Britomart Captain H. Alington Leaving
Port Dover /68 Bound for Halifax Her first appearance here was 14th Oct'r
66 Layed up at Dunnville two winters off & on here in the Sailing Season. The
Captain Officers and men always friendly & obliging to visitors to show them
around the ship.” On the right side of the painting is the artist’s place and date
of birth: “Born in Greenock River Clyde Scotland Novr 8th 1791.” The
Britomart was a Royal Navy gunboat dispatched from Britain to Lake Evie
during the Fenian crisis of the mid-188os. McNeilledge was a very experienced
saltwater captain who had traversed the waters of the world, but ultimately
settled in the Port Dover area in the 1830s. His most famous contribution to the
lake came during the 1840s when he produces charts and maps for navigating
Lake Erie. Other McNeilledge artworks, stories and personal artifacts are on
display at the Port Dover Harbour Museum. Courtesy of the Collection of
Mary Morrison.
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were marred by occasional boiler explosions and fires until the men
who tended the engines became sufficiently familiar with the problems
of stoking the fires and keeping sufficient water in the boilers.

But, interestingly, the number of sailing vessels continued to
increase. The first cargo for these small ships resulted from the fur

trade. As the land was cleared, more and more settlers arrived and
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there was initial need for supplies for the settlements as they were
unable, at first, to produce enough food to sustain themselves. The
ships transported flour, corn, cheese, whisky and tobacco west from
Buffalo, Erie, Cleveland and Sandusky and these cargoes became
known as “Ohio fur.” In 1830, the schooner Detroit, under Captain
Robinson, cleared Cayahoga (Cleveland) with a full load, consisting
of 91 barrels of flour, 101 barrels of whisky, 63 barrels of pork, 51 bar-
rels of dried fruit, 24 barrels of cider and 16 barrels of beef.

Soon shipments of grain started to move in the opposite direc-
tion. The settlers who moved inland in the early days found surpris-
ing success with their crops and obtained excellent yields of wheat,
oats and barley. In 1836, the brig, John Kingie, loaded up with 3,000
barrels of wheat at Grand River, Michigan, for delivery to Buffalo.
The grain was transported in from the farms by wagon, bagged in the
dockside warehouses and loaded aboard on the backs of stevedores. In
1838, the steamer, Great Western, carried 39 bags of wheat from
Chicago to Buffalo. This was the first grain shipment from that port.
In October 1839, the brig Osceola carried 1,678 bushels of wheat,
loading at the Newberry and Dole warehouse on the Chicago River.
The grain was brought directly from the farmer’s wagons on the
inside of the warehouse, hoisted by rope and pulley and “Irish” power,
using the muscle of local labour, to the second storey. It later was
dumped down a chute to the dockside where it filled four-bushel
boxes that were carried aboard and finally dumped into the hold. It
certainly was not a masterpiece of labour efficiency!

From these small beginnings, the shipments of grain has grown
to fill tens, even hundreds of huge carriers each year, for direct ship-
ment overseas to feed the world’s hungry peoples. Nearly every port
large enough to handle the ocean-going ships has its own mechani-
cal elevators today. But grain was not the only commercial shipment
to leave Chicago, even taking into account the early days of the fur
trade. In 1832, George W. Dole built a slaughterhouse there. In April
of 1833, he shipped, on the schooner Napoleon, 287 barrels of beef,
14 barrels of tallow and 152 hides.

Every conceivable cargo, from the early shipments of furs, fish
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Above: The HMS Cherub was a three-masted gun
ship, stationed in the Lower Lakes to patrol and protect

the shoreline from attacks by the Fenians in the 1860s.

She is shown here, anchored in Goderich Harbour in

the summer of 1867 or 1868. Her captain and crew

were reputed to enjoy an ongoing fete of social activities, often being the
guests of honour at the homes of distinguished residents. They would host
gala events designed to impress friends and acquaintances with the presence
of the naval officers. The Cherub was an early steam-assisted sailing vessel,
Her sister ship, the HMS Prince Alfred often travelled in tandem with her.
Right: Members of the crew of the Cherub posing for a formal photograph.

Both photos courtesy of the Huron County Museum.

and grain, through ore and stone, copper, iron and limestone, lumber,
manufactured articles, farm machinery, furniture and much, much
more, was carried by sail in the early days.

Gradually, bulk carriers took over the trade for high volume
cargo, but sail continued to carry the package goods. In 1843, the
schooner Dolphin passed down the Ohio Canal from Cleveland to
New Orleans with a load of whitefish. In 1844, the brigantine Pacific
took a cargo of wheat and flour from Toronto to Liverpool. In 1849,
the St. Lawrence canals were improved to permit the passage of ves-
sels with a nine-foot draft. The barque Eureka sailed all the way from
Cleveland around Cape Horn to San Francisco, with 59 passengers

bound for the gold fields of California.
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All the early steamships on the lakes were sidewheelers. It was
not until 1841 that the first propeller-driven vessel was launched, the
SS Vandalia, built at Oswego, New York. Not only was she the first
propeller-driven vessel on the lakes, but the first commercially-oper-
ated propeller vessel in the world, and the first steam vessel with her
machinery aft of amidships.

Before this time, several schooners had been hauled out below
the rapids, put on skids or rollers and dragged overland up to Lake
Superior. There they were relaunched and used as traders among the
communities around the south and west shores of the lake. The first
of these was the 55-ton Algonquin, in 1839. Generally, this overland
trip would be done in winter when the ground was frozen and could
support the great weight.

Among the many sailing vessels to make this overland passage
from the lower lakes were the Chippewa, Florence, Swallow, Merchant,
Uncle Tom, and the Fur Trader. One steamer, the propeller vessel,
Independence, of 260 tons, made this passage with the others, all in
the season 1845-46. The schooners ranged in tonnage from twenty to
one hundred and ten tons. In subsequent years, more and larger ships
crossed overland, the passage taking many weeks of very slow transit,
the motive power being horses and capstan.

In 1850, the first propeller vessel to leave the lakes, the 400-ton
Ontario, set out from Buffalo for San Francisco. That same year, the
Sophia of Kingston, a topsail schooner sailed from her home port to
Liverpool and was sold there. Many vessels were built on the Great
Lakes for the British market after this transaction. In 1855, the brig
Columbia brought the first load of Lake Superior iron ore through the
Sault Canal to the port of Cleveland.

In 1865, the 200-ton brig Sea Gull sailed from Toronto to
Durban, South Africa, and got back before freeze-up the same year.
She carried a cargo of farm machinery, wagons, buggies and flour for
farms in the interior. She never left the lakes again.

The heyday of sail on the lakes would be reached around 1870
when some 2,000 sailing ships were on the lists. Eighty percent of

them were schooners. Barques and brigs made up the balance. Soon
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after this, commercial sail started to dwindle as steam bulk-carriers

were taking over the trade.
COMMERCIAL SAIL ON THE LAKES

Every coastal town of any size had one shipyard or more. There was a
continual desire to build bigger and better ships, but the limitations of
the canals and the shallow draft of both canals and harbour entrances
put severe restrictions on the size of vessels. In general, the early ships
were very small by today’s standards, in fact, many were smaller than
some of the pleasure yachts that ply the same waters today.

One cannot generalize and say that all the craft were well-designed
and skillfully built — nor vice versa. In general, the ships were built as well
as necessary for the purpose, or as well as the owner could afford. Pride
sometimes required the finest that money could buy, yet at other times
lack of funds would necessitate a vessel somewhat less pretentious
than perhaps it should have been for the trade. Individual owners
would, at times, build in their own ideas of what a ship should be like.

Sometimes this course of action produced improvements, but at
other times the result was to construct a vessel that was extremely
“crank.” This term refers to a vessel that was generally hard to steer
and perhaps had a habit of making the decision of which way to go
rather than leaving that decision to the man at the wheel. An exam-
ple of such poor design was the Royal Oak, built at Kingston in 1852,
as a 175-ton schooner. She was rebuilt at Adolphustown in 1884, and
renamed the Fabiola at that time. This may occasioned the beginning
of her steering troubles, “The Fabiola was known as a very peculiar
vess