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American settlement in Upper Canada

by Edward Mills
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American Settlement in Upper Canada

Ilistorical Development

The first substantial body of settlers to occupy land in
Unner Canada were the United Empire Lovalists, a mixed collection
of refugees which moved northward during and at the termination
of the American Revolution. To deal with them as a distinct
ethnic grouo is misleadinag. In fact threv constituted, as did
the American settlers who followed them, a fairlv diverse cross-
section of nationalities, often first generation, whose sole
common bond was a need or desire to lszave the newly-formed
republic. The diversity of motivations lying behind this exodus
has been concisely explained by J.J. Talman:

"Some historians have tried to expmlain the movement of the

Loyvalists to what bhecame Upper Canada as a simnle migration

of people looking for better land. Others have suggested

that they were those who believed that the mother country
would subdue the rebellious colonies and therefore "havina
bet on the wrong horse" were forced to leave...At tl'e same

time it must be recognized that many were loval out of a

genuine loyalty to the Crown. They were Americans who wished

to live under a lking...On the other hand manv bona fide

Loyalists had been in America a very short time and were

practically transients as far as the Thirteen Colonies were

concerned." 1

In dealing with the Loyalists who settled in Upper Canada,
it must be remembered that they renresented only one wave of
a movement which saw large numbers emigrating to England, the
West Indies, and the Maritime provinces. They were by and large
simple frontiersmen from the recently settled regions of New
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Vermont whose relative poverty

restricted their choice of refuge. Their routes northward varied,

many moving overland to British outposts such as Osweao, Carleton



Island, Sackett's Harbour, and Niacara, while others reached
l'ontreal via the sea route from lew York. The majority were
initially accommodated in camps near Threc Rivers and Sorel until
the end of the war, when a nlan for their settlement in Upper
Canada was somewhat reluctantly undertalien. 2

The earliest actual settlement of Lovalists in Upner Canada
occurred at HNiagara in 1778, opnosite the British fort, whore
a nolicy of encouraqging refugee farmers to settle and provide
agricultural nroducts for the carrison was bequn. The land was
provided rent-free, although the settlers had no claim to land
titles for a number of years. Although its growth was slow at
first (46 families occupying 44 houses with 22 barns in 1783),
he disbanding of the Butler's Rangers corp swelled its size
to 770 within a vear. 2

A small enclave of Loyalist settlement also occurred along
the Detroit River at this time, on what is now the American side.
With the surrender of the fort in the 1790's, a large numbher
of them chose to cross the river and settle alongsicde the nre-
existing French communities, as well as inland on the Thames
River.

In 1783 a decision was made to place the bulk of the Loyalists
encamped in Quebec in settlements along the north shore of the
St. Lawrence west of the Longueil seigneurie. Accordingly a
series of townships was surveyed stretching from Lake St. Francis
westward to the Bay of Quinte. The general policy at the outset
was to locate disbanded troops or civilian groupns as units based
on common ethnic, religious or social backorounds. 1In the case

of the lower eight townships, this entailed the settlement of



disbanded regiments according to race and reliaion.
Charlottenburg and Cornwall received Scottish highlanders, former
members of the Royal 87th Regiment, while Osnabruck and
Williamshurg were settled by German Palatines from the same
regiment. The remaining four were settled by mixed groups,
principally from Jessup's Rangers. 4

The five Cataraqui townships upriver were settled by a more
diversified group of Loyalists and troops. Kingston received
a contingent of civilians from New York City, as did Adolphustown.
Ernesttown was settled by a mixed group made up of ex=-87th
Regiment soldiers and Jessup's Rangers, while Fredericksburgh
and Marysburgh were occupied by mixed groups of disbanded troops,
the latter remaining relatively less develoned than the others
due to the incompetence of its Hessian settlers who later
abandonned it altogether.5 Generally speaking, those townships
settled by civilians were more rapidly developed than those
occupied by ex=-soldiers, who were often inexnerienced or
disinterested in farming.

The procedure for allocating land entailed the placing of
a group of settlers possessing land tickets together in a
township, where they drew lots for individual sites. After 12
months occupation the holder of a land ticket was consiaered
entitled to a permanent deed. The size of grants was determined
by military rank, ranging from 5,000 acres for a field officer
down to 200 acres for a private and 100 acres for each adult
civilian. These figures were subsequently enlarged and distorted
to accommodate much large individual grants at the discretion

of the government. Among the early Loyalists, this policy did



not have the desired effect of structuring the fledalina societv;
some officers settled among private soldiers and sold their
additional grants for ready cash, while others bartered cr sold
their location tickets to speculators, with the result bheing
the alienation of large tracts of land which remained wvacant
for decades. (an example was a number of large tracts along
the lower Ottawa River which was wvacant for up to U7 years).
In fact the policy of dealing out extravagant land grants in
lieu of financial compensation to Loyalists resulted in
unanticipated side effects:
"Almost every family was tempted to bhecome a real-estate
jobber. Many had been endowed with more land than could
be readily cleared and cultivated and every child upon reaching
maturity would receive a grant of 200 acres free from all
expenses and fees...To sell them at a bargain nrice was the
simplest disposition. [The trade in land certificates became]
"a recognized branch of commerce in the Canadas and the
smallness of the sum necessary to secure a choice farming
location was a powerful magnet that drew Americans across
the lake into the territory of a foreign nation." 6
Thus the initial Loyalists who settled in 1783-U4 were rapidly
joined by American settlers, some as 'late Loyalists' who manaaed
to cqualify for free land and others who acquired lots at barcgain
prices from original owners or speculators. Upper Canada became
a natural extension-or perhaps more correctly-a detour of the
American frontier expansion, lucrative to prosmective frontiersmen
because of the ease with which land could ke procured.
The result was a steady influx of settlers who quickly
outnumbered and became indistinguishable from the original

Loyalists.7 Additional surveys were completed, and by 1721 a

series of townships extended west from the Bay of Quinte to the



site of Toronto, and north along the Rideau and Ottawa Rivers
(See Ontario Settlement Maps, appendix to report by Edward Mills)
in order to accommodate the anticipated flow. By 1791 the
pooulation of Upper Canada had climbed to 10,000,

Active encouragement of American immigration began during
the administration of John Graves Simcoe. Convinced that the
retention of Upper Canada required the rapid development of a
populous colony, and faced with no alternative source of
immigration (Britian and Europe being closed by political and
military obstacles), he embarked on a program of active
encouragement to American settlers. Extensive advertising
campaigns, especially in Vermont and Connecticut, which ultimately
attracted more speculators than bona fide settlers, were
accompanied by equally extensive surveying programs. Large
tracts were rapidly accumulated by members of the Loyalist elite,

8 Response from the

especially those with political influence.
United States was discouraging. The anticipated influx failed

to materialize during Simcoe's administration, and many of his
ambitious plans for the province languished. The reasons for
this failure were twofold: 1In the first place active
solicitations for settlers were blocked by a hostile American
government. Secondly, and more significantly, was the fact that
prior to 1800 Upper Canada was not yet in the direct line of
natural United States expansion. After that date, New York State
reached the first stage of pioneer saturation and settlers turned

9 At the same time the Quaker

northward in increasing numbers.
sect was undergoing a period of stress which prompted a massive

migration to outlying areas. Inducements of military exemptions



attracted a small portion of them to move to Upper Canada, where
they settled in York County (principally Whitchurch Twp.), Prince
Edward County, Norwich Township in the London District and other
small pockets in the province. 18

During the period 1800-1812, Americans began filling the
gaps between settlements along the waterfront in eastern Upper
Canada and also moved into townships along Lake Erie and the
Upper Thames Valley. By 1812 it was estimated that 8 out of
every 10 persons in Upper Canada were of American birth or
descent. Only one quarter of these were Loyalists or their
children, who continued to be concentrated along the St. Lawrence,
Bayv of Quinte and Niagara regions.

By 1806 a strong prejudice against the growing nredominance
of Americans was evident among the earlier Loyalist population,
and demands were made for a curb to the government's overgenerous
land policy for new settlers. It was not until during the war
in 1814 that decisive action was taken. At that time legislation
was passed refusing grants of land to Americans, and the stream
of immigration from the south ceased. During the following years
the issue of whether or not to reallow American immigration
continued to be debated. On the one hand Loyalists, inflamed
by the recent conflict, were resolutely opposed; on the other,
the sudden halt of prospective land purchasers had driven down
the value of land in the province. In 1817 the outright ban
was lifted, but official discouragement continued through the
requirement of seven years occupancy before eligibility for a
land title. By 1825, although the government continued to

procrastinate on the issue, American enthusiasm for migration



to Upper Canada had waned. The western regions within the United
States had been opened, the Erie Canal had been completed to
provide an alternative trade route to the St. Lawrence system
for commercial development of outlying American regions, and
consequently the province lost much of its appeal. There were
exceptions, of course. The opening of the Huron Tract during
the 1830's attracted a small number to American frontiersmen,
but these constituted no more than a fraament of population.
The Ottawa Valley likewise acted as a maagnet to Americans, who
were lured to the region, first during the pre-1812 period as
settlers (Wright at Hull, Honeywell in Nepean, and Billings on
the Rideau), and later as lumber entrepreneurs, a field in which
they continued to hold a decided superiority over British and
European immigrants.10a However, here too their numbers remained
small, since they were primarily interested in mill construction
rather than in settlement.

After 1837 an increasing problem for the province was not
so much the attraction of new immigrants as the growing emigration
of existing population to the United States, in particular to

the mid-western states of Michigan, Illinois and Ohio.11

A major
cause of this continuing exodus was the obvious difference between
the prosperity of the two countries. The United States offered
land in flourishing settlements with excellent road systems,

a higher standard of living, and less bureaucratic obstruction.

By contrast, as late as 1847 Upper Canada was described as being
in a state of stagnation, waste and desolation with the exception

of a few pockets. A comparison of land values indicated that

while in Vermont land sold for $5.50 an acre, the equivalent



in Upper Canada commanded only $1.25.12

A dismally inefficient
land granting system added to the province's lack of appeal.

In addition, the rapid industrial growth within the United
States tended to draw off recently arrived skilled immigrants,
who found their prospects limited in an under-developed
agricultural community. This was compensated for to a certain
extent by the attraction of experienced American farmers, albeit
in limited numbers, to purchase new farms, often only recently
abandoned by bankrupted British settlers, which they could readily

improve profitably. These constituted the forerunners of the

later insurgeance of American farmers into the Canadian prairies.13



10

IT Characteristics of American Settlement

As previously stated, the American settlers who entered Upper
Canada, both during and after the Loyalist phase, were by no
means an homogeneous group, but rather a collection of wvarious
nationalities, some first generation and others older and more
assimilated into the American milieu. By far the largest number
to move northward came from the outlying regions of New York
state, specifically the Upper Hudson and Mohawk river valleys
where they had settled for a relatively short period of time
before being displaced or electing to leave. Other groups from
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Vermont, and Connecticut were also
prevalent. Of these settlers, it is estimated that only half

L It is generally contended

were born in the United States.
that settlers of German, Dutch and Scotch-Irish descent
predominated and contributed most of the distinctive social
characteristics of the American group, although they were
frequently intermixed with persons of English descent, in
particular the Quakers. 15

This leads to some difficulty in determining whether certain
groups of settlers immigrating into Upper Canada should be
considered as part of the general American sector or as separate
ethnic groups. For the purposes of this paper, I have attempted
to exclude distinct unassimilated groups such as the Scottish
Highlanders and German "plain folk" which moved north as units
and retained their cultural identity. In the case of groups

such as those broadly termed "Pennsylvania Dutch" and the Quakers,

who readily intermixed with other groups and lost their cultural
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identities, I have chosen to include them within the general
American group.

Perhaps the most significant characteristic of the American
settlers immigrating to Upper Canada was the social class to
which they belonged. Scarcely any of the original group were
skilled tradesmen or professionals. They were for the most part
subsistence farmers whose expertise lay in clearing and farming
unbroken frontier tracts. A8

Through successive generations in colonial America distinctive
techniques had been evolved to best accomplish this process,
and these the Loyalists and other American groups introduced
into Upper Canada. The result was the emergence of a typical
American frontier society and economy in Upper Canada during
its initial period which determined, with the excepntion of a
few pockets of French and British settlement, the character of
the province's initial development.

Although the relative prosperity of settlements varied from
township to township according to soil quality, ease of land
clearance, climate and settlers' competence, a basic formula
was uniformly employed. This entailed a three stage pattern of
house construction and a system of 'extensive agriculture' whereby
available labour was applied to cultivating as much land as
possible, rather than highly cultivating a limited area.17 House
construction during all phases was usually based on group
assistance in the form of building bees, neighbouring settlers
pooling their skills and labour to erect structures with minimum
time and expense. The structures reflected the influence of

the 'Pennsylvania Dutch' style, evolved through the mingling
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of Swedish, German, Dutch, English Quaker and Scotch-Irish
influences during the settlement of that state, and adonted
throughout the American north-east. ta
The first stage dwelling, a log shanty usually about 12 by
20 feet in size and 7 or 8 feet in height, could be constructed
in two days by two men. The immediate area around the shanty
was cleared and sown with mixed staples such as corn, peas and
potatoes, little attention being paid to cultivation or stump
removal. A large proportion of the early American settlers did
not develop their land beyond this initial stage, earning the
title of 'land butchers' for their propensity for clearing farms
yet failing to raise them to an improved state; in fact for many
of them, the basis of livelihood was the increase in capital
to be gained through purchasing virgin land at bargain prices
and selling it to later arrivals when barely cleared. This mode
of existence made them perpetual transients as far as settlement
was concerned, for they were constantly moving to new outlying
regions to repeat the process:
"...the first settlers were not destined to be the permanent
occupiers of the land, and...in the course of a few years,
the original settlers are almost uniformly sunerceded by
an entirely different class of nersons.
"Hence it often happens that when the "original pioneers"
as they are poetically called, have cleared their farms and
brought them into that situation in which the mere farmer
would consider them to be just fit to live on, they become
dissatisfied with their lot..." 19
Thus those settlers who brought their land to the second
stage of development were frequently second owners. The practice

of extensive agriculture was continued, despite the criticisms

of British and European observers who believed it to be wasteful,






