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Abstract 

Following William Lyon Mackenzie's unsuccessful rebellion and 

the raising of "Patriot" armies along the frontier, the 

Imperial authorities reoccupied the base at Niagara. From 

August 1838 until July 1841 elements of the 1st or King's 

Dragoon Guards garrisoned the post. To meet their needs Navy 

Hall was repaired as a barrack and stables, shops, and 

veterinary facilities were built within Butler's Barracks. As 

well a new commissariat store and office was put up and the 

other buildings were repaired. The hospital was also put into 

shape and new auxilliary buildings were added. The engineer 

office was repaired and by 1843 the engineer's quarters were 

ready to receive an officer. To complete the overhaul of the 

base, Fort Mississauga was renovated and armed with 14 guns of 

various kinds and calibres. 

When the dragoons withdrew only a small detachment of 

Royal Artillery remained at Niagara for almost two years. Then 

in the spring of 1843 two companies and the headquarters of the 

Royal Canadian Rifle Regiment were stationed at Niagara. Both 

Butler's Barracks and Fort Mississauga housed the troops. The 

commandant's quarters was repaired for the commanding officer, 

the officers' quarters and mess for other officers, and one of 

the stables was converted into barrack rooms for some of the 

troops. 
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By the early 1850s the Imperial authorities were thinking 

of reducing their commitments abroad. As little as possible 

was to be spent on posts such as Niagara, which by 1854 was 

clearly being abandoned. Headquarters was removed to Toronto 

and by 1857 the last detachment of the R.C.R.R. had withdrawn. 

Meanwhile, in accordance with an act passed in 1856 all the 

military land and buildings at Niagara were transferred to the 

provincial authorities by 1858. 

Anglo-American tensions caused by the American Civil War 

saw the return of a company of the R.C.R.R. to garrison the 

post from 1861 to 1864, but the buildings and lands reverted to 

the control of the Canadian government with the withdrawal of 

the troops. After confederation control rested with the 

federal government which eventually decided by 1871 that the 

lands at Niagara would be suitable as a training ground for the 

volunteer active militia. 



Introduction 

On 7 December 1837 William Lyon Mackenzie's rebellion was 

broken at Montgomery's Tavern on Yonge Street north of Toronto. 

Mackenzie fled to Buffalo where he recruited a filibustering 

army of "Patriots" who in the early morning of 14 December 

occupied Navy Island, Canadian territory in the Niagara River 

near the mouth of Chippawa Creek. Immediately Canadian militia 

and then British regulars rushed to the defence of the Niagara 

frontier. Once again the British base at Niagara, abandoned a 

year before, was to experience garrison life. 

By 1 August 1838 elements of the 1st or King's Dragoon 

Guards and the 43rd regiment were at Niagara. Evidently the 

43rd was only passing through to Niagara Falls but the King's 

Dragoon Guards remained until sometime in July 1841. During 

this period Fort Mississauga was made defensible, Navy Hall 

repaired as a barrack, the hospital repaired, and Butler's 

Barracks put in shape to receive elements of a cavalry 

regiment. Sometime in July 1841 the Dragoons were withdrawn 

leaving only a small detachment of Royal Artillery to look 

after the guns of Fort Mississauga.1 

For almost two years the base remained quiet. Then in 

March 1843, one company of the newly formed Royal Canadian 

Rifle Regiment, shortly followed by a second, moved 

into Niagara.2 Once more Niagara was to be the headquaters 

1 



of a regiment and the commandant's quarters were renovated to 

receive the Lieutenant-Colonel. One of the stables in Butler's 

Barracks was turned into barrack rooms and the barracks in Fort 

Mississauga were utilized as well. 

The implications of the political revolution of the 1840s 

in Canada reinforced the British desire to cut costs and reduce 

commitments in North America.3 In July 1853 the headquarters 

of the R.C.R.R. was transferred to Toronto and the garrison at 

Niagara reduced to one company. Even this was shortly reduced 

to a detachment which was withdrawn entirely in 1855, although 

it returned in 1856 for another year.4 

At the same time the Imperial authorities indicated their 

willingness to turn over to the Canadian government most of 

their military land, except for holdings at Quebec City, 

Montreal, and Kingston. Thus in June of 1856 an act was 

signed transferring various lands from the Respective Officers 

of the Ordnance to the Secretary of War or to the Province of 

Canada.5 All the lands at Niagara except for Fort Mississauga 

were transferred to the government of the province, and shortly 

it was decided to transfer Fort Mississauga as well.6 Due to 

various delays it was not until 1858 that all the lands and 

buildings at Niagara were actually under the control of W.F. 

Coffin, Ordnance Lands Agent of the provincial government.7 

Once more the military base at Niagara languished as the 

Canadian government tried to determine what to do with the 

ordnance land. The American Civil War and the resulting Anglo-

American tension removed the need for a decision. The 

buildings were loaned back to the Imperial authorities who 

2 



garrisoned the base with a company of the R.C.R.R. from August 

1861 to October 1864.9 During this period the British 

government was responsible for upkeep and various repairs were 

undertaken to keep the buildings habitable. Following the 

withdrawal of the company of the R.C.R.R. the property reverted 

to the provincial government and following confederation to the 

Dominion government. 

This study takes up where the previous study (MRS 191) 

left offlO and carries the structural history of the military 

base down to about 1871 when the Canadian government began to 

use Niagara as a training ground for the volunteer active 

militia. 

3 



Fort George 

The documentary evidence on Fort George during this period is 

almost none existent. The Ordnance leased the "Guard House & 

Magazines inside Fort George" to John Meneilly from 1 January 

1837 to 31 December 1844, at a rent of £5 Halifax Currency per 

annum.1 It is not clear precisely what is meant by 

"Magazines inside Fort George" since there was only one 

magazine within the earthworks. Presumably the older magazine 

outside the earthworks was included. Meneilly again leased 

Fort George from 19 August 1847 at an annual rent of £4/10/0 

(Sterling ?).2 There is no record of whether he continued 

to occupy the site from the end of the first lease to August 

1847 nor precisely the length of the second lease. He was 

still occupying the site in 1851. Meneilly's name arose again 

in 1858 in connection with his lease of land at Niagara, but it 

is not clear if Fort George was meant or some other parcel of 

land on the military reserve.3 

On 1 November 1844 an Edward Cambell addressed a letter 

to Sir R.H. Bonnycastle asking for a piece of land 10 feet 

square on the south-west bastion of Fort George on which to 

erect a monument to his father. The latter had been Fort Major 

at Fort George and, according to Campbell, had died there on 1 

December 1812 and had been buried within the fort "...at the 

Western Angle or Western Side of the Gate". Because of 

subsequent modifications he had never been able to locate the 

exact spot but he felt that the square of land he was 

4 



requesting was near his father's remains. Bonnycastle 

forwarded the request to the Respective Officers at Montreal 

who reported favourably to the Board of Ordnance. The latter 

in January 1845 approved Campbell's request. Whether or not 

Campbell actually erected a monument to his father is unknown. 

In October 1852 Campbell wrote again to the Ordnance 

apparently requesting to buy or to lease the 8 acres of Fort 

George then rented to Meneilly. Campbell's letter has not been 

preserved nor has the final decision of the Ordnance. They 

clearly did not sell the land to him, but they could have 

removed Meneilly in Campbell's favour, for the former's lease 

was renewable from year to year and could be terminated at any 

time on three months' notice.5 There is no evidence that 

this was done. 

Accompanying the submission to the Board of Ordnance in 

1844 was a sketch of the southwest and north bastions of Fort 

George. The earthworks and, very near the southwest bastion, 

the gateway into the fort were outlined. Within, stretching 

the width of the fort, someone, possibly John Meneilly who was 

occupying the fort at that time, had erected a snake fence. At 

the point where it met the north bastion there was a small 

rectangular area enclosed by picketing (fig. 3).6 

Any further knowledge of Fort George rests almost 

entirely on the various maps and plans dating from 1842 to 

1853. A map dated 9 February 1842 showed the guard house and 

magazine within the earthworks. Three other maps, of 1843, 

1851, and 1852, indicated only the two magazines. The 

Verification Plan, 1852/53, showed both magazines and the guard 

house (figs. 1, 2, 6, 8, 9).7 
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There are some indications, however, of other buildings. 

A map, seemingly of 1845, which outlined the town boundaries as 

well as showing the guardhouse and two magazines, also showed a 

small building in the southeast corner of the fort. A later 

map, dated 26 October 1850, indicated 3 small buildings in this 

area.8 These buildings do not correspond to any of the old 

military structures put up prior to 1837. Possibly they were 

farm buildings thrown up by John Meneilly who was leasing the 

site during these years (figs. 4, 5). 

In 1860 Benson J. Lossing visited Fort George while 

preparing his Pictorial Field-Book of the War of 1812. 

According to him: 

The breastworks in all directions were quite 

perfect, and the entire form of the fort 

could be traced without difficulty. There 

were two or three houses within the works, 

and the parade and other portions were devoted 

to the cultivation of garden vegetables. 

He found the 1796 magazine occupied by a soldier named 

Lee and his family. Lee had built some lean-tos onto the front 

of the building. Lossing wrote: 

It was covered with slate, and its walls, 

four and a half feet thick, were supported 

by three buttresses on each side....The 

interior of the magazine is arched, and the 

doors were originally covered with plates 

of copper fastened by copper nails. 

The 1814 magazine he found being used as a pig-sty by an 

Irish family (probably the Meneillys). They lived in a small 

house nearby, which most likely was the guardhouse (figs. 82, 

83).9 

6 



Navy Hall 

For the period following the rebellion of 1837, relatively 

little is known about Navy Hall. By the autumn of 1840 it had 

been fitted up as a barrack to accommodate 72 men. An 

inspection report of that year described the building: 

The Barrack termed "Navy Hall" is an old 

Wooden Building, but has been put into a 

good state of repair for the accommodation 

of 72 Men, great incovenience however is 

experienced from the want of a proper 

looking house; at present the Cooking is 

done under an open shed by the road side, 

and in the Winter the Stoves are 

necessarily removed within the Barrack 

rooms at considerable risk and to the 

great detriment, as represented by the 

Medical Officer, of the health of the 

Troops. This Building is on the Beach in 

the Town and would We consider be greatly 

improved, if enclosed by a wood paling so 

as to form a small Barrack Yard for use of 

the Detachment.1 

There is no evidence that the pale fence was ever built, nor 

that the cook house was immediately built. A map dated 9 
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February 1842 showed, as well as Navy Hall identified as 

"Soldier's (sic) Barrack", a guard house nearby, but no 

evidence of a cookhouse (fig. 1).^ 

Clearly the building was being used in 1840, but did it 

actually house 72 men? In November 1840 there were only 83 

rank and file of the King's Dragoon Guards in Niagara. Surely 

some of them would be housed in Butler's Barracks near the 

stables for their horses. The 72 is most likely the maximum 

accommodation provided. This conclusion is corroborated by a 

return dated 26 October 1841 which again gave the accommodation 

of the "Ferry Barrack" [Navy Hall] as 72 non-commissioned 

officers and privates, at a time when all but a small 

detachment of Royal Artillery had been withdrawn. 

Sometime during the 1840's the cookhouse was put up. A 

map dated 7 December 1851 dealt with Navy Hall, now called "Red 

Barracks", in some detail. As well as the barracks itself, 

there was the guard house, cook house, and, on the nearby 

wooden dock, the privy.4 This arrangement was confirmed by 

the Verification Plan of 1852/53.5 The name "Red Barracks" 

suggests that it had been painted a red colour, perhaps Spanish 

brown (figs. 7, 9). 

During the '40s the accommodation of Navy Hall had been 

changed from 72 men to 56, and in 1851 some 34 men were 

actually living in the building.6 These soldiers would be 

members of the Royal Canadian Rifle Regiment. 

In 1853 a certain John A. Cull of Toronto, a starch 

manufacturer, applied to the military authorities to lease Navy 

Hall for his business. He had found the water of Toronto too 

impure for his purposes. Although the Commanding Royal Engineer 

8 


