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Abstract

This history of Fort Wellington has been prepared to provide
narrative and structural data for the use of the Fort
Wellington National Historic Park planning team. The first
section which deals with the period from the fort's initial
construction during the War of 1812 until the coming of the
Rebellion of 1837, stresses social and economic developments
rather than the structural analysis of military buildings
and installations. This emphasis has been chosen because the
restoration period for Fort Wellington is the mid-1840s and
none of the structures of the first fort, with the exception
of the remains of the earthworks and the hospital building
which is not crown property, survived during the period of
the second fort.

The report begins with an overview of the economy of
the St. Lawrence River and the Prescott area prior to and
on the eve of the War of 1812 and examines the nature of the
physical site of what would become the first Fort Wellington.
The reasons for building a defence work at Prescott are
discussed; the structures pertaining to the militia stockade
and to the first fortification constructed under the super-
vision of Royal Engineers are then examined in some detail.
Also looked at closely are the defence strategy for the
river, its importance in the transportation of war supplies
and material, and the use of gunboats on the river.
Incidents and battles pertaining to the Prescott area are
then described, followed by an assessment of the war's social
and economic impact upon the growing community at Prescott.
The nature of the post war military presence is then examined

and the decline of the military structures is traced as
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completely as possible. The final themes investigated in
section one are the growing significance of Prescott's
forwarding trade, the impact of increasing immigration on
the local community, including the scourge of cholera, and,
finally, the coming of the Rebellion and the border dis-
turbances which led to the construction of the second Fort
Wellington on the remains of the first fortification.

Section one ends as this construction is about to begin.



Introduction: The Prescott Area Prior to the War of 1812

The St. Lawrence River has long been recognized as one of
the major transportation and communications systems in North
America, draining as it does much of the interior of the
continent. The French of the Ancien Regime built several
fortifications on it to protect their empire and fur trade,
including Fort Frontenac (Kingston) near the entrance to the
river and Oswegatchie (Ogdensburg) just above the beginnings
of the rapids. 1In the later stages of the Seven Years' War,
the French also briefly fortified two other spots, Point au
Baril (Maitland) seven miles upstream from the future site
of Prescott and Fort de Levis on Chimney Island opposite the
site of Johnstown and three miles downstream from Prescott.
They made no effort to settle along the shores of the St.
Lawrence. Such settlement did not come until the 1780s and
then as a direct result of the cataclysmic disruption of

the British Empire in North America following the American
Revolution.

After the surrender of General Cornwallis' army at
Yorktown in 1781, the British commanders at New York and
Quebec found themselves saddled with the welfare of a growing
number of Loyalists and their families. These men, who had
sided with the crown and in many cases fought against the
revolution, found it necessary as the tide of battle turned
against them to leave their homes and possessions for the
relative security of the British lines. The British govern-
ment recognized its responsibility towards these dispossessed
people and began to undertake the largest demographic re-
location ever witnessed on the continent. Some of the

Loyalists returned to Britain while others settled in Nova



Scotia and the West Indies. Approximately 7,000 had made
their way northward to Quebec and these were temporarily
located at camps near Three Rivers and on the island of
Sorel. The logistical problems of feeding, clothing and
housing such a large number of people strained the resources
even of the British army. To become permanently settled and
.self-sufficient they would need land, seed, implements, food
and clothing.

After some hesitation General Frederick Haldimand, then
governor of Quebec, determined to establish the Loyalists
along the north shore of the St. Lawrence in western Quebec
(now Ontario) beyond the fringe of the French speaking
population. In 1783 and 1784, 12 townships were surveyed
along the river and the shore of Lake Ontario west of
Kingston. The Loyalists were to be settled according to
their former military formations and within regiments by
religious persuasion and ethnic background. Late in May
1784 the exodus began as the first of a flotilla of
batteauxl left Sorel and began moving up river to the virgin
forests of the new land.2 Sir John Johnson's King's Royal
Regiment of New York and the 84th Regiment or Royal Highland
Emigrants took up the first five townships (then numbered
consecutively rather than named) in the following order:
Roman Catholic Highlanders, Scottish Presbyterians, German
Calvanists, German Lutherans and Anglicans. The next three
townships which would come to be named Edwardsburgh, Augusta
and Elizabethtown were largely settled by members and
families of Major Edward Jessup's LoYal Rangers.3 Part of
Jessup's original grant fronting on the St. Lawrence at the
eastern edge of Augusta Township and directly across from
Ogdensburg was to become the site both of Prescott and Fort
Wellington. Because the precambrian shield dipped across
the St. Lawrence just above Elizabethtown (Brockville),

creating the beautiful Thousand Islands but precluding large



scale agricultural settlement, the remaining four townships
were laid out westward from Kingston to the Bay of Quinte.
These last townships were divided among a group of Loyalists
from New York City, the remainder of Jessup's Rangers,
members of Johnson's second battalion and some men from
Major James Roger's corps of Rangers. At the time General
‘Haldimand left Canada late in 1784, he was able to report
6,152 Loyalists settled on the 12 townships stretched along
the banks of the St. Lawrence and the north shore of Lake
Ontario.4

Most of the Loyalists who fled northward at the
conclusion of the Revolutionary War and subsequently settled
in western Quebec were not men of wealth or education. Many
had been clearing small farms on the New York frontier and
were illiterate to the point of being unable to write their
own names. Some, however, had been men of stature in their
former communities. Major Jessup, for example, claimed to
have lost an estate valued at El0,000 as a result of his
flight.5 New land was apportioned according to former
military rank: a private received 100 acres while Jessup's
grant as a major was 1,200 acres; these figures were later
raised substantially. Regardless of their former rank the
Loyalists suffered severe material hardships in their first
few years. Nor did the amount of uncleared land one received
mitigate these initial trials. Though many had reached their
lands by July 1784, it was too late to plant anything but
fall wheat and since homes, usually log shanties, were
essential for survival through the coming Canadian winter,
there was but little time available for land clearing that
first year. Fortunately the British government continued to
issue rations until 1788 by which time hard work on the
fertile land was beginning to bring a measure of prosperity
to the new settlements. A partial crop failure that same

year brought renewed, but temporary, difficulties.



Upon their first arrival the Loyalists had to contend
not only with an unbroken forest but also with what they
regarded as alien land holding and judicial systems. They
found themselves holding land under the seigneurial system
with the crown as their seigneur. For example, Lord
Dorchester, Haldimand's successor, was quite prepared to
retain for the crown the right to build grist and sawmills.
On the one hand this system would have provided virtually
free grinding services to the settlers. In practice,
because the government had the resources to build but few
mills initially, many Loyalists found themselves at
impracticable distances from the King's mills. In addition
many Loyalists soon came to suspect that their former
officers were secretly endeavouring to retain in the new
communities the social and political status which they had
enjoyed in the military atmosphere of the late war. In short
the Loyalists balked at the thought that, having wagered and
lost all to remain under the constitution and laws of Great
Britain, they might now lose those rights and responsibilities
in their new home.

Lord Dorchester and the British government soon came to
see the reason and justice of these arguments and, in 1791,
the Constitutional Act permitted the division of the old
province of Quebec into Upper and Lower Canada. The first
legislature of Upper Canada, presided over by the energetic
and enthusiastic John Graves Simcoe, introduced landholding
in free and common soccage and made the criminal and civil
law codes those of Britain. Lieutenant Governor Simcoe
encouraged development and welcomed immigration to the
nascent colony, even immigration from the United States, so
certain was he of the superiority of British laws and
institutions. Gradually the economy of Upper Canada began
to grow and soon the colony was producing an excess of

natural products and agricultural goods for export. The



route to Europe led, of course, down the St. Lawrence.

Major Edward Jessup's land grant of 1,200 acres was
especially valuable not so much because of its extent, but
because it fronted on the St. Lawrence, the natural
transportation route to Montreal, Quebec and the continent.
It also enjoyed the advantage of being situated at a widening
of the river just upstream from the first of a 50 mile long
series of traffic disrupting rapids. When Jessup first
viewed this land in 1784, however, he was probably more
impressed with its agricultural potential than with its
strategic location for an as yet non-existent export trade.
The presence of a detachment of British regulars at
Oswegatchie (Ogdensburg) just across the river from his
grant probably also added a measure of security to Jessup's
first years on the St. Lawrence. Like the British troops at
Oswego, Niagara, Detroit and Fort Miami, it was not until
mid-1796 that those at Oswegatchie were withdrawn.6 Jessup
spent his first years clearing his land and bettering himself
materially. He also took a paternal interest in the welfare
of those Loyalists late of his command and now settled
nearby. The same tasks of clearing and improvement were
occurring throughout the Loyalist communities and beyond, as
immigrants continued to arrive from the United States. In
time the original Loyalists began to impugn the motives of
those whom they dubbed "late Loyalists" and, of course, one
could question the loyalty to the crown of individuals who
took perhaps 15 years to decide to leave the new republic.
The Loyalists were but the vanguard of a larger westward
population movement which was beginning to engulf the lower
Great Lakes. The continued immigration led to changes in
the makeup and basis of Upper Canadian society. By 1811 it
was estimated that as little as one-sixth of the population
of Upper Canada was Loyalist or of Loyalist descent while

perhaps two-thirds were later immigrants from the United



States.7 This factor would have a profound, if equivocal,
effect upon the course of events during the War of 1812.

The large influx of settlers also resulted in the rapid
economic development of Upper Canada. Kingston from the
first was the leading commercial community and, situated
near the entrance to the St. Lawrence, was well located to
.serve as the forwarding depot for most of the colony.8 The
town's foremost merchant Richard Cartwright wrote of an
Upper Canadian grain surplus suitable for export as early as
1792.9 In 1794 Kingston shipped 12,823 bushels of wheat and
896 barrels of flour to Montreal, at the same time supplying
1,624 bushels and 3,596 barrels of flour to the British
garrisons in Upper Canada.lO
13,963 barrels of flour.ll

of European ports to British vessels in 1806 led to a loss

In 1801 Upper Canada exported

In addition, Napoleon's closure

of access to the Baltic timber stands upon which the British
navy depended and resulted in an unprecedented demand for
Canadian timber. Though it would be superceded later by the
Ottawa River, the upper St. Lawrence became the major outlet
for Britain-bound Upper Canadian timber pricr to the War of
1812. 12

Kingston's virtual monopoly of the St. Lawrence carrying
trade did not long go unchallenged. The obvious spot for
competition to develop was at that point on the river, just
above the rapids, where lake vessels were forced to stop and
unload their cargoes onto the smaller batteaux and Durham
boats. In 1809 David Parish purchased the tiny village of
Ogdensburg for $8,000, as well as several schooners and

13 Kingston's

Durham boats and proceeded into business.
forwarders retaliated with a price war which, with the
devisive effects of the coming war, temporarily crippled the
Ogdensburg venture.14
Major Jessup, situated just across from Ogdensburg,

observed the increasing river trade and the efforts of Parish



with growing interest. In 1810 he had his property
immediately west of his own farm surveyed into town lots and
streets. 1In 1811 merchant William Gilkison moved from
Elizabethtown, built Prescott's first house and inaugurated
Prescott's age as a forwarding center.15 The onslaught of

war quickened rather than crippled Prescott's trade.

The Physical Site, 1812

No detailed description exists of the state of development
of Major Jessup's land on the eve of war. However, some
scattered information is available on the town itself and on
the future site of Fort Wellington. By 1812 much of
Jessup's property near the river was cleared in at least a
rough manner but that further back was yet untouched when he
died in 1816 (see figure 2).16 Jessup's buildings,
clustered along a tiny stream which emptied into the St.
Lawrence, consisted of three houses, one of stone, which
exists today in modified form, another of squared timber
measuring 28 ft. by 30 ft. and the third described only as
a "Dwelling house". There were two barns, one of which was
frame and measured 30 ft. by 40 ft. Jessup also had at
least two outbuildings, a small squared timber building
just south of the stone house, which had originally been
built by Jessup as a school and a store house.17 All of
these buildings were either occupied by the militia and
regular forces during the war or destroyed in the construc-
tion of Fort Wellington.

Jessup had 90 acres ploughed and under cultiviation in
1812 and another 60 acres of meadow and grazing land.18 He
had a garden and 37 mature apple trees as well as an
orchard of "400 young fruit trees".19 He had also dug a
well 271 ft. deep and had lined it with stone probably from

the quarry located on his property.20 Finally, Jessup
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could boast of having almost three quarters of a mile of
fences surrounding his cleared property.21 Lest this
description conjure up a vision of a cleared farm by modern
standards, it must be noted that ugly stumps dotted the
landscape even at the centre of Jessup's homestead.22

Nevertheless, Jessup's was a relatively well developed
and prosperous farm. The "improved Farm" and Farmhouse of
a neighbour, Neil Robertson, were occupied and damaged by
troops during the war. According to a later memorial the
main house, garden, orchard and woods were badly damaged,
the fences "wholly destroyed", meadow sod removed "for the
use of Fort Wellington" and the income from the farm lost
for a period of two years.23 Robertson's heir received
£194.7.6 in damages from the British government while
Jessup's grandson was to obtain over £2,000 for his family's
losses.24

In 1812 Prescott itself was more a plan for the future
than an actual town or village. An earlier remark concerning
York (Toronto) by Hannah Jarvis, wife of the provincial
secretary, that "Towns are rising in idea fast---are 1laid
out on Maps very fine---but rise slowly in reality" could
easily have referred to Prescott in 1812.25 That part of
Jessup's land immediately to the west of his farm was
surveyed into lots and streets in 1810. A map prepared in
1816 by Lieutenant Joshua Jebb, R.E., (see figure 3) shows
the lots and streets of at least the eastern portion of
Prescott.26 It should be noted that East Street appears to
run right through the militia stockade and that few lots
have been sold and even fewer buildings constructed.27
Another of Jebb's maps, also prepared in 1816 (see figure
5) probably gives a more accurate picture of Prescott's
state of development.28 The map shows 20 or so private
dwellings in the town as well as the handful of structures

occupied by the military. None of Jessup's roads exist,



except for the King's Highway which ran parallel to the river
and predated the town itself. A wooden bridge covered the
small stream which drained the Prescott-Fort Wellington area.
Only two roads led off from the highway; one joined Prescott
to the military complex north of the fort, the other
connected the highway with Fort Wellington proper. Prescott
also boasted three combination storehouse-wharves by 1816.
Yet a third map prepared by Jebb in 1816 (see figure 2) shows
a short road leading from the eastern edge of Prescott

north to the stockade where it joined the road linking the
town to the military structures north of Fort Wellington.29
We know that Captain Gilkison moved to Prescott in 1811 to
develop a forwarding business there. Dr. William 'Tiger'
Dunlop who was briefly stationed at Fort Wellington in 1813
described Prescott as "then consisting of five houses, three

A0 While this may be a somewhat

of which were unfinished."
harsh even facetious comment, it was probably not far from

the mark. 1In 1812 Prescott consisted of a few houses and
outbuildings scattered along the dust, or mud, of the King's
Highway, or clinging to the river's shore. It could hardly

be called a community. The coming war and the strategy

which led to the building of Fort Wellington also dramatically

affected Prescott's future.






