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INTRODUCTION 

The context for this research into the lives of Canadian servants 
in the 19th century was the restoration and interpretation of historic 
houses by Environment Canada — Parks. This is the first time such a 
study has been carried out in Canada. 1 Previously no real information 
was available on the identities and numbers of servants, or where and 
how they were lodged in times gone by, and virtually nothing was 
known of their living and working conditions. These blanks in our 
knowledge have often meant that various organizations interested in 
restoring and interpreting historic houses have had to ignore the 
servants' quarters, using such areas for their own personnel or for 
storage,^ being unable to provide the visiting public with important 
information on the life and society of the period. While in some 
instances research on a particular house did provide sufficient detail 
for servants' rooms to be taken into consideration, gleaning a few 
meaningful pieces of information on the servants themselves was very 
rare.3 Moreover, even if such information had been plentifully 
available, it would have been impossible to compare that particular 
house with other Canadian houses in regard to domestic service — an 
institution whose importance over the centuries is undisputed and 
which has even been a measure of a family's social standing. 

Given the vast scope of the project, I certainly could not cover 
all servants living in Canada during the 19th century and therefore 
concentrated on those living in urban areas and in their masters' 
households. This was not an arbitrary choice: it was dictated by the 
requirements of the department. Only urban areas have been con­
sidered because the majority of restored houses are located in such 
areas or belonged to city dwellers, and only those servants who both 
worked and lived in these houses have been included because our focus 
is on the residents of these historic houses. 

In addition, the study has been confined to specific periods and 
cities. Two short periods have been chosen, one in the early part of 
the century - 1816-20 - the other towards the end - 1871-75. The 
cities chosen were those with the largest populations: Montreal and 
Quebec City for the first period, Toronto, Montreal, Quebec City, and 
Halifax for the second. 

Research lasted from 1978 to 1981 and was in two stages, 
corresponding to the two halves of the 19th century, and two separate 
draft reports were issued — one in 1980, the other in 1982 — hence the 
two-part presentation of this material. 
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Contexts differ greatly from one period to the other. Indeed, 
how could it be otherwise given the 50-year interval between the two 
periods, especially when there was an unprecedented wave of immigra­
tion to Canada, as well as the birth of the industrialization and 
urbanization of the country, during the intervening period. The myriad 
transformations that Canadian cities underwent during the 19th cen­
tury, especially between 1820 and 1870, are not dwelt on at length. 
Such a summary would, at best, be imperfect given the present state 
of research. However, it might be worthwhile to recall certain facts 
that had definite impact on daily life in homes in those days and that 
consequently affected servants' living and working conditions. 

One major factor was common to both periods: the large cities 
were characterized by the coexistence of two very different popula­
tions. One was stable, permanent; the other mobile, transient. This 
fact is of paramount importance because it was at the level of the 
domestic servant that these two populations touched within a common 
environment and on a daily basis. Another factor common to both 
periods was that the houses in which masters and domestics lived 
represented only a fraction of town dwellings and were among the best 
and most comfortable in a century when the great poverty and 
notorious filth of the cities was loudly deplored. 

Many other aspects differ from one period to the other, such as 
the stricter discipline imposed in the second half of the century or the 
changed face of the urban classes following the massive influx of 
immigrants. However, it was mainly the changes in the houses 
themselves and in lifestyles that had the most impact on those in 
service. For instance, the advent of central heating and running water 
in prosperous houses in the second half of the century basically 
changed more than one domestic chore. It did not always follow that 
such tasks as washing, cleaning, etc., were made easier; on the 
contrary, in more than one house such technical innovations were 
accompanied by new standards of cleanliness that resulted in increased 
rather than decreased work. Other, more incidental factors also 
affected daily life, such as fashionable families' habit of dining later 
after 1850, which meant that servants' hours were considerably longer, 
often at the expense of the spare time that had been available to their 
counterparts at the beginning of the century. 

Censuses were the most helpful of all the sources consulted, but 
I also analyzed wills, hiring contracts, inventories of deceased persons' 
goods and chattels, death registers, court records, prison registers, and 
countless other legal documents deposited in the archives. In addition, 
numerous private journals and family papers were researched, together 
with many plans of 19th-century houses. I studied, as well as various 
pictorial collections, exhibition and collection catalogues and many 
works on the art and artists of the period.^ 
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I also delved into the literature of the period — Canadian, 
American, and European — in its various forms.5 The numerous works 
published in the past few years in the United States, Great Britain, and 
France dealing with 19th-century women, children, families, society, 
crime, work, and urban problems have also been closely studied, and 
recently published books on domestic service in each of these coun­
tries permitted a comparison of particular conditions there with our 
own conditions. 

Each source had inherent limitations and did not provide all I 
could have wished. For instance, whereas the 1871 census was carried 
out uniformly across the country — a very important factor when one 
attempts to compare one city with another — censuses at the 
beginning of the century were completely unstructured and only the 
one taken in Quebec City in 1818 could be analyzed on the basis of 
individual households. Likewise, although wills and house plans were 
carefully drawn up in all the cities, the same could not be said of other 
documents, and inventories of goods and chattels in Quebec City and 
Montreal were far superior to those in Toronto and Halifax. In 
addition, although death records were found for each city, only 
Montreal records give the deceased's occupation sufficiently uniformly 
for the purposes of the study. There were other disappointments, too. 
Although some 200 hiring contracts for servants exist for the period 
from 1816 to 1820, barely a dozen were found in the Quebec City and 
Montreal archives for 1871 to 1875, and not a single one was found for 
Toronto or Halifax. In addition, pictorial collections generally con­
tained nothing but the caricatures, fashionable in certain newspapers 
after 1860, that held servants up to ridicule. 

Furthermore, although reading the very many foreign literary 
works of the period proved useful, Canadian literature is practically 
non-existent before the 1830s. Yet it is usually literary sources that 
give the best indication of what service — and being a servant — 
entailed at a given time. Obviously, private writings, accounts of 
journeys, and newspaper articles remedy the situation to some extent, 
but they are too few for me to judge whether the perceptions they 
reveal were truly Canadian or simply followed the stereotyped lines of 
foreign literature (mainly British and French) highly esteemed in 
Canada at that time. The portrait of domestic service and servants 
afforded by documents in the early part of the century therefore 
differ somewhat from the portrait that appeared in print after 1840, 
and a true comparison of Canadian servants and their American and 
European counterparts has only been possible for the second half of 
the century. 

Finally, the extent of the problem posed by the preconceived, 
stereotyped ideas surrounding domestic service cannot be stressed too 
highly. Authors all agree that each succeeding generation considered 
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itself less well-served than the previous one and described its servants 
as being in urgent need of reform, or at least control. So although 
such errors in perceiving service may be easy to recognize, it is 
nevertheless these very sources that have to be used. In addition, 
there is an obvious time-warp for the 20th-century historian looking at 
19th-century service: it is not only difficult, knowing conditions today, 
to appreciate the amount of time that had to be devoted to domestic 
tasks, but it is also highly dangerous to try to evaluate tasks' relative 
importance since some — waiting at the table, for instance — did not 
have the same connotation then as they do now. 

Clearly the subject of domestic service is very complex. Trying 
to tackle it involves social, economic, legal, psychological, and every­
day history. In fact, to paraphrase Guiral and Thuillier, it is a type of 
"crossroads" history.6 Obviously it has been impossible to answer all 
the questions raised during the course of this research. However, I 
have tried to assemble the essential elements that, from a restoration 
point of view, will help present as faithful an interpretation as possible 
of a historic house's past and the lives of all the people who dwelt in 
it. 
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PART ONE 

1816 TO 1820 
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1 Quebec City in 1821. 

A Upper Town C Saint-Roch E Banlieue 
B Lower Town D Upper Town faubourgs 

10 



INTRODUCTION 

Arbitrarily choosing certain cities and periods was basically a 
way of being able to put a great variety of sources to use without 
taking a sampling as such. It also highlighted elements of domestic 
service that were constant or that changed over several decades. 

Four cities first attracted my attention because their popula­
tions were decidedly larger than those of other Canadian cities in the 
first quarter of the century: Montreal (22 5W inhabitants in 1825),^ 
Quebec City (18 626 in 1818),2 Halifax (11 156 in 1816-17)3 and St. 
John's, Newfoundland (10 000 in 1815).^ However, as far as this 
research project is concerned, the value of the statistics available for 
the four cities varied greatly and documentation became the deter­
mining factor. A real series of hiring contracts, wills, and statements 
of goods and chattels3 — documents essential to any study dealing 
with domestics — were only found in the Archives nationales du 
Québec. I therefore chose to focus on Montreal and Quebec City (see 
Figs. 1 and 2). In addition, they were the two largest cities at that 
time and the only ones that would reflect ethnic differences regarding 
service, if any existed, since both had fairly large English-speaking 
populations side by side with the French.» 

A decision then had to be made on which period was reasonably 
representative of the early part of the century and 1816 to 1820 was 
selected. The Quebec City census taken in 1818 was to some extent 
responsible for this decision because it was the only one giving the 
occupations of all household workers, even though that of the head of 
the family was generally considered sufficient for census purposes at 
that time. The choice proved to be well-founded. The very first years 
of the century, which would have carried too much over from the 18th 
century, were thus avoided, as were the war years of 1812-14, which 
must have disrupted daily life. The 1820s marked the beginning of a 
highly eventful period politically, economically, socially, and cultur­
ally. For instance, 1822 witnessed the failure of the first plans for the 
union of the two Canadas, with all its attendant controversy,2 and 
political agitation in Montreal and Quebec City in those years finally 
resulted in both cities gaining elected municipal administrations in the 
early 1830s.8 On the economic side, large-scale construction projects 
were beginning to be undertaken — the Lachine Canal between 1821 
and 1825, the Quebec City fortifications between 1820 and 18309 -
and these must surely have offered many openings to a male labour 
force that until then had perhaps had to be content with going into 
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2 Montreal in 1825. 



service. It was also the time when the urban middle class gained 
importance: in Montreal, for instance, it took over the development of 
the city and inaugurated the Committee of Trade in 1822.^ On the 
social and cultural levels veritable upheavals were under way too. 
After 1820, massive immigration from the British Isles had an impact 
on society to an extent still not fully evaluated,! 1 and domestic 
service was one of the areas most affected by the influx of abundant, 
cheap labour. The beginning of the decade also saw a flowering of 
literary pursuits: the inauguration of the Fabre Library in Montreal in 
1823, the founding of the Literary and Historical Society of Quebec in 
1824, the opening of the Theatre Royal in Montreal, and the publica­
tion of Michel Bibaud's La Bibliothèque canadienne in 1825. This was 
also the period when acts were passed creating schools that were 
under the control of the parish (1824) and schools that were under the 
control of the legislative assembly (1829), as well as when several 
classical colleges were founded: Sainte Thérèse and Chambly in 1826, 
Sainte Anne de la Pocatière in 1829.12 These great events certainly 
affected domestic service as schooling became increasingly accessible. 
All in all, it was a hectic period and it is difficult to observe clearly 
what daily life must have been then. By comparison, the years 1816 to 
20 appear relatively "ordinary" 13 anfj therefore better suited to a 
study of the "ordinary" lives of domestic servants — a moment to be 
seized considering that, just ten years later, it was gone forever under 
the invading floods of immigrants. 
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THE PEOPLE INVOLVED - AT THE BEGINNING OF THE CENTURY 

The first problem encountered when trying to determine who was 
who in domestic service is one of vocabulary. Several French terms 
describe the various categories and the terms most frequently found in 
the documents consulted are domestique (domestic), engagé (hired 
hand), fille (girl), garçon (boy), servante (female servant), and servi­
teur (manservant).l These were used more or less interchangeably 
although there was a definite preference for the first term and the 
last two terms. 

In English documents, however, usually only "servant" and 
"domestic servant" were used, although "menial servant" or "indoor 
servant" were occasionally found. The Oxford English Dictionary 
(1970) shades meanings very little: it defines a "domestic" as "a 
household servant or attendant," "boy" as "a servant," "girl" as a 
"maid-servant," and "servant" as "a person of either sex who is in the 
service of a master or mistress." 

Reverting to French usage — since part of the documents 
consulted was in that language — it appears that the term "domestic" 
became narrower during the 19th century, whereas "hired hand" gained 
a very wide meaning. "Girl" and "female servant" remained more or 
less synonymous, as did "boy," "manservant," and "domestic." How­
ever, "female servant" came to be increasingly associated with house­
hold and menial work, whereas "boy" lost the connotation it had of 
being "the only servant and not wearing livery." Finally, "manservant" 
remained virtually the same and only Larousse distinguishes between 
this term and "domestic." 

The documents consulted follow this usage to a great degree, 
even if in Canada one usually spoke of a domestic or servant, and the 
words could be used interchangeably within the same document. Only 
the provincial statutes are exceptions and there one can read "if he is 
a domestic or a servant."2 In the same way, "boys" were not "the only 
servant"; in the Quebec City census, for example, they were almost 
always found in families where there was more than one domestic.3 As 
for girls and female servants, it was impossible to determine whether 
or not they were at the very bottom of the scale. It would be 
reasonable to assume that a lone female servant in a household would 
have had to do all the work; however, a woman identified as the lone 
female servant may simply have been the lone live-in servant; she may 
not necessarily have been the only servant in a household. For 
example, rather than give his resident female servant the heavy work, 
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George Pozer, a merchant in Quebec City, employed a woman for the 
household chores and a handyman, neither of whom Jived in his house. 
The servant residing in Pozer's house, therefore, perhaps only had light 
duties; indeed, her standing in the household is evident in her refusal 
to allow the other two servants to eat at her tabled This might have 
been the case in several other instances. Finally, "hired hand" was the 
term given the widest meaning in the documents consulted since it 
encompassed all the other terms and could also mean a labourer or 
journeyman. 5 

The term "lackey" was never encountered and "valet"6 occurred 
only once in the documents consulted. The dictionaries define 
"lackey" as one who followed his master and wore his livery; because 
all evidence points to the fact that Canadians usually did not wear 
livery,7 it is logical that "lackey" should not be found. "Valet," found 
just once in the census, referred to a 60-year-old manservant; this 
would be in line with the notation in Bescherelle's dictionary (1858) 
that the word had "already taken on an unfavourable meaning and is 
often replaced by domestic or manservant."8 Therefore, in view of all 
the above, I have limited my usage to "domestic" and "servant" (male 
or female), alone or together, and the terms are used interchangeably. 

Domestic Servants 

The majority of the information on those engaged in domestic 
service came from two types of document: censuses and hiring 
contracts. Although there are limitations inherent in both, there are 
also interesting overlaps and each clarifies the other to some degree. 

Two censuses are available for the first 25 years of the century: 
one taken in Quebec City in 1818,9 the other in Montreal in 1825.10 
However, only Curé Signay's 1818 Quebec City census provides the 
names, ages, and addresses of servants as well as the names, ages, and 
occupations of their masters. Jacques Viger's 1825 Montreal census 
enumerated people by age group and civil status, giving no indication 
of whether or not the household had servants. However, I was able to 
use the conclusions reached by researchers investigating 19th-century 
Montreal society H after they analyzed Viger's data. 

First, a few words on the method used by the parish priest, Curé 
Signay, in Quebec City. The census was taken by district: Saint-Roch, 
the banlieue (outskirts), the faubourgs (suburbs) of the Upper Town, 
the Lower Town, and the Upper Town itself. The priest visited each 
house and took a census of each Catholic household, indicating 
whether the master was an owner or tenant and noting the master's 
name, age, and occupation, his wife's name and age, and the names and 
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ages of apprentices, clerks, hired hands, children, and any other 
relatives living in the household; he also included the names and ages 
of domestics — although sometimes leaving the latter at "3 domestics" 
— together with the names and ages of any other non-family residents 
included in the household. However, none of this information was 
given for Protestant families except when Catholics were living with 
them. Very often he would just write "a Protestant family," or 
perhaps "Smith, William, 6 children, 13 Protestants." Finally, he indi­
cated the number of Catholics, communicants, and Protestants in 
every household. 

It was very evident right from the beginning that handling such 
data would not be easy. On the one hand, there was no information on 
the Protestant households, and on the other, the occupations of the 
very high number of non-family residents listed with the families were 
given in only 40 per cent of cases. Given these problems, I decided to 
consider all categories likely to refer to people in service, including 
unidentified non-family residents. Only apprentices and clerks specifi­
cally identified as such were omitted. Even though they very often 
performed many servants' duties in households and stores, they were 
nonetheless considered as having separate status. 12 On the other 
hand, in order to respect Signay's somewhat vague vocabulary insofar 
as possible, I have referred to the categories overall as "domestic 
help" rather than "domestic servants." Moreover, in order to rectify, 
even to a minor degree, the absence of information on Protestant 
families, I added a "possibilities" category covering all households that 
most probably included servants. In most instances these were 
families known through earlier research; 13 j n other cases they were 
families included in the census in the same way as William Smith's, 
mentioned above. Families were allocated the average number of 
domestics for their area of town (Table 7) although in the case of some 
men of importance, the resulting average is far below what their 
social standing would have allowed. Military personnel are a case in 
point. Even though we know from newspapers of the period that 
officers arriving with their families often brought three servants^ 
with them, only 2.1 were allocated (the average for the Upper Town) to 
Major Cortlandt and two (the average for the banlieue) to Colonel 
Harvey, whose household nevertheless contained 16 people. 

Hiring contracts were examined for Montreal and Quebec City 
from 1816 to 1820, and only those covering the hiring of menservants, 
female servants, or domestics were taken into account — 196 out of 
approximately 1500.15 These documents confirmed that the decision 
to use all Signay's categories had been correct. Comparison of the 
names of 60 servants contracted in Quebec City between 1816 and 
1818 with the names from the census verified that some servants had 
been included in the census without mention of their status. Of the 60 
servants who contracted out in Quebec City between 1816 and 1818, 
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12 were named in the census: seven had been included after their 
employers' families but not identified as servants, two were shown as 
hired hands, another was under the "boy" category, and the remaining 
two were included with their own families rather than with their 
masters' households. 

At first glance, a ratio of 12:60 for the two documents may seem 
small. But the contracts drawn up in 1816 and 1817 for 18 of the 23 
adults were for periods of a year or less and their employment must 
already have ended when the census was taken. Too, the parties to 19 
of the 60 contracts were English-speaking, and since the priest gave no 
details about Protestant families, it is possible these domestics were 
in the service of such families and consequently untraceable. Also, 
five contracts dating from the autumn of 1818 could have been 
finalized after the census. In other words, only six contracts out of 60 
cannot be accounted for, and it is conceivable that some omissions 
crept into Signay's records. 

Who were the domestic servants at the beginning of the 19th 
century? To come to grips with this question, all the information 
gleaned from the census and the hiring contracts was tabulated in the 
hope that, upon comparing the tables, various trends would emerge. 
Obviously the tables can only serve as guides and are subject to all the 
weaknesses inherent in the source documents. The 1818 census had to 
be considered separately from the hiring contracts because neither the 
census nor the contracts were organized in a way that facilitated 
grouping the data they contain. 

Table 1 

Domestic Help in Quebec City, 1818 

Servants 
Hi red hands 
Non- iden t i f i ed help 
Possibi l i t ies (Protestant 

fami l ies) 
To ta l 
Average 
Percentage 

Total 
Help 

220 
183 
783 

169 
1355 

100 

Total 

27 
168 
710 

9Ô5 -

68.8 

Domestic Help of 

Men 

10 
81 

367 

9 l 8 ~ 

50 .6 

Women 

17 
87 

393 

997 

99.9 

Known Age and Sex 

Average 
Age 
Men 

27 .5 
22.8 
21.9 

21 .7 

Average 
Age 

Women 

36.2 
29.9 
29.9 

29.9 

Average 
Age 

M and W 

32.8 
23.9 
22 .7 

23.3 

Joseph Signay, Recensement de la ville de Québec en 1818, preface by H. Provost (Quebec: 
Société historique de Québec, 1976). 
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A few comments are in order concerning Table 1. Sixty-seven 
boys and 65 girls were under 16 years of age (average 12.4), whereas 
24 men and 53 women were over 40 (average 51.4 years). If percen­
tages were based only on the total of the known domestic help — those 
whose names and ages were known — domestics under 16 would 
account for 14.5 per cent and those over 40 for 8.5 per cent, whereas 
the figures would be 11.1 per cent and 5.6 per cent if they were taken 
on the overall total.1° 

Generally speaking, domestic help appears to have been fairly 
young — 23.3 years old on average — and divided equally between men 
and women, 50.6 per cent and 49.4 per cent respectively. But does 
this reflect the true state of affairs? Viger's 1825 Montreal census 
shows that the proportion was closer to one-third versus two-thirds in 
favour of the women, 17 but some women might have been included in 
more than one place due to their great mobility. And this same 
mobility might equally well have induced Signay in Quebec City to 
omit women from his census — which would explain why we only have 
the names of 27 domestic servants out of 220, most of the others, 
perhaps women, being shown as "x domestics." That those identified 
as domestics were generally much older than the others could also be 
due to the same reason — the priest only included those who had been 
or were to be with the family for a long time. Along the same lines, 
the number of male servants in Quebec City might have been inflated 
by the unidentified help category, which could have included a certain 
number of apprentices and clerks. John Hare, who has worked for a 
considerable time on Quebec City, observed that the city's age-
pyramid at the beginning of the century was completely different from 
that for the rest of Lower Canada for women between 18 and 25 years 
of age due to obvious over-representation. 18 This factor might perhaps 
have been due to the presence of numerous female servants who seem 
to have been overlooked in the priest's census. It is also possible that 
the seven-year gap separating the two censuses is very significant, and 
that the 1820s coincided with an increase in the number of women 
entering domestic service, a fact observed elsewhere since the turn of 
the century. 19 

The contracts also confirm the fact that a number of female 
domestics had been omitted from the documentation. Out of a total 
of 196 hirings for the two cities, only 21 cover women; ten of those 
women were hired together with their husbands, and four others had 
just arrived from Europe (Table 2). 
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