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Abstract

Drawing from contemporary official records and personal
memoirs, the author has prepared a brief survey of the
duties and lifestyles of the officers and men stationed at
the fort at Coteau-du-Lac, Quebec, during the period when
the fort was active, from 1779 to 1856. The officers' and
men's duties encompassed not only the manning of the fort,
strategically situated on the St. Lawrence River, but also
the construction and maintenance of the canal around the
rapids at the site. Their off-duty activities have also

been included in this survey, as have their relationships
with the nearby town.

Submitted for publication 1969, by Karen Price, Ottawa.



Abrégé

S'inspirant des archives officielles contemporaines, de la
correspondance existante et des mémoires personnels,
l'auteur a fait une courte &tude des taches et du mode de
vie des officiers et des hommes en poste au fort de
Coteau-du-Lac (Québec). Ce fort servit de 1779 3 1856, soit
une période commengant durant la révolution américaine et
incluant la guerre de 1812 et la Rébellion de 1837. Les
taches des officiers et des hommes.comportaient non
seulement la protection du fort, situé & un endroit
stratégique prés du fleuve Saint-Laurent, mais aussi la
construction et l'entretien du canal contournant les rapides
a cet endroit. Cette &tude fait aussi mention des loisirs
des soldats et de leurs relations avec la ville voisine.



Glimpses of Soldiering at Coteau-du-Lac, Quebec - 1780 to
1856

Although officers and common soldiers worked closely
together in the British army throughout the years 1786 to
1856, the distinction between the two groups was both
cultivated and maintained at all times, as can be seen from
this officer's statement, circa 1843:

As a groundwork for proceeding properly in my

new office, I established an inseparable vacuum

between my rank and that of the other non-

commissioned officers, treating them with every
respect consistent with theirs, and in time,

making them sensible that such a difference

must be established between their station and

that of the privates under them [sic]

command....Thus things went on smoothly and

pleasantly; and in two or three months, I could

trust them in the discharge of their duties

with confidence, and they soon learned how far

they could go with me.

The first of these groups, the officer class, was most
often made up of second and third sons of wealthy
aristocratic families whose names were linked with Britain's
past military engagements. These men made the army their
life as well as their career, and many took pride in serving
their king and country. A few officers came from the
wealthy merchant class and they joined the army, in most
cases, out of a desire for adventure and fame coupled with



service to one's land. It is of interest to note that the
qualities, both natural and acquired, expected of an officer
were:

a robust constitution, a noble open countenance,

a martial genius; fire to produce activity;

phlegm to moderate his transports, and patience

to support the toils and fatigues of war,

almost without seeming to feel them. Acquired

qualities of an officer consist in moral

virtues and sciences; by the first is meant a

regular good conduct, economy, prudence and a

serious application to what regards the

service. Military sciences indispensably

demand the reading of ancient and modern

historians; a good knowledge of military

mathematics and a study of the chief languages

of Europe.2
These men would purchase a commission in one of Britain's
regiments and would be responsible for appropriately
equipping themselves for duty and for seeing that they
acquired the requisite military training. On the whole,
Britain was served well in Canada by her officer class, for
they were generally well-educated and trained men and
provided the leadership that was needed to conduct the
common soldier in his various duties and in the campaigns.

The common soldier, of course, was by far the larger
group in the British army. Unfortunately British recruiting
practices of the 18th and 19th centuries were hardly
conducive to attracting good and able-bodied men into the
force. The results of a survey taken in the 1840s show why
men entered the army and give some idea as to the type of
men one might expect to find in the ranks of an average
British regiment. MacMullen claimed that out of a group of

120 soldiers, the following statistics would be borne out:



Indigent - embracing labourers 80 out of 120
and mechanics out of
employ who merely seek
for support.

Indigent - respectable persons 2 out of 120
induced by misfortune
or imprudence.

Idle - who consider a soldier's 16 out of 120
life an easy one.

Bad characters - who fall back 8 out of 120
upon the army as a last
resource.

Criminals - who seek to escape 1 out of 120
from the consequence of
their offences.

Perverse sons - who seek to 2 out of 120

grieve their parents.

Discontented and restless. 8 out of 120
Ambitious. 1 out of 120
Others. 2 out of 1203

To maintain order among such a group of men, intensive
military drills were a daily occurrence and severe military
laws were established. Disobedience and "unsoldierlike
conduct," a term defined by the commanding officer of the
regiment, met with harsh punishments ranging from death to a
certain number of lashes. These punishments were generally
carried out in the presence of all the men as it was felt
that by such action others would be deterred from
misbehaviour. This reasoning certainly seems to have had
some truth to it for Sergeant Lamb (1800) never forgot the
first flogging he saw, and wrote that "being at that time
only seventeen years of age, with all the warm, youthful
emot ions operating within me, the spectacle made a lasting
impression upon my mind."4



Unlike the officer class, the common soldier was issued
a uniform upon joining a regiment. In addition, he was
provided with a knapsack, a blanket, a camp kettle and a
canteen as well as a musket and a few rounds of ball
cartridge. After 1816 it was felt that the "soldiers should
also be provided with a Book to show the state of their
account,"5 and up until 1823 utensil money was also given
to the men. However, there is little doubt that the most
important article of equipment to the soldier serving in
Canada was the great coat for "in this Country a Great Coat
is not merely an article of comfort, it is indispensable."6
Each soldier was responsible for his own equipment.
Furthermore, when his regiment was on the march he was often
called upon to carry regimental supplies and provisions for
another unit. Such was the case of a detachment of the
Canadian Regiment, "consisting of 1 Sergeant, 1 Corporal and
12 privates to proceed to Coteau du Lac," who were to take
with them "two Flints and Sixty Rounds Ball Cartridge each
man - as well as Eight Flints and one hundred and sixty
rounds for the Detachment of the 10th Royal Veteran
Battalion stationed there."7

Many British regiments were sent out to Canada between
1759 and 1856. In the earlier half of the 19th century,
soldiers in Britain were kept under rigid control and were
often employed in the odious duties of assisting the civil
powers during disturbances caused by the Industrial
Revolution. Thus there is little doubt that the change to
the relative freedom of life in Canada was generally
popular. Many men made enthusiastic entries in their
diaries about the prospect of serving in Canada. Many were
disbursed "perfectly enchanted with the prospect of a voyage
thither" and others clearly stated that they would prefer to
serve in Canada than in the Bermudas ("I, for my part would

have preferred Canada, but I don't think we need complain.“)8
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Only a few complained of having served in Quebec.

The regiments were transported by ships of the British
Navy to either Halifax or Quebec City and while the soldiers
were on board they were under the command of the ship's
captain and not of their own officers. As far as luggage
was concerned, there was no limit to what an officer could
take with him. Many of these men brought elaborate
furnishings with them for their new quarters while others
took their dogs and pet birds. The common soldier, on the
other hand, was allowed to take only his basic equipment and
was often put in charge of certain regimental supplies.

Furthermore, a designated number of women and children were
allowed to embark with each regiment. These women were
generally the wives of the sergeants or of the lower ranking
officers as the common soldier was purposely discouraged
from getting married and the high ranking officers were very
seldom accompanied by their wives to foreign stations.

Most of the regiments seem to have enjoyed their
passage out to Canada. The accomodation for the officers
was generally very good as they often had a light and airy
cabin to themselves. There were four meals a day served on
board ship, "breakfast at nine, luncheon at twelve, dinner
at four and tea at eight - so that we do pretty well on the
whole. We have preserved milk which is like o0il, butter
like tallow and yellow water.9 Throughout the voyage the
men amused themselves in various ways. They would play
"hunt the skipper" and if by chance there were a man on
board who could play the pipes, they would dance reels and
sing songs and glees. Others amused themselves on the
voyage by

shooting and harpooning porpoises, and when we

got to the bank of Newfoundland, we began to

fish, and in two hours caught seventy

large codfish averaging from 10 to 25 pounds
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weight; as fast as you put your lines down, you

hauled up fish; we caught enough for the men

and crew besides ourselves.lO

Once the regiments had landed at Halifax or Quebec
City, they would be transferred to the various military
garrisons in this country. The fort at Coteau-du-Lac,
situated on the brink of Lac Saint-Frangois and described as
"a small post a considerable distance from Kingston,"ll was
a post of military significance and throughout the years
many a British regiment passed through the site on its way
to the western garrisons or was based here. In the spring
and summer, men destined for the fort at Coteau-du-Lac would
generally march from Quebec City to Montreal where they
would board bateaux which would take them to Coteau-du-Lac.
During the winter months they would travel by horse and
sleigh to the post. Such was the case of one wing of the
93rd Regiment whose expenses for winter transportation to
Coteau-du-Lac in 1838 consisted of ten shillings and
sixpence to each of 11 Canadian drivers for one and a half
days service.12 Although mention is made of a road running
from Cascades to Coteau-du-Lac, a distance of 16 miles,
little use was made of it by the military for the condition
of the road was, at best, deplorable. A traveller in 1831
described his stage journey from Cascades to Coteau-du-Lac
in this way:

the road is generally near the bank of the

river....Along this stage, the road is

generally very bad: in the spring of the year

it cuts to the depth of twelve or eighteen

inches, and when summer set in, it dries in

this rough condition, so that we had it rough

enough, and rougher than I ever saw a coach

pass on. It frequently runs near the edge of

the river, and there are numerous small brooks
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which fall into the St. Lawrence, each being
crossed by a wooden bridge of some twenty yards
long, and only about two feet above the water,
without a vestige of railing, and only a litle
broader than the coach. There is generally an
acclivity on each side, and the driver puts the
horses to the gallop at the top of the stopping
bank, then drives with fury alongst the
corderoy bridge and half way up the other side.
This is by no means agreeable, the rest of the
passengers disliked it as well as I. I did not
like the coach at all on this stage, because
the road was very bad, but the rest thought
little about it, being accustomed to the roads
of the country.13
The site of Coteau-du-Lac in many ways reflects British
military policy in Canada throughout these years.
Coteau-du-Lac had its beginnings in 1779 as the location of
a warehouse where military equipment and supplies for the
western garrisons could be stockpiled during the winter
months and shipped out with the coming of spring. Hence it
was hoped that the navigational season would be lengthened
by a few weeks. This experiment in military logistics
proved to be successful and the following year additional
warehouses were built. Furthermore, in an attempt by the
military to improve navigation on the river and to
circumvent the dangerous Coteau rapids, Coteau-du-Lac became
the site of the first multi-level canal in Canada.
Construction of the canal was begun in the summer of 1780 by
artificers and sawyers of the King's Royal Regiment of New
York, under the direction of William Twiss, R.E. The
construction was completed by the spring of 1781 and Coteau-
du-Lac continued to serve as a transshipment point for both

military and merchant vessels until the late 1830s.
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Closely associated with the establishment of warehouses
and a canal at Coteau-du-Lac was the need for protection of
the site. Wars only accentuated this need. During the
American revolutionary war (1775-83) the island opposite
Coteau-du-Lac contained a prisoner of war camp, and in the
War of 1812, when the British military logistics, strategy
and tactics were based upon control of the vulnerable St.
Lawrence River route, the fort at Coteau-du-Lac was seen as
an essential component of the colony's line of defence.

Thus from 1779 to 1854, regimental detachments were
stationed at Coteau-du-Lac to garrison the site and in 1812
extensive military construction was undertaken to further
fortify and strengthen this position. Furthermore, with the
outbreak of rebellion in 1837, repairs were made to the fort
and it was put in a state of military preparedness.

Desertion from the ranks to the United States in
pursuit of higher wages and improved conditions became an
acute problem of the military during the War of 1812 and
during the 1820s and early 1830s. The army did its best to
frustrate these escapes by retaining garrisons in the border
posts. The fort at Coteau-du-Lac was useful in this regard,
for a report of 1834 states that a "small detachment of a
N.C.0. and 4 men is at present quartered there to prevent

nld During the Rebellion of 1837, men were

dissertion [sic].
sent after fleeing rebels and, according to a War Office
record, "L. Henry Roebuck was paid £5 5s; Mr. M. Smith £4
ls; Roth McIntyre £6 1lls 8d for horses and sleighs in search
of fugitives," while E. Sullivan received 15 shillings for
the part he played in the search.15

Although it is important to know what role a given fort
played, the study is incomplete until an attempt is made to
discover what sort of lives were led by the men who
garrisoned it. Personal writings have value in such a

quest.
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Soldiers' diaries, being a record of the daily
events which nearly concern their own lives,
are notably more truthful, as a rule, and are
therefore of greater historical value than the
possibly more scholarly and better written
journals of their superior officers....While a
diary of a colonel or a general in command
might be written with a view to its subsequent
production in evidence at a court martial, or
to its publication in obituary form, the common
soldier has nothing of this nature to cause him
to paint his picture in colors other than they
really appeared.l6

Accounts written by military men for publication are
also useful, for some wrote.in order to

lay this work before...military readers not

only for the purpose of getting some return

for...labour, but also in the humble hope that

the compilation will be found both entertaining

and instructive, as the narratives are
generally founded on facts.17

Valuable information can also be gleaned from the
British War Office records and military correspondence.
Data pertaining to many forts can be found, and the problems
of a particular garrison are often treated at some length in
the correspondence. In addition the letters help the
researcher to determine what kind of men these military
admininstrators were and how effective their administration
was. Lastly, in such a study of military history, the
historian can learn still more of what life must have been
like at the site through close collaboration with the
archaeologist and through the latter's analysis of the
remains unearthed during the excavation of the site. All

these sources - diaries, books, War Office records and
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information gleaned from the artifacts - have afforded a
glimpse of the various aspects of garrison life at
Coteau-du-Lac.

One of the first questions arising from a study of the
social history of a military garrison concerns the soldiers'
accommodation facilities. Unfortunately no continuous
record containing such information is available for the fort
at Coteau-du-Lac, but it is probable that during the early
years of the fort (1779-90) the buildings occupied by the
small garrison bordered the canal and were near the
warehouses. These buildings do not seem to have been well-
constructed for they were in constant need of repair and
were reported to be in a dilapidated condition by the 1790s.
Lt. Frazer, the overseer of the locks from 1791 to 1803,
lived off the site with his family, having "a farm and House
cont iguous to the Locks" and he was "desirous of continuing
there with an allowance for Lodging, in preference to having

w8 This report's recommendation was

new quarters provided.
that "if this should be thought advisable, it will certainly
be much less expensive [than] building a House - none of the
Buildings remaining are capable of being fitted up to any
advantage as a dwelling."19

The stone barracks, the largest building on the site,
was built during the wWar of 1812, for it was during those
years that accommodation for the soldiers became a crucial
matter at Coteau-du-Lac. Not only was a larger garrison
kept on the site to guard against surprise attacks, but also
regiments on their way to the western posts or regiments
recalled to the east usually stopped over in Coteau-du-Lac
for a time. Even the stone barracks, built to accommodate
about 250 men, was not felt to be adequate and thus the
octagonal blockhouse was constructed and the upper section
fitted out to accommodate 148 men. At its peak of
preparedness, the fort at Coteau-du-Lac could properly
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accommodate "1 Field Officer; 2 Captains; 460 Men" and had
"19 Stalls for Horses.“20 As it happened, the stone
barracks was where the soldiers lived during their sojourn
at Coteau-du-Lac for the octagonal blockhouse never saw use
as a barracks. Soon after its completion the hammocks were
replaced by beds and the building was converted into a
hospital for the sick and wounded. More will be said about
this later.

Rooms in the stone barracks were large and airy and
each contained a fireplace for winter heat. Rations of wood
for the fireplaces were allotted to the men, the quantity
being determined by how many men shared the room. Wood was
supplied by a local person and there did not seem to be any
limit to the amount officers could obtain:

A Mr. Forbes was the person who supplied all

the fuel (wood) for Coteau du Lac. He was

contracted to do so and had delivered to date

80 Cords and had ready for delivery 860 Cords

and was to be paid 3s 4d. With such a flux of

officers in and out of Coteau du Lac it was
argued, fuel was needed and readily consumed.2l
Such a system of allotment did not satisfy everyone and John
Scott, who was a fort sergeant at Coteau-du-Lac in 1835
wrote, |

I beg leave most respectfully to submit to your

consideration the great inconvenience to which

I am subjected, from the very small allowance

of Fuel (half a room) which I am entitled to,

as Fort Sergeant at this post, and which is

quite insufficient to warm the Barrack Room 30

feet by 24, which I am obliged to occupy, the

same having 17 loop holes for Musquetry. To

warm a similar Barrack Room, the Detachment

here stationed formerly received one Room






