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Abstract

This study examines aspects of the military establishment at
Bytown between 1826 and 1856. The construction of the
Rideau Canal was responsible for the founding of BYtown
which became the headquarters for the Rideau project between
1826 and 1832. Commissariat and Ordnance Departments were
located here, as was a small garrison on present-day
Parliament Hill intended to protect the military works.
After the Canal's completion, the military continued to
influence the development of Bytown. Specific information
is provided here on the functioning and. development of the
Commissariat and Ordnance Departments and the imperial
garrison during these three decades. The impact of the
military's land holding policy in Bytown and the interaction
between the garrison and the community, both positive and
negative, is also examined.

This report 1is intended to supplement information
already available on several aspects of Bytown's military
establishment in order to assist the interpretation of these
themes by Parks Canada. Existing studies by Michael Cross,
George Raudzens, John Taylor and Michael Newton as well as
by Parks Canada historians Robert Passfield, Edward Bush,
Jean-Claude Parent and William Wylie provided a valuable
framework. Special thanks is accorded to Wayne Crossen who
initiated the research for this project and found many

useful references in RG1l5, MG13 and the Bytown Gazette.




The Ottawa Valley Before 1826

Prior to the construction of the Rideau Canal, the Ottawa
Valley was a region slow in attracting settlement. At that
time access to the area was made possible by the Ottawa
River which penetrated deep into the northern interior
providing a transportation link between Georgian Bay and the
St. T.awrance River Valley. The river had been explored as
early as 1613 by Samuel Champlain and used by Indians and
fur traders well before the end of the eighteenth century,
but the dense forest covering most of the region made the
valley poorly suited to agriculture. Before 1825 most of
the population of Upper <Tanada was scattered in a narrow
band of settlements extending along the St. Lawrence River,
across the north shore of Lake Ontario and into the Niagara
Peninsula. Carleton County, the large tract of land west of
the Ottawa River, had been surveyed in 1792 but remained an
isolated frontier region on the northern edge of the St.
Lawrence setitlements.

The sparse early settlement in the Ottawa Valley was
not centered at the site of present-day Ottawa despite its
strategic location below the Chaudiére Falls, near the
confluence bf the Ottawa, Gatineau and Rideau Rivers.
Rather, early commercial development and settlement occurred
in the hinterland without the assistance or direction of a
strong organizing center in the valleyl. Lumbering
provided the strongest and most consistent impetus for early
entrepreneurs who ventured up the Ottawa River in the

nineteenth century. One of the most celebrated of these



was Philemon Wright, a Massachusetts-born farmer who arrived
at the Chaudiere Falls in the spring of 1800 with a party of
27 American settlers. They intended to establish a small
community on the site of present-day Hull. Wright wanted
the settlement to be agriculturally-based, but at the same
time self-sufficient with a grist mill, blacksmith shop and
the other services ancillary to. the farming community. By
1806 the nucleus of a thriving settlement had been created.
Wheat soon became the principal crop but the high cost of
transporting surplus flour to Montreal prompted Wright to
cut square timber for the Quebec export market and thereby
obtain an alternate cash  crop for  This settlement.
Encouraged by a growing demand for Canadian timber in Great
Britain, Philemon Wright and his sons transported several
rafts of timber to Quebec by 1810,'thereby compromising the
original intention of creating a self-sustéinihg
agricultural settlement and demonstrating that the economic
strength of the Valley lay with the timber trade rather than
with farming2. The success of Wright's settlement
attracted other residents into the lower and middle Ottawa
Valley after 1812 whose main interest was lumbering. By
1813 the Quebec-based Hamilton Brothers operated a
profitable lumbering operation at Hawkesbﬁry at the head of
the Long Sault Rapids below Wright's settlement, and in
following years, contractors for ‘the Wrights and the
Hamiltons developed their own businesses3.

The other major impetus to séttlement came from the
British Government which, after the War of 1812, encouraged
discharged soldiers and unemployed labourers to settle at
strategically important areas inland from the St. Lawrence
and west of the Ottawa River to ease population pressures at
home. In the event of renewed hostilities with the United

States, these military settlements could be called upon to



bolster local militia and regular British forces. The first
of these assisted military settlements was founded in 1815
at Perth on the Tay River, a tributary of the Rideau River.
Perth soon became the nucleus of a series of communities.
In 1818 the Richmond Settlement was established on the Jock
River, another tributary of the Rideau and was linked to the
Chaudiére Falls on the Ottawa River by a road twenty miles
long cut through the dense brush by the first settlers. A
year later several other half-pay officers settled in March
Township which bordered the Ottawa River. By 1822 over ten
thousand people were well established 1in these various
settlements scattered throughout the region west of the
Ottawa River4.

Several aspects of settlement in the Ottawa Valley
already evident during these early yeérs would continue to
characterize future development. Lumbering, for example,
was well established by the mid-1820s and continued to be
the mainstay of the Valley's economy. By 1829 an estimated
2000 men were employed in lumbering, producing upwards of
one million cubic feet of timber annually5. The lumbering
community, composed mainly of French Canadian workers, was
isolated from larger metropolitan centers which possessed an
administrative structure to maintain law and order. The
transient nature of shanty life made it difficult even for
religious organizations to ©become established on the
frontier, and thus lumbermen gained a reputation for
lawlessness and violence at an early date. The development
of the Ottawa Valley would also continue to be influenced by
a military element which stood in sharp contrast to the
lumbering community. By 1820 half-pay officers from the
disbénded regiments came to dominate the social and
political offices of the various military settlements in

Carleton County, before the arrival of later waves of



settlement. They imposed an aristocratic pattern over
Carleton society, Dbuttressed by formal educational and
religious facilities which placed a strong emphasis upon
education, good Dbreeding and the tory ideology of a
stratified society®. The major lumbering operators like
Philemon Wright and, 1later, Peter Aylen had neither the
leisure time nor the genteel credentials for entry into . .this
elite. The Ottawa region during these early years has been
described as having a fragmented society, both in terms of
settlement patterns and commercial function. This was
noticeable at an early date and would continue to De
characteristic of later development7.'

Although many Loyalists were granted 1lots in the
vicinity of 'present—day Ottawa, few arrived to take
possession of them and, consequently, only a handful of
settlers were established prior to 1826. A few enterprising
individuals erected buildings‘and laid the foundations of a
tiny community on the south side of the Chaudiére Falls
across from thé site of Wright's town or Hull in the decade
prior to 1823. This low-lying area was called Richmond
Landing after 1818 when a road was cleared to the.military
settlements inland and a storehouse built to serve as a
depot for many of the settlers' provisions. Strategically
located at the historic portage around the Chaudiére Falls
and at the beginning of Richmond Road, the Richmond Landing,
or "the Flats" as it was also referred to, catered to the
needs of the scattered settlements in the Valley and those
of the lumbering community.

One of the few settlers who actually cleared land in
the area was Braddish Billings, a Loyalist who settled along
the Rideau River in 1812, a few miles from its confluence
with the Ottawa. But apart from these few buildings at the

Richmond Landing, the area fronting the Ottawa River



remained -uncleared until 1817 when John Burrows Honey, a
British immigrant who later became part of Colonel By's
civilian staff on the Rideau Canal, purchased a 200 acre
tract south of Parliament Hill in the heart of present-day
Ottawa. A few months later he soid the land to Nicholas
Sparks an employee of the Wrights who cleared several acres
and established a small farm. These handful of settlers
near the Ottawa River, as well as those spread out in the
various military settlements in Carleton County, benefitted
from the presence of the lumbering community. The surplus
agricultural produce of the area, consisting mainly of hay
and oats, found a ready market in the timber shanties, and
many settlers, like Braddish Billings, also supplied small
quantities of timber to major operatorss.

Despite this interdependence of agricultural settlement
and lumbering, as well as the potential of the Richmond
Landing to become an entrepot of the region, the Ottawa
Valley remained sparsely settled when British military
strategists decided to construct theA military transport
route along the Ottawa, Rideau and Cataraqui River systems
and placed Colonel John By in charge of the project in 1826.
After centuries of relative isolation, the physical
landscape of present day Ottawa was dramatically transformed
in response to British military decisions. And from 1826
onwards, the military would have a profound influence on the

development of the community.



The Construction of the Rideau Canal and the Beginnings of
the Military Establishment at Bytown, 1826-32

Lt. Colonel John By arrived near the site of present-day
Ottawa in September 1826 accompanied by a small military
staff and a party of civilian contractors and stone masons
from Montreal. Within a few days a temporary headquarters
was established on the north side of the Ottawa River at
Wright's Town and a camp at the south side of the river at
Sleigh Bay where it was decided the entrance of the canal
would Dbegin through a heavily - wooded valley. Lord
Dalhousie, Governor-in-Chief of British North Americaj met
By at Wright's Town and approved of the selection of the
"Entrance Valley" on a tract of 1land extending to the
Chaudiére Falls which he had purchased three years earlier
in anticipation of the Rideau project. Dalhousie turned the
property over to By who had two of his staff survey it into
lots during October and lay out two small villages, one on
the western side of the Entrance Valley which became known
as Upper Bytown, and the other on the eastern side of the
valley, called Lower Bytown which attracted few initial
settlers because of its location in a thick cedar swamp9.

In the following months, Bytown became the headquarters
for the construction of the Rideau because of its strategic
location on the Ottawa River where supplies could be
forwarded from Montreal. Bytown itself was the site df
considerable activity, involving the construction of eight
locks and an extensive canal cut leading inland to Hog's

Back. Because of the scale of the work, a large



Commissariat store was built as well as workshops, offices
and storage facilities for the Royal Engineers engaged in
designing the various engineering works. In addition,
accomodation was provided for two companies of Royal Sappers
and Miners sent from England to provide technical assistance
to By. Bytown also became home to hundreds of contract and
day labourers employed on the works, and some accomodation
was provided for them by the military. Thus, the complex of
buildings established here by the military during the
construction era fulfilled numerous requirements including
storage, office space and housing. Upon completion of the
Rideau most of these structures would continue to play a
useful role in the canal's administration under the Ordnance
Department from 1832 to 1856, with a considerable degree of
continuity both in the uses of the buildings and in the
composition of the staff occupying them.

Soon after his arrival, By recognized the necessity of
‘supplying food and other provisions to the Ehtrance Valley,
which in turn would become a depot for supplying many of the
construction sites along the line of the canal. It was
estimated that Bytown would supply 1500 to 2000 rations
daily to military and civiliah labourers in  the
Vicinitylo. The immediate problem, in By's opinion, was
the need to improve the transportation 1link between the
Entrance Valley and Wright's Town to enable provisions from
the séwmills, grist mills and smiths forge there to be moved
without difficulty across the river daily to the site of the
works. Dalhousie authorized the construction of a series of
bridges across the islands of the Chaudiére Falls, the first
span of which was contracted out to Thomas McKay, thereby
providing immediate employment for the stone masons who
accompanied him from Montreal. During the following months,

By also concluded an agreement for the construction of four



log buildings near the present-day corner of Rideau and
Sussex Streets. These were intended to be used as offices
for the engineering department, a storehouse for tools and
supplies and a carpenters and blacksmith's shopll. ‘

By returned to Montreal 1in late November 1826 and
prepared plans and specifications for more substantial
buildings. In consultatioh with Deputy Commissary General
Forbes, By decided that two large stone storehouses were
needed at the Entrance Valley, one to house the Commissariat
offices and stores, and the other, Ordnance supplies and
offices for the Royal Engineers. When the contracts for the
buildings were advertised in Montreal newspapers in February
1827, Thomas McKay and Robert Drummond, another Montreal
stone mason, both offered to build the Commissariat and
Royal Engineers stores. Drummond bid £905 for each building
and McKay, £880. By, however, wanted separate contractors
for each building to ensure that they would be ready by June
l1st, and persuaded Drummond to submit a bid for one of the
buildings at the price offered by McKay. With the approval
of Forbes, Drummond received the contract for the Ordnance
stores while McKay and his partner, John Redpath, were
awarded the contract for the Commissariat store on February
15th. Work on both buildings began immediatelylZ2.

While in Montreal By also advertised a contract for a
stone barracks to accomodate the military personnel at the
site. The building, capable of housing sixty men, was to be
built west of the Entrance Valley on a bluff of land
referred to as Barrack Hill, overlooking the Ottawa River on
the site of the present Parliament Buildings. However, By
experienced considerable difficulty securing a contractor
who was to his satisfaction. The lowest tender for the
building, offered by Thomas McKay, was much higher than By's

own estimate. After tenders had closed, By received a low



tender from a respectable English contractor, but Forbes was
unwilling to accept the late bid and insisted that McKay's
offer.be taken. By then withdrew the original plans and
prepared a new set, this time for three smaller stone
barracks built of rubble stone, each measuring 108 ft. by
70 ft. with 16 rooms in a ground floor and a garretl3.
One building was intended for use as a hospital, the second
as an officers quarters for the staff employed in the
service of the Rideau, and the thi:d to house a detachment
of thirty British regulars responéible for guarding the
military chest, gunpowder magazine, Ordnance stores and
Commissariat provision store. The contract for the barracks
was awarded to McKay and Redpath who agreed to build each
for £499 by June 182714,

By'
Entrance Valley during 1826 enabled considerable progress to

s ambitious decision to commence work at the

be made on various projects. The late arrival on the
Ottawa, however, left the workers ill-prepared for the first
winter. Some accomodation was available in Wright's Town,
though probably only for By and some of his staff. The
several hundred labourers employed by the various
contractors were housed in three makeshift buildings across,
the river from Hull where they enduredfthe rigours of the
Canadian winterl3. The need for Dbetter accomodation
prompted By to construct two civilian barracks during 1827,
costing £900, east of the locks at the corner of William and
Rideau Streets in Lower Town to house 200 of the workers
employed by contractorsl®, The concern for the workers'
welfare was a blending of humanitarianism and pragmatism.
As John MacTaggart, clerk of works, explained:

Every care should be taken with respect to the

comfort of the contractors and their people; ...

they will have places near the works ... and the






