Niagara: One Hundred Years Ago
By Rod Fraser

This short history of Niagara-on-the-Lake was
originally written in 1892, by my g-g-g aunt,
Janet Carnochan, a single woman who lived
most of her life in that small community. She
wrote it out long-hand, and had it printed as a
chapbook, by a small firm in Welland, Ontario.
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its first printing. To keep it terse and pithy, I
deleted a number of poems, a few nonessential paragraphs and I adopted a more
modern writing style. For those who would
prefer to read the original, click here.
Niagara-on-the-Lake was called Niagara in the
nineteenth century (and Newark before that). I
like the term ‘Niagara’ and use it in this article.
* * * *
A few months ago, the president of the local
historical society asked me to write a short history
of Niagara. It’s surprising it hadn’t been done before.
Our town has a rich history for such a small place.
There were many people from the old days, quite
capable of telling Niagara’s story. They were literate,
capable and lived through much of its interesting
history. But for some reason, it wasn’t done, leaving
me to pick up my pen and do what I can to remedy
the situation.
This won’t be a long history, just a few tales of
the Loyalists, Forts George and Mississauga, Butler’s
Barracks, Laura Secord, the dockyards, and a town
called Niagara ─ a place where the first parliament
of Upper Canada was held, the first newspaper in
Upper Canada was published, and where a number
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The Loyalists
There is no record of settlement on the Canadian
side of the Niagara River prior to 1777. It seems the
first

settlers

to

Niagara

were

United

Empire

Loyalists, who arrived circa 1783, as refugees from
America ─ many of whom had come hundreds of
miles north through the wilderness.
The history of their exile has never been properly
told, but tens of thousands were forced to leave their
homes in the thirteen colonies, and make their way
to Upper Canada. The British government provided
for them here, however imperfectly, until they were
established on new farms, cut out of the wilderness
in the years following their arrival.
Food for two years, and the tools to farm were
issued

to

new

settlers

─

distributed

from

warehouses built at Niagara. And when their crops
failed from a severe drought, further rations were
issued in the years that followed.

Fort George
By 1792, there were 100 houses built in the village
of Niagara. Two years later, the town increased in
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up his office of Lieutenant-Governor of Upper
Canada in 1791, commissioned the construction of
Fort George, in the town of Niagara, as a defence
against the Americans.
It was a prudent decision, if not very effective.
Many of its structures were destroyed by American
soldiers during the war of 1812-1814. Its poor
design led to its replacement by Fort Mississauga.
This new fort was constructed in the years following
the war, and completed in the 1820s.
On the morning of October 13, 1812, 4,000
American soldiers crossed from Lewiston, New York,
into Upper Canada. Their intention was to attack the
British army at Fort George, and occupy the Niagara
peninsula (if not all of Upper Canada).
General Sir Isaac Brock, with a small British force
and some militia, hastened to Queenston to meet
the attackers. Although Brock was killed early that
day, the American army was soundly defeated, 900
American soldiers were taken prisoner and the rest
of their army retreated across the Niagara River.
General Brock’s body was initially buried on
October 16, 1812, in the northeast bastion of Fort
George. Later, it was moved to Queenston Heights,
the site of his great victory. A lovely monument was
built to honour his life, valour and success in battle.
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below, refers to an American fort, just across the
Niagara River from Fort George, in the state of
New York. It was Fort Niagara that supported
American attacks on Fort George and the town of
Niagara with cannonades, during the war of 18121814.]
Here is an account of the American attack on Fort
George the next day, provided by Lt. Col. Evans of
the 8th King’s Regiment. He was left in command of
the fort, when General Sheaffe left for Queenston to
support General Brock’s forces (slightly edited):
There was a brisk cannonade from Fort Niagara
on the town and fort. The gaol and courthouse
were soon wrapped in flames from hot shells.
Other houses were seen to be on fire.
Militiamen were sent round collecting water
buckets from inhabitants, and with great zeal
and energy, were soon putting out the fires.
Great efforts were made to cripple the enemy’s
guns, firing from Fort Niagara across the river.
This was not accomplished till many buildings
in the Town of Niagara, were burnt to the
ground.
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Niagara Taken
No further attacks on Fort George were made until
the town of York (now called Toronto) was attacked
in early May of 1813. Later that month, a large force
of American soldiers advanced on the town of
Niagara (and Fort George). The guns from Fort
Niagara, just across the river, offered a cannonade
in support of their attack.
The battle raged until British forces ─ their
ammunition exhausted ─ gave orders to abandon
the fort and retreat to Queenston.
For seven months, Fort George and the town of
Niagara were in the hands of the Americans. St.
Mark’s church, which was used to shelter the
wounded after the battle of Queenston Heights, was
now used as a barracks for American soldiers.
The British army brought in reinforcements and
over time, slowly approached Fort George. Attacks
were launched each day, through the fields and
farms near the town. Here is an account of some of
the skirmishes (slightly edited):
We advanced to within 1½ miles of the town,
fighting in Ball’s field. The Royals and King’s
Regiment, as well as 700 Indians were all
fighting on our side.
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into town, fighting in several streets. They got
as far as the Presbyterian church. After brisk
fire from garden walls and houses, they retired
in good order.
During much of this engagement, some ladies
were witnesses to the fighting, watching from
the windows of the residences of J. and P. Ball.
Finally, in mid-December, the Americans decided
to evacuate the town and fort, as the British army
continued its attacks. The people of Niagara were
given a half-hour warning ─ that all town buildings
would be put to the torch. Here are a few comments
of the mayhem that followed (slightly edited):
The wife of Councillor Dickson, lying ill in bed,
was carried outside in her bedclothes, to watch
(in that bitter December night) the destruction
of her home, with all their belongings.
There were many stories of vain efforts to save
homes that night, by putting out the flames, as
best they could ─ while soldiers went round
with torches setting them on fire again: the
owners finally standing by to see their eventual
destruction.
The British forces marched in, only to find
smoking ruins, but the hurried flight of the enemy
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a few buildings on the outskirts of town. With little
or no housing available, the townspeople did the
best they could to survive the winter and rebuild
their lives. Many scattered, never to return again.

Fort Mississauga
We know little of this fort’s early history. The
earthworks were marked out in the years prior to
1796, but the tower at its centre was constructed in
1814 ─ using bricks from the ruins of Niagara after
the fire mentioned earlier. Then the palisades and
other buildings of the fort were built in the years that
followed.
In order to allow the town to be rebuilt, it was
necessary to gather up all the debris and use it
profitably. Fort Mississauga was the destination for
many of the building materials that were salvaged.
Here the soldiers of the regular army were
quartered for a few decades. Many recall its central
tower, with cannons on the walls. The British
government finally recalled its troops from Canada,
and the fort was gradually allowed to fall into decay.
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Butler’s Barracks
Southwest of the town lies what was known as
Butler’s Barracks. The buildings were constructed of
wood. The ‘Rangers’ under Captain John Butler,
made their quarters here. Butler had fought at
Ticonderoga and Fort Niagara in defence of the
colonies during the French and Indian Wars.
Butler came to Niagara in 1775, and received a
land grant for his service. He died in 1796 and
appears to have been a member (at different times)
of both St. Mark’s and St. Andrew’s church. He is
buried on his farm in what is known as Butler’s
graveyard, about two miles from town.

Dockyard
Many vessels were built at the dockyards in Niagara,
and hundreds of workers were employed. It was a
beautiful site, where casual walkers often came to
see the launching of a new ship.
The Navy on Lake Ontario, was really part of the
Royal Navy. The first Canadian merchant vessel was
built here in 1792. Many more were built in the
decades that followed.
At this wharf, on July 25, 1814, on the H.M.S.
Netley, General Drummon, with 800 men, landed
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fought a battle later the same day, winning one of
the most closely contested battles of the war.

Laura Secord
Another interesting incident connected with the war
in the Niagara peninsula, was the heroism of Laura
Secord, who left her home one hot day in June, to
warn the British army, that an American attack was
planned at ‘Beaver Dams’. In danger of meeting
Indians, marauders, wild beasts or the enemy, she
walked nineteen miles to deliver her message.
When the attack came, her timely warning
allowed the British army to surprise the enemy, who
then surrendered to a force only half its size.
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