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Praise
for DUEL

 


(Mulholland)
“claims the account is real, and he doesn't sway from the concept.
The book is chock full of little tidbits of historical facts . . .
History, love, lust, intrigue – this book has it all. The momentum
builds to the very end . . .”

– the humm -
monthly arts & entertainment tabloid

 


“I highly
recommend DUEL as a compelling work of historical fiction.
Readers will gain an appreciation for the complexity of history,
and how it is interpreted.”

– Write
Field Services

 


“In addition to
being an entertaining read, the book pulls on the event and the
time period to breathe life into its characters. It gives familiar
names in history a narrative voice, while also giving the reader a
glimpse of life in Upper Canada, and Perth, in the early
1800s.”

– Perth
Courier

 


“Fact, or not,
it's an interesting peek at the political and social realities of
the time through the lens of love, jealousy and greed.”

– Ottawa
Citizen

 


“DUEL
forces all of us to ponder the cost of honour. Mulholland provides
an excellent novel with a significantly picturesque drama in which
to explore that potential loss.”

– Book
Reader's Heaven
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For Jo-Ann,
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“When love is
in excess, it brings a man no honour nor worthiness.”

– Medea, 431
B.C., by Euripides, Greek tragic dramatist (484 B.C. – 406
B.C.)
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I wish to thank
the Perth Museum (Perth, Ontario, Canada) for granting permission
to photograph the duelling pistols used by Robert Lyon and John
Wilson.
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Dear E-book
Reader,

 


If you enjoy
reading mysteries – in this case, not “who done it,” but “why was
it done” – then I think you’ll enjoy this novel of dramatized
history.

It’s about an
actual event: a duel between two law students – Robert Lyon and
John Wilson – that took place on June 13, 1833 in Perth, a village
in what was then Upper Canada.

The day before
the duel, the adversaries agreed through a mutual friend to make
specific concessions: Lyon would apologize for assaulting Wilson if
the latter would acknowledge that the views expressed in a letter
he had written were not intended to denigrate Lyon’s character.

But the next
morning, Lyon refused to apologize. Why? To the best of my
knowledge, no clear-cut reason has ever been uncovered. It is
assumed that Henry Lelievre, Lyon’s Second, convinced him to go
ahead with the duel. But is that what really happened?

I’ve uncovered
a report written fifty years after the event. It was written by a
blacksmith at the request of John Watson, a Professor of Moral and
Mental Philosophy (Psychology), and Chairman of the Logic,
Metaphysics and Ethics Department at Queen’s College in Kingston,
Ontario, Canada. The writer describes the milieu in which the
affair took place – and his involvement in bringing it about.

Of course, the
report is handwritten. I’ve replaced his long strokes with an
ellipsis, and changed words he underlined to italics. But I’ve
retained his sentence and paragraph structure and his
nineteenth-century spellings and capitalisations.

The manuscript
is 126 years old. Although difficult to read in places, it is in
remarkably good condition, and, despite his arthritis, the author’s
penmanship is legible. At times, his mind wanders. Photographer
Denis Filion took photos of some of his handwriting, which I could
not include in this e-book edition, but are in the print edition.
The blacksmith’s report follows a dramatization of the duel.

 


Happy
reading,

David
Mulholland

Saturday, Feb.
20/10

 


***

 


Perth, Upper
Canada

Thursday, June
13, 1833, 6 p.m.

 


A steady rain spattered the dirt road as four men
strode with intent onto a ploughed field near the banks of the
River Tay. One man held tightly to a wooden case tucked under his
arm. They took shelter under a large elm tree on the southwest side
of the Scotch Line, the boundary dividing the districts of Bathurst
and Johnstown.

Scurrying
close behind them was a fifth man, diminutive in stature, wearing a
cloak, now sodden. Somewhat out of breath when he reached the elm
tree, he blurted out: “Gentlemen! I implore you! It is not too
late! Come to your senses! Come to an arrangement!” The urgent
voice was that of Dr. William Hamilton, attending physician.

Eyes pleading,
John Wilson stared at Robert Lyon: Could this misunderstanding not
be settled with an apology? His adversary’s stony countenance told
him it was not to be. Wilson looked away, his stooped posture
slumped like that of a rag doll.

“It’s too late
for an arrange . . . an arrangement . . . mon vieux,” Henry
Lelievre said, slurring his words; his whiskey breath causing
Hamilton to turn aside momentarily. The doctor opened his mouth, as
if further pleading might yet convince the adversaries. Then he
bowed his head and moved off to the side.

The man
carrying the case balanced it on his outstretched arm. He removed a
small key from the pocket of his waistcoat and inserted it in the
lock. He lifted the lid and turned the case towards Lyon and
Lelievre. “As prescribed by the Code, the challenged has first
choice,” Simon Robertson said. Lyon took one of the saw-handled
duelling pistols from the case. Robertson then turned towards
Wilson, who withdrew the remaining pistol. Both men handed the
pistols to their Seconds, who loaded them with small lead
balls.

“Twenty paces,
Simon,” Lelievre said. “Are we agreed?”

“Twenty paces
is fine, Henry,” Robertson said. Robertson nodded towards Wilson,
who followed him as he counted off the twenty paces. He handed the
gun to the reluctant duellist. The pistol at his side, Wilson
turned to face Lyon.

Lelievre
picked his steps carefully over the muddy field, stumbling and
catching himself as he was about to fall. He positioned himself
close to equidistant from the combatants, and about twelve yards
out of the line of fire. He folded his umbrella.

“We’ve agreed
. . . I’ll drop my um . . . my umbrella . . . then you fire . . .
whenever you want. Ready!” Lelievre shouted the words through the
wind and rain. He held the umbrella in front of him at arm’s
length.

Wilson turned
his right side to Lyon; Lyon faced his adversary straight on. As
they raised their arms and took aim, sheet lightning flashed across
the slate-grey sky, flooding the scene below as if illuminating the
stage of a theatre. Rain continued to fall. Lelievre dropped the
umbrella. Both men fired; neither was hit, although Wilson thought
he heard the lead ball whisper past his right ear.

“Gentlemen!”
Hamilton said, emitting a heavy sigh. He gestured towards Wilson
and Robertson as he approached Lelievre. “Honour has been
satisfied. The matter is settled. The parties can now arrange a
reconciliation.”

“Im . . .
impossible!” Lelievre said. “Non, the matter is not settled! We
insist upon another round! You agree, Robert?” Lyon nodded assent,
as he watched Lelievre reload his pistol.

“What? There
is no reason – ”

“There is
every reason, Dr. Hamilton!” Lelievre’s six-foot frame towered over
the diminutive doctor. His speech was now clear, as if he was
suddenly sober. “Mr. Wilson has twice sullied Mr. Lyon’s
reputation! His honour is in disrepute. We demand
satisfaction!”

“I wish to
speak to Mr. Lyon. There is no reason – ”

“Non,
you may not, monsieur! You are interfere . . .
interfering.”

Hamilton moved
around Lelievre and towards Lyon. “Mr. Lyon, I implore you, sir,”
Hamilton said. “Come to your senses. Stop this unfortunate
business.”

“Doctor, it
cannot be stopped,” Lyon said.

Lelievre moved
closer to Hamilton. “If you have anything more to say . . . address
it to the opposite party.” Again, Lelievre’s foul breath caused
Hamilton to turn his head aside. The doctor turned on the heels of
his leather boots and marched through the mud to where Robertson
and Wilson were standing.

“Young Lyon is
under the influence of Lelievre,” Hamilton said. “The Second
insists upon satisfaction.”

“Mr. Wilson is
quite satisfied,” Robertson said. Wilson nodded agreement. “If the
opposite party will advance, we will meet them halfway.”

Hamilton
started back to convey the message.

“You are in
the line of fire, Dr. Hamilton!” Lelievre shouted. Hamilton
stopped. Seeing Lyon holding the pistol, he moved out of the line
of fire. He turned just in time to see Robertson hand Wilson his
pistol.

“Gentlemen! I
implore you!” Hamilton said. Neither party acknowledged his plea.
The duellists took aim. Lelievre dropped his umbrella. Both men
fired. Lyon’s shot went harmlessly by his opponent, but the lead
ball from Wilson’s pistol pierced Lyon’s chest, perforating his
right lung. His hands flew into the air, and he fell to the ground.
Dr. Hamilton rushed to his side. Blood gushed from the victim’s
chest. Within minutes, Robert Lyon was dead.

 


***

 


Perth, 19 May
1883

Dear Professor
Watson:

 


I am in
receipt of your letter of this past Thursday. I am an old man, Mr.
Watson. I am pleased to try to meet your request. I have the time,
but the arthritis in these gnarled fingers . . . it is painful . .
. I am unable to hold the pen for a long sitting. I will do my
best, Sir. I trust that I am understanding your request, the reason
for your inquiry. I know little of Moral Philosophy, and nothing of
Mental Philosophy. Logic and Ethics . . . at times I believe we
humans possess little of either. You say for the purpose of
teaching a course at your College, you wish to understand something
of why men once thought confronting one another with arms was a
reasonable means of settling disputes. Once thought! Is that not
how men still think?

I was nineteen
in 1833. Fifty years ago! How time passes. I knew John Wilson and
Robert Lyon and Gideon Ackland, Simon Robertson and Miss Hughes,
Miss Lees and Miss Thom. And, oh yes! Henry Lelievre! I knew them
all. In the Village of Perth at that time, even today in what has
grown into a peaceful and bucolic community, we all knew one
another. Isolation, except for those who chose to build a shanty in
the woods far from the Village and surrounding farms, isolation was
not possible.

But this old
body . . . my knees and my hands slowly deteriorating from this
painful affliction. The Doctors seem not to know what to do. But my
mind is still sharp! Except on occasion, it tends to wander, as it
did just now, and I lose my thought. Yes, at times the past seems
muddled. But I am sure my affliction is of no interest to you. I am
not accustomed to writing long passages. I cannot promise a
coherent Report. I will do my best, Sir.

I am reluctant
to dredge up memories best left . . . I don’t believe it possible
to understand the events of that fateful Thursday without
understanding Perth. Violence was not unknown to us. The Duel
between John and Robert was not the first.

You see,
Professor, my Father was a discharged military man, a Private under
the command of Major-General Abraham Louis Charles de Watteville.
This distinguished Regiment was formed in Switzerland in 1671. The
men fought for France. But in 1798, France signed a Treaty with
Great Britain, and the de Watteville Soldiers – to a man, I was
told – entered the service of Great Britain, and fought at Malta.
Father was the Regiment’s Farrier.

In the Spring
of 1813, the Regiment arrived in Quebec. The men were garrisoned in
that magnificent city for only a short time. But it was long enough
for him to meet my Mother. They were ordered to Kingston, a
cultured city – I trust you will agree – that has had sense enough
to preserve its heritage. Father’s Regiment was ordered to report
in the early part of the Summer. My Mother and her sister followed;
my beautiful Aunt romanced by a colleague of my Father’s. I was
born the following year, in March, the tenth.

They fought
the American invaders at Fort Erie, and on a number of other
occasions. He told me they were determined not to allow the
Scoundrels to take more British territory. They had soundly
trounced the Americans by the Spring of 1816. They remained on
garrison duty in Kingston until the Regiment was demobilized. But
the Governments in York and London were not about to lower their
guard. The Politicians believed it necessary to have an inland
depot that could receive supplies from the Lower Province without
fear of attack by the warring Americans. Our settlement on the
Rideau was given the name Perth because many of the civilian
settlers had come from Perthshire in the Scottish Highlands.

The
misunderstanding between Mr. Watson . . . I mean Mr. Wilson and Mr.
Lyon . . . let me just say these fine young men . . . for John was
only twenty-three, and Robert nineteen, the same age as I . . .
they were shown a poor example by some of Perth’s most
distinguished residents. Officers, Doctors and Lawyers, no less!
Men from whom you might expect more common sense! Ah, but I am
getting ahead of myself. If my information is to be of value, you
must understand the settlement.

As a man
disciplined in the sciences of the mind, you will appreciate that
when you mix men of military training – robust men accustomed to
fighting – with farmers and craftsmen who emigrated because they
and their loved ones were starving, there is bound to be
strife.

The Government
allotted Privates one hundred acres; Officers, eight hundred, six
hundred, and four hundred, depending upon rank. Those who chose to
build homes in the Village were allotted one acre. Father chose to
build our home and Blacksmith Shop on the perimeter. He said it
would enable us to serve those in the Village and on the farms. He
was right! When we arrived in June of 1816, Father was the only
Blacksmith. More arrived as the Village grew. I recall that by the
middle of the 1840s, there were seven Smiths serving the needs of
our growing community. But in 1816, and for many years, there was
only Father.

The settlement
was intended as a military depot, and it was the half-pay Officers
who became the Magistrates and Justices of the Peace. You might
assume – and you would be correct – official positions given to the
discharged Officers did not always gain acceptance with the
civilians.

Ah, but it was
not a military man who caused the most strife in the early
settlement. I was a mere babe at the time, but years later Father
told me of the hardship suffered under Mr. Joseph Daverne. The
story is that his obsequious, grovelling manner garnered favour
with the Family Compact. I don’t know how long you have been in our
Dominion, so you may not know that the Family Compact were the
British Aristocrats who ran the Government of Upper Canada. They
appointed him Clerk of Stores. And when Captain Fowler retired,
Daverne took over his duties as Superintendent.

Father
recalled an incident when several impoverished farmers asked
Daverne for extra rations. He not only refused, but demanded
payment for rations already distributed, a payment he had no right
to demand, as rations were intended to keep the civilians in body
and soul until their crops were ripe for harvest. And Father said
he was a stickler for adhering to the strict meaning of the law.
Each settler was given a location ticket for his acreage. If he
wished to keep his land and receive rations, he was required to
work the land. But some men of means not suited for such an arduous
task would hire a man more proficient with an axe or plough.
Daverne would deny him rations because he said the man was not
fulfilling his obligations as specified on the location ticket.

Many were
disgusted with being set upon this way. Some families gathered what
belongings they had and left Perth; others simply ignored the
Scoundrel, and struggled through with the help of neighbours. A few
refused to act as sheep. Many from the Highlands had been displaced
by sheep during the Clearances. They were not about to relive that
experience! They complained to the Government in York of Daverne’s
domineering, self-serving toadiness. But to no avail. Their
complaints were either ignored, or the complainers were severely
chastised. Alas, Mr. Daverne did meet his Waterloo.


Lieutenant-Colonel Francis Cockburn was the Deputy Quartermaster
General. He received many complaints, especially from the civilian
farmers. As Father told the story, he appointed a Board of Inquiry
to investigate. And what do you think they found, Mr. Watson? They
found that Daverne had embezzled funds from the depot stores!
Government officials were required to swear before a Magistrate
that their reports were correct. Father chuckled when he told me
what Daverne had been doing. At the end of each quarter, the Rascal
slipped a few pounds to a Magistrate, and then swore the
correctness of the monetary returns not on a Bible – but on a
French dictionary!

And yet, he
managed to escape prosecution. The Board of Inquiry met on a
Saturday, discovered the embezzlement, and adjourned until Monday.
The Reverend William Bell was on the Board, and under no
circumstances would this proper Presbyterian profane the Sabbath by
meeting on a Sunday. Father said the Reverend wanted Daverne held
in custody, but Mr. Cockburn, who had appointed himself Chairman of
the Board, said the man held too much property in the settlement to
scarper. But scarper he did! Come Monday morning, he was at his
Cousin’s in New York State – and had taken with him the remaining
funds in the stores! Father said he heard some time later that the
Rogue seduced his Cousin’s wife and ran off with her. Or she ran
off with him. It takes two, Professor. And Father said it was
suspected that people higher up than Daverne and a Magistrate were
involved. But nothing could be proven.

Ah, but that
is not all! The Superintendent’s avaricious nature was the cause of
much more than monetary hardship for the settlement. It could be
said that his distasteful conduct, although indirectly, caused the
death of a truly fine Gentleman. Mr. Charles Lennox, Fourth Duke of
Richmond, was the Governor General of Upper and Lower Canada. He
heard of Daverne’s mischief, and thought it best to investigate
personally. His visit would afford him the opportunity to see how
we were getting on, and enable him to confer with Government
officials in York. But on stopping over at Prescott, he was bitten
on the thumb by a pet fox. Or perhaps it was in Sorel, in the Lower
Province. I have heard conflicting reports. Wherever it happened,
the fox was rabid. Apparently, the Duke felt slightly ill the next
morning, but paid it no heed, and continued his expedition to
York.

He visited
Perth on his return journey, lodging at the Adamson Inn on Craig
Street. Father was not invited – only those of high rank – but he
told me he heard that the retired military Officers feted a banquet
fit for King George himself! Two days later, his party left for
Richmond, the Village named in his honour. His Excellency hosted a
formal dinner that evening, and left for Bytown the following
morning. Sadly, they had travelled only a short distance by canoe
when the Duke complained bitterly and asked to be put ashore. His
party followed him to a nearby barn and sent for the Doctor. Father
said the good man was dead long before the Doctor arrived. Some
unscrupulous malcontents said his death was caused by the revelry
and excess consumption of spirits at the banquet. I find it
disheartening when men spread ill-founded rumours tarnishing a
man’s honourable name.

I see my mind
has wandered again. I apologize for these excursions beyond the
matter at hand. But perhaps these events . . . as a man of Logic,
you would know the importance of understanding circumstances if we
are to understand events. It was circumstances that brought us
together, more so than choice, and so our dissimilar personalities
were bound to be at odds.

It is getting
late, my fingers are cramping. That is all the writing I can do for
today. It is painful to hold the pen for even a short time. I must
bathe my fingers in Emu oil and warm water to straighten them
before retiring. I will close for today.

 




20 May,
1883

 


This morning I
rose with the sun, as I have every morning since I was a wee lad
working in Father’s Blacksmith Shop. It is a habit that comes
natural, as both Father and I would rise early to partake of a
hearty breakfast prepared by Mother, who always rose well before
the sun. Some days are better than others, and this morning is one
of those. I have completed my morning stretches to loosen my limbs,
my knuckles not as swollen and painful as usual. Perhaps it was the
exercise they received from yesterday’s writing! I have boiled some
willow bark and made a pot of tea. I find it gives relief.

I don’t know
how you acquired my name and address. And I am wondering why you
think I can shed further light on what has already been widely
reported. Of course, many of those Reports . . . one tells one
story; another, another story. I will do my best to tell you what
happened. I was there. I can only assume you made your request
because you think I have knowledge that others have not.
Perhaps.

It would be
natural for you to wonder how the Son of a Blacksmith learned to
read and write. Many in those days received little if any
schooling. I have my Parents to thank. Father was not a literate
man, but Mother had received schooling in the Old Country. She
appreciated the value of book learning, and was determined her
children would receive schooling. My childhood years were spent at
Parish School in the Old Country. When we arrived at the
settlement, I attended the school taught by John Holliday, our very
first Schoolmaster. That is where I met John Wilson. He was a tad
older than I. The school being only one room, we mingled, and our
friendship began.

Mr. Holliday’s
school on the Scotch Line was rather a long walk for the wee
children living in the Village. Myself, I was blessed with a hearty
constitution and found the distance invigorating. When the Reverend
Bell arrived, he proposed to open a school within Perth, and the
half-pay Officers agreed. Mr. Bell soon acquired a reputation as a
fine Teacher. I recall Father and Mother discussing it one evening.
The following week I was sent to Mr. Bell’s school. He was very
strict, as was Mr. Holliday, but his reputation was deserved: he
was a better Teacher, at least for composition. He drilled us on
the rules of grammar, which have assisted me throughout my life,
and I hope will do so with this Account. I would like to think the
twenty shillings Father paid him each month were well spent.

Mother wanted
me to apply to King’s College in York. (As you will know, your
esteemed College was not established until 1842.) She wanted Father
to ask the Honourable Mr. Morris, our Government man in York, to
speak to Bishop Strachan; he was President of King’s College.
(Perhaps you know, Professor, Mr. Morris was the first Chairman of
your College’s Board of Trustees.) Truth be told, Mr. Watson, – and
as a man of higher learning you may not understand this – but the
very first time Father taught me to shape shoes for our mare, I
loved working in the Smithy. I loved the roar of the forge and the
ring of the anvil. To take a piece of wrought iron and shape it
into a useful utensil, be it spade or spoon . . . I often rant at
this scourge of arthritis which forced me to sell my Smithy. Father
and Mother could see my enjoyment, and that I had a natural talent
for the work: they did not press me to go further with my
education; although I am grateful for my schooling. I have a love
of reading, and, on occasion, have tried my hand at verse. I
continue to gain knowledge by reading my Bible, and many fine
books, such as the plays of Mr. Shakespeare. I am at present
reading Pride and Prejudice by Miss Austen. Perhaps you have read
it. There are times when Mr. Darcy reminds me of Robert.

I wish to say
more about the Reverend William Bell. As sure as there is a Heaven,
I would not hesitate to swear on the Bible that the Lord has placed
this man in a position of great honour. I know many Christians – I
am one myself – but I have never known a man as devoted to
spreading the Gospel as was the Reverend. He was a Secessionist
Presbyterian, strict in his adherence to the Word. And he expected
the same of others! His dogmatism brought much grief to himself,
and to the settlement.

He arrived in
1817, and from the very first day made it known he would not kowtow
to our military rulers with their hoity-toity attitude towards us
commoners. Yes, I know, Mr. Watson, my Father was a military man.
But a lowly Private, a Farrier. Not a half-pay Officer who expected
to enjoy the privilege of attending Reverend Bell’s Church without
submitting to its discipline, nor performing his religious duties.
The Reverend demanded respect from all of his flock. (Did I
say I will underline to indicate emphasis? You will have to forgive
me if I repeat myself.) [D.M. note: italics
replace underlines.] Father told me he was attending
services one Sabbath when Lieutenant Fraser’s wife began to giggle
during Mr. Bell’s sermon. The Reverend stopped preaching and
chastised the vain woman in front of the Congregation. She and her
husband were mortified, as were their friends. Father said they
rose as one from their pews, marched out of the Church, and did not
attend services again for quite sometime.

It appals me
to tell you, there was even greater scandal! Is it any wonder the
morals of today’s youth are left wanting, when one considers the
examples set by those who preceded them?

Janet
McGregor, servant girl to Captain Alexander McMillan, found herself
with child by her employer. The Captain sought to protect his
reputation by sending the lass to the farm of an acquaintance who
lived some thirty miles from the Village. The ruse might have
succeeded, had a friend of Miss McGregor’s Mother not called in at
the Captain’s. When Mrs. McGregor, who lived outside the Village,
received news that her daughter was missing, she came to Perth and
made inquiries until someone told her of the rumour circulating
throughout the settlement. The distraught woman confronted the
Captain at his residence and refused to leave the stoop until he
told her of Janet’s whereabouts. Mrs. McGregor went to the farm and
brought the poor girl home.

Ah, but the
matter did not end there! When the child was born, McMillan asked
Mr. Bell to baptize the wee bairn in secret. The Minister refused,
but offered Baptism if the Captain married Miss McGregor, and they
submitted to the discipline of the Church. McMillan objected and
ranted for a time, but eventually made an honest woman of the girl.
But a bitter man will not let go his bitterness. When opportunity
arose, he and his friend, Colonel Roderick Matheson . . . I tell
you, Mr. Watson, the shenanigans would curl a porcupine’s quills!
Mary Davies, the Colonel’s servant girl was also in a family way.
To spite the Reverend, who was unflinching – and unforgiving unless
sinners repented publicly – McMillan and Matheson wrote to Governor
General Dalhousie requesting that Mr. Bell’s Church be turned over
to the Established Church of Scotland. The astute
Governor-in-Chief, while sympathetic to advancing the interests of
the Church of Scotland, said he did not wish to do so by depriving
the Reverend of his Church.

But Matheson
and McMillan were bent upon revenge. They attended Church meetings
and turned the Congregation – mostly Highlanders – against Mr.
Bell. They proposed to obtain a Minister who could preach in
Gaelic. They took up a petition and were successful in obtaining
such a Minister, but the man’s Gaelic was not adequate for
preaching.

I must tell
you, though, the Reverend brought much abuse upon himself. There
were occasions when those who were not members of his Congregation
found his strict adherence to his Creed to be . . . quite frankly .
. . cruel. I was told of one incident when the Uncle of a wee bairn
who was deathly sick . . . the family lived on a farm some twenty
miles outside the Village. The child’s Parents were laid up with
the ague, so the Uncle brought the child to Mr. Bell and requested
Baptism. The Reverend refused because the Parents were not present!
When the Uncle told the Father, the distraught man – like many in
the settlement – he turned to the bottle, and when it was empty, he
mounted his horse and began the journey to Perth. Alas, it was a
brutally cold day in February. He fell off his horse. Two days
later, his frozen body was found. His child died the next day. It
was Father who told Mr. Bell of their passing. Father said the
Minister stared at him and said, “We are not to cast pearls before
swine,” which, as you likely know, Professor, is from our Lord’s
Sermon on the Mount, in the Gospel of Matthew. Father said he was
so taken aback it shamed him to be a Christian.

That tragedy
raised the ire of Dr. Alexander Thom, Caroline’s Father. This
distinguished Gentleman was an official member of the funeral
cortège of Sir Isaac Brock. He fought the Americans at Fort George,
where he was taken captive and held for a time. The Government had
appointed him Surgeon for the Village. He took up a petition asking
the Governor General to send a Church of England Minister who would
take charge of Mr. Bell’s school. Father said he never understood
his reasoning, but the Governor General agreed and sent the
Reverend Michael Harris. Although I was only five years old, I
remember my Parents protesting vehemently. As I have already
mentioned, I was receiving a splendid education under Mr. Bell’s
tutelage. Despite the strong objections voiced by Father and Mother
– and those of other Parents – the Reverend’s school was handed
over to the new Minister. We were fortunate these men of the Cloth
understood that this injustice was just more spite by vindictive
Politicians. Mr. Bell did not blame Mr. Harris. In the years that
followed, the two men co-operated in attending to the spiritual
needs of our community.

I trust you
can see, Professor, the settlement . . . I don’t wish to portray
the community unfairly: there were many kind and generous Souls who
helped others in their time of needthe
Reverend Bell among them. Father told me that the year after his
arrival . . . Perhaps I should tell you something of the hardship
suffered by the first arrivals; mostly the crofters and tradesmen
from Scotland. Men, women and children travelled by horse and
waggon and on foot from Brockville through swamps and over poor
roads. Father said calling them roads required the imagination of a
Conjurer – or a Politician!

I was a mere
babe in 1816, but in later years the stories of the older men . . .
often the storyteller became shaky and distraught. The rotting
remains of some of the first huts and shanties roofed with bark and
boughs can still be seen outside our Town. (We became a Town in
1854 with more than three thousand residents.) The men and women
cleared their lots of trees and bush. Father said the thud of the
axe was testimony to the sweat, the aching muscles, and hands
rubbed raw and red. He said from sunup to sundown the echo of the
axe could be heard throughout the settlement. The wretched
conditions defeated some; they abandoned their lots and turned to
trapping and hunting, or left for the united colonies to the south.
And clearing the land was not their only hardship! In 1816, and
again in 1817, the crops did poorly. Nourishment for many families
forced them to eat wild leeks, and even the buds and leaves of
trees! Many near starved to death. Some did.

That
misfortune raises an example of the Reverend Bell’s concern. He
demanded strict adherence to the Word, but I don’t wish to leave
the impression he was uncaring. When his school was taken away, he
began a new school, which I attended, as did many of the children
who had attended his first school. But what I wanted to say is
this: when stores of rations were near empty, the Minister wrote to
Governor General Richmond requesting food and clothing for those
families most in need. And not all were members of his
Congregation! The Governor General ordered the settlement
Superintendent to distribute winter clothing and an additional
fifty daily rations. He also sent Mr. Bell a letter thanking him
for bringing the plight of the settlers to his attention. The
Reverend let it be known that he had received this letter, which
angered and embarrassed the Officers in charge. And I have just now
remembered: Father said Mr. Bell told him he would willingly
baptize all pious and properly instructed persons, regardless of
their denomination.

It was
fortunate that the harvest of 1818 was abundant, which prevented
further starvation. Although until Captain Adams built his
gristmill, the settlers had to boil their grain or pound it between
flat stones.

(It might
interest you to know, Professor, that Captain Adams – Joshua was
his Christian name – was a relative of John Adams, second President
of the United States of America, and, of course, the President’s
Son, John Quincy, who became sixth President. He was much loved in
the community.)

But besides
the kind deeds of many, others exhibited petty jealousy and
unscrupulous ambition: all the foibles of human nature. John and
Robert . . . aye! all of us saw these shortcomings. As
impressionable youth, we could not help but be influenced by
them.

I believe it
necessary you know something of these misdeeds. But it is late. I
will resume my Account in the morning.

 


21 May,
1883

 


This morning
is cold and rainy. It is typical weather for Spring: one day hot
and humid, the next, cold and rainy. I suffer considerably on a day
such as this. I thought I would not try to hold the pen today, but
have decided to soldier on, as Father would say. In closing
yesterday, I mentioned that besides acts of considerable kindness,
our Elders often behaved in a reckless and embarrassing manner.

On more than
one occasion, the Village’s leading Lawyers engaged in public
disputes that should have shamed them, and most certainly
embarrassed the rest of us. Here is an example that has been talked
about these past fifty years.

It was a day
in early Spring when I walked into Mr. Benjamin Delisle’s General
Store. There were other General Stores. Mr. Morris opened the first
when the Village was settled in 1816. But because Mr. Delisle was a
retired Infantry Captain in the Canadian Fencibles, Father believed
we had a duty to patronize the businesses of men who had fought to
defend British territory against the treacherous Americans.

I have long
forgotten what I was there to purchase, but I have not forgotten
the printed broadsheets nailed to a side wall that Mr. Delisle kept
bare so we could post notices to one another. We did not yet have a
Post Office. I discovered on my journey home that they were posted
in several locations around the Village. It was mischievous of me,
but there being so many, I didn’t think a couple would be missed,
so I snitched them from the side of a barn. Over the years the
printing has faded, but I can still make out the words well enough.
Here is an example of the shenanigans of two of Perth’s most
prominent Citizens:

 


TO THE
PUBLIC

 


ALTHO' I am
fully persuaded that nothing I can utter will tend in the slightest
degree to depreciate the character of JAMES BOULTON in the
estimation of certain personages. ALTHO' I am equally persuaded
that nothing I can advance will heighten the infamy or add to the
notoriety of character which this individual has already so
deservedly acquired among the upright yeomanry at large. YET having
felt myself called upon to demand satisfaction at his hands, and
having met with a pusillanimous refusal, I am left no alternative
but to proclaim him to the world a LIAR, a COWARD, and a SCOUNDREL.
The public cannot have forgotten that in the year 1827 I was
constrained to adopt a similar course.

 


DANIEL
McMARTIN

 


And then,
apparently not satisfied, Mr. McMartin added:

 


The above
individual, NO DOUBT, flatters himself with the idea that the
circumstance of having been once Dragged to the ground by Thomas M.
Radenhurst, Esquire, will, in the public estimation, operate as an
ample guarantee of his HEROISM. I have only to say (and I believe I
derive my information through a tolerably correct channel) that his
conduct on the occasion alluded to, if not pitiful, was not such,
at all events, as to entitle him to much commendation.

 


Mr. Radenhurst
was another of Perth’s Lawyers. Nailed to the barn right beside
this missive was Mr. Boulton’s reply:

 


TO THE
PUBLIC

 


I perfectly
coincide in the statement of Mr. McMartin, wherein he alleges that
nothing he can utter will tend in the slightest degree to
depreciate my Character in the estimation of certain personages, or
with any unprejudiced and independent man. He seems by this
admission to be perfectly aware of his own imbecility, and the
weight the public are likely to give to any of his assertions
respecting me. In reference to the affairs of 1827, the public
cannot have forgotten that I was forced to adopt a course similar
to the present.

If Duelling is
any proof of courage (which I deny), I have proved that I am no
coward by having given the satisfaction required by the laws of
honour to a Gentleman to whom I have given cause to call me out.
But is there any reason because I choose to fight a duel with a
Gentleman, that I am to meet every low, insignificant Scoundrel
that chooses to have his feelings wounded, because his body is
bruised, when he brought it on himself? No. It is possible he may
work himself up with a little Dutch Courage to the determination of
fighting a duel, but that will not restore his honour. Duelling is
permitted in most countries, and I believe in this as a means when
there is no other redress of protecting character; not of redeeming
it when lost.

 


JAMES
BOULTON

 


As you can
see, Professor, John and Robert did not have to use their
imaginations to conjure up a means of settling their disagreement,
and “defending their honour.” I am putting marks of quotation
around “defending their honour.” Those words – or a similar way of
saying them – were how men justified this practice. To a learned
man such as yourself, duelling may seem absurd, but, at the time,
it was well established as an acceptable means of addressing
disputes. This tragedy, in which I lost a dear friend . . . three
dear friends! Yes, John and Simon, that is Mr. Robertson, John’s
friend who was his Second . . . they were acquitted at Trial. But
there were reasons . . . I believe I will say no more on this.

And, oh yes!
Both Gentlemen refer to an incident in 1827. I was thirteen at the
time, and I remember we lads thought we were going to see a great
show! Our Parents would not have permitted it, but we planned to
sneak down to where the Duel was to take place. Alas, it never did.
Father said Mr. Boulton called Mr. McMartin a Yankee blackguard. He
had come from the new union of the colonies, and had retained his
arrogant superiority. When he built his red brick mansion, which is
still standing at the corner of Gore and Harvey streets, he had the
bricks and lumber – and even the workmen – brought in from America.
Someone suggested he plant Canadian maples in front of his house;
he would not hear of it. For spite, some said, he had cotton trees
shipped from New York State. Father said his cotton trees must have
come from a tropical country, for he did not believe they could be
grown in New York State.

Ah, but Mr.
Boulton had his own streak of brazen hubris: that of the
condescending British Aristocracy. He had acquired his sense of
entitlement honestly enough: he was the Son of the Honourable Henry
John Boulton, Attorney General of Upper Canada, and thus a member
of the Family Compact. It was said that when the rebel Mackenzie
compiled his list of those he most despised in York, the elder
Boulton was the first name he wrote down.

But what I
wished to say, Mr. Watson, is that in 1827, Mr. Boulton refused Mr.
McMartin’s challenge because, the latter being slight of build, Mr.
Boulton said . . . I don’t recall exactly, but it was something
about having a better chance at hitting a broomstick. The gossip
about this silliness throughout the Village and countryside
provided many a hearty chuckle.

I thought at
the time it perfectly natural that Gentlemen would settle their
disagreements by this means. It goes to show the extent to which we
are captives of our social mores. I have often wondered: where did
this custom – this practice often fatal to one, if not both,
combatants – where did it come from? And so I began to read up on
the history of duelling. I wished to understand how supposedly
intelligent men . . . it isn’t like war, Mr. Watson: there is no
territory to be gained. No one will be proclaiming himself Emperor.
How did this convention come about? I am sure that as a Teacher of
Moral Philosophy you have an expert opinion . . . the insight of a
learned man. But I will offer my opinion. I trust that the
experience of someone who has suffered considerable heartache
because of . . . I will just say that perhaps my experience will
add to your knowledge. I assume that is the reason you requested
this Report.

But my fingers
. . . they have not loosened as much as I had hoped. The cold rain
continues. I will put down my pen for today and resume my Account
on the morrow.

 


22 May,
1883

 


Another change
in the weather. Today is warm and sunny. I could tell as soon as I
awoke, my fingers and knees much less painful.

In closing
yesterday, I said I would say something about the history of
duelling. I have changed my mind. Instead, I will tell you
something of the females who were the cause. Perhaps that is
unfair; perhaps they were not the cause. Most certainly, they were
the inspiration. I trust, Mr. Watson, your academic discipline
makes allowances for . . . takes into account that when a man is
smitten, he will do things he would not otherwise consider.

There has been
much talk of Miss Elizabeth Hughes. Gossip, at the time – and even
to the present day – would have this handsome girl the excuse for
much heartache. Of course, it is not that simple. Matters of the
heart seldom are. Miss Hughes was the daughter of an Unitarian
Minister who emigrated with his children from Somerset in England.
(His good wife had passed on.) They disembarked at Quebec City, as
did most immigrants destined for Upper Canada. They arrived in that
charming city at a most unfortunate time. An epidemic of cholera
had spread throughout Lower Canada. The Reverend was somewhat frail
from what, in those days, would have been a most unpleasant and
trying voyage. He became ill and passed on, to the great sorrow of
his family.

It is
understandable that Gideon, Mr. Ackland, would be distraught, he
being the reason the family emigrated. Gideon was a student-at-law,
but as a means of income, he and his charming wife, Sarah, presided
over a Seminary for Young Ladies. Perth had a number of these seats
of learning known as Dame Schools. Gideon knew of Elizabeth’s
interest in teaching through Sarah, who knew her in the Old
Country. He told me he wrote to Pastor Hughes requesting his
daughter as a Teacher. It was for this reason the family emigrated.
Elizabeth and her brother, David, were now orphans. David, ten
years her junior, remained with an Aunt in Quebec. He came to the
settlement at a later date. I do not recall just when that was; we
were not close. But I trust you can appreciate, with no natural
Protector, Gideon felt a heavy burden of responsibility. Thus, he
and Sarah welcomed Elizabeth into their home. That is how she came
to be a member of the Ackland household.

There have
been many stories over the past fifty years about John’s wooing of
Elizabeth. But those stories, like all myths, have been distorted;
no doubt in part because two years after the fatal Duel, John and
Elizabeth married. I will try to record the facts. I was there.
Time, which gives distance, can help one see more clearly. But
memory can be selective. I will do my best.

No, Elizabeth
was not the only girl – nor the first – who caught John’s fancy. I
will tell you something of his interest in those of the fairer sex.
But before doing so I believe it necessary you understand his
nature. He was a complicated fellow.

It was in 1819
when John, a lad of ten, came from Renfrewshire with his family.
Ebenezer, his Father, was a Weaver. He had taken the family first
to Halifax in the British colony of Nova Scotia. But John said his
Father was not content, and they remained there only a short time
before settling in North Sherbrooke, some twenty miles from our
Village. Mr. Wilson was an erudite man who enjoyed expounding for
hours on any number of subjects. His was a superior intellect.
Father said conversing with the man was always a challenge, for he
did not take kindly to being corrected, and there were persons in
the settlement who took umbrage with his arrogance. He was a
regular contributor to our Village newspaper, and Father said he
was the only man in the settlement to subscribe to foreign
journals. I mention these traits of Mr. Wilson’s because, although
not arrogant, John inherited many of those traits, especially his
Father’s love of learning.

What John did
not inherit was a love of farming. He liked to joke that an Indian
would be embarrassed to have his name associated with the puny crop
of corn he was able to grow. So he left farming to his younger
brother, Andrew, and, with his Father’s blessing, came to Perth
seeking employment. He had a good head for figures. Mr. Delisle
paid him a small sum to keep the accounts at his General Store. He
also tutored the children of William Morris, our member in York,
previously mentioned. He was a devout Christian, a regular
attendant at Reverend Bell’s Church. Pastor Bell, a shrewd judge of
character, also placed his two youngest children under John’s
tutelage. When Mr. Benjamin Tett, who was teaching the wee children
in the school on Herriott Street, when he relinquished his post,
the Reverend used his considerable influence to attain the position
for John.

Ah, but I had
intended to tell you something of the girls who were . . . how
should I say, the inducement that led to the fatal encounter
between my two friends. Before Miss Hughes arrived, John and Robert
– all us lads! – were charmed by the considerable bonniness of Miss
Joanna Lees. Elizabeth had not yet arrived. (I just said that.
Please bear with me.) But while John was a confident young man,
strong willed, and determined to master the challenges presented to
him, that confidence did not extend to relations with the fairer
sex.

It was the
custom at the time, and still is, to keep a Journal for posterity.
I did not follow that custom. I regret not doing so; it would
certainly assist with this Report. I recall a social occasion . . .
a Christmas party . . . the year escapes my memory, but it was
before John began his Apprenticeship in Mr. Boulton’s office. He
was renting a room at Mr. Rutherford’s, a large stone house on the
corner of Brock and Wilson streets. I believe he was still teaching
the wee ones at the school on Herriott Street. He had invited a few
friends to share festive cheer, for although John adhered to most
tenets of the Presbyterian Religion, he was not dour, not averse to
celebrating joyous occasions. Robert was there, as were Gideon and
Simon, and a few of the other lads. He had not invited the girls,
only his chums. At the end of the evening, the others having
already departed, I was about to do the same, and was putting on my
overcoat when John, a bit tipsy from wine, asked me to wait a
moment. He retrieved a notebook from his desk. It was his Journal.
He opened it to his last entry and asked me to read it. I did, and
I expressed my surprise and dismay at what he had written. His
words so startled me, I believe I can still recall them: “As
nature, or rather inclination, has not fitted me for shining in the
female circle, I must content myself with the hope of one day
meeting a female who has sense enough to value worth altho’ stript
of the gaudy glitter of a well-bred coxcomb.” That, if memory
serves me, is what he had written.

John was a
stocky lad, his florid features somewhat coarse. And so you see,
Mr. Watson, even though he was an admirable and talented young man,
he felt those qualities would not, could not compensate for his
unvarnished physical attributes, and less than flamboyant
personality. I must say, from my own experience, he was correct.
Which does not mean one’s heart pines for affection to any a lesser
degree than of those Dandies who need only flash a perfect smile to
draw a girl’s interest.

As I say, it
was Miss Lees, Joanna, to whom John took a shine. Her family had
emigrated from Scotland to Ogdensburg in New York State. But after
two years her Father rebelled at living under an alien flag. He
moved the family to a farm in the District of Bathurst, close to
the Wilson farm. Joanna was a wee girl, and still is, with a
mischievous smile, a petite, turned-up nose, and shiny dark brown
hair; although now her hair has streaks of grey. All the lads liked
her. And she knew it! It did not occur to me at the time, but some
time later I realized she was manipulative. In relations with the
female sex, John was an innocent, as was I; as were all of us lads
– although not Henry Lelievre!

I have more to
say on this, but I have a few chores I must see to. I will close
for today.

 


23 May,
1883

 


Another warm
and sunny day. My fingers are nimble. I will continue from where I
left off yesterday. I was going to tell you, but changed my mind,
and now I have changed my mind again. To be perfectly honest – a
saying I believe we use when we are not being perfectly honest – I,
too, was smitten by Joanna’s charms! That is, until another girl
arrived in Perth. I suppose I could tell you something about her.
Nay, I think not.

I felt
uncomfortable and unsure of myself around the girls. I had little
confidence . . . I had no confidence they would like me! Like John,
I was not endowed with handsome features. I became tongue tied
around a pretty girl. I think they sensed my discomfort and enjoyed
being in control. I know Joanna was in control of John. An example:
Following Reverend Bell’s Sunday service, he would offer to
accompany her to her home in Bathurst, which was near Mr. Wilson’s
farm. It would give him an opportunity to visit his Parents. He was
always attentive to his Father and Mother. When he would suggest
they go for a walk by Grant’s Creek, she would rebuff him by saying
Reverend Bell forbids us to profane the Sabbath. But John told me,
many the Sabbath she was seen out strolling with another lad. She
caused him much heartache. Still, he persisted. When she turned
sixteen, he gave her a small book of Prayers from the John Knox
Liturgy. He was courting Joanna when Elizabeth arrived in the
Spring of 1832. As I have already mentioned, Gideon felt a
responsibility for her being in Perth, and took her into his
household. It is likely they would have met at a Church social, but
here is how they did meet: Mr. Boulton and his wife, Harriet, were
in want of a Governess for his young Son. Elizabeth was teaching at
Mrs. Ackland’s Seminary for Young Ladies, but for that she received
a room and meals. To earn a few pounds, she applied and was given
the position of Governess. That is where she met John. On the
recommendation of Mr. Morris and Reverend Bell, who had tutored him
in Latin, Mr. Boulton engaged him as an Apprentice. (Did I already
tell you that? Please bear with me if I repeat myself.) John had
made only a pittance as a Teacher, and his Father had little means,
so to earn a few pounds, he taught Mr. Boulton’s Son.

Of course,
Professor, I do not blame Joanna for taking the measure of a lad
that she might better choose the most suitable husband. All the
girls did this – and still do – and the more nature has endowed a
girl with beauty, the greater the number of suitors at her beck and
call. It has always been thus, and always will be.

Yes, John was
smitten with Joanna. Her feelings . . . Joanna was secretive; it
was difficult to know how she felt. But I would describe her
actions as confusing . . . contradictory. Girls have become more
bold, more brazen in manner. But in those days their Mothers taught
them to be impervious and haughty towards us lads. It was not easy
to gauge their intentions.

But what of
Elizabeth? While I would describe Joanna as pretty, I would
describe Elizabeth as beautiful. She was tall, her posture erect,
her dark brown hair piled high on her head and fastened with silver
combs; her carriage dignified. Her velvety brown eyes were –
perhaps still are – luminous and inquisitive. She had a haughty
air. Like Joanna and Caroline (but unlike another of Perth’s
colleens), hers was a reserved manner. John told me that when he
first met her he found her aloof. But her manner could change on a
whim, those limpid, brown eyes suddenly becoming boldly
flirtatious.

This is where
the confusion arises. The Duel created a myth: the myth that John
was in love with Elizabeth. No! John was in love with Joanna! But
her response . . . Perhaps from your own experience, Mr. Watson,
you know that when a man’s heart aches for love, and that love is
not reciprocated, if another is available, and shews interest – or
he imagines she shews interest – his attention is easily diverted.
That is what happened when John saw Elizabeth daily at Mr.
Boulton’s. [D.M. note: “shew” is the archaic
spelling of “show.”]

Some of the
lads fancied themselves poets, John among them. On Valentine’s Day
in 1833 – four months before the fatal encounter – he penned a
poem, a poem reported to have been sent to Elizabeth. The poem did
go to Elizabeth. But it was a prank! The intended recipient was
Joanna! I know, because Simon and Robert and I were the
pranksters!

How did this
come about? As he did on occasion, John sought my opinion. He gave
me a copy of the poem and asked if I thought it conveyed his
feelings adequately. I told him I am no judge of poetry, but, yes,
I thought Joanna would understand how he felt – if she did not know
already. Like Othello, John wore his heart on his sleeve. I know I
have the poem somewhere. I will have to rummage through my untidy
drawers to find it. But first I must exercise my fingers and knees,
and rub Emu oil into my joints. And I believe I will brew a pot of
tea with willow bark. When I began today’s Account, my joints were
supple, but now they are cramping, which usually forebodes the
coming of a storm. I just looked out the window of my cabin facing
East; I see dark clouds. I will put down my pen for now.

 


It is near
dusk. I am growing weary. The storm, which only a few hours ago
appeared imminent, has moved off to the North. We are being
buffeted by strong winds. I found the poem. I will copy it before
closing my Report for today. As I said, I have no particular
appreciation for verse, but I do think John’s composition
illustrates his erudite mind. Here is the poem intended for Joanna
Lees on February 14, 1833:

 


No laurel
wreath adorns this simple page,

Nor heart of
flame, expressing passion’s rage,

Nor words can
give me any cause to fear

Would be
offensive to thy modest ear.

Much would I
say, but little will suffice,

A word is
always ample to the wise,

For one brief
line discloses what is true:

This world,
tho’ large, is nothing without you.

But talking’s
vain when little’s in my power,

Then I’ll be
silent till a happier hour.

And should
that happier hour never be mine,

I’ll mourn my
lost, my dearest Valentine.

 


You see, John
was in love! He told me so, and he told others as well, including
Robert. So how did the poem get to Elizabeth? When John gave me a
copy for my appraisal, I think he decided on the spur of the
moment, as they say, that he would rather have someone else deliver
it to Joanna. He asked if I would, to which I agreed. But just as I
was about to leave the house, Robert and Simon knocked on the door.
When I told them of my errand, Robert smiled in that mischievous
way of his, and suggested the prank, to which Simon and I agreed.
It seemed a harmless practical joke. It was all in fun!

Two days
later, I met Caroline, Miss Thom, walking near the Boulton
residence on Drummond Street. She resided at the Boulton’s; she was
Mrs. Boulton’s sister. Caroline said Elizabeth was flattered but
surprised to receive the poem, for she knew of John’s intentions
towards Joanna. John, of course, was surprised when he received no
reply from Joanna. I thought of Sir Walter Scott: “Oh what a
tangled web we weave, when first we practise to deceive.”

 


24 May,
1883

 


This morning,
while my oatmeal was cooking on the range, I decided I would tell
you of another incident involving Mr. Boulton, embarrassing as it
is to recall. If this Account is to be complete, I must be willing
to speak of matters – at least some matters – I have not
contemplated in many years. Our experiences live in memory,
although I wonder how trustworthy is memory?

I was a young
lad helping Father in his Blacksmith Shop. I remember it being a
hot, July day. We had just rivetted a set of andirons for Mr.
Boulton’s fireplace, when the Lawyer rode up on his horse. He
strode into the Shop in his usual belligerent manner, a scowl on
his surly countenance.

When Father
showed him the andirons, he complained that he had also ordered a
poker. Father said he should have made that request when he ordered
the andirons. Mr. Boulton said he did make it. Whether he did or
not, I do not know; I was not present when Father received the
order. I suspect, however, he did not: Father always paid close
attention to the details of each order. An argument ensued. Heated
words were exchanged. I will try to remember what was said. I
cannot promise complete accuracy. But I will try.

Mr. Boulton
called Father an incompetent nincompoop. And Father replied: “You,
Sir, are an insolent, uncivilized Scoundrel!” And then Mr. Boulton
said: “Listen, you imbecile! I will not stand here and take your
insolence!”

Father was
very quick with his hands. When he pulled back his right arm, the
Lawyer’s eyes widened in disbelief – like a raccoon staring down
the barrel of my rifle. The punch caught the Barrister square on
the jaw, knocking him to the dirt floor. Father stood over him. “No
man calls me an imbecile – Sir! I demand satisfaction!” Mr. Boulton
scrambled to his feet. Despite the blow, he was not hurt.


“Satisfaction!” he said. “You’re challenging me to a Duel?” It was
most unusual for someone of lower rank to challenge a person of
higher social standing to a Duel. But Father had inherited
Grandfather’s aristocratic manner: a sense of entitlement that had
been passed down through many generations. Grandfather believed we
were descended from landed gentry, but had lost our birthright
somewhere in the distant past.

Of course, Mr.
Boulton did not see it that way. He had tears in his eyes, and his
body was shaking; not from the blow, but from uncontrollable
laughter. I thought he was going to choke. When he regained his
composure, he said: “I give satisfaction only to my equals, not to
a peon Smith! Your demand is hilarious!” He turned on his heels,
stomped out of the Shop, mounted his horse, and rode off.

“The
Poltroon!” Father said. “I will not be called a peon!” Father
whipped off his leather apron, stomped out of the Shop, and into
the house. (Did I tell you our Smithy was behind our house? Or in
front, if coming from the East.)

I wish I could
tell you the matter ended there. Regrettably, it did not. Word of
the incident spread quickly throughout the Village. In the coming
weeks we were visited by men who had no need of a Smith, but wanted
to hear Father’s side of the story. This delighted Father. He told
everyone about the insult, and that the Lawyer refused to meet him
on the Field of Honour. About three weeks had passed when one day
Father had business at the Court House on Drummond Street. He had
sued a man for an unpaid debt. Having won the suit, he emerged from
the proceedings with a grin. His elation was short-lived. Mr.
Boulton was standing in front of the Court House – brandishing a
horsewhip! Father told me he walked with a firm step towards him,
but before he could say anything the Lawyer snapped the whip across
his stomach. Father said the end was knotted, and it stung
something terrible. He stood fixed to the spot in disbelief that
one of Perth’s most prominent Citizens would act in such a
barbarous manner. But act he did! Here is my memory of Father’s
description of the incident: “Sully my reputation, will you!” Mr.
Boulton said. “You Scoundrel!” He repeatedly snapped the rawhide
around Father’s pant legs. Father tried to grab the whip, but
unable to do so, decided, as did Falstaff, that discretion is the
better part of valour. He ran down Drummond and turned onto Craig
Street with Mr. Boulton in hot pursuit. The Lawyer inflicted a few
more whacks, but, having the more robust constitution, Father soon
left him inhaling dust.

That was the
end of the affair. The obnoxious Lawyer did not return to pick up
his andirons; Father took great delight in selling them to another
Gentleman. He made sure everyone in the Village knew of the sale.
We were told that until another Smith arrived in the settlement,
when Mr. Boulton had need, he journeyed the twelve miles to Lanark.
Father felt he had won the confrontation because of the
inconvenience he had put the irascible Lawyer to, and because Mr.
Boulton refused to give him satisfaction on the Field of
Honour.

“The Field of
Honour,” Professor! Where did this notion come from? That it made
perfectly good sense for supposedly rational men to take up
pistols, or swords, or axes, and quite calmly – quite
dispassionately! – assault one another! This, as a means of
protecting their honour! It is not like fisticuffs. A man may be
bruised and bloodied, but he will heal and live to tell of it. Of
course, combatants were known to feign their actions. It is
prohibited by Rule 12 of the Irish Code Duello of 1777. But it has
happened many times. Only three years before John and Robert went
out, Mr. Boulton and Mr. Radenhurst . . . did I mention that Mr.
Radenhurst was another of Perth’s Lawyers? These two upstanding
Citizens went to an island near Brockville on the American side.
Shots were exchanged, but neither ball found its mark. Their
Seconds intervened, as required by the Code, and the parties came
to an arrangement. It was said in the Village they went out for
shew.

But in a Duel
that is not for shew, one, or both, may lose their lives. It seems
a high price to pay to preserve one’s honour. I said this to Father
at the time. His short response was what one would expect from a
man who had joined the military at the innocent age of fifteen:
honour above all else. This, to me, is the regimented mind: the
willingness, the welcoming and embracing of imposed discipline that
a man no longer need think for himself. It was quite apparent in
our settlement. I understand why it is necessary for a cohesive
army: a Captain cannot have his men charging off in all directions.
It is why becoming a Soldier never interested me: I did not wish to
surrender my mind in order to fit in. I did not inherit from Father
what some people call “free thinking,” but rather from Mother. Her
views were often contrary to many in the settlement, especially
those of our military rulers.

I suspect that
settling disputes by fighting – whether between men or armies –
settling disputes in this manner has quite likely existed since men
stood on two feet. Your request has inspired me to look into this
practice. It appears that the first recorded form of duelling dates
back to 501 A.D., when the King of the Burgundians observed that
men lied under oath. This was a serious matter. To do so . . . to
quote the Greek philosopher Plutarch: “He who cheats with an oath
acknowledges that he is afraid of his enemy, but that he thinks
little of God.”

King Gudenbald
knew this, and decided it would be better if men risked their
mortal bodies rather than their immortal souls. So he declared that
when a dispute could not be settled otherwise, it was to be settled
by dint of sword. The King believed – as did most Christians (many
still do) – he believed that God would be on the side of the man
who was innocent. Now there’s a belief to ponder! What do Moral and
Mental Philosophy have to say about that? I believe it nothing more
than a silly notion! And yet it persists to this very day! Every
Regiment has God on its side! I can only wonder if the Almighty is
not angry at all of us for such arrogant foolishness.

But
foolishness did not stop the King’s belief from spreading to other
provinces. When other means of redress failed, duelling became
accepted as an honourable means for settling disputes: part of the
medieval belief in Divine Justice. Ah, but, as with many theories,
when put into practice, it did not have the desired effect: men
still perjured themselves. Oaths became part of the ceremony prior
to the Duel. With both protagonists declaring their innocence – one
of them had to be lying!

The practice
continued. Hypocrisy – another human trait for which we should be
ashamed – was rampant. Some authorities prohibited duelling, but
many emulated Lord Nelson: they turned a blind eye to its
occurrences. The man who survived was often looked upon as a hero.
And duelling was not only prevalent among the lower classes, where
one might expect such behaviour. No, it was considered a
respectable means of settling disputes among Gentlemen. I have
discovered that not one, but two Premiers of the United Provinces
of Upper and Lower Canada took part in Duels: Sir George-Etienne
Cartier and Sir Francis Hincks. In separate incidents, not with one
another. Wealthy men of nobility had duelling pistols custom made.
This gave the practice further approval. At least one Perth
resident insisted that the encounter between Robert and John was
the last fatal Duel in Canada. He dismissed a fatal Duel that took
place in Lower Canada in May of 1838. His reasoning: only Gentlemen
can Duel, and this confrontation was merely a vulgar shootout
between two Scallywags. I thought at the time, and still do, tis
more vain foolishness. And what difference? Tis typical of a tiny
mind, if you’ll pardon my alliteration.

Whether
Gentlemen or nay, not everyone adhered to the rules. In 1806,
Andrew Jackson – yes, the Andrew Jackson who later became
the seventh President of the United States of America – fought a
Duel in which he cheated. He and his adversary had agreed to a
one-shot Duel, but when Mr. Jackson fired, his pistol jammed. His
opponent then fired. The lead ball found its mark, but was not
fatal. The future President took aim a second time, and this
time his pistol responded, the lead ball killing his opponent.

I suspect you
may agree, Professor, in some countries, this practice led to
downright silliness. Take ancient Denmark. If a man offended a
woman and she challenged him, the man, presumably being stronger
and taller, had to fight with a club while standing in a pit up to
his waist! The woman circled the pit wielding a leather thong with
a large stone attached to the end. Thus, she could easily strike
her opponent on the head. The man was allowed three attempts to hit
the woman with his club. If he failed, he lost. One can only
imagine the glee of the spectators observing this scene.

 


I took a short
respite to stretch my limbs. This Report is dredging up memories .
. . memories I am reluctant – most reluctant – to reveal. I am
scribbling as I am thinking. There was another girl who has not
received the attention of Elizabeth, Joanna, nor Caroline. Her name
was Mary. It is against my better judgement . . . but I am feeling
driven to tell you something of her. I cannot promise . . . I feel
in my heart a stirring I have not felt for many years. I will
continue, but I will not promise to send this Account. At least not
all of it.

I believe I
will not reveal her last name. There were several girls in the
Village named Mary. Still are. She arrived in Perth in the late
summer of 1832. She came from County Armagh with her Father and
Mother and two older brothers. Her Father was a Tinker, her Mother
most skilful on the hand-loom. Her brothers were lumbermen. They
lacked in schooling, but had reputations as excellent lumbermen –
and hard drinkers.

Mary. She and
Joanna were similar in both appearance and manner: flirtatious and
calculating. Mary was well educated. At least as educated as a girl
could be at that time. Her Mother wanted her to become a
Schoolteacher, but she said teaching did not interest her. One day
after her Father returned home from mending a cooking pot at the
Reverend Harris’s, he told her the Reverend and Mrs. Harris were in
need of a clerical assistant, their three daughters having married
and moved away. Mary was not at all religious – to the contrary! –
but the Reverend was offering a reasonable stipend, so she took the
position.

I remember the
day we met. Or I should say, the first time I saw her. I was
assisting Father in our Blacksmith Shop. He was hammering iron on
his anvil, finishing a blade for a plough, when Mary and the older
of her brothers rode up in a buckboard. It was for him Father was
making the plough blade. She was wearing a long dress of cotton;
beige with long sleeves and a high neck. Rather plain. But when she
moved, the flimsy fabric caressed her body. She was not wearing a
petticoat. It was daring for our Village. She had short, curly,
flaxen locks, partially covered by a bonnet, as if the partial
covering was a nod towards modesty.

Her uncouth
brother did not have manners enough to introduce her. Perhaps that
is unfair. Females were seldom introduced, except on formal
occasions. She stood demurely off to the side, as did I, while
Father saw to business with her brother. Although this was not the
first time a girl stood by while business was transacted, it was
the first time I felt a ripple of shiver pass through my body.
Every few seconds I caught myself glancing in her direction. And
the impish blush on her rosy cheeks suggested she also felt
something. Nothing was said; at least not in words. The plough
blade was satisfactory, and they departed after only a few minutes.
I did not see her again for several weeks. She was constantly in my
thoughts. Then one day I entered Benjamin Delisle’s General Store,
and there she was. Her back was to me; she was holding a ceramic
vase, inspecting it as if considering its worth. She turned when
she sensed someone behind her. I saw a flash in her blue eyes, and
again that impish blush. I mustered up the courage to introduce
myself, and she did in turn. We were rescued from an awkward pause
by a matronly woman who had been standing at the counter talking to
Mr. Delisle. She introduced her Mother, who looked me up and down
as if sizing up the value of a purchase. I had recently begun
smoking a clay pipe. I removed it from my clenched teeth, tipped
the brim of my leather hat and attempted a slight wooden bow. Her
Mother said, come along, Mary. As she turned to follow her Mother,
I received a generous, farewell smile.

Why am I
telling you this? (I have changed my mind again about telling you
this. And may change it yet again.) If you will bear with me, you
will see there was more to the Duel between Robert and John than
has been reported. But it is late. The wick in my lantern is nearly
extinct; I must replace it. My fingers are not as cramped as usual
this evening; perhaps it is the writing. I will close for
today.
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I have spent a
restless night. Memories. Memories buried for many years. I thought
I had purged them long ago. Apparently not. Perhaps that is not
possible. Perhaps we must face our memories if we are to make peace
with them. As a man who studies the mind, I am sure you know the
answer. The coffee pot is on the range; I will pour a third cup,
and continue as best I can.

I began
courting Mary. Her Father warmed to me immediately. We talked of
the similarities in Blacksmithing and Tinkering. He was a garrulous
man who loved to prattle on about goings-on in the settlement. Her
Mother was a reserved woman, as were many elderly ladies reared in
the more restrained eighteenth century. Her brothers paid me little
heed. Most of their days were spent in the bush. When in Perth,
whiskey and girls of easy virtue were their constant
companions.

In those days
Mothers raised their daughters to be prudish, to be modest and
feign naivety; not only when being courted, but to be demure
socially; to be Ladylike. Mary’s Mother was no different, but the
lass had inherited the easy-going disposition of her Father. And
she much admired a rowdy Uncle who had remained in Ireland. Unless
irritated, her manner was demure in public. She knew it would be
imprudent to bring undue attention to her nature. But in private,
Mary shed the shackles of respectability; her feigned shyness
replaced with teasing and frolic. Was I in love? Yes, Professor,
I was in love! Smitten to the bone! Had I not been, what
followed would not have happened.

I remember the
first time I took her to a party. It was at Gideon and Sarah’s. It
was not a wild affair. We were certainly not as unruly as are young
people today. But we did enjoy spirits! During the evening, Joanna
flirted with John and Robert, and any of the lads who caught her
fancy. At one point Caroline, always conscious of her privileged
position as the daughter of Dr. Thom, our community’s Surgeon, made
a snide comment about the working classes. Joanna’s Father was a
Miller. I noticed a barely perceptible quiver in Joanna’s eyes, but
she said nothing. She was used to Caroline’s condescending air.
Mary on the other hand . . . Again, I cannot promise exactness, but
I believe the exchange went as follows: “Caroline, did you find the
pork sandwiches to your liking?” Mary asked. “Why, yes, Mary,”
Caroline said, obviously puzzled by the comment, as if she had
eaten more than her share. She quickly added: “I noticed you ate
your share as well.” “Yes, I did,” Mary said. “And did you enjoy
the fresh bread?” Caroline’s expressions were always carefully
controlled; now her eyes glazed over; it took her a moment to
regain her composure. “Well, yes, of course. What are you
insinuating, Mary?” “I’m insinuating nothing! But the next time you
snub your pretty little nose at us commoners, remember how tasty
that bread was, and that it was milled by Joanna’s Father from
wheat he grew on his farm!”

Caroline’s
mouth opened like that of a gargoyle, but she could not muster a
reply. John, who had been chatting with some of the lads across the
room, got drift of the tension, and came over. “Do you know what
the Reverend Bell told me?” he said. He waited until he had
everyone’s attention. “The Reverend told me he had been visited by
a Soldier who asked him to make his wife a Christian. The man told
him his wife had four faults: she has fits and falls down; she had
a child before he married her; she has a bad hand; and she isn’t a
Christian. The Reverend said the man thought for a moment, and then
said he’d changed his mind about the child: the child was not a
fault. Mr. Bell visited their home, and found the man’s wife to be
a hard-working woman who had never been baptized. He’s going to
baptize her this Sunday.”

The story
served its purpose; we began chatting again, and the party
continued without further incident; although I noticed Caroline and
Mary did not speak during the remainder of the evening. I mention
this to show you that Mary was not shy; she spoke her mind.

But something
else happened at that party: a glance between Mary and Robert,
which . . . reflecting on it – and this is not the first time I
have reflected on it – I now realize it was the spark that ignited
my raging emotions . . . emotions that led to acts so irrational I
still . . . after fifty years . . . I still have difficulty
believing I did what I did.

I suspect you
will agree, Professor: one is disposed to see the fault in the
other, not in one’s self. Robert was a handsome lad; I noticed he
was attracted to Mary – and she to him. When the party came to a
close, and we were bidding each other adieu, she gave Robert a
generous smile, the same generous smile she had given me in Mr.
Delisle’s General Store. During the short ride to her home in
Father’s waggon, she chatted about the party. I mumbled the
appropriate yea or nay. I did not receive a buss on my departure
from her door. I did not think that unusual: Mary was discreet when
she thought her Mother might be observing us.

By the time I
returned home, stabled the mare, and brushed her down for the
night, my Parents had retired. But the next morning at the
Blacksmith Shop, Father asked: “Why are you so quiet, Son? Is
something troubling you?” I replied a hasty no and said I needed to
concentrate on the work at hand; I was shaping a blade for a
sickle. Father had his own work, and did not press me further. I
mulled over the evening, and decided I must do something. But what?
Robert was a good friend; I did not wish to harm our friendship.
And yet, I did not wish to lose Mary. I did not see her glance . .
. her coy smile, as a simple friendly goodbye. She did not confer
the same smile on the other lads!

Perhaps I
should interrupt my Account to tell you that, as a child, I was
given to fits of jealousy. Did I tell you . . . I can’t remember,
and I don’t wish to go over what I have already written . . . but I
had a younger brother. He was three years my junior. He died
tragically at thirteen when he fell off our mare. We were riding
together at the time. That is, we were on the same horse. Not the
mare Father purchased after the accident. This was a more spirited
animal. Of course, it was not her fault, but Father sold her after
the accident.

I was in the
saddle, Adam was on Daisy Mae’s rump, holding my waist. We were
riding in an open field at a trot, when a brown rabbit darted in
front of us, startling Daisy Mae. She began to gallop. I pulled
tightly on the reins and said Whoa repeatedly. But I could not rein
her in, nor even slow her to a canter. I could feel Adam losing his
grip as we bounded across the open field. Then, as quickly as she
had begun to gallop, she stopped. I clung to the horn to keep from
being thrown over her head. But Adam lost his hold and fell head
first to my right side. I don’t know if I imagined it, but I
thought I heard the snap of his neck when his head struck the
ground. He lay there without moving. I dismounted. Even before I
examined him, I knew.

I felt Adam
was the favourite of Father and Mother. But when I think back – and
it is not the first time I have pondered this – I am unable to
recall even one example – at least one good example – to prove my
belief. One Christmas, when I was twelve and Adam nine, he received
a beautiful quilt that would have taken Mother several months at
her loom. I received a new pair of breeches and a wool shirt. That
same Christmas, Father gave us a rifle for hunting. I was the
older, I felt the rifle should have been mine alone. My Parents
doted on me until Adam was born. I now know – and have known for
some time – I envied the sole attention I was no longer receiving.
But it seems I never . . . these feelings of insecurity . . .
perhaps because of the tragic accident. I was a good rider!
I should have been able to bring the horse to a gentle halt!
I don’t believe I have ever purged myself of the guilt.
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