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Commemorating the Loyalists in the Loyalist City: 
Saint John, New Brunswick, 1883—1934 

Greg Marquis 

Abstract 
Historical consciousness in Saint John, New Brunswick, 
at present is fragmented. From the 1880s until the mid-
1950s, public history was dominated by memories of the 
1780s Loyalist founders of the city. This article examines 
the creation of Loyalist historiography by writers such 
as Hannay and Raymond, and public commemoration of 
the Loyalists in a city where most of the population was 
of non-Loyalist descent. Views of the Loyalists were nei
ther monolithic nor unchanging, but public celebrations 
stressed their triumph over adversity and contributions 
to provincial, national, and Imperial progress. The 1904 
De Monts-Champlain Tercentenary and the 1927 Irish 
Famine commemoration were tentative challenges to the 
dominant historical discourse. The founding of a provin
cial museum between 1929 and 1934 signalled a shift in 
public history away from an amateur, voluntary approach 
to historical knowledge production based on professionals 
working for the state. 

Résumé 
Aujourd'hui à Saint John, au Nouveau-Brunswick, la con
science historique souffre defragmentation. Mais, des 
années 1880 au milieu des années 1930, les souvenirs des 
fondateurs loyalistes (années 1780) de la ville ont dominé 
Vhistoire «publique ». Cet article examine la création 
d'une historiographie loyaliste par des auteurs comme 
Hannay et Raymond de même que la commémoration des 
fondateurs loyalistes dans une ville où la majorité de la 
population était d'origine autre que loyaliste. Les opinions 
des loyalistes n'étaient ni monolithiques ni statiques, mais 
les célébrations de l'époque ont souligné leur triomphe sur 
l'adversité et leur rôle vis-à-vis du progrès provincial, na
tional et impérial. Le tricentenaire De Monts-Champlain de 
1904 et la commémoration de la famine irlandaise de 1927 
ont défié ce discours historique dominant. L'établissement 
d'un musée provincial, entre 1929 et 1934, a marqué pour 
l'histoire publique un changement de direction, d'une ap
proche d'amateurisme et de bénévolat à une connaissance 
historique s'appuyant sur des professionnels au service de 
l'État. 

Introduction 
Saint John, New Brunswick, is an industrial city searching for a 
new economic foundation and identity. In recent years the mu
nicipality has suffered from an eroding industrial and tax base, 
outmigration to the suburbs, and a deterioration in services and 
social capital. Giant "Loyalist men" billboards guarded the high
way approaches to the city until 2003; in the age of inclusion, 
the slogan "Loyalist city" is no longer appropriate.1 The popular 

24 Urban History Review / Revue d'histoire 

Loyalist Days festival of the 1970s has been surpassed by other 
celebrations.2 Two events now compete for public support, the 
traditional Loyalist Day (May 18) and a broader Loyalist heritage 
festival.3 In the 1980s Saint John rediscovered its Irish roots.4 

Other heritage activists have promoted commemoration of the 
port's rich shipbuilding and shipping history as exemplified by 
the famous vessel Marco Polo, or the late Victorian architecture 
of the central business district, rebuilt following the Great Fire of 
1877. The emergence of a francophone middle class has rekin
dled interest on the pre-deportation Acadian past, notably the 
site of 17th-century Fort la Tour.5 In addition to Irish and fran
cophone Saint John, there has been a surge of interest in other 
minority cultures, and in once closely knit neighbourhoods such 
as the East End. Historical consciousness in New Brunswick's 
largest city is fragmented and adrift.6 

The city's public history was once more homogeneous, domi
nated by anglophone, Protestant, Imperialist, and Canadian 
nationalist tributes to the Loyalists.7 By the early 20th century 
the Loyalists merited an entire week of activities in Saint John, 
and their legacy was a powerful barrier to competing visions 
of the past. Yet views of the Loyalists were neither monolithic 
nor unchanging. Rather, they reflected changing political and 
cultural circumstances.8 

This article addresses three aspects of Loyalist commemoration 
in Saint John from the 1880s until the 1930s: research and pub
lishing on Loyalist history, public celebrations of the Loyalists, 
and the founding of the provincial museum based in Saint John. 

Creating the Loyalist Record 
Although public history was dedicated to a particular vision of 
the Loyalists that began to take shape in the 1880s, Saint John 
was not a homogeneous community. Differences between 
Protestants and Catholics, which extended to marriage, family 
networks, schooling, and voluntary organizations resulted in a 
form of social apartheid.9 The city was also divided on lines of 
class, which overlapped with ethnicity and religion. Public his
tory, as represented by museums, for example, usually reflected 
middle-class and elite concerns.10 In terms of public festivities, 
history in Saint John between the 1880s and the 1930s were 
often secondary to more immediate concerns. Large parades 
took place on Labour Day and Remembrance Day, and the 
masses preferred modern entertainment such as sports, popu
lar theatre, and motion pictures.11 Yet cultural elites (members 
of societies, service organizations, politicians, and journalists) 
projected a vision of local and provincial history in which the 
Loyalists dominated. And the dominant messages were triumph 
(physical, moral, political, economic) and "liberty," the degree 
to which the Loyalists, by sewing "the seeds of empire," contrib
uted to the enlargement of British freedom.12 In 1930, the mayor 
of Saint John, quoting Longfellow, went so far as to compare 
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the Loyalists to the Acadians, who had also triumphed in the 
face of adversity.13 

As in Ontario, local public history was framed within a larger 
national and international context. The major themes in English-
Canadian historiography were responsible government and 
Dominion autonomy.14 In both cases the Loyalists played an 
ambivalent role in historical interpretations. On the positive side, 
the Loyalists ensured the British connection, evolution not revo
lution, parliamentary institutions, and political moderation. An 
active role for the state in economic development or 20th-cen
tury social programs, and protection of minorities supposedly 
were other legacies of the Loyalists, at least according to com
mentators who stressed their enlightened conservatism. On the 
other hand, the Loyalists and their descendants were viewed, in 
Whig historiography, and by early to mid-twentieth-century 
academic historians, as barriers to economic and political 
progress.15 

Ironically, given that the Loyalists were the "losers" of the 
Revolutionary war, the Loyalist myth or tradition emerged in the 
late 19th century as a reaction to American celebrations of the 
centennial of the War of Independence. Genealogy, community 
histories, and historical societies became more common in 
both the United States and Canada. Reflecting the growth of 
Canadian poetry and prose, a national historical literature also 
emerged. By the early 1900s a number of large-scale publica
tion projects reflected the increased interest in national history. 
English Canadians looked to their "founders," the Loyalists, 
as the basis of the future Dominion. The Loyalists, although 
American, were redefined in historical writing and popular un
derstanding as "English" and "Empire builders."16 

New Brunswick, often dubbed the Loyalist province, had 
been separated from'Nova Scotia in 1784 as the result of the 
grievances of refugees who landed north of the Bay of Fundy 
and the political ambitions of prominent American Tories. The 
American refugees dominated early New Brunswick numerically, 
politically, and culturally until the passing of the Napoleonic age. 
By the 1830s, when much of the first generation had passed, 
Loyalists were challenged by English, Scottish, and especially 
Irish Protestant newcomers. The influx of 1815-50 ensured the 

"Britishness" of the colony, despite the assumptions of the later 
Loyalist tradition. The Ulster Irish brought the Loyal Orange 
Association (LOA), which spread into rural areas inhabited by 
second- and third-generation Protestant Loyalists.17 The census 
suggests that many Irish Protestants "forgot" their Irishness and 
became English or Scottish.18 

As the "Imperial" aspects of the Loyalists took on greater signifi
cance, anglophone New Brunswickers of non-Loyalist descent 
could try to identify with the original settlers. Other than the 
Acadians, who were isolated from the anglo majority, the only 
sizeable minority were the Irish Catholics, clustered in Saint 
John and Northumberland counties. Despite immigration, the 
1851 census indicated that four in five New Brunswickers were 
native born.19 Saint John was more of an immigrant community. 
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In 1882, The Freeman estimated that only 20-25 per cent of the 
people of Saint John were descendants of the Loyalists but that 
they held a large part of the property in the city and county, by 
virtue of the loyalty of their ancestors and "the labor of other 
people" (presumably the Irish).20 On the other hand, Esther 
Clark Wright in the 1950s argued that many New Brunswick 
families could trace Loyalist ancestry through the maternal 
line.21 

The Loyalist tradition also appealed to an age when history 
was framed as a "romantic narrative," designed to entertain as 
much as instruct.22 Nationalist history—Canadian, British, or 
American—was presented as a struggle of grand principles. 
The Loyalist myth in New Brunswick, which appeared in the 
1880s, emphasized the elite nature of the American refugees, 
their anti-republicanism, principled conservatism, and God-
ordained mission to preserve the British Empire.23 If Loyalist 
historiography was guilty of concentrating on white elite males 
to the exclusion of the common people, women, or minorities 
such as blacks, this merely reflected the dominant historical 
approaches of the era. In New Brunswick, as in Ontario, the 
Loyalists also were the original anglophone pioneers, which 
meant that they were featured in local histories and genealo
gies.24 Educated elites in late-19th-century New Brunswick, and 
elsewhere in English Canada, saw the Loyalists as forerunners 
to national greatness. In addition to British Imperialism and 
anti-Americanism, the Loyalist tradition could serve as a cloak 
for nativism, anti-Catholicism, and anti-francophone prejudices, 
which were factors in provincial life. If New Brunswick had been 
destined to be the Loyalist colony/province, then the descend
ants of the Loyalists, and "late Loyalists," had been destined to 
dominate other groups, such as the growing Acadian popula
tion, both politically and economically.26 

Celebrations of the American centennial provided the impetus 
for the organization, in 1874, of the New Brunswick Historical 
Society (NBHS), centred in Saint John, the economic and 
cultural capital of the province. The membership was limited 
for the first four decades, and many were descended from 
Loyalists. The society did not authorize "ladies" as members 
until 1910, and none were elected until 1921.26 For society 
member David R. Jack, the arrival of Loyalist refugees in 1783 
distinguished the era of "romance" characterized by the French 
regime from the age of progress. In his 1883 centennial history 
of Saint John city and county, Jack described the city's found
ers as "devoted," "honourable," and possessing much "energy 
of will and force of character."27 

The 1890s was a decade of increased research and writing 
on New Brunswick history, much of it channelled through local 
newspapers and the NBHS. Most of this activity, which exam
ined both the pre-Loyalist and post-Loyalist eras, was localized 
and antiquarian. Writers such as James Hannay and Reverend 
W. O. Raymond were influenced by American celebrations of 
the 400th anniversary of Columbus and the approaching new 
century. They also were affected by the highly charged public 
issues of the day, notably continentalism versus Imperialism 

mine Vol. XXXHI, No. 1 (Fall 2004 automne) 



Commemorating the Loyalists in the Loyalist City 

and the politics of language and religion.28 There was also a 
strong dose of provincial patriotism behind these writings; many 
New Brunswickers remained ambivalent towards Confederation. 
Hannay's newspaper series on the Loyalists, which anticipated 
the Imperialist-nationalist tone of his subsequent study of the 
War of 1812, revealed that the Loyalist tradition could be inter
preted ambivalently.29 

Hannay, who fancied himself something of a radical, was not 
always positive in his assessment of the Loyalist legacy. In 1897 
he described the fight for responsible government as "the old 
struggle between the Loyalist element and the newcomers." 
The second generation of Loyalists who had attempted to cling 
to political and social power, and block liberal reform, were 

"hardly equal to their fathers either in ability or force of charac
ter."30 Blame for "the greatest political crime of the 18th century 
. . . the separation of the English race into two separate nations" 
for Hannay rested with both the American "incendiaries" and 
George III and his advisers. In this sense Hannay was in tune 
with the important school of British Imperial historians who sym
pathized with the Whigs of the 18th century. Many of the Patriots 
who organized boycotts and protests against Imperial policy 
in the 1760s and 1770s were "common thieves and robbers."31 

Rather than blindly loyal Tories, most Loyalists, Hannay as
serted, shared the Whig distaste for taxation without representa
tion, but as persons of "character" and principle they were more 
attached to the Empire.32 The loyal Americans were not helped 
by the "offensive" sense of self-importance of English-born 
officials and officers. In many ways, Hannay lamented, Britain 
did not learn from its mistakes in the 13 colonies, but permitted 
the development of unpopular oligarchies after 1783, in Upper 
Canada and New Brunswick.33 

Anglican minister W. 0. Raymond, who had Tory sympathies, 
justified his 1893 book The United Empire Loyalists on the need 
for "a non partisan history of the American revolution." Although 
the Revolution was well covered by sheer number of studies, 
according to Raymond, its "true" or "impartial" history had yet 
to be written.34 Raymond's second major contribution to Loyalist 
studies was the 1901 Winslow Papers: AD 1776-1826, an 
edited collection of the private letters of an elite Loyalist family.35 

As chaplain to the New Brunswick Loyalist Society, Raymond 
revealed his suspicion of republican forms of government.36 

Despite their differences, both Hannay and Raymond focused 
on Loyalist leaders, not the rank and file. 

Public history's focus on the elite clashed with the revision
ist spirit of early 20th-century academic historians who were 
beginning to acknowledge the common people.37 

The NBHS, despite a limited membership, was involved in 
collecting and transcribing documents of relevance to Loyalist 
history, and in publishing articles in its Collections as of 1893. 
Other outlets were New Brunswick Magazine and the quar
terly Acadiensis (1901-7), edited by David R. Jack.38 The first 
paper presented to the society, on early courts and judges in 
New Brunswick, eventually developed into a publication that 

was largely biographical, but partly a political history of early 
colonial New Brunswick.39 The New Brunswick Loyalist Society, 
whose membership overlapped with that of the NBHS, was 
another promoter of the Loyalist tradition. After experiencing 
a decline in membership and activities, the society was re
vived following the First World War. According to its president, 
Lieutenant-Governor H. H. MacLean, the Loyalists were an 
important tool for fostering "national spirit." His speech at the 
1933 provincial sesquicentennial ceremonies stressed that the 
Loyalists had been "men and women of learning and culture."40 

New Brunswick school children encountered the Loyalists 
through G. U. Hay's provincial history text of 1903. The "pilgrim 
band of men with resolute hearts" who reached Saint John in 
May 1783 planted not only a new city, but also a new British 
colony, founded by men "of substance, education and refine
ment, whose influence was to have a powerful effect on the 
future of the country to which they came—poor in pocket but 
rich in sturdy character." Patiently, and with much suffering from 
cold and sickness, these political refugees—including women 
and children, but apparently no slaves—laid the foundations of 
a happy and prosperous society.41 Their loyalty, however, was 
not blind; in a nod to the Whig tendencies of the Loyalists, Hay 
insisted that "they were just as firm as the rebellious colonists in 
denying the right of any government to impose unjust taxes."42 

During the early 20th century, as many of the founding mem
bers retired or died, the NBHS worked with few resources to 
preserve and promote Loyalist history and, to an increasing 
extent, the history of the pre-1763 era. In 1908, there was dis
cussion of the need to commemorate 150 years of "British rule" 
in New Brunswick by honouring the 1758 Monckton expedition 
that occupied Saint John. Jonas Howe spent decades working 
on the muster rolls of Loyalist military units. In the early 1900s 
the organization arranged for the provincial government to sup
port the United Empire Loyalist Society of Toronto in publishing 
the evidence of the Loyalist Claims Commission, which had 
gathered testimony in New Brunswick, and contributed a me
morial plaque to the final resting place in England of the prov
ince's first governor, Thomas Carleton. In 1906 the NBHS ex
pressed its regret over "the deplorable condition of affairs with 
regard to the historic sites and fortifications" in the province. 
The members also urged the Dominion government to do more 
to collect, preserve, and index Loyalist-era records and took 
steps to protect important land records in Fredericton. In 1915 
the Society agreed to permit the national Historical Manuscripts 
Commission to index, for future researchers, Loyalist regimental 
muster rolls.43 

Public Commemoration 
One century following the arrival of the Loyalists, there were 
no public monuments in Saint John other than plaques in 
churches, and such historical commemoration that existed was 
largely local, private, and voluntary.44 At the dinner in 1833 that 
marked 50th anniversary of the founding of the city, the main 
toast had stressed the common origins of New Brunswick and 
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