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What’s the real story behind Sir John A ’s assault charges?
by Elizabeth Mitchell

Dave Taylor began his talk on Ontario’s early justice system with 
an explanation of the system of government that was set up by the 
Canada Act of 1791. Under Lieutenant-Governor John Graves Simcoe, 
Upper Canada was divided into districts, which became the units of 
government.
Local government was in the hands of Justices of the Peace, appointed 

by the Lieutenant-Governor on the advice of the Executive Council. 
Justices of the Peace could deal individually with minor offences such 
as assaults, drunkenness, or swearing on Sunday, but more impor
tant matters went to the Quarter Session court, at which the Justices 
of the Peace of the district would meet four times a year to deal with 
matters such as roads, bridges, licences, and more serious crimes. They 
also approved the constables for each of the townships in their dis
trict, appointed the coroner and other officials, and approved the amount 
of salary to Members of the Legislative Assembly. JPs were enti
tled to put “Esquire” after their name. They were paid by collecting 
a fee for each summons or other document they issued. (“User fees” 
are not a new invention).

In the early 19th century, the present-day counties of Prince Edward 
and Hastings were part of Mecklenberg District, which stretched from 
the Trent to the Rideau River. Kingston was the site of the Quarter 
Session court for the district. While travel was relatively easy in summer 
and winter, it could be very difficult in spring and fall, when roads 
were muddy. Prince Edward, therefore, wanted its own Quarter Session 
court.

In 1831, a bill was passed, making Prince Edward a district on its 
own, but it had to build a courthouse. The first Quarter Session was 
held in Picton in 1834, although the courthouse was not quite fin
ished. Twenty-one JPs met and took their oaths before the court opened; 
six others had already taken their oaths in Kingston. Attending the 
first sitting would have been a young John A. Macdonald. He was 
then about 19 years old, and a law student working under his cousin, 
Lowther Pennington Macpherson, a lawyer in Picton.

Prince Edward County is fortunate to have preserved a copy of the 
minutes of the first Quarter Session held in Picton. A variety of cases 
were brought to this session. Someone was tried for beating his servant, 
a female child, and was fined £2 3s. There were several assault cases,
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and a larceny for which the punishment was six days in jail and be
ing publicly whipped with 30 lashes. Another larceny was punished 
with 24 hours in jail. Another case was “the King vs the Inhabitants 
of Hallowed”; they objected to the opening of a road, but their pro
test did not get them anywhere.

The third Quarter Session, held in October 1834, was interesting. 
One case was “the King vs John A. Macdonald” for assaulting Tho
mas Moore. The following day, the next case heard was “the King 
vs Thomas Moore” for assaulting John A. Macdonald. For both cases, 
several of the same JPs and other prominent people were witnesses 
for the prosecution. Thomas Moore was found guilty and fined six 
pence. Dave Taylor was intrigued by this matter, and searched the 
early newspapers to find reports of any incident which might have 
resulted in these court cases. One possibility was a public dinner held 
in April 1834 to celebrate the new Prince Edward District. Judging 
from the number of toasts that were drunk, a great deal of alcohol 
must have been consumed, but there were no reports of assaults, and 
all participants apparently left in good spirits. The second possibil
ity, and the more likely one, was the election for the Legislative 
Assembly in 1834. The poll was in the courthouse in Picton, from 
October 6 to 11. The Court of Quarter Session was being held at the 
same time. At that time there was no secret ballot; voters went to 
the poll and publicly declared whom they were voting for. Tempers 
could flare, and assaults were common at polling stations during elec
tions, so this is likely where the fight between Thomas Moore and 
John A. Macdonald took place. The offenders would have been brought 
to court as soon as possible. They didn’t waste any time dispensing 
justice in those days.

In 1838 the Quarter Sessions courts became District Councils, and 
later, County Councils. Eventually, as democracy developed, eve
ryone on the Council was elected. However, the end of the Quarter 
Sessions was not the end of the Justices of the Peace. They contin
ued until August 18,1934, when an Order-in-Council retired the 90 
Magistrates and 10,000 JPs.

House a little crowded and overstuffed? Get rid of 
those unwanted items by donating them to the Friends 
of Glanmore/Hastings County Historical Society Yard

Sale to be held 
Saturday, June 12, at 
the former Thurlow 

Township Hall in 
Cannifton. Saleable 
items should be in 

good condition. Small 
items can be brought 

into Glanmore; 
pickup can be arranged for 

large items. Please call 962-2329 for more information.

The Hastings County Historical Society, P.O. Box 1418, Belleville, Ontario K8N 5J1
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Students, Writers, Teachers, Homemakers, Business people, Seniors, Retirees, Genealogists, Farmers, 
Labourers, Firefighters, Executives, Secretaries, Computer programmers ... anyone! We’re always happy 

to  welcome new members with an interest in things historical.
If you’d like to join, please complete this form and bring it with your payment to the Society’s next gen
eral meeting (third Tuesday of each month except June, July, August and December), or send it by mail 
to the Hastings County Historical Society, P.O. Box 1418, Belleville, Ontario K8N 5J1.

Name
Address
City Postal Code

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES:
Individual $20.00
Family $25.00
Senior/Student $15.00
Senior Family $20.00

Life Member 
Corporate Sponsor 
Women’s Institute/ 

Organization

$150.00 
$ 50.00

$ 20.00

I also enclose a donation of $ _____ toward the work of the Society.
The Hastings County Historical Society is a Registered Charity. Official receipts for Income Tax purposes will be

forwarded to you with your membership card.
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County News
by Gerry

ifc

Exciting news - The Hastings 
County Historical Society has a 
home. The society has entered into 
an agreement with the City of 
Belleville to share the former 
Thurlow Township Municipal 
Building and Town Hall in 
Cannifton. The city will use half of 
the building for storage and other 
purposes and our society will use

half for archival purposes, work
shop activities and storage. Our 
members will also help the city 
manage its archival materials and 
have already shelved city minute 
books, assessment rolls and other 
materials in one room. The society 
is seeking other heritage groups to 
share its section which includes a 
large workroom, five offices, and 
an attic storage area. The two par
ties share kitchen and washroom fa
cilities. The agreement is very im
portant for the society and will re
sult in some of our materials (pres
ently housed in at least five sepa
rate locations) being brought to
gether. Congratulations to President 
Carson Cross and members of the 
executive for arranging the agree
ment.
Members and friends - Your help 
is needed to assist with the setting 
up and operation of our new Hast
ings Heritage Centre. Watch for

specific requests in Outlook or 
contact a member of the execu
tive if you can help in any way. 
Book news - Historic Hastings 
is the title of the county history 
published by County Council in 
1967.1 had the pleasure of writ
ing the book assisted by many 
people throughout the county. Al
though 8,000 copies were printed,

the book was thought to have gone 
out of print several years ago and 
good used copies sell for upwards 
of $60. Now, in the process of 
moving the Clerk’s office within 
the County Administration Build
ing, staff discovered a number of 
copies of Historic Hastings and 
Hutton o f Hastings: The Life and 
letters o f William Hutton 1801- 
1861. These copies remain from 
those set aside for presentation to 
visiting dignitaries. However, 
m unicipal restructuring has 
changed the county dramatically 
and Historic Hastings is no longer 
an up-to-date gift However, it and 
the Hutton book are valuable his
torically. Council is expected to 
approve the sale of the remaining 
copies. If you are interested in 
buying one, contact the County 
Clerk’s office. Incidentally, the 
price of Historic Hastings will be 
substantially higher than the $4

retail price in 1967. The price to 
Belleville schools was $1 and free 
copies went to County schools, 
with each receiving sufficient for 
their Grade 8 pupils.
Speaking of schools - Beth Green 
of Belleville has submitted a first 
class entry in our contest asking 
readers to write— in 75 words or 
less— why local history should be 
part of the school curriculum.

“If we do not teach our students 
local history, we are depriving 
them of a rich legacy. By teach
ing their history as the exciting 
story it is, they will understand that 
they too are part of that story,

unfolding through the decades and 
begun long ago by real people, 
many whose names they know 
only from street signs or buildings.

“They will have the security of 
roots, a confirmation of their place 
in the society. This is especially 
im portant for the increasing 
number of new Canadian immi

grants.”
School for danger - Thanks to 
Evan Morton, Clyde Bell and the 
late Merrill Denison for clarifying 
these words in A Man Called In
trepid: “ ... Stephenson, who had 
started the training of agents and a 
new ‘school for danger’ in the Ca
nadian wilderness; where saboteurs 
could prepare for a suicidal mis
sion.” Apparently the site for this 
World War II school for saboteurs 
was at Bon Echo on Lake Mazinaw, 
where the government leased the 
area for a “Forestry School.” The 
students climbed the face of Bon 
Echo rock in training for the pos
sible invasion of Normandy, where 
their target would be a heavy wa
ter processing plant, a key compo
nent in H itler’s boasted “secret 
weapon against which there was no 
defence.” Evan Morton is seeking 
further information on this “For
estry School.” (Incidentally, my eld
est son is keenly interested in Bon 
Echo. A fall some metres down the 
cliff to a rocky ledge on July 24, 
1975, shattered Duncan’s ankle.) 
In brief - 1. The Hastings and 
Prince Edward Regiment Museum 
is planning on bringing a collection 
of artifacts to area schools, senior 
citizens homes, shopping malls and 
rural fairs as part of an outreach pro
gram for the new military museum.
2. The Tweed Heritage Centre cel
ebrated Archives Awareness Day 
on April 6.
3. Our sympathy is extended to the 
family of Ruth Burrows, 
B elleville’s epitom e of 
volunteerism ” and a long-time 
friend of the Society who died at 
Nanaimo, British Columbia, on 
April 16.
4. O ’Hara Mill Pioneer Village 
dinner auction will take place at 6 
p.m. on June 12, at the Eldorado 
Recreation Centre. For information 
and tickets call Jack Dixon at 968- 
3434.

Education Week Contest Continues
We celebrate Education Week in early May. Accordingly, 

readers—including students— are invited to send in a 
humorous recollection or impression of their school days. 
Keep it to 75 words or less. The best entries will appear in

a future issue of Outlook and 
one writer will receive a copy 

of an attractively printed 
j “Notice to Emigrants” printed 
I in June 1832 to attract settlers 

to Hastings County. Send 
entries to Gerry Boyce 
173 Bridge Street East, 

Belleville, Ontario K8N 1N3.
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Friends Cook Book project
The Friends of G lanm ore 
are hard at work  

creating a cook book  
which w ill capture som e of 
the essence of this grand  

site.
Look for it in the gift 

shop later this year.
R ecipes include  

favourites from  the 
volunteers as well as 
G lanm ore standbys like 

scones, apple cider and 
gingerbread cookies.

Congratu lations 
to Krista 
LaCombe
Krista will be leaving the museum this month. 

She has worked with us on many projects over 
the years and has become part o f the family. 
She began as a secondary school placement 
student in 1990 and caught the museum bug. 
Krista worked as the weekend receptionist at 
Glanmore from 1991 to 1993. She received a 
degree in teaching and a degree in museum 
studies, returning to Glanmore for her teach
ing internship. Since that time we managed to 
keep her on staff through a number of employ
ment grants and she was a key member of the

Collections
volunteers
For over eight months June Dafoe 
and Mary McLean have worked 
with Krista as collections 
volunteers. Much of this time has 
been devoted to intensive training 
in accessioning, cataloguing and 
conserving artifacts. Their 
contributions to the collections 
management program are greatly 
appreciated.

Education
program

The next 
school program 
is the Garden 

Games and Art 
Tour which is 
offered for the 
month of June.

Teachers 
interested in 

booking a class 
should call 
Christine at 
962-2329.

team for the SPACE ADVENTURE exhibit at 
Century Place in 1997. This time she has worked 
with us since last summer in her role as a Parks 
Canada intern. She will be moving her work 
with Parks Canada to Toronto in May and will 
be married May 15. We would like to wish her 
a future of prosperity and adventure and ask 
her to remember to “phone home.”

Outlook is published for the friends and members of 
the Hastings County Historical Society.

It is edited and produced by Lewis Zandbergen.
Anyone wishing to submit articles or information may contact the editor 

at 613-395-3022, Fax 613-395-4695, or E-mail lewzan@reach.net
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