
Trials of A Sheriff

Most Violent Election
In City Was in

By GERALD E. BOYCE

Belleville has had its share 
of riots. The rebellion of 
1837-38 witnessed the deaths 
of two local residents, the ar
rests of scores of suspected 
revolutionaries, and the 
wrecking of a Belleville 
newspaper office. The Grand 
Trunk Railway strike of 
1876-77 saw the town’s rail
road engineers blockade the 
main Toronto-Montreal line 
for three days, until 200 of
ficers and men of the 
Queen’s Own Rifles arrived 
from Toronto to restore law 
and order. And the elections 
of the 17th century frequent
ly were accompanied by 
 threats, intimidation, vio
lence and general disorder.

Perhaps the most violent 
and exciting local election 
was that held in October, 
1842, to elect a member for 
the Canadian Legislative As
sembly (now known as the 
House of Commons). In the 
1842 election, the government 
ordered two companies of 
soldiers from Kingston to 
Belleville to enable the elec
tion to proceed. Even then, 
only a small number of 
eligible voters were able to 
vote, and the whole election 
was finally declared invalid.

The story of the exciting 
1842 election has been told 
for the first time in Gentle 
Pioneers, a new book from 
the pen of Audrey Y. Morris 
(Hodder and Stoughton, 1968). 

  In Gentle Pioneers, Aud
rey Morris tells the story of 
five related pioneers who 
came from the British Isles 
in the 1830s. The five were 
Susanna Strickland Moodie. 
noted writer and Belleville 
resident in the years from 
1839 to 1869; J. W. Dunbar 
Moodie, Susanna’s husband 
and the first sheriff of the 
Victoria District as Hastings 
County was known in the 
1840s; Catharine Parr Traill, 
Susanna’s sister and herself 
an important writer; Cather
ine’s husband, Thomas Traill, 
and Samuel Strickland, the 
younger brother of Susanna 
and Catharine. All five 
settled in the Peterborough- 
Belleville area, and their in
tertwining stories have been 
told in an imaginative fash
ion by Miss Morris.

The election of 1842 finds its 
way into “Gentle Pioneers”, 
since this was one of the chal
lenges faced by Dunbar Moo- 
die. He served as returning 
officer in this contest between 
Tory Edmund Murney and 
Reformer Robert Baldwin.

Earlier, in 1841, Moodie had 
also served as returning offi
cer when the same two candi
dates had contested the local 
election, but the earlier con
test was somewhat tame by 
comparison.

In both contests, the 
Orangemen supported Murney 
of Belleville against Toronto 

Reform leader Baldwin who 
sought to bring the Hastings 
seat into the Reform fold.

Baldwin had won the first 
contest by 36 votes, where
upon Murney’s supporters con
demned both Baldwin and re
turning officer Moodie.

It was alleged that Moodie 
had refused to stop ruffians 
from bothering Murney’s   
lowers. Moodie was accused 
of favoritism. And, in fact. 
Moodie had entertained Bald
win in his home and had be
come a good friend of this cul
tured gentlemen, so that the 
charges seemed to have some 
foundation. However, all rec
ords indicate that Moodie was 
an impartial returning officer 
and did a conscientious job in 
1841.

When the polls opened at 
Belleville on Oct. 3, 1842, the 
voting was interrupted by 
riots. Groups of armed citi
zens challenged each other 
and blocked the path of citi
zens who might vote for the 
opposing candidate.

Alarmed by this state of 
events, Moodie called up the 
militia and swore in special 
constables. Violence continued 
unchecked. Hence, Moodie ask
ed for and received two com
panies of regular troops from 
Kingston.

The troops arrived on 
Thursday, the fourth day in 
the six day cycle of voting. 
Even their arrival failed to 
quell the disturbances, as 
Murney’s supporters contin
ued to block the routes lead
ing to the poll.

Possible Baldwin voters, 
who would have to announce 
their preference publicly (as 
was the custom of the times) 
held back from the poll. Hesi
tating to use the troops 
against Murney’s supporters 
and hoping to avoid further 
violence, Moodie waited.

However, since so few per
sons were able to vote (ex
cept for Murney’s support
ers), Moodie knew that he 
must do something. There
fore, he asked the government 
to allow the polls to remain 
open for more than the sched
uled six-day period. Unfortun
ately, no extension was grant
ed. Then on Friday, Oct. 7, 
there were further attempts 
at riot, and Moodie closed the 
poll early. The poll was also

1842
closed early on Saturday for 
the same reason.

When the votes were tab
ulated, the count was 482 for 
Murney and 433 for Baldwin. 
But Moodie refused to certify 
that the election had been 
completed, since so few peo
ple had been able to vote. He 
called upon the Canadian 
Legislative Assembly to ar
range a new election. This 
request was granted, and 
Murney and Baldwin again 
prepared to do battle.

Both sides were critical of 
Moodie for his handling of the 
1842 election, and a different 
returning officer was appoint
ed. He was William Hutton, 
first warden of the Victoria   
District (Hastings County.)   
The new election saw Mur
ney’s victory confirmed.

The attack on Dunbar 
Moodie in connection with the 
two elections was only one 
part of a continuing campaign 
to remove the “intruder”, as- 
some people considered 
Moodie. There was resent
ment that an outsider from 
the Peterborough district 
should have been picked as the 
county’s first sheriff.

This controversy between 
Dunbar Moodie and his politi
cal opponents occupies an im
portant place in Gentle Pion
eers, which book devotes sev
eral chapters to local condi
tions in the mid-19th Century. 
Its description of early politi
cal strife in the Belleville area 
is excellent. (The style is clear, 
stimulating, and exciting.) 
Audrey Morris has written a 
book that deserves to be on 
the best-sellers’ list for local 
readers. Gentle Pioneers is 
“must reading” for anyone in
terested in the political liter
ary, and social history of 
Belleville and Hastings County.

(Article 145 in a series spon
sored by the Hastings County i 
Historical Society. Correspon
dence is most welcome and 
should be addressed to Mr. G. 
Boyce, in care of Centennial 
Secondary School, Palmer 
Road, Belleville.)


