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Letter To A Montreal Newspaper 
 

From a Visitor to the Perth & Lanark Settlements, February 1827 
 
 
 It was between four and five in the afternoon when … my companion and I set 
out (from Perth) for the village of Lanark. The road for two or three miles is pretty clear, 
but it got to be dark just when we got into the woods. The road from Perth to Lanark, 
such as it is, was made at the expense of 200 pounds, which was paid out of the military 
chest. Near the two towns the road is of some width, but the greater part of the way is 
only broad enough for a wagon or sleigh, and that, too, by making several pretty sharp 
turns round trees or stumps. Our movements were necessarily very slow. When we got 
to any cleared land and houses one of us needed to leave the vehicle and wade over the 
knees in snow in order to enquire the way. From answers given we discovered that the 
people are nearly all Scots. 
 
 About 2½ miles from Lanark we crossed the Mississippi by a wooden bridge 
lately erected. The Mississippi seems at this part full as broad as the Clyde at Glasgow 
Green, and this bridge, which is as long, is much wider and stouter than the wooden one 
at the foot of the Saltmarket. 
 
 It was about eight o’clock in the evening when we arrived at Lanark, the inn at 
which I found accommodation was kept by an old Lanark man, who is also a cooper. 
From him I learned that several of the people that I was most anxious to see lived at the 
farther extremity of the township, distant about thirteen miles. To this place I determined 
to bend my course next. 
 
 This traveler decided to set out the next morning at daybreak for the back 
settlement, but at once observed that he could not find his way and had to procure a 
guide. He informs us of the difficulty of going through in the bush and that it is done by 
following the marks on the trees – ‘traveling by the blaze’. People are frequently lost, but 
the blazed trees take them to someone’s dwelling, and they are in the habit of freely 
spending the night in one another’s houses. Indeed, on the road between Perth and 
Lanark, when snow is on the ground, the ‘blaze’ is the only guide a stranger can have. 
 
 Lanark is laid out in the same manner as Perth. It has not, however, nearly so 
much the appearance of a town; but seems rather a pretty thickly settled farming district. 
The river Clyde, which seems about the size of the Tay, runs through it in much the 
same manner as that river runs through Perth. In its passage through the town it drives a 
mill which is used for the grinding of all sorts of grain. On stepping into this place, I was 
saluted by name by the miller, who comes from New Lanark in Scotland, and who had 
heard of my arrival. He informed me that he was the first person who had brought a 
European woman into the township of Lanark. I went with him into his house, where the 
children were at breakfast on the ‘halesome parritch, Chief o’ Scotia’s food’. He and his 
family seemed comfortable and happy. 
  

It was in this house, however, that I met the first, I believe I may add the only, 
discontented person I saw in my journey. It was a woman, who seeing a stranger enter 
the miller’s, followed, I suppose to hear the news. When I alluded to the deplorable 
condition of the trades people in Britain and stated how fortunate they all ought to think 
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themselves that their lot had been cast under circumstances so much more favourable, 
she interrupted me crying “Dinna say that; dinna pretend to tell me that this is better than 
hame. I wad sooner soof the causey in Scotland than stay here.” I was rather astounded 
by this tirade and at a loss what answer to make, when an Irishman present, addressing 
the murmurer, said: “By my faith, mistress, I don’ know what you would be at, and savin’ 
your presence, I’m not very sure if you know yerself. By all accounts the people at home 
can’t get meat to eat, and you don’t seem to have been at any loss in that respect.” The 
woman, against whom these remarks had rather raised a laugh, acknowledged that 
there was no scarcity of food, but contended that it was impossible to get clothes like 
those that could be had at home, “to look decent in”. To this the Irishman, with more 
candor than gallantry, replied that, so far as he understood, the people at home were as 
hard up for clothes as for meat, and as to her he though her clothes were as decent as 
herself. 

 
 On returning to the inn, a gentleman came up to me – Mr. [James] Shaw – who 
had the superintendence of the settlement in the absence of Col. Marshall. He 
welcomed my companion and me to the village with utmost cordiality. Hearing of our 
projected visit to the back part of the township, he took us to his office, when he 
displayed a plan of the township on which were written the names of the proprietors of 
every lot, and from which we saw that the place must be pretty thickly settled. He also 
invited us to spend the evening with him on our return. I may conclude my description of 
the village of Lanark by mentioning that there is a handsome little Presbyterian Church 
with a neat spire, all built of stone, which is the only place of worship in the township – in 
which, however, there are four whiskey distilleries. 
 
 It was between nine and ten on Friday that we set out for the habitation of R.A. K. 
[Robert Affleck?] in the north-east extremity of the township of Lanark, near whom 
several other of Lanark’s emigrants were settled. After several narrow escapes from 
being upset, breaking several articles which we repaired by ropes, we reached the 
habitation of R.A.K. 
 
 It would be impossible to describe the warmth of the reception, for he was 
welcoming one with whom he had long been on terms of friendship. In this house I 
determined to stay all night. Word was successfully sent round to the other Lanark 
families in the neighbourhood, and in little more than an hour four families of them were 
assembled under one roof. The visit was unexpected. Dinner was just over when we 
arrived, and when I mentioned the fare set before us it is to be considered a sample of 
pot luck of their usual diet. There was excellent fresh pork, broiled beef, and bacon, ham 
and potatoes; also wheaten loaves, shortbread, pumpkin pies (cold), all of their own 
baking. 
 

R.A.K., in whose house I now was, had been a weaver in Lanark from his 
boyhood till the end of June 1820, when with a wife and, I believe, eight children, he set 
out with several other families from the same place to the township of the same name in 
Upper Canada. The eldest of his family when he left Scotland was not more than fifteen 
or sixteen. In spite of the most persevering industry, exerted to an extent far beyond his 
strength, he found the utmost difficulty to fill the mouths of a numerous and fortunately 
healthy family, and to give them that moral and religious education which both his 
reason and prejudices as a Scotsman told him was indispensable. I speak from personal 
knowledge when I say that in his laudable desire to accomplish these ends, the midnight 
hour often struck before he left the loom on which he had been toiling from and early 
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hour. In such circumstances and animated by such principles, the opportunity of getting 
out to Upper Canada in 1820 was by him eagerly embraced. He saw in it a prospect of 
his independence, or at least of a situation where his industry would be rewarded more 
adequately. 

 
The township of Lanark when he and other settlers reached it was an entire 

forest, without a single token of a human being ever having visited it, save at the 
extremities, where the concession lines have been marked out by the surveyors. The 
open air was their only resting place, and their only protection from the dews of the night 
were the fires they lit on either side of them. Their provisions had to be brought from 
Perth, distant twenty-six miles. Cattle [oxen] to transport food they had none, and even if 
they had there was no road through which they could pass. To get as much provisions 
as a man could carry, it was necessary to travel fifty miles, and the half of the way with 
the burden on this back, along a road only traced out by the marks on the trees. 

 
Before the evening closed in, there were about thirty people, old and young, 

assembled round the fire in the log house of R.A.K. With one or two exceptions, they 
were all from Lanark in Scotland, where the greater part of them had followed the useful, 
but ill paid, trade of weaving. The enquiries respecting their relations and friends were 
anxious and affectionate. The distressed condition of their old fellow-tradesmen excited 
the utmost sympathy. Many of them remarked that often when they rose from a meal the 
fragments of which were greater than their former whole, they could not help wishing 
that they had the power to bestow some of their superfluity upon their starving 
countrymen. “Often”, said one of the females to me, “when I am feeding the dogs and 
cats wi’ meat that I hae seen the day we wad hae been blithe to hae had for oorsel’s, the 
tears are like to rin owre my cheeks for the puir starvin’ folk at hame”. 

 
Among all the people present I did not hear one express the slightest regret that 

he had left Scotland or a desire to return permanently; but there was no forgetfulness or 
indifference to their native land. One great object of congratulations was no rent or taxes 
to pay. “We never hear of Twin Day an can sleep as soun’ in May as in ony month o’ the 
year”. 

 
It is generally understood that the settlers in Upper Canada find considerable 

difficulty in procuring clothes, which cost much higher than at home. In consequence of 
this I took particular notice of the way in which they were in general dressed. Of those 
whom we saw at R.A.K.’s who did not belong to the family, I will say nothing. They were 
told they were to meet with somebody from the old country, and it might therefore be 
supposed that they arrayed themselves better than ordinary. This, however, could not be 
said of R.A.K. himself and his family, who, when we arrived, expected no visitors. Their 
dress may, therefore, be considered a fair sample of their everyday wear. The clothes of 
the males were all made of Gallashiels cloth (for, as some of them remarked, they 
always like Scottish things when they can get them), which would cost in Glasgow about 
6s a yard narrow. Their garments were all whole and very few of them had been 
mended. They resembled those still worn by very comfortable farmers in Scotland, and 
which at no distant date were the usual covering of all below the higher ranks. The 
females had gowns and frocks of cotton print. All these clothes can be had in Brockville, 
Perth or Lanark, in exchange for grain. Every person I saw was not so well clothed as 
the members of this family; yet upon the whole the settlers generally are as well put on 
as tradesmen at home in better times than the present, and in every other respect they 
are incomparably more comfortable.  
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When it became dark a couple of mould candles were placed upon the table. 

They were of their own making, and burned quite as well as those which you could buy 
in Glasgow. The people assembled on this occasion had each a year’s provisions in 
their houses and barns, with something over, and every year their stock is increasing. 
R.A.K. has now got nearly fifty acres of land cleared. He has a yoke of oxen, three cows, 
two or three calves and several pigs. He has no sheep. There are very few of these in 
the township, but it is the intention of several of the settlers to set speedily about the 
rearing of these useful animals, after which they expect to make the greater part of their 
own clothes. Mr. A. has a potash kettle of his own, for which he paid in ashes, and while 
on the road, I passed two barrels from his house on the way to Brockville, for which he 
would get about 10 pounds. They also make their own soap. It is white, but softer than 
that sold in Glasgow. 

 
Next morning, after breakfast, my companion and I set out on our return to 

Lanark. Our first intention was to proceed from this part of Lanark township to Dalhousie, 
where the greater part of the emigrants from the parish of Lesmahagow are settled. In 
consequence, however, of a gristmill on the way having been idle all of the winter from 
the frost, there was no sleigh road traced through the wood; we were, therefore, obliged 
to return to Lanark. From the damaged shape of our sleigh, our progress was but slow, 
and it was the afternoon before we reached that village. Having got our vehicle repaired, 
we wished to set out to a schoolhouse in Dalhousie, about eight miles distant, but the 
person who promised to guide us there made his appearance so drunk, that, unwilling to 
encounter the woods in the dark in such guidance, we turned our horses’ heads towards 
Perth, which we reached the same evening. The next morning, we started for Montreal, 
which city we reached in the evening of the fourth day from our leaving Perth, traveling 
every day, save the last, upwards of fifty miles. 

 
With regard to the particular mention I have made of certain families in this letter, 

I may state that I have done so for two reasons: First because I knew something of their 
condition before they emigrated and, Second, because it is objected by some that it is 
preposterous to place weavers and other tradesmen in the woods to become farmers – 
an objection to which the details I have given of the state of R.A. K. form a sufficient 
answer. Let it not be forgot, however, that the present comfortable situation of the 
settlers is the fruit of long and incessant toil, and let none who are unwilling to perform 
the same come to Canada. If they do they will certainly be disappointed, and may blame 
the country for their own fault. If, however, they are willing to undergo two or three years 
of hardship, with some pretty solid prospect of future comfort, let them come; there is 
plenty of room. 


