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Sir John A. Macdonald Timeline




	1815

	January 10—official date of birth as listed in the Registry of Births, Scotland, for John A. Macdonald.




	1815

	January 11—date that Hugh Macdonald, John A. Macdonald’s father, records as John A.’s birthdate.




	1820

	June—Family leaves Glasgow, Scotland, and boards the Earl of Buckinghamshire bound for Quebec City.




	1820

	August 13—Macdonald family arrives at Col. Donald and Anna Macpherson’s house at the corner of Bay and Montreal Streets, Kingston, Upper Canada.




	1820

	Hugh Macdonald opens his first Kingston store.




	1822

	Five-year-old James Macdonald dies at the hands of a servant.




	1822

	John A. starts primary school.




	1824

	Macdonald family moves to Hay Bay, Bay of Quinte. Hugh Macdonald opens a new shop.




	1824

	Macdonald family moves to Glenora, Prince Edward County, and Hugh Macdonald buys a mill.




	1824

	John A., age nine, is sent to Midland District Grammar School in Kingston.




	1829

	John A. attends Rev. Cruickshank’s Grammar School.




	1829

	John A. travels to York (Toronto) to write the exam that will enable him to become an apprentice lawyer.




	1830

	John A. begins career as an articled lawyer for George Mackenzie.




	1830

	The first cooking stove is manufactured in Upper Canada by Joseph Van Nostrand.




	1831

	The Cook Not Mad, or Rational Cookery is published in Kingston, Upper Canada (first Canadian cookbook).




	1832

	Rideau Canal is completed, linking Ottawa with rest of Upper Canada and St. Lawrence Seaway.




	1832

	John A. moves to Napanee to manage law office.




	1833

	John A., age eighteen, takes over the law practice of his cousin Lowther Pennington Macpherson.




	1833/34

	Kingston Penitentiary is under construction. Opens June 1, 1835 as the Provincial Penitentiary of Upper Canada.




	1834

	Cholera epidemic in Kingston results in about three hundred deaths (approximately ten percent of the population), including George Mackenzie.




	1835

	John A. opens a law practice at 171 Wellington Street, Kingston.




	1835

	John A. lives at 110-112 Rideau Street, Kingston.




	1836

	February 6—John A. (twenty-one years old) passes the bar exam.




	1837

	Eighteen-year-old Victoria ascends to the throne in Britain.




	1837/38

	Rebellions of 1837 and 1838 take place.




	1838

	Unprovoked raids by a group from American territory attack eastern Upper Canada.




	1839

	John A. becomes a director of Kingston’s Commercial Bank.




	1841

	Kingston becomes the capital of the new province, which unites Canada East (now Quebec) and Canada West (now Ontario).




	1841

	October 16—Queen’s University officially founded.




	1842

	John A. travels to England and meets cousin Isabella Clark.




	1843

	John A. elected as Kingston alderman. Serves from 1843 to 1846.




	1843

	September 1—John A. marries Isabella Clark.




	1844

	John A. elected to the House of Assembly of Upper Canada to represent Kingston.




	1844

	Government moves from Kingston to Montreal.




	1845

	Isabella leaves Kingston for a three-year sojourn in the USA.




	1847

	John A. appointed to the Cabinet.




	1847

	August 2—son John Alexander Macdonald is born.




	1848

	John A. moves his family to Bellevue House, Kingston.




	1848

	September 21—thirteen-month-old John dies.




	1849

	John A. moves his law office to 343 King Street East, Kingston.




	1850

	March 13—second son, Hugh John, is born.




	1852

	John A. moves his family to Brock Street, Kingston.




	1855

	Catharine Parr Traill’s book, The Canadian Settlers’ Guide is published in Toronto.




	1856

	John A. moves to Toronto.




	1857

	John A. becomes Premier of the Province of Canada and appoints a Cabinet.




	1857

	December 28—Isabella dies of an unspecified illness.




	1858

	February—Queen Victoria chooses Ottawa for the seat of Parliament in Canada.




	1860

	February—John A. invites eight hundred guests to a Valentine’s Day gala dinner in the music hall of the St. Louis Hotel in Quebec City.




	1860

	John A. moves his offices to 93 Clarence Street, Kingston.




	1861

	Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management is published in England.




	1861

	American Civil War begins.




	1862

	May 20—the Militia Bill is defeated and John A. submits his resignation.




	1862

	October 24—Helen Shaw Macdonald (John A.’s mother) dies.




	1864

	The Charlottetown Conference (September 1-9) and Quebec Conference (October 10-27) pave the way for a union of the British North American colonies.




	1865

	John A. leases Heathfield (now demolished) in Portsmouth Village, his official residence until 1878.




	1867

	February 18—John A. marries his second wife, Jamaican-born Susan Agnes Bernard.




	1867

	July 1—The Dominion of Canada is formed and the British North America (BNA) Act is ratified by the Parliaments of Canada and Britain. Four provinces are included: Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick.




	1867

	July 1—John A. is designated first prime minister of Canada and is knighted. Agnes becomes Lady Macdonald.




	1867

	August 20—Conservative Party and Sir John are elected with a majority.




	1869

	February 8—Daughter Mary is born with the condition hydrocephaly.




	1869

	The Dominion of Canada purchases the Northwest Territories from the Hudson’s Bay Company.




	1870

	Manitoba becomes fifth province to join Canada.




	1871

	British Columbia becomes sixth province to join Canada.




	1872

	October 12—Conservative Party and Sir John elected with a minority.




	1873

	Sir John plans the North West Mounted Police, which quickly becomes known as the Mounties.




	1873

	Prince Edward Island (PEI) becomes the seventh province to join Canada.




	1873

	November 5—Macdonald government defeated in Pacific Scandal.




	1873

	November 6—Macdonald resigns.




	1878

	September 17—Conservatives and Sir John elected with a majority on strength of National Policy.




	1879

	National policy implemented to provide protection for Canada’s manufacturing and processing industries.




	1879

	Thomas Edison invents the incandescent light bulb.




	1882

	June 20—Conservative Party elected with a majority, but Sir John loses seat in Kingston and is elected instead in Victoria, BC.




	1882

	May 4—Old Guard gala dinner in honour of Sir John.




	1883

	Sir John and Lady Agnes move to Earnscliffe in Ottawa.




	1884

	Grand gala dinner held by the Liberal-Conservative Party in honour of Sir John.




	1885

	November 7—Last spike of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) driven, in Craigellachie, BC, five years ahead of schedule.




	1885

	Riel Rebellion results in hanging death of Louis Riel, charged with sedition. Sir John loses popularity.




	1886

	Sir John and Lady Agnes travel across Canada on CPR.




	1887

	February 22—Conservative Party and Sir John elected with a fourth majority government.




	1891

	March 5—Conservatives and Sir John are elected with a fifth majority government.




	1891

	June 6—Sir John Macdonald dies in Ottawa. Official cause of death is listed as stroke. His body is returned to Kingston to be buried in the Cataraqui Cemetery.










Introduction

We Canadians have been lucky. Things could have been so different. Canada—the true north strong and free, the almighty country stretching from sea to sea to sea—came perilously close to not being a nation at all.

If Hugh Macdonald had been a better businessman, his cotton manufacturing company might have thrived and he wouldn’t have sought to leave his native Scotland and take his wife and four children to live in Upper Canada. As it was, Hugh Macdonald had a propensity for talk and a penchant for drinking alcohol but little in the way of business savvy. His cotton business failed. And then his next venture foundered as well. Fearing destitution and drawn by the promise of a new frontier, Hugh Macdonald packed up shop in Glasgow and bought passage for his family to cross the Atlantic Ocean and join their relatives in a place called Kingston, Upper Canada. The year was 1820.

John Alexander Macdonald, born either January 10 or January 11, 1815, was the middle child of five born to Hugh and Helen (Shaw) Macdonald. Just five years old when he left Scotland, the young John A. already showed signs of sharing his father’s genial nature, charm, curiosity, and conversational abilities, and his mother’s sharp memory and fierce intelligence. One brother had died in infancy, making John the eldest male amongst the four remaining children. The family, including John’s older sister, Margaret, and younger siblings, James and Louisa, boarded the steerage compartment of the Earl of Buckinghamshire, bound for Upper Canada, anticipating adventures at sea and a new beginning in an unknown land.

Nobody aboard the ship could ever have imagined the remarkable future that lay ahead of John Alexander Macdonald, who would go on to become the principal founding father and leader of the newborn nation of Canada, and one of the most important people in the history of the country—a country that just might not have happened without him. His staggering list of accomplishments is almost as unparalleled as his addiction to alcohol and his many foibles.

Sir John has been called the man to whom we owe our nationhood, and for this Hugh Macdonald’s misfortune became a nation’s fortune instead.

Over the years, Macdonald has also been referred to as a rascal and self-deprecating prankster who once planted a dead horse in the pulpit of a local church; a seedy-looking old beggar; a horrendous drunk who was bodily removed from the House of Commons on at least one occasion; an ingenious lawyer and clever, corrupt politician; an artful dodger; a racist; a devoted and caring father, husband and friend; a man’s man; and a gracious and flirtatious ladies’ man. His own sister once said that he was “the ugliest man in Canada.”

Sir John was devoted to each of his two wives yet was said to have a penchant for women in general and particularly for women of “dubious distinction.” One of his closest and oldest friends was an uneducated Irish barmaid who rose from rags to riches and is buried next to the Macdonald family plot in the Cataraqui Cemetery in Kingston.

Macdonald is said to have starved the West, sent toxic rations to First Nations People, and to have been a racist. He made some serious and grave errors of judgment, including his mistreatment of migrant workers and his dealings with Louis Riel, the Métis, and First Nations people.

John A. Macdonald was a long way from perfect. He was a product of his times even though, in many ways, he was surprisingly forward thinking. He lived a life filled with tragedy, and yet he remained buoyant thanks in part to the profound resources of his personality. A voracious reader who read widely, from politics to Trollope to poetry, he was an intellectual but never pretentious, arrogant yet not a snob, remembered people whom he had met only once, and was almost always in possession of an excellent sense of humour. He was devoted to his mother and kept a photograph of her on his desk at all times. He was dedicated to his sisters. He was an early feminist, in favour of equal rights for women and was thought to have coined the term shero for female hero. In 1885, he was the first leader in the world to propose that women should be permitted to vote. He was brave and bold. He was a visionary, yet he was also highly pragmatic. He had a rare gift for friendship that knew no limits: neither age, gender, politics, class, nor ethnicity stood in the way of his many deep, lasting, and abiding relationships. Most of all it was said of Sir John that people liked him because he liked people.

Sir John’s Table traverses the colourful life of John A. Macdonald from the grim rations he endured on his passage as a young boy from Scotland to Upper Canada, through his boyhood years of stealing fish and scarfing down fairy cakes, to his adult life as a lawyer, husband, father, and politician and the extravagant high teas, campaign picnics, and dinner parties he loved to throw. It was a journey that began with hardtack and suspicious-looking, watered-down stew served in filthy conditions; it culminated in the finest champagne at grand state galas held in his honour.

These are the food stories of Sir John, an intelligent, sociable man, full of bonhomie. Here is a character who loved his family, surrounded himself with lots of company, and adored a party.

This is not a cookbook but a tale of our gastronomic past, found in old recipe books, tales of pioneer life in Canada, and by reading the back stories of Sir John A. Macdonald’s life and the context of nineteenth-century society in Upper Canada. Cooking, like history, is by its very nature an act of construction.

Food was a constant challenge for the pioneers and settlers who had much to learn in the wilderness and harsh conditions of life in early Canada. It was especially challenging for the four out of five new immigrants living in rural settings. Ensuring a constant food supply was an all-consuming task for most early settlers. This test of survival played an important role in the economic growth and social development of the colony. Culinary history, a topic once largely overlooked, is increasingly well respected as an aspect of cultural heritage.

Food stories are, after all, our stories—the real stories of our lives.




A Note About the Recipes

The recipes selected for this book had to meet three criteria: they had to be authentic; feasible, in that the ingredients are actually obtainable; and edible. For example, recipes for collared calf’s head, calf’s head turtle fashion, calves head hash, pig’s head souse, as well as cow heels and pig’s ears, scalloped frogs, and pearl ash (pot ash) cake are not included here on the grounds that even if the ingredients were to be sourced, the results would likely be considered inedible.

Most of the recipes included are taken from old books and attributed accordingly. They are used here verbatim, without changes or explanations. Often directions are incomplete, lacking oven temperatures and cooking times. This is because during the early to mid-1800s, most Canadian families used a fire to do their cooking. Oven temperatures were not relevant. Likewise the measurements and instructions given in the recipes have not been modified or metricated. Modern variations of most of the recipes included here can easily be found. But for those who are interested in Canadian culinary history, they can rest assured that these recipes (or “receipts,” as they were then known) are authentic and exactly what Helen Shaw Macdonald would have used to feed her family.



A Note about Terminology


Upper and Lower Canada / Canada East and Canada West

The Constitutional Act of 1791 created the areas of Upper and Lower Canada, today’s Ontario and Quebec respectively. In 1841, the two Canadas were joined to form the Province of Canada, whereupon Upper Canada became Canada West and Lower Canada became Canada East. The terms were used interchangeably throughout the period prior to Confederation.



Canadian Currency: Pounds versus Dollars

Each region of what is now known as Canada had its own system of government, currency, and postage stamps. In 1841, the new Province of Canada adopted the Canadian pound. One pound (£1) was worth 16 shillings and 5.3 pence. In 1858, the Province of Canada converted to a decimal system and brought in the Canadian dollar, the same system of currency still in use today.








Chapter One Passage to Upper Canada: Bring Your Own Biscuits

1815–20


John A. Macdonald was just four years old when he made his first “public” speech. While his parents were hosting visitors in the sitting room, the children were sent to the kitchen to occupy themselves, out of sight of the adults. John A. promptly climbed atop the kitchen table and began a performance for his captive audience of siblings and friends. In between his words and wild gesticulations with both his arms and his legs, he managed to propel himself off the table, landing on a chair and gashing his forehead badly enough that the resulting scar was still visible upon his death. Perhaps his early precociousness was the reason his mother, Helen Shaw Macdonald, was so fond of saying, “Mark my words, John will make more than the ordinary man.”1

In June 1820, a year after John A.’s maiden speech, and two years after the 49th parallel had been named the border between British North America and the United States, Hugh and Helen Macdonald gathered their belongings and their four children, Margaret, John A., James, and Louisa, along with an orphaned cousin, Maria, and Hugh Macdonald’s elderly, frail mother and set sail for the New World. They were leaving Scotland aboard the Earl of Buckinghamshire, destined for the port of Quebec, and finally, their new home in Kingston, Upper Canada.

The Macdonalds travelled below deck, in steerage class, alongside the majority of the ship’s other 350 passengers. For forty-two days, the eight Macdonald family members endured no privacy except that provided by a lice-riddled blanket that they suspended around the 1.5-metre square area, stacked with bunk beds, that constituted their home during the Atlantic crossing. The only toilets on the ship were two privies. There was a dearth of food. The poorly ventilated steerage compartment was sour with the pungent smell of unwashed bodies, damp dirty clothes, a general lack of sanitation, sewage, sweat and vomit, and rotting food. Many of the passengers were desperately seasick. Others had dysentery and respiratory infections. There was no source of light or fresh air other than what filtered in through cracks. The only water for washing was sea water. Rats were rampant. Everything was damp and dirty, and at times the passengers sloshed through filthy water underfoot.

These early, over-crowded vessels were known as “coffin ships” because so many people died onboard. It was not until 1847 that modest sanitation regulations were put in place to increase the likelihood of safe passage on ocean-going vessels. Even so, steerage passengers were lucky if there was one privy to every one hundred passengers and adequate fresh water for drinking.

Food in steerage consisted primarily of watered-down oatmeal and molasses, hardtack, and dubious, unsavoury stews, often made with horse meat or the leftovers from the first- and second-class dining rooms. There was no dining room for the steerage class. Passengers lined up for their food, doled from huge kettles into their dinner pails. The bread was often mouldy and virtually inedible. It was not an unknown practice for captains to deliberately feed the steerage passengers food that would make them ill so that they would not demand their full rations. But Helen Macdonald, who was kind, capable, and resourceful, had the foresight to bring food supplies for her family, including bread (likely bannock), cheese, and biscuits. In this way, she was able to keep them somewhat healthy and provide at least a small measure of comfort during the six-week crossing.


[image: The map shows the great lakes in the centre, and James Bay top-centre. The top left quadrant shows Upper Canada, as far as Lake Winnipeg to the west, and with New South Wales to the north. The top right quardrant shows Lower Canada, stretching east to the mouth of the Saint Lawrence, with New Britain to the north. South of the lakes is marked as the Uinitred States.]
Map of Upper and Lower Canada, 1798

By all accounts, John A. was a lively, happy child, fond of playing with his siblings, and when left to his own devices, he entertained himself with the solitary card game patience. Amongst the squalor of steerage class, it isn’t likely that he and his siblings would have had much opportunity for any kind of play. Their main enjoyment would have come from their brief periods above deck, where they were allowed to walk around in specific areas but not to mix with the first- and second-class passengers.

After forty-two harsh days at sea, the Earl of Buckinghamshire arrived in Quebec City, and its weary passengers disembarked. The second part of the Macdonalds’ journey was almost as hard as the first. They travelled up the St. Lawrence River aboard bateaux and Durham boats, which were open to the elements and sometimes under sail but more often poled, pushed, or pulled, and sometimes dragged by both men and oxen. At night, they hauled the boats ashore and slept alongside the river. They lacked any kind of adequate sanitation or shelter; they cooked their meals on open fires and slept as best they could amidst the mosquitos and wildlife—though they were likely too tired to care.

There are varying accounts of the duration of this second stage of the journey to Kingston, but one thing is certain: the Macdonald family were in transit for at least nine weeks from the day they left Scotland, a journey that would now take closer to nine hours and still elicit serious grumbling.

On August 13, 1820, the Macdonalds arrived at the two-storey home of Helen Macdonald’s stepsister, Anna Shaw, her husband, Colonel Donald Macpherson, and their eight children. Here, at the corner of Bay and Montreal streets in Kingston, Upper Canada, the travel weary Macdonalds were finally able to bathe, wash their clothes, rest, and enjoy some wholesome food before establishing themselves in their own quarters. They spent three months living in the Macpherson home before finding a suitable location for their new general store.

In this period, Kingston was rough and rude and had a reputation for debauchery. It was a town rife with drunkards and prostitutes. It was also one of the most important settlements in Upper Canada because of its strategic location at the intersection of the St. Lawrence River and the Great Lakes. It was larger than York, which later became Toronto. With a population of about 3,500, Kingston was home to Fort Henry, a naval shipyard, some handsome and substantial homes, some good schools, shops, St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, a newspaper, and at least seventy-eight taverns.

Even the wealthiest homes in Upper and Lower Canada in the early 1800s were primitive. This was an age before indoor plumbing, public waterworks, sewers, and electricity. It was an era of candles, oil and kerosene lamps, chamber pots, outdoor privies, wood and coal fires, and in urban areas, carters who delivered water. It wasn’t until the mid-1800s that cities in Upper and Lower Canada began building municipal waterworks for the supply of safe water. Electricity and lighting came later still.


The Immigrant Kitchen and Diet

Like much of Upper Canada, Kingston was populated by English and Scottish immigrants. They favoured the cuisine they already knew, which was a diet heavy on starch and stodge, as well as meat, fish, game, and well-cooked vegetables. In addition they enjoyed oatmeal, plenty of potatoes, bread, bannock, butter, cheese, and baked desserts, including steamed puddings, pastries, and of course, shortbread.

Food was a challenge for all, although those in town fared better than the settlers on the land where provisions were hard to come by and conditions were harsh. Preoccupation with sustenance was a necessity for survival and much of the population was involved in some way with the production and procurement of food. Eighty percent of settlers were farmers or independent fisherman—an industrious group who built their own houses, grew almost all their own food, and made nearly everything in their possession from vinegar, wine, and yeast to furniture, clothes, brooms, quilts, soap, and candles.

The Macdonalds were doubly fortunate in that, being shopkeepers, they had access to a wider variety of groceries and supplies than many of their neighbours. As well, the Macpherson relatives were well off and well connected in Kingston. With their new business and the right patrons, Helen Macdonald would have been able to continue to feed her family as well or better than she ever had.

A surprising list of commodities was available for those in town who could afford such luxuries. Readily available were flour, cornmeal, oatmeal, rice, pearl barley, sugar, gelatin powder, raisins, currants, citron, capers, salt, pepper, tea, coffee, olive oil, anchovy paste, lard, suet, butter, vinegar, beer, wine, maple syrup, molasses, and biscuits. Various spices including curry powder, cayenne pepper, cloves, parsley, sage, cinnamon, mace, mustard powder, and ginger were all in common usage. Casks of salt pork, salted beef, and bacon were regular provisions. Fish, meat, eggs, butter, and fresh fruit and vegetables were available according to the season. Though not common, lemons and oranges were highly prized and obtainable when ships arrived from overseas. Cocoa powder, primarily used for drinking chocolate, was developed in the early 1800s; solid chocolate for eating was not widely available until the late 1800s. Flour, which was sometimes in scarce supply, would have been one commodity that the Macdonalds had in plenty. This enabled the family to eat good breads, pastry, puddings, and biscuits.

Bannock, a traditional Scottish quick bread, was a mainstay of the diet of early explorers, fur traders, voyageurs, and settlers of North America. It was prized for its portability and durability—a perfect food for travelling. While it was widely believed that the Scottish introduced bannock to the indigenous people of North America, plenty of evidence exists that that this was not so and that grain was available to the aboriginal tribes for a similar style of bread. References to bannock also appear in the early journals of the Hudson’s Bay Company, which set up posts in northern Canada in the seventeenth century.

Early bannocks were small, heavy, flat, dry cakes made with oatmeal, barley, or cornmeal along with water and then cooked on a griddle over a fire with whatever grease or fat was available. Prior to the 1800s, bannock was unleavened, unlike bread, which was leavened with yeast. The only other early leavening agent in common use in North America was pearl ash, a purified version of potash made from lye. Pearl ash was replaced by sodium bicarbonate, or baking soda, by the 1840s. Baking powder, which is a mixture of sodium bicarbonate and tartaric acid, was introduced shortly after and subsequent recipes for bannock are leavened, making bannock more like a contemporary scone.

In the 1800s, homes in Upper and Lower Canada had a fireplace for heating and cooking, and some had a small oven that was a hole in the wall with a door that was heated by the fireplace stones. Settlers baked bannock either on a







Sir John’s Shortbread
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Hugh Macdonald’s store in Kingston
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The Macdonald homestead at Adolphustown
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