The
Riot

by H.T. Holman

Belfast

“The field was as if a number of
butchers had been extensively at work.”
(Unidentified eyewitness quoted in the
Guardian, 1887.)

This was how one person
remembered a Belfast district polling
station, 1 March 1847, the day of the
most violent electoral incident in our
history. The “‘Belfast Riot” that occur-
red on this cold, clear March day has
been noted in history books, and the
story handed down in song and folklore.
Yet we know few details of an event
that saw Islanders battle at the poll,
leaving the blood of many to soak
through the clean snow to the red earth
beneath. At least three participants
were fatally injured.

One of the problems encountered in
telling the tale is that there were two in-
cidents of election violence at Belfast,
the events of which have been mingled
and remembered as one. Another is that
while religion, ethnic background,
politics, and landlord/tenant squabbles
were all factors contributing to the
violence, it is not necessarily fruitful to
speculate that any one of them caused
it. It may have been, as Ian Ross
Robertson suggests, simply “a routine
election brawl which got out of con-
trol.”

Belfast
As it was in the 1840s, Belfast today
is a district rather than a settlement. It

contains much of the central parts of
Lots 57 and 58 in the southern part of
Queens County, centred on the com-
munities of Eldon and Pinette. Belfast
meant in the electoral sense the Third
District of Queens, stretching from
Cherry Valley south to Wood Islands.

Parts of the district had been settled
relatively early. Loyalists were es-
tablished in Lots 49 and 50 in the 1780s,
and Scots populated the lots owned by
Lord Selkirk from Orwell to Flat River
in the first decade of the 19th century.
In the mid 1830s Irish, predominately
from the County Monaghan, began to
take up settlement in the interior of the
lots. By the late 1840s they were well es-
tablished in such areas as Lake Verde
and Pisquid (Lot 49) and Newtown,
Montague and Montague Road (Lots
57 and 58).

Although many of the newcomers
were Irish, they remained a minority.
The population of the district rose from
4196 in 1833 to 7190 15 years later, yet
the 1848 census showed fewer than 500
Irish-born residents in the district’s six
townships.

The newcomers were also a religious
minority. Only a quarter of the popula-
tion was Roman Catholic, and these
largely clustered around St. Joachim’s
Church at Vernon. The local Scots were
almost all Presbyterians; most were un-
der the pastoral care of the Rev. John
MacLennan at St. John’s Church,
Pinette Mills, a mile south of Eldon.
This church marks the centre of the
Belfast district.

Elections

The Third Electoral District of
Queens had been created in 1838 when
the House of Assembly was increased
from 18 to 24 seats. At that time the
district’s member was William Douse,
agent for Lord Selkirk since 1833.
Douse, a Tory, did not run in the new
electoral district in 1838, but ran and
was defeated in an 1840 by-election. In
1843 he ran again and was elected.

In this election Douse’s running mate
had been Alexander MacLean of Por-
tage, near what is now Eldon; when the
House was dissolved and an election
called for the summer of 1846, both
men reoffered. Running against them
were reform candidates John Little, an
Irish-born Charlottetown lawyer, and
John MacDougall, a native Islander
from Orwell Corner in the heart of the
district.

The 1846 election was held on two
days in the middle of August, with
voting at Cherry Valley (August 10) and
Pinette Mills (August 14). This splitting
of time was to allow election officials to
travel to various polls across the Island.
Since the voting was open — votes
given verbally to the returning officer in
front of representatives of the can-
didates — a running count of results
was available.

Voting tended to take place in blocks,
with the supporters of one slate of can-
didates mounting the hustings in a show
of strength aimed at the undecided. The
difference in voting times between polls
meant that a candidate who found
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The Belfast District as it appears in Henry Cundall’s 1851 map

himself behind after the first day could
work to get more support at the next
poll. Or he could try to prevent his op-
ponent’s supporters from voting. En-
ticement, intimidation, and brawling
were common features of the vote, ex-
acerbated by a holiday atmosphere in
which liquor flowed freely.

Election violence 1846

Against this backdrop the election of
1846 was fought, quite literally:
violence was reported in both Belfast
polls. The vote was taken as cast by the
returning officer, who declared Little
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and MacDougall the winners.

It was subsequently charged that
John Roach Bourke of Vernon, a
leading Catholic reform supporter and
a Justice of the Peace, had led the Irish
contingent at the election disturbances
and had failed to do his duty to prevent
breaches of the peace and widespread
intimidation. Bourke took the unusual
step of publishing a denial of the
charges in the Royal Gazette soon after
the election. In January, 1847 the
Grand Jury brought in a presentment
against Bourke and several others for
riot and assault at the polls at Cherry

Valley and Pinette. Almost all of the
accused were able to post the requir-
ed £50 bonds (some of which were
guaranteed by John Little’s father) and
the matter was put over until the next
sitting of the court.

In the meantime, the new House of
Assembly was meeting in the still-
unfinished Colonial building with John
Little and John MacDougall sworn in
as members for the Third District of
Queens County on the 26th of January,
1847. Two days later their presence was
objected to by Douse and MacLean,
who petitioned the House complaining
of **an undue election and return,”” and
asking that the election be declared void
and that the sitting members be
removed from the House. Early in
February the Committee on Elections
and Privileges sat hearing witnesses and
considering the matter for 10 days.

The 1846 election brawl at Pinette
provided fodder for a protracted and
bitter debate in which comments were
made by members of the House in-
dicating that much of the election
violence was generally accepted. Alex-
ander Rae, a veteran member of the As-
sembly, stated that

it appears to be almost impossible
— unless the returning officer
swears in a number of special con-
stables from another district
previous to the polling — but that
a certain amount of excitement
would always show itself at a con-
tested election.

The matter was dismissed by other
members as the result of personal quar-
rels, while John Little blamed the trou-
bles, and the result, on Douse. Ac-
cording to Little, many had voted
against Douse because of his refusal to
grant the Irish settlers long leases to the
property, thus giving them some
security on their land. He described
Douse’s arrogant behaviour at the elec-
tion, and how he had left the hustings
after telling the settlers “they would be
glad to eat ‘humble pudding” with him
yet.”

Edward Whelan, who had good
reason to support fellow reformers Lit-
tle and MacDougall, said that the elec-
tion had merely shown “‘the usual ef-
fervescence of popular will” evident on
such occasions, and that the disturbance
was no greater than the usual market-
day activity in Charlottetown.
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On February 13 the committee
brought forth its report, concluding that
the election should be declared void
because of “violence and intimidation
having been used thereat to prevent the
electors of the said district from freely
exercising their franchise.” They found
no evidence that Little or MacDougall
was personally involved or in support of
the events. That the election
proceedings were somewhat irregular
was indicated by the fact that the
returning officer had allowed 76 votes
to be cast for an individual who was not
even a candidate.

The committee’s report was adopted
by the House in an 11 to 10 vote cast
along party lines. Three days later
Sheriff William Cundall advertised the
by-election to be held at Pinette Mills
on | March 1847,

In the late 1840s political reporting
by the newspapers of the colony con-
sisted almost entirely of the verbatim
debates in the House on matters of in-
terest to the public. But owing to the
length of time required to set the type
for these speeches, and the press of
other news and business announce-
ments, it was sometimes weeks and even
months before the debate appeared in
print. Debate on the committee’s report
was lengthy and heated: but at the same
time discussion of the events of 1846 ap-
peared in print, the newspaper was also
reporting bloodier and more terrible
news from a more recent election in
Belfast.

Election riot 1847
Heading into the 1847 campaign at
Belfast, it was evident that the 1846

election had been merely a rehearsal.
Although an experienced returning of-
ficer, John Binns, was running the elec-
tion, Sheriff Cundall also travelled to
Pinette Mills at the request of residents
of Belfast who expected trouble.

The formalities commenced about 11
o’clock, 1 March 1847, on the hustings
located in a field beside the road run-
ning from Pinette Mills to Pinette, to
the west and north of St. John’s
Church. Immediately after the
swearing-in of the candidates, the
voting began. Douse soon spotted a
group in front of the hustings that he
identified as part of the “lawless mob”
of Irish reformers at the previous elec-
tion. He tried to make a few remarks,
but his efforts succeeded only in further
irritating the crowd of people now mill-
ing about armed with sticks.

Supporters of Douse and MacLean
were first to take to the hustings and
about 30 were able to cast votes; they
included one Malcolm MacRae, whose
qualifications had been challenged by
Little.

Tensions continued to rise, with the
first real scuffle taking place about
12:15. Within minutes all was confu-
sion. The Irish drove the Scots from in
front of the hustings and into the fields,
knocking down those they were able to
catch and inflicting beatings with their
clubs, fists, and feet.

Richard Gill testified at the inquest
four days later that he was unable to say
who had begun the row, but that ““the
outbreak was very sudden and I saw
persons running in every direction, the
most of them armed with sticks, as
much the pursued as the pursuing.”
However, one Alexander MacDougall
said that none of the Scots had sticks at
this time except “some few old men.”
MacDougall told the inquest that he
had been criticized by John Roach
Bourke for not keeping the peace and he
had told Bourke to help him and they
would see what could be done:

[ then ran to the road expecting
Bourke was with me & on getting
to the road I was struck from
behind. I thought it best to con-
tinue on the road & ran in the
direction the Scotsmen took,
chased by the Irish. I had not
proceeded far on the road when I
met some of the Irish returning
back and as I passed they struck
me. [ then met with a number and
was knocked down & placed my
hands over my head thinking I

would be murdered. They con-
tinued beating me. Some said “He
has got enough” others said “He
is dead” & some said “Strike
away.” :

Election officials who tried to go to
the assistance of the victims were also
beaten. Some of the mob made for the
hustings calling for Douse; he at the
time was in fear for his life and was
crouched, hidden, behind the others.
Watching the tumult through the legs of
protectors he was able to identify (as he
later testified) Patrick Lyons, Patrick
O’Connell, and Patrick Brennack, all of
the Montague Road Settlement, as hav-
ing been the ones who had beaten
Malcolm MacRae and other Scots.
Douse called on Bourke to help stop the
melee, but Bourke had himself been
beaten by this time and felt his life
would be endangered if he left the
hustings.

MacRae, who had been left for dead
by his attackers, managed to get away
along the road to the Rev. John
MacLennan’s house where he later died
of a fractured skull.

Cundall did his best to quell the dis-
turbance. Halting the vote for 15
minutes, he swore in seven special con-
stables. They were able to restore some
measure of peace in the immediate
vicinity of the hustings and the poll was
re-opened. By this time the Irish
adherents of Little and MacDougall
gathered around the hustings. The
voting continued in an atmosphere of
expectation.

William Douse
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About 2:30 a group of some 200
Scots from Flat River and Pinette ap-
peared in the distance, their emotions
inflamed by reports of what had taken
place earlier in the day. They, like the
Irish, were well armed with cudgels. As
they advanced on the hustings Cundall
and others tried to keep the two groups
apart, but their efforts met with no suc-
cess.

Forty years after the event an
evewitness remembered the moment
when the Scots and Irish ranks came
together: ““The noise was like that of the
simultaneous driving of wedges when a
vessel was about to be launched.”

It was this round of the affray rather
than the earlier skirmishes that led to
the most bloodshed, yet we have few
details of the battle that raged
throughout the afternoon. The Scots
later claimed that they had been out-
numbered three to two but still
managed to drive the Irish from the
field. In the midst of the fighting a state
of riot was proclaimed by the Sheriff
and the election officials closed the poll
and fled, fearing for their lives.

Aftermath

A terse report of the riot appeared in
the Royval Gazette the following day,
naming two dead: Malcolm MacRae
and one Cain. Four days later, the news-
paper reported that the death toll had
risen to four, with scores of injured.

On returning to Charlottetown Cun-
dall gave a report of the day’s events to
the government; after hearing the
details, Lieutenant-Governor Henry
Vere Huntley dispatched Dr. W.H.
Hobkirk to Pinette Mills. Hobkirk
found that the Rev. John MacLennan’s
house had been turned into a sort of
hospital. Some of the worst injuries had
been dealt with by Dr. James Conroy
and Dr. Alex MacGregor on the day of
the riot, but Hobkirk still found four in
critical condition. He toured the district
treating the wounded during the night
of March 3rd and well into the next day.

Already dark rumours were rife in
the district. One report in the press was
that Hobkirk was prevented from
visiting the Irish at Newtown because
they were secretly burying their dead.
Dr. Hobkirk wrote to the newspaper to
correct the story, but the tale of secret
burials persists to this day. In fact the
record shows that Hobkirk was
welcomed by the Irish, who were
grateful for his medical assistance, and
that he made five or six visits to the dis-
trict. Indeed, he may have been too
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The Belfast church: St. John's Prebyterian Church, Pinette Mills (undated photograph).

thorough in his efforts, for he was
forced to sue the government to recover
his expenses and obtain his fees.

In addition to dispatching medical as-
sistance, the Lieutenant-Governor sent
Queens County coroner Daniel
Hodgson into the area to conduct an in-
quest into MacRae’s death. Meanwhile
the coroner for Kings County, David
Kaye, held inquests on the bodies of
James Kean (probably the *““Cain”
noted in the Royal Gazette) of Town
Road, Lot 66, and Michael Mulcahie of
Sparrows Road, Lot 66. It is worthy of
note that both men were from outside
the electoral district.

The verdict was the same for all three
inquests: willful murder by person or
persons unknown.

The Assembly considered the matter
and concluded, not surprisingly, that
the Sheriff had been justified in closing
the poll. They also requested a writ for a
new election.

In his report Cundall had considered
the possibility of conducting the elec-
tion at a later date; he concluded that no
election could be held in the district
“without the aid of a large armed force,
perhaps without the aid of the
Military.” Fearful at the prospect of a
repeat of the violence, Huntley
proposed that the Assembly pass
legislation allowing the election to be
held in Charlottetown. This was re-
jected on the basis that, besides depriv-
ing a large portion of the voters of their
franchise, the election would be

the means of bringing a large con-
course of people to Charlottetown
where greater facilities would be
afforded them for indulging in
those excesses which are
calculated rather to inflame than
allay their animosities.

They did, however, consider Cundall’s
views, and when the election was held in
Pinette Mills on 19 March 1847, some
200 soldiers, including the Garrison of
Charlottetown and a troop of cavalry,
guarded the hustings.

As things turned out the constables
were unnecessary — the nomination of
Douse and MaclLean was unopposed.
John MacDougall later stated that he
had not offered again in the by-election
because he felt it was his duty to do
what he could do avoid violence. Douse
and MacLean were able to take their
places in the House the same day.

At the close of the session Huntley
commented on the ‘‘melancholic
results” of the riot. He also noted the
efforts of the Assembly to make
legislative changes to prevent a recur-
rence of the event, notably a recommen-
dation of the committee on elections
calling for simultaneous voting at dif-
ferent polls within the same district.
This would put an end to roving gangs
following the election from poll to poll,
and the cumulative violence that
marked the 1846 contest. As well, by in-
creasing the number of polls the



Sheriff William Cundall, in an 1865
photo by Cyrus Lewis

number of voters at each one would be
reduced, and the confrontation of
groups from different communities in
great measure eliminated. The sugges-
tions were put into legislation in 1848
with the Third Electoral District of
Queens being carved into five polls,
none of them situated at Pinette Mills.

More than anything else it was this
change in the election law that brought
an end to conflict on the scale of the
Belfast Riot. There would be election
disturbances for years to come, but
never again would the combination of
interests, attitudes and attachments of
March 1, 1847 flare up in such a bloody
fashion.

Before the development of these
legislative measures many of the prin-
cipals in the Belfast drama had their
day in court. In June of 1847 the
Supreme Court sat on the adjourned
matter of the part played by John
Roach Bourke and other defendants in
the 1846 riots. Bourke received the
benefit of a jury that could not agree
and he was subsequently discharged.
For riot and assault James Burns,
Henry Burns, and Henry Brennick were
all sentenced to four months in the
county gaol.

At the same sitting of the court the
Grand Jury brought in a charge, based

primarily on the coroner’s inquest
evidence, against Patrick Lyons,
Patrick O’Connell, and Patrick Clarkin
(changed from ‘‘Brennack™) for the
murder of Malcolm MacRae. A second
presentment named some 20 Irish “‘and
divers others” for riot at Belfast. A
further riot charge stemming from the
election was laid against Richard Cur-
ran, Richard Gill, Henry Burns and
Alexander MacDonald.

The action against the large group of
Irish does not seem to have been
proceeded with, but the other riot
charge was heard by the court in
January, 1848. Henry Burns was
sentenced to a further four months in
gaol. The murder charge against Lyons
and the others was not heard until July,
1848 and after hearing 17 witnesses over
a two-day trial, the jury returned a ver-
dict of not guilty.

With the acquittal of Lyons, O’Con-
nell, and Clarkin, the trail of documents
comes to an end. The press of the
colony had shown a marked disinclina-
tion to keep the matter before the public
and the reports of the legal proceedings
are even shorter than the sparse court
minutes, The courtroom for the murder
trial was no doubt packed and it is
probable that reports of the testimony
circulated within the colony by word of
mouth, but public officials appear to
have been loath to pay any more heed to
the horrible event.

Our knowledge of the events of that
March day remains slight. The
eyewitness accounts are primarily from
the Scots viewpoint and there appear to
be no surviving Irish documents, such
as inquest reports on Keane and Mul-
cahie, which might give a more balanced
view.

The day is celebrated in Scots
folksong and tradition but there is only
silence from what in 1847 were the back
settlements, where the Irish lived.

If it is difficult to explain just what
happened at the Belfast riot it is even
more difficult to explain why. Yes, we
know that there were Scots and Irish,
and Catholics and Protestants, and land-
owners and tenants, and Tories and
reformers, but so were there at almost
every election at that time in the colony.
Why should these factors have com-
bined at Pinette Mills on 1 March 1847
to cause this bloody era in the otherwise
relatively peaceful history of the
colony? It is the still complex and
problematic nature of **Belfast™ which
holds our interest even today.

Bibliographic Note

Accounts of the Belfast Riot are to be
found in almost all volumes of general
history of the Island but they are by and
large sketchy and uncritical, repeating
information gleaned from the Royal
Gazette and from Appendix “I” of the
Journal of the House of Assembly for
1847 (which contains the reports of
Cundall and Hobkirk). [ have ad-
ditionally drawn upon seven eyewitness
accounts of the events leading up to the
death of MacRae that are found as
evidence taken in the inquest before
Daniel Hodgson. These accounts are
located in Record Group six at the
Public Archives of Prince Edward
Island. R.G.6 also contains the
Supreme Court records dealing with the
actions arising out of the troubles at
Belfast. These sources have apparently
not been previously used.

Some more recent accounts of the
riot contain details that first appeared
in Malcolm Macqueen’s Skye Pioneers
and “The Island”’. The Macqueen ver-
sion unfortunately depends on er-
roneous information obtained from
Legislative Librarian A.D. Fraser, and
on the reports of local informants who
have romanticized events and made ad-
ditional factual errors. Macqueen does,
however, supply original information
which there is no reason to doubt, such
as the age and origin of MacRae.

Brendan O’Grady’s “The Monaghan
Settlers,” in The Abegweit Review Vol.
4 No. | provides useful background in-
formation for the Irish, as do Mac-
queen’s book and Jean MacLennan’s
EFrom Shore to Shore for the Scots. A
fine study of the relationship between
the groups with thoughtful comments
on the Belfast Riot is Ian Ross
Robertson’s ‘‘Highlanders, Irishmen
and the Land Question in Nineteenth-
century Prince Edward Island™ in L.M.
Cullen and T.C. Smout, eds., Com-
parative Aspects of Scottish and Irish
Economic and Social History 1600-
1900. ;

The ballad “The Belfast Riot” is
found in Randall and Dorothy Dib-
blee’s Folksongs From Prince Edward
Island (1973). The song as an account
of the day’s events should be ap-
proached with some caution.



