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A Note on the Companion Guide and Glossary

This companion guide 1s designed to give audiences a brief understanding of the historical
characters, places, terms, and contexts that appear in Jamie Wilhams’ adaptation of A Christmas
Carol. While there are many complex layers of local history connected throughout the revised
narrative that we wish we could include, we also want the guide to be easily accessible and
enjoyable for a wide variety of audiences.

The companion guide 1s organized in order of appearance, rather than alphabetically, to follow
along with the narrative as experienced by the audience.

In addition to some brief biographies included are some notes regarding the historical context,
research and development of A Niagara Christmas Carol, and discussion regarding the selection of
historical characters to “stand mn” for some of Dickens’ original characters i this adaptation. This
1s not an exhaustive discussion, but we hope these msights deepen your appreciation of

St. Catharines in 1840 and help to make the setting upon which Scrooge’s revised journey plays
out that much more vivid.

Where appropriate we have included hyperlinks to a wide variety of blogs, lectures, and other
sources for further reading.

Adrian Petry, MA
Public Historian,
St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre

and

Jamie Williams,
Artistic Associate
The Foster Festival



Companion Guide and Glossary
Welland Canal (1829-1845)

Also known as the First Welland Canal, constructed between 1824 and 1829, with a further
extension to Port Colborne m 1833. It was enlarged by the first reconstruction between 1840 and

1845 known today as the Second Welland Canal (1845-1881).

To learn more about the Welland Canals, please plan a visit to the
St. Catharines Museum and Welland Canals Centre.

Erie Canal (1825-)

The Erie Canal was constructed between 1817 and 1825. It links Lake Erie at Buffalo with the
Atlantic Ocean through the Hudson River at New York City. Now a recreational waterway, the
Erie Canal’s commercial traffic peaked in 1855, surpassed by the reconstructions of the
Welland Canal, and the arrival of the railways. Many skilled labourers who built the Erie later
came to Niagara to build the Welland Canal.

Upper Canada (1791-1841)

Today makes up part of the Province of Ontario. The Province of Upper Canada was carved from
the Province of Quebec in 1791 to govern the central portion of British North America and to
accommodate Loyalist settlers arriving following the American Revolutionary War. It was named
for its geographical position above the headwaters of the St. Lawrence River.

Settlement was facilitated by displacing Indigenous Peoples through several treaties, including the
Between the Lakes Treaty of 1792, governing most of Niagara and the land on which the
Welland Canal was constructed.

To learn more about the Niagara treaties, please visit
The Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation

Lower Canada (1791-1841)

Today makes up part of the Province of Quebec. As above re: Upper Canada.

A Note on the Banks

With a population of 44,000 by 1840, Montreal had long established itself as the
commercial centre of British North America and W.H. Merritt spent a great deal
of time trying to secure loans from private firms, where he most certainly ran into
trouble with Scrooge-like lenders.


https://www.stcatharines.ca/en/arts-culture-and-events/st-catharines-museum-and-welland-canals-centre.aspx
https://mncfn.ca/mississaugas-treaty-at-niagara-1781/

United Province of Canada (1841-1867)

The Act of Union, 1840 merged the colonies of Upper and Lower Canada, dissolving their
separate parhaments replacing them with one. The province maintained some elements of the
previous division of legal systems and jurisdictions in renamed Canada West and Canada East.

Welland Canal Company (1824-1841)

Chartered i 1824 after relentless lobbying by William Hamilton Merritt and George Keefer,
among others, the Company was responsible for the financing and construction of the

Welland Canal.

Despite the large private funds raised through sale of shares, the Company relied on large
government loans which it struggled to service. The Company’s financial troubles and lots of bad
luck resulted mn the public buyout and reconstruction of the canal beginning in 1841.

Visit the Museum’s blog to learn more about
the Welland Canal Company and financing the Welland Canal.

A Note on The End of the Welland Canal Company

Deliberations considering the provincial government take over of the Welland
Canal had been underway since at least 1831. This plan was tenuous at best, and
its complexity added to the financial difficulties experienced by the already fragile
Welland Canal Company.

The provincial government buyout of private shareholders was essentially
organized by 1837 but was interrupted by the Panic of 1837 and the Rebellions of
1837-1838, and was put off, officially, until 1841.

The Welland Canal was then placed under the management of a Board of Works.

A Note on Investment

Scrooge and Marley are a good fit to represent the typical investor in the
company, the power they held over construction and operation, and the
frustration they expressed with the financial management of the Company.


https://stcatharinesmuseumblog.com/2021/11/06/how-the-story-goes-reexamining-the-story-of-the-first-welland-canal-part-1/

William Hamilton Merritt (1793-1862)

Veteran of the War of 1812, landowner, mill and store owner, businessman, abolitionist,
temperance advocate, and politician representing Haldimand and Lincoln Counties in the
Legislative Assemblies of Upper Canada and the United Province of Canada, respectively.
Considered the Father of Canadian Transportation.

A Note on Merritt

Merritt was the chief promoter of the Welland Canal Company and worked
tirelessly for its construction through lobbying and fundraising. His efforts
marked him responsible for successes and failures of the Company. The
government buyout of the Welland Canal Company was a long and difficult road
for Merritt, and the urgency and precariousness of the situation is well
represented in his fractious relationship with Scrooge.

Catharine Rodman Merritt (nee Prendergast) (1793-1862)

Wife of Willlam Hamilton Merrit. Daughter of prominent Doctor Jedidiah Prendergast, Catharine
and William met while the Prendergasts lived in St. Catharines. They returned to their New York
home in 1811. Catharine and William were reunited in 1815 after his stay in Massachusetts as a
Prisoner of War, when they married, and returned to St. Catharines.

Catharine Merritt (1829-1830)

Daughter of William and Catharine Merritt, who died in infancy. Only three of the six children
born to William and Catharine survived to adulthood. Catharine serves as inspiration for the
character of Kate, establishing a fictional alternative exploring William’s relationship with his
daughter.

Lt. Colonel George Phillpotts (d. 1853)

Philpotts received his commuission in the Royal Engineers in 1811 and served in the Canadas
during the War of 1812. He was Aide-de-Camp to Lt. Governor Sir John Colborne in 1833. In
1838 Philpotts was commissioned by Lord Durham to study and report on the condition of all the
Canadian Canals.

John Henry Dunn (1792-1854)

Dunn was a local businessman, and the Receiver General of Upper Canada and the Province of
Canada. At Merritt’s urging, he served as president of the Welland Canal Company from 1825 to
1833. He later represented Toronto from 1841-1844 in the Legislative Assembly of the

Province of Canada.



A Note on Reports

Several reports were commissioned to study the condition of the Welland Canal,
especially as the government of Upper Canada began to loan more money to the
project. Reports from as early as 1829 identified engineering failures and the
limited capacity that would lead to the canal’s reconstruction.

Philpott’s survey of the First Canal and his recommendations of its reconstruction
and enlargement are foundational to our understanding of the poor condition and
challenges experienced by the First Canal, and the decision making surrounding
the engineering of the Second Welland Canal. Nevertheless, the report was not
complimentary of Merritt or the Welland Canal Company. The report was
published in 1842.

Field Marshall Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington
(1769-1852)

Wellington was an Anglo-Irish British Army officer famous of defeating Napoleon at the
Battle of Waterloo, 1815. He served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 1828-1830
and again i 1834. Merritt convinced the Duke to buy a few shares in the

Welland Canal Company in 1827.

A Note on Fundraising

Merritt spent most of his time between 1825 and 1833 fundraising in Montreal,
throughout New York, and in London. Securing a famous investor like the

Duke of Wellington was part his public relations strategy and later helped secure
loans from the Imperial government.

Robert and Jenny Gallagher

The Gallagher family are fictional characters who serve as a hybridization of the itinerant Irish
labourers living alongside the Welland Canal between 1837 and 1850, and the Cratchit family
from A Christrmas Carol.

Learn more about the experiences of the Irish Labourers on the Second Welland Canal.



https://youtube.com/live/YWdc_SvBNDA?feature=share

A Note on the Irish Labourers

Beginning in earnest following the closure of several American canal projects due
to the Panic of 1837, and later compounded by the Great Famine, thousands of
Irish immigrants arrived in St. Catharines and camped alongside the works of
the Welland Canal waiting for work. Over 5000 Irish men, women, and children
arrived in a 5-year period. The Population of St. Catharines during this time was
approximately 3500.

Documenting their arrival and requesting government support, the Niagara
District Council noted: “Welland Canal acts as a beacon light to the whole
redundant and transient population of not only British America, but of the
United States.”

Their destitution led them to rob local farmers and stores for food and supplies.
With no social safety net to aid them, charity and care was organized by local
churches and benevolent societies. Living conditions were not only defined by
diseases like malaria and cholera, the cold, starvation, and overcrowding, but also
by the dangers of the worksite they lived alongside.

Dr. Theophilus Mack (1820-1881)

Mack served as president of the Board, as well as manager and consulting physician of the

St. Catharines General and Marine Hospital (est. 1865). In 1874 he established the St. Catharines
Traming School for Nurses which operated from the General campus until the program was taken
on by Niagara College in 1973. Mack served as coroner, water commissioner, and was one of two
physicians imterviewed in 1863 by the Freedman’s Commission investigating the condition of
Freedom Seekers living in Canada West. He claimed to be the first practicing doctor in Canada
West specializing in women’s health and diseases.

Captain John McCarthy (1794-1883)

McCarthy was rumoured to have shot the man responsible for killing Major General

Sir Isaac Brock during the Battle of Queenston Heights. He ran McCarthy’s Tavern, also known
as Keaton Manor, from 1828-1837. The house still stands today at 1590 St. Paul Street and is now
a private residence.

The Assembly

Fither of Upper Canada or the United Province of Canada, the Legislative Assembly was the
elected lower house in the bicameral parliament.



Slabtown (1837-1855)

A sometimes-pejorative nickname for the shantytown that developed along the

Second Welland Canal. It was comprised of shacks and sheds built by Irish immigrants from
off-cut wooden slabs, fence rails, and other recycled material. Slabtown was located between

St. Catharines and the escarpment, centered along Oakdale Avenue, and what 1s today Merritton.

Slabtown was slowly cleaned up as its residents either emigrated or settled more permanently in
the area. Most of the government land, and some private parcels were sold to the Welland Canal
Loan Company in 1851, which with the arrival of the railway, was tasked with encouraging
development in what they called Welland City, later to be renamed Merritton.

Private Lewis Toliver (n.d.)

Toliver was a formerly enslaved person who left Maryland and arrived in Niagara-on-the-Lake 1n
1837. Toliver enlisted in the newly reformed Coloured Corps Militia and served from 1837 to
1849. He 1s the great-great grandfather of Canadian journalist and television personality

Nerene Virgin.

The Coloured Corps (2nd Iteration, 1837-1851)

Raised in response to the Rebellions of 1837-1838, the second iteration of the Coloured Corps was
comprised of free and formerly enslaved Black men from Canada and Freedom Seekers from the
United States in militia units in Niagara, Toronto, Chatham, and Windsor.

Following the Rebellions, the Coloured Companies were amalgamated mnto a single unit and
retained on permanent “frontier duty” (border defence, road building, etc.,) in Niagara and
Chatham. In 1840, at the request by the Board of Works, the Governor General garrisoned a
company of 200 Coloured Corps troops along the Welland Canal, head quartered in

Port Robinson.

The Coloured Corps were disbanded in 1851 as the conclusion of the few remaining construction
projects subsided any remaining tensions.

The Deep Cut

Named for a 3.2-kilometre (2 miles) excavation through a hill between Allanburg and

Port Robinson. The depth of excavation needed through the hill and to make the Welland River
the water source for the canal was between 9.1-18.2 metres (30-60 feet). For more, see

Broad Creek and the Feeder Canal.

The excavation of the Deep Cut was the most challenging part of the construction of the

Welland Canals. Merritt described it as “the only formidable obstacle.” “Tenacious” blue clay that
turned to slurry when wet caused frequent landshdes and bank collapses killing countless workers
and bankrupting several contractors. Soil composition south of Allanburg remained a challenge
even during the construction of the Welland Ship Canal 100 years later.
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A Note on Canalside Violence and the Battle of Slabtown

There was never enough work on the canal reconstruction for the huge number of
Irish labourers that arrived at the worksite. Desperate for work, they grouped
along old divisions: protestant vs. Catholic, Connaughtmen vs. Corkians. These
divisions fueled mistrust, strikes, skirmishes, and outright riots.

The Board of Works established a small 10-person police force, but the Coloured
Corps and other militia units were frequently called in to help when the Riot Act
was read. The presence of the Coloured Corps alone was sometimes enough to
prevent strikes or the outbreak of violence, but other times they were dropped
into the fray to police labourers, protect canal property from damage or theft, and
to physically intervene in riots, even though they were usually outnumbered.

On July 12, 1849, a parade of protestant Orangemen celebrating the

“Glorious Twelfth” devolved into a violent riot now remembered as the

“Battle of Slabtown.” 300 Irish Catholics turned out to protest the parade and
celebration at Duffin’s Inn on Oakdale Avenue. Two men were killed and several
others injured when the Orangemen opened fire on the crowd. The Coloured
Corps responded but by the time they arrived the chaos had ended. No one was
convicted during the inquest.

After the Battle of Slabtown, part of the Corps and a unit of the Queen’s Rifles
were stationed in St. Catharines until construction was finally completed the and
the Corps disbanded in 1851.

Broad Creek and The Feeder Canal

Broad Creek 1s a fork of the Grand River between Port Maitland and Stromness which was the
original south-western terminus of the Feeder Canal. The names were used interchangeably since
Broad Creek was the headwaters of the Feeder. The construction camps along the Feeder Canal
between Port Maitland and Welland were particularly destitute due to their remote location,
marshy conditions, and persistence of malaria.

The Feeder Canal was constructed when i1t became clear that the Deep Cut could not be dug deep
enough to make the Welland River the water source for the canal as iitially intended. Instead, the
Grand River was dammed at Dunnville and water brought along the 40km ditch to the Junction at
Welland. The Feeder served as the water source for the canal until summut level with Lake Erie
was finally achieved during the construction of the Third Welland Canal in the 1870s.

Learn more about the challenges building the First Welland Canal.

11


https://youtube.com/live/HFscC39G6l8?feature=share

Catherine Sparrow (n.d.)

A woman of all work and sometimes-domestic servant to the Rykert family. In 1855 she was
convicted a third time for milking cows belonging to John C. Rykert in his field and then making
away with the milk to sell at the market. Sparrow’s past 1s just dark enough that she 1s the perfect
stand-in for Dickens’ original housekeeper Mrs. Dilber.

Elias Smith Adams (1799-1863)

Adams was a local businessman, militaman, Magistrate for the Niagara District Council and later
Lincoln County. Adams served as President of the Police Board from 1846-1849, and as the first
mayor of the town of St. Catharines from 1852-1859. Adams married Susan Merritt in 1823, sister
of William Hamilton Merritt.

A Note on the Justice System in Upper Canada

The justice system was complexly divided into several layers. The most serious
crimes were heard by the Assizes, whose judges were appointed provincially and
travelled to each district to hear cases twice a year. The Quarter sessions were
similarly held quarterly in each district or county to hear cases of a less serious
nature. Local magistrates preliminarily heard all cases and sent serious offences
to the upper courts or delivered sentences for minor offences within their
purview.

Adams, one of many magistrates and as President of the Police Board was
primarily responsible for sentencing petty crimes consisting of small thefts,
working on the sabbath, selling goods at the market without a license, dog
licensing, drunk and disorderly conduct, minor property variances, and in the
case of Catherine Sparrow: stealing milk directly from her employer’s cows.

Winter Studies and Summer Rambles
by Anna Brownell Jameson, 1838

The best known of all nineteenth century Canadian travel books, it 1s Jameson’s wonderfully
entertaining account of her adventures, ranging from gleeful observations about the pretensions of
high society i the colonies to a “wild expedition” she took by canoe into the mterior.

12



Bowes Hall Academy

Bowes became famous for the “schools for scandal” in Victorian times. Its most notorious
mcarnation was Dotheboys Hall, said to have inspired the infamous school in Charles Dickens’
“Nicholas Nickelby”. These schools were frequently brutal with cruel, tyrannical teachers who ran
their istitutions like juvenile prisons. They were rarely inspected so were able to impose their own
harsh, unregulated regimes and teaching methods.

James McGill (1744-1813)

A merchant, office holder, politician, landowner, militia officer, and philanthropist who 1s the
namesake of McGill University. He dealt with mill owners, farmers, and trappers in the Niagara,
Upper Canada, and further mland for his import-export business.

Andrew McGill (1754-1805)

Brother and partner to James McGill.

Marie-Charlotte Trottier McGill (1747-1818)

Wite of James McGill. Widow of Joseph-Amable Trottier Desrivieres (1732-1771). Educated at
the Ursuline Convent, Quebec, she was the daughter of Guillaume Guillimin.

A Note on Henry Mittleberger (1802-1879)

Scrooge’s journey from McGill’s (the stand-in for Dickens’ Fezziwig) in Montreal
to St. Catharines was partly inspired by the true story of Henry Mittleberger
(1802-1879). Mittleberger was born in Montreal and came to St. Catharines in
1817 at the invitation of William Hamilton Merritt to be the clerk of the Welland
Canal Company.

Robert Hamilton (1753-1809)

Fur trader turned military supplier turned politician, judge, and landowner, Robert Hamilton held
the largest portfolio of land along Twelve Mile Creek i what 1s now St. Catharines. When his
popular wife Catharine died in 1796, he deeded land near the corner of St. Paul Street and
Ontario Street for a church at “St. Catharines” in her memory. While no official document names
this Catharine as the city’s namesake, historians agree she is the likely candidate.

Unfortunately, land speculation left Hamilton’s estate in financial straits, and it took many years to
probate his will, much to the frustration of his eight sons and one daughter.

13



Belle Hamilton

A fictionalised version of Dickens’ character Belle from A Christmas Carol The character 1s
tailored to facilitate the historical context of this adaptation. While Robert Hamilton did have a
daughter by his second wife, she was not named Belle.

Moses Cook (1804-1882)

In this adaptation, fictional Belle 1s married to real life Moses Cook, a builder and developer, and
mill owner. He owned a large house named Westchester Place (demolished 1948) on
Westchester Avenue.

Learn more about the Cook family and Westchester Place.

Shipman’s Corners
The corner of St. Paul Street and Ontario Street where Paul Shipman had a tavern that served as
post office and stagecoach stop between 1789 and at least the 1830s. “Shipman’s Corners” along

with “The Twelve” served as place names for St. Catharines until that name was more formally
adopted and i use through the 1810s.

St. Paul Street 1s also named m Shipman’s honour, but prior to settlement it was known as the
Iroquois Trail, an important route used by Indigenous Peoples between Albany and Detroit.

The Welland Canal Company charter was signed by the first Board of Directors, including Paul
Shipman, at his tavern in November of 1824.

Coureurs de Bois

“Runner of the Woods.” This term refers to independent French and French-Canadian fur traders
who operated in North America from the 17th and 18" centuries. They trapped and traded furs,
particularly beaver pelts, with Indigenous Peoples and ventured far into the wilderness to do so.

Pemmican

Historically, an important part of Indigenous cuisine, a mixture of tallow, dried meat and
sometimes dried berries.

Fartleberry
A not very nice word to call someone.
Murphies

Irish slang for “potatoes.”
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Sir John Beverly Robinson (1791-1863)

Lawyer, judge, politician, and first Chief Justice of Canada West (1841-1862), Robinson 1s
considered the leader of the Family Compact. Robinson was an original sharecholder in the
Welland Canal Company and its main political supporter in the government through 1839. Both
Port Beverly and Port Robinson are named in his honour.

A Note on Government Leadership

The government was dominated by a small group of white, British, Anglican men
known as the Family Compact. William Hamilton Merritt was not a member of
the Compact and was not really a partisan politician but often befriended anyone
in power from whom he needed support.

John Barentse Yates (1784-1836)

A lawyer, judge, politician, and lottery financier, Yates was the single largest investor and
shareholder in the Welland Canal Company, sinking at least $100,000 (by 1836) of his own
fortune mto the project. Yates Street 1s named n his honour.

A Note on Yates

Yates was deeply invested in the project and was firmly committed to the canal
remaining a private enterprise, hoping someday to reap the benefits of his
investments. By 1835 it was clear to Merritt and Yates that only deep pockets in
the United States could rescue the Company and Yates was tasked with securing
a loan from American banks. He was firmly against the government takeover of
the Canal Company, but the government was equally fearful of eventual
monopoly of American ownership.

One of his last missives to Merritt read:

“I am tired out and wish I had never seen the canal, or anything connected. It has
embittered my life here as well as there.”

Yates died in July 1836. In August 1836, the government began the process of
buying out shareholders.
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Annie McCarthy

A fictionalized daughter of Captain John McCarthy. Annie stands-in for Fred’s wife from the
Dickens’ version.

William Chace (n.d)
Store owner of “William Chace’s Old Established Cheap Store” and lock tender Lock 3.

Chace advertised goods as early as 1830 from his “Old Established Cheap Store” which he ran
from his quarters alongside the canal. He sold everything from dry goods, to groceries, wines and
liquor, to ‘genuine’ medicines, crockery, and paints, which were “offered extremely low for cash or
produce.”

Lock 3, Second Welland Canal

Lock 3 of the Second Welland Canal was built where the Welland Canal split from 12-Mile Creek
and looped eastward toward Canal Valley. Remnants of Lock 3 are visible from the Merritt Trail
next to Hwy 406 below Westchester Avenue. Built between 1841 and 1845, Lock 3 also featured a
dry-dock used by the Shickluna Shipyards. Lock 3 was abandoned and dewatered in 1920 but,

while buried, has mostly survived several major construction projects.

Learn more about the routes of the old Welland Canals.

A Note on William Chace and Lock 3

Finding a suitable stand-in for Old Joe and his nefarious shop from the original
story was not difficult. That Chace was operating a store from his lock tending
quarters in the isolated and removed confines of Lock 3 below downtown, perhaps
welcoming more questionable clientele from the ships passing by solidified
Chace’s store as the destination for Catherine Sparrow to bring Scrooge’s
belongings for barter.

Quarter Eagle

A "quarter eagle" was an American gold coin valued at $2.50. There were no quarter eagle coins
produced by the government or the Bank of Upper Canada; however, before a single currency was
established n the 1850s, several types of currency circulated in Upper Canada, and U.S. gold coins
may have been among them, and someone like Scrooge most definitely would have had access to
one.
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