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ABSTRACT
BRITISH NORTH AMERICANS WHO FOUGHT IN
THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR, 1861 - 1865

Danny R. Jerkins, Supervisor:
University of Ottawa, 1993 Professor Béatrice Craig

Between 33,000 and 55,000 British North Americans (BNAs) fought in
the American Civil War. Historians though, have largely overlooked or
misinterpreted the BNAs’ contribution. Most historical accounts portray
BNAs as mercenaries, bounty jumpers, or as the victims of press gangs. Many
works imply that most BNAs were kidnapped, or drugged and hauled while
unconscious across the border to “volunteer.” We are also told that BNAs
expended enormous amounts of energy attempting to secure their discharges,
and of necessity, had to be placed under guard to prevent their desertion.
Nowhere, however, are we informed about average BNAs. Most were
neither victims nor abusers of the American recruitment system.
Unfortunately, their large and significant contributions to the Union’s war
effort are all but lost, as historians have tried to capture the more exciting and
extraordinary side of BNA recruitment. Such an unbalanced portrayal of
BNAs characterizes them as inferior soldiers, and that is a disservice to both
BNAs, and to the units in which they served. Much of the misunderstanding
surrounding BNAs stems from the lack of a common definition for BNA,
and through a failure by researchers to appreciate the significance of the
changing nature of the Civil War soldiers’ enlistment motivations. My

study, on the other hand, concentrates on average BNAs and, in the process,
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tries to come to grips with their true reasons for enlisting. In the end, the
payolf is a more balanced depiction of BNA troops; and the discovery that
BNAs were not a homogeneous group of men. There were two basic types:
those who resided in the United States before their enlistment, and those
who crossed the frontier from the British provinces to volunteer. Both types
were willing recruits, but otherwise they showed unique characteristics and
enrolment behaviour. American resident BNAs enlisted in patterns much
like their American neighbours and friends, while British North American
resident BNAs were, in the main, driven by the enlistment bounty. The

distinction is important if a better understanding of BNAs is to be achieved.
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INTRODUCTION

Upwards of 50,000 British North Americans (BNAs) served in the
Union a:mies during the American Civil War.l However, published
material regarding these men suffers in both its quantity and scope of
analysis. Most of the available writings are misleading and distorting, and
present BNAs as either soldiers of fortune, lacking any moral fibre, or as
helpless victims, forced into the army’s ranks. Researchers have too often
focused their efforts on the sensational and the exceptional aspects of BNA
enlistments, rather than on average BNAs. The result is an unrealistic
portrayal of common BNAs: one filled with stereotypes and inaccuracies.
Almost entirely missing is any mention of the vast majority who were
willing volunteers. The principal aim of this thesis is to restore some balance
to the BNAs’ story, by finding and presenting common volunteers; to
discover who they were, why they enlisted, and what their reactions were to
the Civil War experience. Fulfilling these wide objectives requires an in-
depth look at the socio-economic background of BNAs, an analysis of their

enlistment behaviour, and a study of their letters home. Ultimately, this

1 James Robertson, Soldiers Blue and Gray (1988; Columbia; Warner
Books Inc., 1991) 28, writes that 15,000 Canadians were in the Union
ranks; whereas, Benjamin Gould, Investigations in the Military and
Anthropological Statistics of American Soldiers (1869; New York: Arno
Press, 1979) 27, writes that 53,532 BNAs were in the Union army. Other
accounts give figures between the two, although most estimates fall
between 40,000 and 50,000.
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study will present a more accurate interpretation of the life and times of BNA
soldiers than is currently available.

At the moment, there is some confusion over who BNAs were and
why they enlisted. This is partly due to the lack of a common definition for
BNA. Historical works regularly employ the term ‘Canadian’ when discussing
BNAs but, since the Dominion of Canada did not exist at the time, it is
unclear ic whom the ‘erm ‘Canadian’ refers.2 Sometimes it seems ‘Canadian’
includes all those living in British North America; other times it appears
Maritimers are excluded. Sometimes ‘Canadian’ includes people born in
British North America, but living in the United States; other times
American residents are excluded and, it is never clear if historians count
immigrants to the provinces as ‘Canadians.’ Such a tangled interpretation of
who to include ultimately tells us little about BNA volunteers, and serves
only to impede research.

To avoid similar confusion, this paper employs a specific definition,
and uses the term British North American, rather than Canadian. For the
purposes of this study, British North Americans are individuals who were
born in one of the British North American provinces of Canada, New
Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, or Newfoundland. Where
they resided is not an issue. Thus, individuals living in the Uniled States at
the time of their enlistment are included, while immigrants to the British
Colonies are not.

One result of not having a standard definition, is confusion as to why

BN As enlisted. Historians often attribute enlistment motives to BNAs that

2 Robin Winks, in Canada and the United States: The Civil War Years,
(1960; Montreal: Harvest House Ltd., 1971) 180, addresses the confusion
over the term ‘Canadian’.




are not necessarily accurate. At times, assigned motives are even
contradictory. Lois Darroch, for instance, in a 1991 publication, wrote that
“the desire to end slavery” “overshadowed” all other motives.® On the other

hand, Robin Winks, in his book Canada and the United States: The Civil

War_Years, argued that BNAs were either crimped into service, conscripted,
or served only to receive the enlistment bounty.# Fred Shannon, in “The
Mercenary Factor in the Creation of the Union Army,” likewise saw the
bounty as important. He believed ‘Canadians’ could be “induced to cross the
border [to] enlist for as little as $100, which,” he said, “they seldom received.”®

On the other hand, Fred Landon wrote, in his book Western Ontario and the

American Frontier, that although enlistment bounties attracted many BNAs,

“numbers of young Canadians joined either for adventure or because of their
belief that they were fighting in a good cause.”¢ Marcus Hansen, in The

Mingling of the Canadian and American Peoples, wrote that some BNAs

enlisted out of sympathy for the Northern cause, but most joined for the
sizable bounties. He also stated that French Canadians “sought the

excitement offered by the campaigns as a welcome break in the routine of

3 Lois Darroch, “Canadians in the American Civil War”, Ontario History
83.1 (March, 1991): 55.

4  Robin Winks, Canada and the United States 180, 184; and “The Creation
of a Myth: ‘Canadian’ Enlistments in the Northern Armies During the
American Civil War”, The Canadian Historical Review 39.1 (March,
1958): 36.

5 Fred Shannon, “The Mercenary Factor in the Creation of the Union

Army”, The Mississippi Valley Historical Review 12 (June, 1925 to
March, 1926): 535.

6  Fred Landon, Western Ontario and the American Frontier {1941,
Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1967) 214.




life.”7 Since none of these historians conducted a thorough examination of
BNA enlistments, the result is a confused historical interpretation.

Rather than discussing the majority of BNAs, historians have limited
their inquiry to controversial, shocking or exceptional aspects of BNA war-
time involvement. Crimping, bounty jumping (the activity whereby men
enlisted for money and then deserted, only to enlist somewhere else and
repeat their offence), and desertion are favourite topics. For example, in a

fourteen page article by Peterson and Hudson, found in Civil War History,

entitled “Foreign Recruitment for Union Forces” there are only four
sentences devoted to BNAs, and all deal with illegal recruitment practices.
There is no mention that volunteers far out-numbered the victims of press
gangs.® In fact, whole articles devoted to crimping in Canada are available, bul
none that deal with the common recruit. The fixation on kidnapping,
drugging and other immoral and illegal recruitment practices distorts not
only our reading of BNAs, but our understanding of life in British North
America. Most accounts imply that BNAs were fools, constantly beguiled by
some cunning crimp, or that British colonials lived in terror, never knowing
when they would be dragged off to the American side and “volunteered” into
the Union army. One would think that it was a daily sight to see BNAs
hauled kicking and screaming across the frontier. If true, British North

America contained more than its fair share of dupes.? Occasionally there were

7 Marcus Lee Hansen, The Mingling of the Canadian and_American
Peoples, (1940, Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 1970) 142.

8  Peterson and Hudson, “Foreign Recruitment for Union Forces”, Civil
War History 7 (1961): 186.

9  See Eugene Murdock, Patriotism Limited, 1862 - 1865. The Civil War
Draft and the Bounty System, (Kent State University Press, 1967) 112 -
117; Marguerite Hamer “Luring Canadian Soldiers Into Union Lines
During the War Between the States”, Canadian Historical Review 27.2




kidnappings and druggings, but force was not the normal means by which
BNAs entered the American service.

In addition to crimping, bounties and bounty jumping are popular
topics. Fred Shannon’s statement that Canadians could be induced for as little
as $100 to join, and then be tricked out of receiving even that amount, is
typical. One or two lines, dropped into the middle of a discussion without
any caveats attached to them, portray BNAs as not only mercenary in motive,

but stupid as well.

Ella Lonn, author of Foreigners in the Union Army and Navy, did not
serve BNAs any better. The sheer size of Lonn’s work prevented her from
looking closely at specific groups of people, and in particular at BNAs. In the
end, Lonn failed to understand them. Her surprise that individuals from
Brilish North America considered themselves Nova Scotians, or Canadians,
or New Brunswickians, or Prince Edward Islanders before they considered
themselves British North Americans is an indication of the depth of her
misunderstanding.l? Did she not know that the British provinces were
independent of each other at the time of the American Civil War?

Lonn tended to use BNAs as examples of corruption. She rarely, or
never, mentioned them in her chapters dealing with the better qualities of
foreign troops. For example, in the chapter entitled “The Regular Army of

the United States in 1861,” Lonn outlined the positive role played by various

(1946} 150 -162; William Raney “Recruiting and Crimping in Canada
for the Northern Forces, 1861 - 1865”, The Mississippi Valley Historical
Review 9 (June, 1922 to March, 1923): 21 - 33; Helen MacDonald
Canadian Public Opinion on the American Civil War (1926; New York:
Octagon Books, 1974) 179 - 183; Winks, Canada and the United States 192
to 200; Ella Lonn, Foreigners in the Union Army and Navy (1951; New
York: Greenwood Press, 1969) 436 - 478.

10 Lonn, Foreigners 150.




nationalities in the pre-war American army, but made no mention of the
numerous BNAs then in service. In the chapter entitled “Knights-Errant and
Soldiers of Fortune” she made no reference to any BNA ‘knights’ who
enlisted to fight for the cause. There were no BNA surgeons listed in the
chapter dealing with the special services, though several Union surgeons
were BNAs. Lonn did not discuss BNA contributions to the war effort, nor
mention the twenty-nine BNA Medal of Honor recipients, nor the several
BNAs achieving a general ofticer rank. Instead, Lonn referred to BNAs when
discussing bounty jumping, draft evasion, kidnapping and other crimping
activities.ll She also detailed attempts by a few individuals to secure their
release from the army through the intercession of Lord Lyons, the British
Minister at Washington.12 When discussing the quality of foreign born
troops Lonn gave two examples of poor recruits: one was a BNA.13

Robin Winks, a leading historian on matters relating to British North
America during the Civil War, maintained the idea that BNAs were mostly
unwilling recruits. To Winks, BNAs were either forced into American
service, or were mercenary in motive and, once enroled, expended enormous
effort in trying to secure a discharge. Winks’ thesis though, demanded a
particular view of BNA soldiers. His goal was to demonstrate that American
- British North American relations during the war was a hot-bed of animosity
and distrust.14 He could not easily do this if 40,000 or more BNAs willingly
volunteered. As Winks himself said: “If even the smallest of these figures

[40,000] were accepted, it would provide strong support for the contention that

11 Lonn, Foreigners 439, 446, 451, 455, 458 - 464.
12 Lonn, Foreigners 465 - 474.
13 Lonn, Foreigners 486.

14 Winks, “Creation of a Myth,” 26; Canada and the United States, Chapter
Ten.




the provinces were pro-Northern in sentiment.”1> Instead, Winks
emphasized the more negative aspects of the BNA: crimping, bounty
enlistments, bounty jumping, applying for discharge and so on, to show that
there was no love lost between the United States and the British provinces.
As a result, Winks lost sight of the majority of BNAs -- men neither crimped,
conscripted, bounty jumpers, nor shirkers. In fact, there was no analysis of

common BNAs in his work. Winks simply stated that:

there were undoubtedly several thousand British
North Americans who enlisted in the Northern
army because of a desire (o help put down slavery,
who gave no thought to a discharge, and who
served honorably and sometimes with exceptional
bravery and skill throughout their term of
enlistment or throughout the war.16

He then offered several examples of honourable BNAs. However, his few
positive comments are all but buried in a chapter devoted to less meritorious
BNA conduct.

More positive views of BNA soldiers are rare. Lois Darroch though, is
one historian who believes that BNAs mainly enlisted to help defeat slavery.
Darroch’s evidence is almost wholly derived from letters written by four of
her ancestors who served in the Northern armies. The value of these letters
cannot be denied, but it is unrealistic to assume that the motives of these four
men, and one or two others, represent the 50,000 ‘Canadians’ she says served.

The historians’ concentration on extremes is largely due to the nature

of the sources consulted. Political and diplomatic records, specifically the

15 winks, Canada and the United States 179.
16 Winks, Canada and the United States 187.



governor general’s records, have supplied the bulk of the evidence.
However, information obtained from the governor generals records, or from
the records of some other governmental agency, do not fairly depict average
BNAs. BNAs would not have announced their enlistment to the
government; it was an infringement of the Foreign Enlistment Act for a
British subject to enlist in a foreign army.'? Only BNAs with an exceptional
case, who wanted out, or whose parents wanted them out, wrote Lo the
governor general. Those who wrote were not naive, they did not say ‘my son
volunteered, please help obtain his discharge;’ if they had they would have
received no help at all. Their letters indicate that chicanery was employed,
that ‘young Johnny’ had been tricked, induced, carried off, led astray or
drugged, but in no way had he volunteered. In other words, information
found in government records deals with extraordinary, not ordinary BNAs.

Also, historians have not used newspapers to their fullest. Stories
concerning crimps are readily picked up on, but BNA letters are overlooked.
Robin Winks’ study proves a good example. Winks did an outstanding job
describing how editors, and perhaps public opinion, was, to varying degrees,
anti-Northern in sentiment, but he missed the letters by BNAs printed in the
newspapers he examined. Newspapers, to be sure, were not bristling with
BNA correspondence, but many letters expressed opinions at odds with the
editorials and the crimping stories Winks concentrated on. It is not
surprising that his conclusions are negative. The same can be said about the
work of other historians.

Available explanations for BNA involvement also fail to fully

appreciate the importance of the year in which enlistments took place.

17 Winks, Canada and the United States 182.




Enlistment motives changed over the course of the war, and mono-causal
explanations for BNA involvement are inadequate. For example, there is
wide agreement among scholars that BNAs volunteered only to receive the
enlistment bounty; however, this opinion does not explain the thousands of
BNA enlistments that occurred in 1861 and 1862, years when bounties were
inconsequential. Equally inadequate is the opinion that the defeat of slavery
was the main driving force behind BNA recruitment. The desire to end
slavery does not explain the surge in BNA enlistments that occurred in 1865,
when the war was nearly over. The majority of men who wanted an end to
slavery would certainly have enlisted before then.

Moreover, where BNAs lived had an impact on when and why they
enlisted; yet, apart from Winks, historians have not taken residency into
account when assigning motives to BNAs. Those BNAs who were long-term
residents of the United States displayed enlistment behaviour far different
from that shown by BNAs who crossed the frontier to volunteer. BNAs
living in the United States were closer to the events leading up to the
rebellion, and may even have participated in the election that sparked the
secession of South Carolina, the first State to break from the Union. These
BNAs would have felt emotions and pressures similar to those affecting their
American neighbours and friends. It was, after all, their homes that were
directly threatened by the crisis. BNAs residing north of the border could not
possibly have felt the same fears, worries, enthusiasms, pressures and
emotions towards the war and the issues involved. As such, distinctions
must be made between those BNAs domiciled in the United States before the
war, and those who entered the country once the conflict was actively

engaged, if meaningful conclusions are to be drawn.
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Furthermore, there are no studies available that outline the BNAs’
social, economic, and political circumstances, though such influences
undoubtedly played a significant role in their enlistment decisions. A
wealthy doctor, for example, would not likely have found a $500 enlistment
bounty a sufficient inducement to enlist, but he might have held the defence
of some principle -- say, the defeat of slavery -- as ample cause. An
unemployed labourer, having never seen a black man, probably would not
have enlisted to help free slaves in the deep south, but would likely have
viewed a $500 enlistment bounty as very attractive.

We must also recognize that there were long-term factors pushing and
pulling BN As into the United States, and ultimately into the army. Hitherto,
more immediate causes for BNA enlistments have been the focus: bounties,
adventure seeking, prestige and rank, the preservation of the Union, and so
forth. However, from the 1840s onward, the British North American
colonies witnessed a massive exodus of its population to the United States.
By 1860 there were nearly 250,000 British North Americans living there, a
huge number, representing 7.9% of the total colonial population. By 1870,
Canadians living in the United States numbered almost 500,000, or 13.4% of
the Canadian population. The year 1900 saw nearly 1.2 million Canadians
making their homes in the United States; that is, 22% of the Canadian born
population had left Canada.l8 BNAs were part of the early migrations, and
need to be considered in that context. Viewing them in isolation, and
without respect for the conditions they faced, has contributed to the current
misunderstandings plaguing BNAs. The larger movement may provide

clues to explain why BNAs volunteered. Therefore, when discussing BNA

18  william Marr and Donald Paterson, Canada: An Economic History,
(Torcnto: Gage Publishing Limited, 1980) 179.
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enlistment bechaviour, we should consider both the short-term elements
affecting decisions, and the larger environment in which those decisions
were made.

A revised view of the BNA is clearly in order: one that deals with
common recruits, not with extraordinary cases. Only after identifying
‘rormal’ BNAs can critical conclusions be made. To do this, the subject will
be approached in two ways. Chapter One will attempt to discover, through a
statistical examination of BNAs enroled in New York State, who BNAs were,
and why they volunteered. Part of this requires our determining the number
of BNAs in question, and an analysis of the ‘average’ BNAs' socio-economic
background. It also entails a study of BNA enlistment behaviour.
Explanations offered for BNA enrolment will then have the benefit of
statistical backing. As statistics cannot capture all the diverse human
elements involved in decision making, an analysis of BNA correspondence is
necessary. Chapter Two makes full use of BNA letters, adding flesh and blood
to the numbers presented in the previous chapter. From the letters we learn
first hand why BNAs joined. We also learn what the war experiences were
like for British subjects in the Union army. We will see BNAs for what they
were, and not for what we want them, or imagine them, to have been.
Combined, the two chapters fulfil the larger goal of this paper: to present a
balanced picture of the BNA. The study of British North Americans who
fought in the American Civil War is a vast topic, and I make no claims that
everything needing to be said can be found in this paper -- far from it. This is

only the beginning, a first glimpse at a group of people too long overlooked.



CHAPTER 1
THE BNA: A STATISTICAL PROFILE

1.1 The Sources

This chapter includes an estimate of the number of BNAs enroled, as
well as an analysis of their residency, pre-war occupations, age at enlisimenl,
marital status, education levels, and enlistment behaviour. It reveals the
existence of two basic ‘types’ of BNA: those who lived in the British
provinces prior to their enlistment, and those who were residents of the
United States before signing-up. Their differences become especially apparent
when examining motives for enlistment. BNAs who crossed the border to
enlist showed opposite enlistment patterns from those BNAs already living
in the United States when the war began; a single, blanket molive simply
does not fit the BNAs. In addition, the analysis provides information about a
population larger than BNAs enroled in the Union army; the enlisted men
represent a cross-section of the male BNA community then living in the
United States. Consequently, what emerges is a partial description of who in
the British provinces migrated to America in the mid-nineteenth century.

To keep this project manageable, the analysis focused on men who
enlisted in seven New York State Counties: St. Lawrence, Erie, Clinton,
Niagara, Onieda, Albany, and New York. I hoped that these seven counties

would offer a good mix of BNAs enlisting in New York State. The first four
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counties listed are all border counties. Onieda and Albany Counties are
middle to upper New York State counties, while New York County is further
south and touches the Atlantic Ocean. Initially, I hoped that New York
County would contain enlistments by Maritimers. I found only forty-seven
such enlisiments in all seven counties. Maritimers were more heavily
represented in the New England States, a region with which they shared
closer economic, geographic, historic and cultural ties.! The results obtained
in this paper then, may not fairly reflect Maritime enlistments. New York
BNAs stand a good chance of being representative of Upper and Lower
Canadian BNAs. Twenty-two percent of all BNAs living in the loyal states in
1861 resided in New York State. In addition, being a border state, New York
would have attracted many volunteers from the provinces.2

Fortunately, the New York State Archives holds several record groups
ideally suited for this study. At the beginning of the war, federal enrolment
records did not call for information about a soldier’s place of birth, frustrating
the efforts of historians to study particular peoples. The State government
though, kept its own records, which include lists of names and birth places for

soldiers who had enroled in New York State. The laws of New York required

town clerks...to compile a complete record of all
men comprising the town’s quota of troops
furnished to the United States. These records were

1 Daniel F. Johnsonr “To Author,” June 10, 1992. Mr. Johnson, a certified
genealogist from New Brunswick, located 2,652 Maritimers in Maine
regiments alone. I came across 80 to 100 names of Nova Scotians serving
in Massachusetts units.

In total, 2,106 BNAs were found in the counties studied as follows: 72 in
Albany, 595 in Clinton, 205 in Erie, 127 in Onieda, 85 in New York, 158 in
Niagara, and 864 in St. Lawrence.

I
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to contain biographical material pertaining lo each
man’'s civilian and military careers.?

To this end, town clerks received a standard form, issued by the Bureau of
Military Record, to be completed for each soldier. The resulting record is
known as “The Town Clerks’ Registers of Officers, Soldiers, and Seamen
Composing the Quotas of Troops Furnished to the United States During the
Civil War, 1861 - 1865,” hereafter referred to as the Town Clerks’ Registers.
“The [Town Clerks’ Registers] provide the individual’s full name; residence;
date and place of birth; rank; regiment and company; dates of enlistmeny;
amount of bounty paid; marital status; and previous occupation.”
Moreover, the Town Clerks” Registers “are arranged alphabetically by county
and therein alphabetically by name of city, town, or village,” thereby easing
research.?

Unfortunately, and contrary to the law, the Town Clerks’ Registers do
not contain the names of all the enlisted men, so other records had to be
consulted. Also scanned for BNAs was the “Register of Officers and Enlisted
Men Mustered into the Federal Military or Naval Service During the Civil
War, 1861 - 1865,” hereafter called the Registers. The Registers, like the Town
Clerks’ Registers, are arranged alphabetically by county, and provide “boih
military and civil information” .. men mustered into federal service. They

contain similar data, plus references to an individuai’s voting status.

Much of the information...was compiled from
questionnaires distributed by the Bureau [of

3 Chapter 690 of the Laws of New York, 1865 as quoted in “Inventory to
Civil War Records in the New York State Archives” (New York: New
York State Archives, 1987) 25 - 26.

4 Inventory, 26, 27.
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Military Record] to the soldiers themselves, friends,
relatives, medical officers,...and local officials...
probably between 1863 and 1867.5

By combining the material gathered from the Registers with that gathered
from the Town Clerks’ Registers, a fairly complete dossier emerged for those
BNAs enlisting in the seven counties studied. It includes information on
2,106 BNAs.

The “Abstracts of Muster Rolls for Substitutes Unassigned to any Unit
During the Civil War, 1861 - 1865” contained information on a further 269
BNAs. Substitutes were these men who, for a price, a