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GREEN PARK 

Throughout the 19th century Prince Edward Island was the 
scene of extensive shipbuilding activity. In many coves and 
inlets vessels of all sizes and rigs were constructed to be sailed 
to all parts of the world. For Islanders shipbuilding became an 
industry of great significance. 

"Green Park" was the home of James Yeo Jr., whose family 
ranked among the leading Island shipbuilders of the last 
century. The house he constructed in the 1860s has been 
restored to reflect the lifestyle of its inhabitants during the 
prosperous shipbuilding era. Nearby an interpretive centre 
utilizes photographs and displays to describe the importance 
of shipbuilding and the various stages of ship construction. A 
re-created shipyard provides a further insight into shipbuild­
ing and shipyard activities. 

OPEN: mid-June to mid-Sept. ADMISSION: Adults $2.50 
9:00-5:00 Daily Seniors $1.50 

Children under 12 FREE 

In season, phone (902) 831-2206; out of season, (902) 892-9127 

I
Published by 

• Prince Edward Island Museum 
I and Heritage Foundation 

Cover: 
William Henry Pope (1825-1879): lawyer, land agent, journalist, politician, and 
apparent mastermind of the posse comitatus. 
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The 
Posse Comitatus 
Incident of 1865 

By Ian Ross Robertson 

On Friday, 7 April 1865, some 150 
residents of Charlottetown ac­

companied John Morris, High Sheriff 
of Queens County, to the farming com­
munity of Alberry Plains, Lot 50, some 
18 miles from the capital, near the 
Kings County line. Their purpose was 
to execute an arrest warrant against 
Samuel Fletcher, a tenant farmer who 
had resisted arrest for non-payment of 
rent for his farm three weeks earlier. 
The spring roads were in poor condi­
tion, "almost impassable," according 
to one newspaper. 

The expedition failed. Fletcher was 
not apprehended, and there is no record 
to indicate that he was ever appre­
hended, although as late as January 
1866 the government was eager to cap­
ture him. Members of the posse comi­
tatus, which had left town at 8 a.m., 
straggled back into Charlottetown 
either late at night or on Saturday 
morning, depending upon whether they 
had travelled on foot, on horseback, or 
by wagon. It had been a gruelling expe­
rience, which few relished. Almost no 
one suggested a repetition. 

The foregoing may be described as 
"the bare facts" of this case. The posse 
comitatus incident led to no arrests, no 
trials, no convictions, and was not 
repeated. But it has occupied a minor 
place in Island history, which was 
more or less established the following 
Monday when the brilliant journalist 
Edward Whelan published an account 
of the episode in his weekly newspaper, 
the Examiner. Whelan summarized the 
results as follows: "Up to Friday last 
Sam Fletcher was an insignificant 
individual. He is now the hero of the 
hour; and the ease with which he has 
turned his back upon the concentrated 

force of the county, . . . [has] thereby 
covered it with ridicule." The Herald, 
edited by Edward Reilly, a bitter rival 
and former employee of Whelan, was 
the other newspaper to publish a fairly 
detailed account. In Reilly's words, it 
had all been "a most gigantic farce"; he 
and Whelan agreed on that. The Pro­
testant and Evangelical Witness, edited 
by David Laird, who was frequently at 
odds with both Whelan and Reilly, 
referred to the posse expedition as 
"burlesque." In the press, mockery 
seemed to be the order of the day. 

Aside from the newspaper accounts, 
particularly Whelan's, the major tradi­
tional source in constructing an image 
of the posse incident has been a poem 
by John Le Page, an Islander who 
often wrote satiric verses on public 
occasions. Le Page had been born in 
Pownal, Lot 49, a hotbed of sympathy 
for the tenant movement with which 
Fletcher was affiliated, and a district 
through which the posse had passed on 
its route to Alberry Plains. His poem of 
16 octaves, entitled "The Calling out of 
the Posse Comitatus," reinforced Whe­
lan's interpretation of the incident as 
farcical. The event inspired other satiric 
poetry as well. On 26 April the Herald 
published an anonymous poem, "March 
of the Posse Comitatus," 14 quatrains 
in length, to be recited to the air of "The 
Girl I Left Behind Me." Apparently the 
students of St. Dunstan's College also 
found the incident amusing. The Herald 
reported that on 12 July the usual clos­
ing exercises of the College terminated 
"with a side-splitting comedy, called, 
'The Posse Comitatus.'" Furthermore, 
Fletcher may have shared directly in 
the fun, since it seems that on 7 April a 
straw effigy of a man dressed in old 

clothes awaited the posse at the main 
gate to his farm. 

Whatever the details of the posse 
comitatus incident — no two accounts 
are identical and even the number of 
marchers is uncertain, with 150 being 
more or less a median of the estimates 
— the forces of law and order had been 
embarrassed. They had failed to cap­
ture their quarry, and they had been 
mocked both by him and by a wide 
range of the informed public. But this 
aspect of the expedition has tended to 
obscure its context and purpose. Who 
was Sam Fletcher, what had he done, 
and why did the Conservative govern­
ment led by James Colledge Pope send 
the posse comitatus after him? More­
over, why did the government choose 
the ancient device of the posse? If the 
purpose was the capture of Fletcher in 
his own home, then stealth would have 
been advisable, and a body of 150 could 
scarcely advance stealthily, particu­
larly in daylight. 

The Tenant League 

To understand this incident it is neces­
sary to recall the Land Question. In the 
early 1860s most Island farmers were 
tenants. Unlike the majority of farmers 
everywhere else in British North Amer­
ica and the United States, the majority 
of Island farmers were unable to gain 
freehold tenure. Frequently, writers 
have emphasized that some of the 
largest landowners, or "proprietors," 
as they were often referred to, resided 
in Britain. Indeed, many writers, in­
cluding some who should know better, 
have even defined the problem as 
"absentee proprietorship." But in fact 


