
ISSN 03848175 

Number Seven Fall-Winter 1 9 7 9 Two Dollars 

Memories 
The Harvej 
The Great 
of 1 9 2 6 



Contents 

Articles 

William Cooper of Sailor's Hope 3 
Harry Baglole 

Memories of a Golden Land: The Harvest Excursions 12 
Susan Hornby 

Winter Travel 19 
Deborah and David Stewart 

The Great Fiddling Contests of 1926 25 
Jim Hornby 

The Agricultural Societies of Prince Edward Island 31 
Elinor Vass 

Victoria: Seaport on a Farm 38 
Written and illustrated by 
Robert C. Tuck 

Book Reviews 45 

Contributors 45 



published by 
Prince Edward Island 
Heritage Foundation 



The Island Magazine is a semi-annual publication 
of Prince Edward Island history and folklore. 

Editor 

Harry Baglole 

Editorial board 

Jim Hornby 
Wayne MacKinnon 
Ian Ross Robertson 
Deborah Stewart 
Robert C. Tuck 
Wayne Wright 

Subscriptions 

Janice Simmonds 

Design 

Design Associates Limited, 
Charlottetown 

Illustration 

Robert C. Tuck 
Ken Garnhum 

Printing 

Williams and Crue Limited, 
Summerside 

All correspondence should be The Island Magazine Subscriptions are available for $6.00 
addressed to: The Heritage Foundation per year. Make cheques or money 

P.O. Box 922 orders payable to Prince Edward Island 
Charlottetown Heritage Foundation. 
Prince Edward Island 



William 

of Sailor's 
Hope 

by Harry Baglole 

The story of the Cooper family is 
unparalleled in pioneer history. It is 
stranger than fiction.... 

J.H. MacDonald in The 
Maple Leaf (Oakland, 
California, 1936), p. 51. 

m he stone is uncared for. It stands, 
modest and obscure, in the southeast 
corner of the Bay Fortune United 
Church Cemetery. The tilt becomes 
slightly more pronounced each year; 
the letters near the base gradually 
disappear into the ground. The in­
scription bespeaks the man — might, 
indeed, have been written by him. 

SACRED to the memory of WIL­
LIAM COOPER ESQ. an eminent 
patriot who faithfully advocated the 
interest of the people through the 
press and in Parliament for up­
wards of thirty years, during part of 
which time he filled the office of 
Speaker of the House of Assembly 
with credit to himself and the 
Colony, died June 10, 1867, Aet. 
82. 

Take time to remove the grass and earth 
from the part of the stone which has 
been covered and you reveal, 

Highly respected by all who knew 
him. 

The graveyard overlooks a paved 
highway, some fields and spruce forest, 
and, to the northeast, Abells Cape and 
the sea. There is but one other Cooper 
stone, that belonging to Cuthbert, a 
retired American actor and no relation. 
People from the surrounding com­
munities of Fortune Bridge, Howe Bay, 
Little Pond, Annandale come to visit 
other parts of the cemetery, gather 
around other graves to speak in whis­
pers over forebears. The name William 
Cooper means little to them. Try asking. 
Someone might recall that Cooper built 
a ship and went to California, or that his 
son "went bad," or that his ghost still 
haunts "Percy's Hill." Most will just 
smile, apologetically. 

Yet no Islander sought fame with 
more compulsive zeal than William 
Cooper. At one time he was the most 
feared and revered public figure on 
Prince Edward Island. 

Sailor's Hope 
The murder of Edward Abell was an 

exceptional event in Island history.* The 
name Patrick Pearce is remembered for 
that one bloody deed. Other tenants 
defied landlords, withheld rents, 
threatened agents or constables with 
pitchforks, burned houses, even 
marched through the streets of Char-
lottetown. One brave soul, John Macin­
tosh of St. Margarets, stood forth in 
church to berate his priest, also a 
landlord. Intimidation and the expres­
sion of outrage came to be expected; 
but murder — stabbing a man with a 
bayonet — that was something else 
again. Pearce's tenant neighbours indi­
cated sympathy, if not outright support, 
by hiding him in the woods and aiding 
his escape. They, too, had hated Abell, 
agent of Lord James Townshend, the 
absentee proprietor of Lot 56. The 
murdered man's successor as land 
agent in 1820 was William Cooper. 

Cooper's origins are obscure. Since 
he has left no personal papers, no 

* See "Drama at Abells Cape," The Island 
Magazine, Number Six, Spring-Summer 1979, 
pp. 33-37. 



autobiography, and no Island descen­
dants, his story must be pieced together 
almost exclusively from public docu­
ments. The closest to a family memoir is 
an account in The Maple Leaf, a 
magazine published in the early decades 
of this century by expatriate Canadians 
living in California. In "The Story of the 
Cooper Family," J.H. MacDonald, for­
merly of Whim Road, Prince Edward 
Island, states that Cooper was born in 
England about 1786. 

At the age of eleven he ran away from 
home and went to sea, shipping as a 
cabin boy. Later he joined the British 
Navy and was with Lord Nelson at 
Trafalgar. He became a sea captain 
and sailed the seven seas. In the 
course of his travels he went to Prince 
Edward Island. Arriving there he 
decided to give up the sea, and settle 
down to a life of farming and stock 
raising, and as Prince Edward Island 
was then a new and unexplored 
province, he decided to cast his lot 
there. 

This young, retired seaman settled 
beside the Little River near Bay For­
tune. In homage both to past occupa­
tion and new aspiration, he called his 

farm Sailor's Hope. He married Sarah 
Glover and began to raise a large family. 

His activities during the next ten years 
can be traced from occasional refer­
ences in newspapers and church, land, 
and shipping registry records. On 
November 6, 1819, Sarah gave birth to 
a son, William. In February, 1820, 
Cooper was made land agent for Lot 56 
by Lord Townshend. The Prince Ed­
ward Island Register of March 6, 1824, 
carried an ad in which Cooper sought 
conveyance from a place near Canso, 
Nova Scotia, for "from four to six pairs 
of Mill-stones, to be delivered at Grand 
River, the East Coast of this Island"; he 
was soon in business as a miller. In 1826 
he built a 72-ton ship, the Hackmatack, 
which he sailed to England and sold, 
returning in May, 1827, as a passenger 
on the Carron. On July 21, 1829, the 
Prince Edward Island Register recorded 
a family tragedy: 

Last week a fine boy, about eight 
years of age, the son of Mr. William 
Cooper, Bay Fortune, was so dread­
fully injured in consequence of his 
clothes catching fire, that he survived 
the accident only forty-eight hours. 

Cooper had an ambiguous career as 

land agent. On the one hand, he was 
successful in forcing leases on approxi­
mately 60 tenants, a substantial 
achievement given that Lord 
Townshend's terms were generally less 
favourable than existed elsewhere in the 
colony. Yet, in 1829 Cooper was 
replaced as agent, allegedly because he 
had appropriated funds owing to Lord 
Townshend to build the Hackmatack, a 
failed business speculation. 

Cooper reacted swiftly. For whatever 
motives — whether of personal griev­
ance or public altrusism — he suddenly 
switched loyalties and emerged in 1830 
as a radical champion of the tenants and 
their right to the land whereon they 
dwelt. 

Promised Land 
"Like some other parts of the world," 

wrote a correspondent from New Lon­
don to the Royal Gazette of January 5, 
1832, "Reform seems to be the order of 
the day with Prince Edward Island." In 
Britain, it was the time of the great 
electoral Reform Bills of 1831-32. On 
the Island, the issue was land. The 
correspondent went on to state that until 
"the lands" were taken from the propri­
etors and "given to those by whom they 
are occupied..., Prince Edward Island 
must remain in its present state of 
vassalage and wretchedness." 

The story of the Land Question has 
been retold by generations of Island 
historians; has become both litany and 
morality tale: In the beginning was the 
Island. Then came the British Conquest, 
the Expulsion of the Acadians, the 
Holland survey into 67 lots of 20,000 
acres each, and the parcelling out of 
virtually the entire colony, on a single 
day in the summer of 1767, to favour­
ites of the Crown. Thus the Island fell 
from Grace; and the absentee pro­
prietors entered the Garden. There 
followed a century-long struggle be­
tween greedy landlord and hard-working 
settler. The natural prosperity of the 
Island was strangled, the local ruling 
class of lawyers, merchants, and land 
agents behaved as mere toadies of the 
proprietors, and the policy of the British 
Colonial Office was dictated by an 
invincible lobby of absentees in Lon­
don. This version of Island history owes 
much to political reformers like William 
Cooper. The reality was somewhat 
more complex. 

When the proprietors obtained their 
land grants in 1767, they agreed to 
several specific conditions, failure to 



comply with which carried — in theory 
— the penalty of forfeiture to the 
Crown. Chief among these were an 
annual quitrent levy of between two and 
six shillings per 100 acres, and the 
settling of each lot with at least 100 
non-British Protestants within ten years. 
By 1830, these obligations had for six 
decades been largely ignored by the 
great majority of the proprietors, with 
virtual impunity. 

The tenants were deeply offended by 
this. They were routinely forced by 
public authorities to pay rent to pro­
prietors who had thus been permitted to 
flaunt their own commitments. Yet the 
poorer settlers were not without power. 
The 1833 Census revealed that of 
4,451 Island "heads of families," two-
thirds were either tenants or squatters. 
Most of these were entitled to participate 
in House of Assembly elections, a 
modest free- or leasehold property 
being required of both landowner and 
tenant voter. Moreover, in 1830 the 
more underprivileged half of the popu­
lation, the Catholics, were allowed the 
franchise for the first time. The occasion 
seemed ideal for the emergence of a 
gifted political demagogue. 

William Cooper was unsuccessful in 
the general election of 1830. A second 
opportunity occurred with the death of 
one of the victorious candidates and a 
by-election in Kings County a year later. 
Cooper ran under a flag with the 
inscription, "Our country's freedom and 
farmers' rights." A riot occurred at St 
Peters, home territory of the largest 
resident proprietor, Charles Worrell. A 
man called Hogan made a speech 
urging those assembled not to vote for 
Cooper since he was only a poor farmer 
and miller. At the height of the tumult, 
Cooper hid in a nearby barn for fear of 
his life. The final results: William 
Cooper, 317; Angus MacDonald, 243; 
John Jardine, 41; Thomas Irwin, 9. 

Cooper outlined his political doctrine 
in his first major speech in the House of 
Assembly on March 27, 1832. He 
addressed himself to the tenants: "they 
have wasted their youth in clearing land 
for others, they have planted their 
labour where the forest grew.. . , and 
built a cabin where the bear has had his 
den." There cannot, he said, "be 
greater power given to one man over 
another than the right of a landlord over 
poor tenants " His solution was 
radical: the government should confis­
cate the proprietors' land and regrant it 
to farmers. "The more I consider the 

Public Archives of Prince Edward Island 

William Cooper of Sailors Hope. 

Escheat question, the more plain it 
appears to me that nothing less than a 
general Escheat will do justice to, or 
satisfy the inhabitants of this Island." He 
argued two principal justifications for 
such action. First, none of the pro­
prietors had precisely fulfilled the origi­
nal conditions of the 1767 grants, which 
Cooper interpreted to demand settle­
ment by German Protestants. Second, 
the tenants had acquired a natural right 
to the land they occupied by virtue of 
the immense added-value given wilder­
ness land by their labour — a concept 
further developed in later speeches, 
particularly one reported in the 1855 
Assembly Debates in which British 

philosopher John Locke was cited: 

. . .the labour of a man's body and 
the work of his hands, we may say are 
properly his. Whatsoever then he 
removes out of the state that nature 
hath provided and left it in, he hath 
mixed his labour with, and joined to it 
something of his own, and thereby 
making it his property. 

The proprietors, too, had grievances. 
The conditions attached to the 1767 
grants proved quite harsh: the quitrents 
assessed were generally higher than in 
the neighbouring colonies; and no 
proprietor could settle his 20,000 acres 


