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ABSTRACT 

The introduction of the Internet and the World Wide Web has been one the most 

significant developments of the last decade. Many historians have approached the Web 

with reluctance, hesitant to use it to conduct their traditional scholarly tasks of 

researching, publishing, and teaching history. Communication theorists such as Harold 

Innis and Marshall McLuhan foretold many aspects of the Web's impact in their analyses 

of past communication media. Applied to the Web, their ideas provide a deeper 

understanding of what a new medium of communication might mean for scholars in 

humanities disciplines. Indeed, in the last decade the term "Humanities Computing" has 

been coined to describe efforts to apply computer methods to humanities data. 

This thesis explores some of the processes and potential of Humanities 

Computing as it pertains to the presentation of primary documents on the Web. It takes 

the form of a case study using the correspondence of eighteenth-century Prince Edward 

Island land proprietor John MacDonald (1742-1810), a central figure in the conflict 

between the Island government and the land proprietors. MacDonald took an active 

interest in his land on the Island and became the voice of landowners making their case to 

the British crown. Digitized letters drawn from his correspondence will be featured on the 

Web as part of the Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives, making use of the Web as an 

alternative to print in presenting, analyzing, and interpreting history. The digitization of 

the MacDonald letters is an exercise in Humanities Computing through the application of 

current Web and digital technology to primary source material, which, in turn, 

demonstrates the benefits of doing research on the Web. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The growth of the Internet and the World Wide Web (WWW) during the last decade has 

left no comer of scholarship untouched. The historian Felipe Fernandez-Armesto argues 

that the revolution in information technology is a positive one for scholars, boosting 

scholarly output, creating networks for collaboration, and opening up new avenues for 

analysis. 1 This thesis is designed to explore the potential of the Web to transform 

Humanities scholarship as evidenced through the digitization of the correspondence of 

eighteenth-century Prince Edward Island land proprietor Captain John MacDonald. 

For more than a decade now, the World Wide Web has been inserting itself into the 

work that historians do. There are already more history websites than one individual can 

easily catalogue, and increasingly historians begin their research by undertaking online 

searches of archival websites. Yet many historians treat the Web like a global fax 

machine designed to faithfully reproduce and distribute the same type of documents they 

use in print.2 Historians are still not tapping the full potential that the Web has to offer by 

neglecting to use it as a means to collect, display, and disseminate primary documents 

and perhaps even create "digital born" archival collections. Nor are they likely to use the 

new digital technologies to analyze and interpret their documents. It is argued here that 

Humanities Computing holds the potential for historians to do more than simply use the 

Web to present and disseminate scholarship in a fresh and relevant way. 

1 
Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, "Epilogue: What is History Now?" in What is History Now? ed. David 

Cannadine (Houndsmill: Palgrave Macmillan Ltd. 2000), 147. 
2 

Daniel Cohen, "History and the Second Decade of the Web," Rethinking History 8, 2 (June 2004), 294. 
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Humanities Computing, or the Digital Humanities,3 is a synthetic and 

interdisciplinary field of study concerned with the presentation of Humanities knowledge 

using new media as well as with the effect this new media has upon the 

conceptualization, manipulation, and presentation of knowledge. In the field of 

Humanities Computing, which has under its mandate all of the disciplines in the 

Humanities, surprisingly little has been done in the realm of history, let alone Canadian 

history. This work will help to define some of the issues that historians face when using 

the Web as a medium for scholarship and as an alternative to the print medium. As 

information technology increasingly becomes the dominant medium of communication, 

historians need to be informed of the extent to which their craft will be - and indeed is 

being -- transformed. 

This study brings together sources from a wide variety of fields, including 

communications theory, Humanities Computing, and history. While quite distinct, these 

different approaches to knowledge serve vital purposes in my analysis. Communications 

theory is the theoretical foundation of my research. The Internet is only the most recent of 

a long line of communication developments that have transformed the way in which 

humans think and interact. Thus, there is a need to understand the World Wide Web, a 

subset of the Internet,4by examining its inherent characteristics and comparing it with 

communication media of the past. 

3 
Although the terms Humanities Computing and Digital Humanities are used interchangeably, 
"Digital Humanities" is becoming the preferred term; "Digital Humanities." Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanities _ Computing 

4 
The two terms, "Internet" and "World Wide Web" are often used interchangeably but there is an 
important distinction between them. The Internet is a world-wide network of computer networks which 
operates using a set of standard communication protocols while the World Wide Web (WWW) is an 
information system consisting of linked documents called Web pages and uses the Internet as a vehicle 
for navigating between these pages. 
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While it is still too early for historians to make a final pronouncement on the 

impact of the Internet on society, it is important that historians begin to reflect on their 

place within this transformative experience. Canadian communications theorists such as 

Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan, have written extensively on the implications that 

communication and knowledge systems have for society. Although their works predated 

the era of the Internet and the World Wide Web, their examination of aspects of past 

communication media have proved very useful when exploring the characteristics of this 

new medium. Michel Foucault and Gerald Friesen have also offered important insights 

on the interaction of communications, knowledge, and power in societies across time and 

space that inform the following analysis. 

Although not as well-known, Harold Innis's Empires and Communication (1950) 

and The Bias of Communication (1951) were among the first and most influential works 

done in communications theory.5 Innis's concepts of the monopolies of knowledge and 

time and space binding media have been crucial in understanding the link between 

communication and knowledge systems. For Innis, technologies of communication have 

played a key role in the rise and fall of monopolies of power and have had a major impact 

on the interaction between knowledge and control within society. 6 By tracing the rise and 

fall of early oral and literate cultures, print culture, and even more modem media 

developments such as radio, Innis laid out a framework for understanding the 

5 Harold Innis, Empire and Communications. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1950; Harold Innis, The 
Bias of Communication. {Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1951). 

6 
"Technologies of Communications - Conclusions Old Messengers, New Media: The Legacy oflnnis and 

McLuhan, Library and Archives Canada, http://www.collectionscanada.ca/innis-mcluhan/002033-
3000-e.html 



implications of the introduction of new media. 7 This framework continues to influence 

communication scholars today as they come to terms with the new medium of the Web. 

4 

For many scholars, Marshall McLuhan is the patron saint of the digital age, so his 

place in this study should come as no surprise. Unlike Innis, McLuhan focused more on 

the individual as an agent in society rather than on society as a whole. In works such as 

Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964), Laws of Media: The New Science 

(1988), and The Global Village: Transformations in World Life and Media in the 21st 

Century (1989),8 McLuhan emphasized communication media as extensions of the 

human consciousness and as necessary to examine from the level of the individual's 

perception. 

Canadian historian Gerald Friesen has explored the impact of communication 

media in the Canadian context in his book Citizens and Nation: An Essay on History, 

Communication and Canada (2000).9 While there are other themes that run throughout 

this work, Friesen's major goal is to explore how ordinary citizens experience the 

constructions of time and space and how these constructions correlate with the four 

dominant communication systems experienced by humans: oral-traditional, textual 

settler, print-capitalist, and screen-capitalist. 10 Although he echoes many of the same 

7 
"Media/Medium Theory- Conclusions," Old Messengers, New Media: The Legacy of Innis and 

McLuhan, Library and Archives Canada, http://www.collectionscanada.ca/innis-mcluhan/002033-
30 l 0-e.html 

8 
Eric McLuhan and Marshall McLuhan, Laws of Media: The New Science (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1988) Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. First Edition 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964); Bruce Powers and Marshall McLuhan, The Global Village: 
Transformations in World Life and Media in the 2151 Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989) 

9 
Gerald Friesen, Citizens and Nation: An Essay on History, Communication and Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2000) 

lO Gerald Friesen, Citizens and Nation: An Essay on History, Communication and Canada (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2000), 5. 



sentiments expressed by Innis and McLuhan, Friesen' s application of these ideas to the 

lives of everyday people allows us to see communication and power structures at work. 

5 

Friesen's thinking is very much influenced by the work ofpoststructuralist 

philosopher and historian Michel Foucault. For Foucault, communication has a direct 

correlation with knowledge, and knowledge and power are intertwined. His concept of 

the Power/Knowledge discourse illustrates how those in control of knowledge systems 

wield significant power. Although the Web projects the image of freedom of information 

and the offer of an unlimited knowledge source to those who use it, Foucault might argue 

that the Web tends, initially at least, to reproduce preexisting structures of power and 

knowledge, thus serving as a vehicle to consolidate control rather than diffuse it. 

Foucault's insights provide a necessary poststructuralist slant in understanding the Web 

as a knowledge system and its impact on larger issues of power and control. 

Although historians have been slow to climb on the bandwagon of Humanities 

Computing, the work that has been done in other disciplines has laid a firm foundation on 

which to build. Humanities Computing has existed in the academic community since the 

1960s, although not by that name. The main practitioners of early Humanities Computing 

were literary and linguistic scholars who used computational methods as the foundation 

of their research. Literary scholars such as Willard McCarty and Susan Hockey have 

literally "written the book" on Humanities Computing, defining the field and its place 

within the broader scholarly community. Works such as McCarty's Humanities 

Computing (2005) and Hockey's Electronic Texts in the Humanities (2000) have proved 

invaluable to this study. 11 More recently, American historians Daniel Cohen and Roy 

11 Susan Hockey, Electronic Texts in the Humanities ( Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Willard 
McCarty, Humanities Computing (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). 



Rosenzweig have sought to bring history into this growing corpus with their significant 

work Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, And Presenting the Past on the 

Web (2005). 12 

6 

To explore the implications of the new communications technologies, I have 

centered my research around the correspondence of Prince Edward Island land proprietor, 

John MacDonald and his sister, Helen MacDonald, written between 1779 and 1801. Ten 

letters were selected from the private collection of Mary Gallant, who graciously allowed 

me to scan the original documents and publish them on the Atlantic Canada Virtual 

Archives (ACVA) website (See Appendix B for diplomatic transcriptions of the letters). 

Varying in length from four to sixteen pages, the letters contain pertinent information on 

the land question on the Island in the early years of European settlement and on the 

family context in which the proprietary system was situated. While the original 

collection is in private hands, most of the letters, and all of those that were digitized, are 

available as photocopies at the Prince Edward Island Public Archives and Records Office 

(PEIPARO). 

The MacDonald letters are a rich resource oflate eighteenth and early nineteenth

century Prince Edward Island history. Their usefulness is demonstrated by how often 

they are referred to by historians writing on early Island history. 13 The correspondence 

between John and Helen MacDonald serves as an excellent example of a proprietor's 

perspective on the land conflict that was unfolding on the Island. The letters were chosen 

for this Humanities Computing exercise because they make an excellent addition to their 

12 
Daniel Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, And Presenting 
the Past on the Web (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005). 

13 
A few of these historians include Rusty Bittermann, J.M. Bumsted, Matthew Hatvany, and W.S. 
MacNutt. 



New Brunswick and Nova Scotia counterparts on the Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives 

(ACV A): the Edward Winslow Letters and the McQueen Family Letters. 

This thesis takes the form of a case study. By digitizing portions of the 

MacDonald letters, this study will demonstrate both the technical aspects of Web 

publishing and the research benefits that digitization offers. This thesis differs 

significantly from traditional theses in that it will be featured ( albeit in a much different 

form) on the ACVA website. Using the Web as an alternative to print media, this thesis 

explores the new medium as a way of analyzing, interpreting, and presenting the past. 

While a print version of this thesis will be produced, the Web version will be 

considerably more robust and thus will join the growing volume of "born digital" 

resources that have no perfect print equivalent. 

The first chapter of this thesis explores communications theory as explained by 

Innis, McLuhan, Friesen, and Foucault. After addressing some of their reflections on 

communication media of the past, I will then look at how their ideas can be applied in 

examining the Web as a communication medium. Further, I will explore the ways 

historians have previously engaged the Web in their scholarship as well as some of the 

opportunities that using the Web offers and some of the challenges it poses. The chapter 

will conclude with an explanation of the field of Humanities Computing and its 

implications for historical scholarship. Essentially, this chapter analyzes the Web as a 

communication medium and its capacity to alter historical scholarship in a significant 

way. 

Chapter Two puts the MacDonald letters into historical context. It surveys the 

historiography of Prince Edward Island colonial history, explores the "land question" as 

7 



it emerged on the Island, and offers background information on the MacDonald family 

and John MacDonald's experience as an Island proprietor from the time of his arrival in 

1772 until his death in 1810. In examining MacDonald's correspondence, it becomes 

clear that he dealt with a complicated land system as well as political and social 

conditions that prevented him from prospering as a land owner on the Island. 

8 

The third and final chapter of this study surveys some of the processes involved in 

the digitization of the MacDonald letters, including imaging, documentary editing, and 

encoding. Each stage is described and examples provided of how each process was 

executed. The final portion of this chapter is devoted to analyzing the MacDonald 

website in relation to Humanities Computing. Virtual archives such as this one are more 

than just digital facsimiles of manuscripts; they also invite inquiry, analysis, and 

collaborative processes in forms not common in print texts. 14 Overall, the main intent of 

this chapter is to explore some of the more technical aspects of Web publishing for 

primary sources as well as some of the benefits of having primary sources digitized and 

online. It will also serve as a guide should historians wish to engage in projects of a 

similar nature themselves. 

As a Masters thesis, this study is limited in terms of the amount of material it can 

cover. A study larger in scope and content would do the subject more justice. For 

example, on a site such as MacDonald's, it is possible to assemble related documents and 

to host a scholarly forum that could tease out more information from the documents and 

offer more critical and contextual commentary. The potential for comparative analysis 

across the various ACV A websites with respect to such issues as land policy in the 

14 
William G. Thomas III, "Computing and the Historical Imagination," in Companion to Digital 

Humanities, ed. Susan Schriebman, Ray Siemans, and John Unsworth (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd, 2004), 65. 



Mari times, gender relations, the importance of schooling, and the emergence of modern 

English language forms is enormous. As Humanities Computing gains more momentum 

in academic circles, projects similar to the MacDonald Letters Virtual Archive will gain 

more recognition as an alternative to print scholarship and as way to demonstrate how 

digital technology can enhance historical analysis through new approaches to the 

organization, presentation, and visualization of documents from the past. Historian 

Daniel Cohen has aptly captured the ultimate value of engaging digital history:" ... 

thinking about doing history on the web, just like thinking about history in any other 

medium, should ideally force us to revisit age-old questions about what history is and 

how we should engage in it."15 

15 
Cohen, "History and the Second Decade of the Web," 299. 

9 



Chapter One: Historical Scholarship and the World Wide Web 

The introduction of the World Wide Web, or simply the Web, into historical scholarship 

has been one of the important developments of the so-called Information Age. With the 

emergence of the Web, historians are faced with a number of new and exciting prospects 

but also with the difficult task of conveying the past through a new medium of 

communication. This chapter explores the potential of the Web has as a communication 

medium and as a tool for historical research. It draws upon communication theories of 

Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, and Gerald Friesen to help understand the impact of the 

Web as a communication medium and the challenges that the Web poses to scholars. The 

chapter concludes with an examination of the emerging field of Humanities Computing 

and the potential it holds for historical knowledge in the digital era. This chapter argues 

that the World Wide Web is a new communication medium and, like its predecessors, 

such as the printed word, possesses intrinsic characteristics that may render it helpful or 

harmful to historical scholarship under different circumstances. 

Communications theory 

The transition to and impact of the print and digital eras is best understood by looking at 

two of the thinkers who have laid the groundwork in modem communications theory, 

namely Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan. Canadian historian Gerald Friesen has 

borrowed from and built upon the ideas of Innis and McLuhan in order to bring them to 
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bear upon the present in what he calls the age of "screen-capitalism."1 Michel Foucault 

offers insight through his theory of the Power/Knowledge relationship that is intrinsic to 

a medium like the Web. Communications theory as outlined by McLuhan and Innis and 

as contextualized by Friesen and Foucault, provides a backdrop for exploring the nature 

of media, the ways that various communication media have affected communication in 

the past, and the implications that these media have for the present and the future. 

Understanding communications theory will help to illustrate some of the distinctions and 

similarities between the print medium and the new digital medium that historians 

currently contend with. 

Harold Innis 

Canadian political economist Harold Innis (1894-1952) was a leading communications 

and media theorist. In this chapter the focus is mainly on his ideas concerning 

communications and media expressed most explicitly in his works Empire and 

Communications (1950) and The Bias of Communication (1951). Although Innis died 

before the dawn of the digital age, his theories on communications and media were 

highly influential in forming the way that the Internet and the World Wide Web are 

viewed as communication media. 

Innis argued that communications occupy a crucial position in the organization 

and administration of governments and that change in communication media played an 

1 
Gerald Friesen, Citizens and Nation: An Essay on History, Communication and Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2000), 5. 
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important role in the rise and fall of empires in Western civilization.2 He illustrated this 

generalization by dividing the history of Western civilization into four epochs according 

to their communication media -- oral, written, print, and electronic. Innis then connected 

these media to the civilizations that brought about their development. The oral tradition, 

according to Innis, is the most pure and uncontaminated of all of the communication 

media. The strength of the oral tradition was most evident in the Greek city-states where 

democracy flourished and monopolies of knowledge remained in check. The written 

tradition marked the beginnings of monopolies of knowledge. A more efficient system of 

writing and a more durable method of conveyance -- parchment and paper -- allowed 

civilizations like the Roman Empire to codify and organize knowledge and concentrate 

control of the communication medium in the hands of a small elite. 3 The emergence of 

print technology continued to nurture monopolies of knowledge and served to intensify 

nationalism.4 In discussing the modem epoch, Innis touched briefly on the effect of 

electronic media, and what he calls "the mechanization of communication," most notably 

manifested through the radio. 5 

The monopoly of knowledge is a recurring theme throughout all of the epochs 

that Innis explores. He argues that "Monopolies of knowledge had developed and 

declined partly in relation to the medium of communication on which they were built and 

tended to alternate as they emphasized religion, decentralization, time, force, 

centralization, and space."6 The effectiveness of the monopoly was contingent on a 

2 Harold Innis, Empire and Communications (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 3. 
3 Innis, Empire and Communications, 104. 
4 

Innis, Empire and Communications, 167. 
5 Innis, Empire and Communications, 162. 
6 Innis, Empire and Communications, 168. 
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variety of factors some of which depended more on the characteristics of the culture and 

society of the empire while others depended on the nature of the communication medium 

itself. For example, in oral theocratic civilizations such as Egypt and Babylonia, memory 

and training were emphasized over writing as societal norms. 7 In contrast, in eighteenth 

century Europe, a communication medium such as the printed word, which does not 

require synchronized and direct human contact, carved out a considerably different 

culture and supported the rise of nation-states. Innis explored different media in terms of 

their inherent properties. 8 The different attributes of communication media are both 

interconnected and interdependent and relate to Innis's concept of "the bias of 

communication." 

One of Innis's most important contributions to communications theory was his 

notion of dividing media into time biased ( or binding) media and space biased ( or 

binding) media. 9 Time biased ( or binding) media included communication media where 

dissemination of knowledge was more likely to occur over time than over space, 

particularly if the medium was heavy, durable, and not suited to transportation. Examples 

of time biased media include oral communication and early writing forms such as 

cuneiform and hieroglyphics. Space biased ( or binding) media includes communication 

media where dissemination of knowledge was more suited to space rather than time, 

especially if the medium is light and easily transported. Obvious examples of this type 

include radio transmissions and the printed book. Innis argued that a medium of 

communication has an important influence on the dissemination of knowledge over space 

7 Harold Innis, The Bias of Communication (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1951), 9. 
8 David Crowley and Paul Heyer, introduction to Harold Innis, The Bias of Communication (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1951), xvi. 
9 "Harold Innis," Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Innis 



and over time and that it is necessary to study its characteristics in order to appraise its 

influence in its cultural setting. 10 

14 

Through his analysis of the role of communications in the rise and fall of empires, 

Innis raises an important point -- communication media are more than the means through 

which we convey information; they affect the way we think and operate in society. For 

Innis, communication media are crucial factors that reshape cultures as a whole. 11 In the 

digital epoch, we are seeing dramatic change as a result of increasing use of the World 

Wide Web and the Internet as a central means of communication. For example, the 

introduction of''virtual communities," groups of people who primarily or initially interact 

via the internet and/or the Web, has facilitated the erosion of face-to-face 

communications. Innis argued that the written tradition decreased the need for the 

interpersonal communication that was so prevalent in the oral tradition. The Internet and 

the Web have taken this a step further making synchronous and consistent 

communication so widespread that it has seriously affected the way certain components 

of society communicate on a daily basis. 

Two of the major threats to achieving the full potential of digital technology in 

general and the Web in particular are inaccessibility and monopoly, issues that 

preoccupied Innis for earlier communications media.12 The "digital divide," distinguishes 

between those who do or do not have access and knowledge of digital technology. The 

vast expanse of knowledge available on the Web is available only to the cognizant elite -

those who have the physical and technical means to access it. More recently, some 

lO Innis, The Bias of Communication, 33. 
11 Robert Burnett, "Media and Information Technology: the Blindspot of Media and Communication 

Research?" http://www.nordicom.gu.se/common/publ_pd£'29 _ bumett. pdf, 1. 
12 Daniel Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, And Presenting 

The Past On The Web (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 12. 
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scholars have turned their attention to the effect that the Web has on marginalized groups. 

For example, communications scholar, Heather Menzies, has focused on women's 

experience, questioning whether "marginal" groups are able to break existing monopolies 

of knowledge and communicate using the new technology or whether they are in danger 

of being "re-colonized."13 

Because one with the means to do so can publish information on the Web and 

disseminate knowledge as they see fit, the Internet offers the potential for transcending 

power/knowledge systems. Innis argued that a new medium of communication will often 

be appropriated by people on the margins of established authority and used to break the 

monopolies of knowledge that are so central to its hegemony. 14 The Web has often been 

referred to as a "creative commons" -- a shared storehouse of human creations and 

knowledge -- but there are barriers to achieving this ideal. Those without access to the 

technology and who lack the skills necessary to operate the technology are often 

excluded. Moreover, those at the apex of power/knowledge processes are usually quick to 

appropriate new communications technologies as they emerge. 

With the advent of the Internet and the World Wide Web, Innis's concept of the 

bias of time and space takes on new meaning. The media of communication play a 

critical role in determining the content, form, application, and dissemination of 

knowledge in a given social formation. 15 The "bias of communication" is, therefore, the 

temporal or spatial tendency that will determine the orientation of a culture. 16 The Web, 

13 Heather Menzies, "The Bias of Space Revisited: The Internet and the Information Highway through 
Women's Eyes," in Harold Innis in the New Century: Reflections and Refractions, ed. Charles Acland 
and William J. Buxton (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1999), 323. 

14 Menzies "The Bias of Space Revisited," 323. 
15 Kim Sawchuck, "An Index of Power: Innis, Aesthetics, and Technology," in Acland and Buxton, 383. 
16 Burnett, 2. 



unlike many past communication media, is a medium that is not confined to a physical 

space. It could be argued that one requires at least a personal computer to access the 

Web; however, technology has made it so that the Web can be projected onto a wide 

range of devices such as cellular phones, hand-held devices, and laptops, making it 

almost as easily transportable as paper. 

16 

A significant property of the Web is that it does not require centralized control 

and can be used anywhere provided the appropriate technology is available.17 This 

characteristic of the Web echoes Innis' idea that radio as a decentralized form of media 

was beginning to encroach on the territory of print media. 18 The new digital landscape 

has changed the way we think of accessing media. For example, archives have been 

traditionally thought of as physical spaces for accessing documents. The new type of 

virtual archive that lives on the Web can be thought of as one "without walls," one that 

can be used by anyone with the means to do so, anywhere, at any time. 19 When an 

archive lives online, it becomes a "memory machine," in the sense that it records the 

activities associated with it, such as what items a user accesses within an archive. 

Moreover, the archive presents us with a certain sense of history in a virtual environment 

by facilitating communication between the archive and those who use it. 20 Innis was 

suspicious of the centralizing and standardizing of "mechanizing information" that were 

17 Catherine Frost, "How Prometheus Is Bound: Applying the Innis Method of Communications Analysis 
to the Internet," Canadian Journal of Communication 28, 1 (2003), 15. 

18 
Innis, Empire and Communications, 211. 

19 
Kim Sawchuck, "Materiality, Memory Machines and the Archive as Media," Old Messengers, New 

Media: The Legacy oflnnis and McLuhan, Library and Archives Canada, 
http://www.collectionscanada.ca/innis-mcluhan/002033-4050-e.html 

20 Sawchuck, "Materiality, Memory Machines and the Archive as Media." n.p. 



beginning to occur in the 1940s.21 Users of the Web too must also be aware of the 

environment in which they are operating and the effect that it is having on them as 

individuals and on the culture as a whole. 

Marshall McLuhan 

17 

Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980), the widely acclaimed media guru, was a student and 

colleague of Harold Innis who inherited and built upon many of Innis's ideas. McLuhan 

went a step further than Innis and applied his ideas concerning media to the individual 

who, he argued, existed as a component of a larger culture. Today McLuhan is 

considered by many a prophet of the Information Age. As Paul Levinson has noted in his 

work Digital McLuhan: A Guide to the Information Millenium: "Although online text and 

community at the time of McLuhan's death in 1980 was embryonic at most, the 

aphoristic bursts of his writing that still so vex his critics seem ideally suited to the 

Internet and the online milieu."22 Levinson goes on to argue that the digital age is both 

well explained by McLuhan and that McLuhan makes even more sense when 

reconfigured for the digital age.23 

McLuhan's notorious phrase, "The medium is the message" implied that media, 

which he considered any extension of ourselves, bring about personal and social 

consequences. These consequences, he argued, are the result of the influence of a 

21 
Sawchuck, "Materiality, Memory Machines and the Archive as Media,";' a Also reflected in: Innis, The 

Bias of Communication, 190 
22 

Paul Levinson, Digital McLuhan: A Guide To The Information Millenium (London: Routledge, 1999), 
30. 

23 Levinson, 44. 
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particular medium or new technology.24 McLuhan was calling attention to the intrinsic 

impact of communications media on the human consciousness, which in tum affects the 

larger cultural setting. The medium is the message because it is the medium that shapes 

and controls the scale and form of human association and action.25 Similar to Innis, 

McLuhan argued that it is not the content delivered by the medium, but the characteristics 

of the medium itself that shape society and culture. 

Alongside McLuhan's ideas on the effects of media was his "media 

thermometer": his idea of hot and cool media. Hot media or "high definition" media are 

those that are filled with data and require little perception on part of the person on the 

receiving end. Cold media, or "low definition" media are those media that contain less 

data and require more participation on the part of the audience. For example, movies, 

which require little participation and are full of data that engage the senses, are 

considered "hot" media. In contrast, books, which require much more careful attention 

and participation from the audience and engage only certain senses, would be considered 

a "cold" media by McLuhan. Parallels can be drawn between McLuhan's concept of hot 

and cool media and Innis's view that cultures do a see-saw act between time-binding or 

"preservational" media and space extending or disseminative media. 26 

McLuhan's concept of the figure and the ground is also crucial to understanding 

the Web as a communication medium. In explaining this concept, McLuhan asserts that 

when a new medium is created, it will overtake older media. The older media becomes 

24 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. Sixth edition. (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1994), 7. 

25 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 9. 
26 Levinson, 10. 
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the ground upon which the new medium stands as a more noticed.figure.27 In other 

words, the "content of any medium is always another medium."28 The content of writing 

is speech, just as the written word, is the content of print, and print is the content of 

screen. Thus, McLuhan argued for the need to study media within their historical 

contexts especially in relation to the technologies that precede them.29 

The "global village" was McLuhan's metaphor for an electronically 

interconnected and interdependent world. McLuhan argued that the visual, 

individualistic print culture would soon be brought to an end by what he called 

"electronic interdependence": when electronic media replace visual culture with an 

aural/oral culture.30 In this new age, humankind will move from individualism and 

fragmentation and towards a collective identity, with a ''tribal base," -- the global village. 

McLuhan saw this age as the culmination of thousands of years of the extensions of 

humanity expressed through technology. In this new age, McLuhan asserted, we will see 

communication media accentuating the extensions of the human nervous system. The 

global village that McLuhan envisioned will be a place with "Centers everywhere and 

margins nowhere" where information is the main commodity and individuals exist as 

both producers and consumers. 31 

McLuhan's insights and theories have clear application to the Web and digital 

technology. If the medium is the message then one must inquire what the intrinsic impact 

27 "Marshall McLuhan." Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall_McLuhan 

28 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 8. 
29 "Figure/Ground - McLuhan, " Old Messengers, New Media: The Legacy oflnnis and McLuhan, 

Library and Archives Canada, http://www.collectionscanada.ca/innis-mcluhan/002033-2020-e.html 
30 "Marshall McLuhan." Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, 

http:! /en. wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall _ McLuhan 
31 Bruce Powers and Marshall McLuhan, The Global Village: Transformations in World Life and Media in 

the 21st Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 84-85. 
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of the Web has been. The Web's use of hypertext is a clear example. A hypertext system 

is one in which links are specified between different places within a text or to an external 

text. According to McLuhan, the written tradition has given us "an eye for an ear," 

meaning that the more permanent medium of print is occupying a more prominent place 

in the human consciousness than the temporary transmission of speech. 32 Hypertext is an 

extension of the print medium in which a primary system of discourse (the hypertext 

structure) arranges a secondary system (a piece of text) and exposes an array of possible 

directions for the text that would otherwise remain concealed if it were expressed in a 

static print form.33 The hypertext resembles McLuhan's concept of a "many-at-onceness" 

in which multiple sets of data were accessible to the pre-linguistic mind.34 McLuhan may 

have also popularized the term "surfing," which is a colloquialism used to refer to the act 

of using the Web or navigating through a series of hypertext links, which has often been 

known as "surfing the net" or "surfing the Web." McLuhan referred to "surfing as: 

"rapid, irregular and multidirectional movement through a heterogeneous body of 

documents of knowledge."35 

McLuhan's distinction between "hot" and "cool" media can also be applied here. 

The digital environment and the Web straddle both categories of"hot" and "cool" media. 

Both can be placed in McLuhan's category of"cool" media since they invoke the use of 

multiple senses. As Levinson maintains: 

32 Michael Joyce, Nancy Kaplan, John McDaid, Stuart Moulthrop, "Panel: Hypertext, Narrative, and 
Consciousness," proceedings of the second annual ACM conference on Hypertext, Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, United States, 1989. http://portal.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=74254 

33 Joyce, Kaplan, McDaid, and Moulthrop, "Panel: Hypertext, Narrative, and Consciousness," 2. 
34 Joyce, Kaplan, McDaid, and Moulthrop, "Panel: Hypertext, Narrative, and Consciousness," 2. 
35 "Marshall McLuhan," MediaPost Wild, 

http://www.mediapost.com/wiki/index.php?title=Marshall_McLuhan 



The Web and its hyperlinks thus comprise a quintessential case of a cool 
system - a verdant breeze winding its way through every leaf in the 
hothouse of knowledge, not only cooling but pollinating as it moves 
along.36 
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The lowest common denominator for the digital medium is text, which is considered a 

cool medium. The Web is much more effective in its use of text than previous media, 

making text more interactive, and immediate than it has been in past media. Moreover, 

since the main content of the Web is text, users must give it, for the most part, their 

undivided attention.37 However, there are characteristics of the Web that would equate it 

with McLuhan's category of"hot" media. Online text, which resembles print, exists in a 

"hot" or hi-definition environment -- the screen. Also, the Web's ability to incorporate 

other forms of media such as image, video, and sound allow "hot" and "cool" media to 

co-exist on one medium. It is important to note that McLuhan's categories of hot and cool 

media were not intended to force media into one of two categories. Rather, McLuhan's 

"hot" and cool" media exist in a continuum: they are a way of measuring media in terms 

on scale of "hot" and "cool" not a way of expressing them in dichotomous terms. 38 While 

the Web can most certainly be considered a cool medium in many respects it does mark a 

convergence of both "hot" and "cool" media and may be considered "lukewarm" - a 

hybrid of "hot" and "cool" media. 

The Web has the capacity to incorporate various other media. Media such as 

radio, sound, image, text, among others, have become the ground and the Web, in 

presenting these varying media, acts as the more prominent figure. McLuhan argued that 

the effect of a medium is made strong and intense just because it is given another medium 

36 Levinson, 117. 
37 Levinson, 49. 
38 "Marshall McLuhan," Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall_ McLuhan 
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as "content. "39 The Web has taken on these previous media and used them as content on 

an unprecedented scale. However, unlike previous media, an immediate predecessor is 

not apparent. For example, with movies, the content was easily recognizable as the novel 

or the story. When it first began the Web was very simplistic, displaying only images and 

text -- similar to print. Since that time, the Web has evolved into a platform for various 

media types and, with the help of the Internet, has even developed the capacity for direct 

oral communication. While the Web has taken on other media as its content, and this has 

yielded startling innovations and enhancements, its content is not restricted to any one 

type of media. In this sense, the Web is afigure standing on many grounds. 

The Internet and the Web have provided a worldwide communication network 

that has effectively shrunk geographic distances to facilitate information exchange 

between people from a variety of places and backgrounds, thus identifying it with 

McLuhan's concept of the global village. The Web contains vast amounts of information, 

but also facilitates communication across long distances through the use of e-mail, 

Websites, discussion forums, and "virtual communities." As McLuhan argued, the globe 

has become a community of learning, and at the same time, with regard to the tightness of 

its interrelationships, the globe has become a tiny village, by allowing almost immediate 

access to anyone in the world who is online.40 In villages, what was important remained 

unknown to the rest of the world and the lives of the individuals in the village remained 

private. Now, with the Internet, information can be accessed instantly and those with the 

means to do so can read about pretty much whatever they please, despite how 

geographically distant it may be. 

39 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 32. 
40 Marshall McLuhan, Essential McLuhan, ed. Eric McLuhan and Anthony Frank Zingrone (Concord, 

Ontario: House of Anansi Press Ltd., 1995), 180. 
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Gerald Friesen 

The development of communications has been cast in a historical light by Canadian 

cultural historian Gerald Friesen in his work Citizens and Nation: An Essay on History, 

Communication, and Canada (2000). Building on the foundation laid by Innis and 

McLuhan in communications theory, Friesen explores the impact of changing 

instruments of communication and the changes in perceptions of time and space on 

everyday, ordinary citizens.41 The most relevant portion of Friesen's work for this 

chapter is his concept of "screen-capitalism." For Friesen, "screen-capitalism" embodies 

the modem era, the age of television and computers. This era, which began in the second 

half of the twentieth century, can be further subdivided into analog media (such as 

television) and digital media (computers, satellites, etc.).42 While there are many 

messages that can be extracted from Citizens and Nation, the change in perceptions of 

time and space brought by digital media in Canadian society is the most important impact 

of the "screen-capitalism" epoch. Friesen makes the assertion that when the dominant 

vehicle of communication technology changes, society must adapt to the new media if it 

is to remain a viable community.43 Even if ordinary people do not have access to the new 

communications technology, they are aware of its power. In the middle of the nineteenth 

century, for example, illiterate people were unable to read but they were keenly aware of 

the power of print as embodied in written laws or biblical texts. 

41 
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So the question remains, are historians adapting to the digital age? Are they 

turning toward information technology as their new medium of communication? The 

short answer is, yes and no. Even the brave few who dabble in digital history have 

professed reluctance towards fully welcoming digital history into the fold.44 Thus, it is 

necessary to examine the expectations, aspirations, and reservations that historians have 

when it comes to the World Wide Web. 

The discipline of history is not divorced from the society in which it operates. As 

such, historians must contend with the forces that influence and shape society. The most 

prominent "forces" in the twenty-first century are arguably Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs). Friesen argues that today's economy is 

knowledge-based.45 Knowledge has always been the business of historians, although 

often a specialized type of knowledge. In the digital era, historians continue to write and 

publish books, monographs, and scholarly articles as they did before the personal 

computer adorned their desk. The question then becomes, how are historians dealing 

with the explosion of information being made available on the World Wide Web? Are 

they able to keep up? Willingly or not, the activities of historians and other scholars in 

the humanities are part of the knowledge economy that is increasingly making its home 

on the World Wide Web. 

In this knowledge economy, Friesen argues, we are grappling with abstract 

depictions of the real world conveyed to us by electronic systems that have eliminated the 

44 Prominent American historian Gertrude Himmelfarb expressed these sentiments towards the Internet 
and the Web as a medium for doing history in her article, "A Neo-Luddite Reflects on the Internet." 
Chronicle of Higher Education (1 November 1996), 56. 

45 
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boundaries of physical existence. 46 The denizens of cyberspace are virtual -- meaning, the 

information that we read on the screen exists as an abstraction.47 The printed word at least 

possesses some level of tangibility, some reassurance that knowledge can be held in the 

hand. The proliferation of information on the Web is causing many to ask, if the medium 

is changing, is the message itself changing? Although digital textuality is still able to 

convey meaning in the same way the printed word does, it has the potential to do much 

more. It can manipulate and display texts in a variety of ways as well as to integrate 

other media such as images and sound. Will academic historians take advantage of this 

potential or leave it to others to develop? 

Michel Foucault 

Friesen's theories are very much influenced by the thought of Michel Foucault. Most 

scholars would agree that Foucault has made a significant impact on the humanities and 

social sciences, including history. Given Foucault's momentous influence across so many 

disciplines, it is surprising that his theories are under-examined in relation to 

communications theory. Like McLuhan, Foucault's writings and theories span a number 

of different topics, most of them with a political thrust. Among those theories, his theory 

of the Power/Knowledge discourse stands out as one of the most prominent and 

applicable. 

Although Foucault's concepts of Power and Knowledge are interrelated, it is 

important to examine both power and knowledge individually. For Foucault, "power is 

everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from 

46 
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everywhere."48 Thus, power works in a circular pattern where individuals are in the 

process of simultaneously being subjected to and exercising power. Unlike in traditional 

interpretations of power, such as Marxism, power is not concentrated in the hands of one 

dominant agent, nor in that agent's status as dominated or dominator. Rather, power is 

distributed through complex and heterogeneous social networks marked by ongoing 

contlict.49 The individual then becomes subject to this cyclical dispersion of power.50 

Knowledge, according to Foucault, could be understood at the level of the 

statement, which he believed was a basic unit of discourse. For Foucault, statements are 

that which make propositions, utterance, and acts of speech meaningful. This implies that 

propositions, utterance, and acts of speech do not stand on their own but are part of a 

larger discourse. Knowledge in the Foucauldian sense is scattered and is not concentrated 

in particular statements or groups of statements. 51 Solitary statements, practices, 

techniques, or methods do not constitute knowledge. Rather, Foucault would argue, only 

through being connected over time do they become epistemologically significant. 52 

Knowledge is at the centre of Foucault's Power struggle. Power is transferred 

through dialogue, or discourse according to the knowledge one has. This discourse of 

knowledge results in the creation of new kinds of knowledge and new modalities of 

power. 53 Knowledge in tum does not necessarily have to be true, but it is cemented as 

knowledge when it is accepted by others in the discourse as being true. Thus, knowledge, 

48 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol I: An introduction, trans. R. Hurley (New York: 
Pantheon, 1978), 93. 

49 Eric Paras, Foucault 2. 0: Beyond Power and Knowledge (New York: Other Press, 2006), 11. 
so Paras, 11. 
51 Joseph Rouse, "Power/Knowledge," in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, ed. Gary Gutting. 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 97. 
52 Rouse, "Power/Knowledge," 110 
53 Rouse, "Power/Knowledge," 97 
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whether true or untrue, is passed down and power manifests itself as the ability to have 

one's knowledge recognized as truth. The Web projects the image of offering freedom of 

information and an unlimited knowledge source to those who make use of it. However, 

Foucault would likely argue that the Web tends to reproduce preexisting structures of 

power and knowledge and is as contested as all other forms of communication. 

Applying Foucault's theories to Web technology is difficult since he wrote little 

about communication technologies. The technologies that Foucault was concerned with 

were physical and institutional -- for example prisons, schools, and clinics. Rather than 

concentrating on material technology, Foucault focused on behavioural and social 

technologies embedded in those material technologies. 54 These technologies are 

technologies of power and operate without individuals being aware of them. As Foucault 

stated: "While people know what they do, and may know why they do what they do, they 

do not know what they do does."55 Like Friesen, Foucault would no doubt argue that, in 

the digital age, digital technology has a transformative effect on people whether they 

realize it or not, since it is so ingrained in every day life. 

One important area where the Power/Knowledge relationship manifests itself is in 

the issue of surveillance. Since certain information is continuously collected when each 

individual user engages in Internet and Web-related activity, such as visiting webpages, 

sending e-mail, or posting to online discussion forums, users open themselves up to 

different forms surveillance. This information is collected by machines and may or may 

not be seen by human eyes; yet the fact remains that this information is being collected 
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unknowingly and inevitably from people using the Web. Foucault would argue that 

practices of surveillance restrict behaviour by making it more comprehensively knowable 

or known. 56 Furthermore, as the Web grows as a source of knowledge, a more broad and 

thorough knowledge base enables a more continuous and invasive control of what people 

do, which in tum gives way to more intrusive inquiry and disclosure. 57 

The ideas of Innis, McLuhan, Friesen, and Foucault are the theoretical foundation 

that this study is built upon. Innis and McLuhan point to the virtues and vices that are 

intrinsic to communication media and, although the Web came after the time of Innis and 

McLuhan, it exhibits commons characteristics of previous communication media that 

thusly may have some of the same implications for society. Friesen goes a step further by 

assessing how communication technologies shape the lives of everyday, ordinary, 

citizens. And finally, Michel Foucault's analysis offers insight into understanding how 

the World Wide Web functions as a distributor of power and knowledge. 

Historians and the New Media 

For better or for worse, historians have incorporated the digital medium into their work 

over the past ten years. 58 The transition from print to the digital medium has changed the 

way that knowledge is transmitted but it is having a significant effect on the character of 

knowledge itself. For historians, the struggle to integrate the possibilities of new 
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technology into the ancient practice of history has led to the questioning of the basic 

goals and methods of their profession. 59 
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Over the past two decades, new media and new technologies have challenged 

historians to re-evaluate the ways in which they research, communicate, and teach about 

the past. Although computers have become a staple for almost every historian for some 

time now, it is not until recently that more have begun exploring the digital medium as a 

way of presenting their work in a fresh and relevant way. This study will explores how 

historical knowledge is altered when it is communicated on the Web. For the most part, 

this will involve delving into the new field of Humanities Computing (explored in a later 

section of this chapter) and assessing how historical knowledge is capable of being 

manipulated, analyzed, and interpreted via the digital medium. 

It is important to note that the computer is nothing new to humanities scholars and 

especially to historians. American historian and Humanities Computing practitioner 

William G. Thomas III described the growth of computers in the discipline of history in 

three phases. First, in the 1940s historians began experimenting with mathematical 

techniques and large datasets. This was amplified in the 1960s with the emerging field of 

social science history when historians began incorporating a range of statistical 

techniques using computers. 60 The third and current phase, Thomas argues, came with the 

Personal Computer (PC) revolution, the rise of the Internet and the World Wide Web. 

While the second phase provoked serious controversy between the "new" and "old" 

history, computers were only a minor consideration of a much larger debate. In the third 

phase, the controversy for humanities scholars and historians alike is concerned directly 
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with whether or not to express scholarship in digital form and to develop digital tools that 

directly affect the presentation, interpretation, and analysis of scholarship. 

The points in contention in the third phase are now familiar to most scholars.61 

Some historians believe that historical scholarship on the Web has opened the historical 

imagination to new questions and forms of presentation, while to others it has sealed the 

historical imagination, "at best limiting and channeling historical thinking and at worst 

confining it to procedural, binary steps."62 In their book, Digital History: A Guide To 

Gathering, Preserving, and Presenting History On The Web, historians Daniel Cohen and 

Roy Rozenweig classify these groups broadly as the "cyber-enthusiasts" and "techno

skeptics." Both of these groups have valid concerns regarding the reasons why certain 

historians may be more eager than others to use the Web as a venue for historical 

scholarship. 

By the mid 1990s, the computer had become a necessary part of academic life. 

However, like the photocopier, it was another piece of office equipment more commonly 

used for word processing and other similar tasks. The few historians who had access to 

"pre-Web" technologies such as e-mail or newsgroups, or were doing other forms of 

computer work, were a rare breed. In the past decade, computer programs such as word 

processing and e-mail have become a staple in the lives of many historians; and historians 

have become increasingly dependent on these tools for accomplishing their work. 63 

61 This debate, in some ways, resembles the debate between the "new" history, one that borrowed from 
the social sciences and the "old" history that opted for more grounded, traditional historical methods. 
There is still an ongoing question in the field of Humanities Computing that as humanists (historians 
included) make advances in the field will they draw more heavily upon the social sciences. 

62 Thomas III, 56. 
63 Ayers, "Technological Revolutions I Have Known," 27. 



Although print is still the most valued output for most tenure committees, the Web is 

quickly becoming an important venue for the dissemination of historical scholarship. 
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The launch of the World Wide Web in 1993 coupled with the creation of 

Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) and browser technologies offered historians a new 

medium in which to present their work.64 The Web, which initially consisted mainly of 

linked text and image, has since grown in its capacity to incorporate other media such as 

sound and videos and has redefined the experience of being online. 65 It is, of course, 

important to make the distinction between digital history -- history conveyed in a digital 

medium such as on the World Wide Web and CD-ROM projects -- and computing 

involving history. Although historians have been using the computer for decades now to 

perform quantitative analysis relating to demographic, geographic, economic, and other 

forms of data, this data has been communicated and incorporated into the print version of 

the historian's work. Digital history, however, has the capability of transcending 

traditional historical narrative and offering new forms of presentation and analysis. 

Despite its great potential, the digital medium poses certain challenges to the 

historian's craft. For historians who have become familiar with the conventions of the 

various forms of scholarly discourse -- the article, the review, the monograph -- the new 

medium of the Web can be confusing, and even threatening.66 Inherent dangers with 

doing digital history such as the quality assurance of information, intellectual property, 

and passive and selective reading pose risks. However, there are benefits to be had as 

well. The flexibility, interactivity, and nonlinearity of the Web are just a few of the 

64 Thomas III, 62. 
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advantages it provides.67 Successful digital history depends on an awareness of the 

advantages and disadvantages and the ability to maximize the benefits and minimize the 

detriments. 68 

One of the main challenges that the Web poses is that it contains so much 

information that it is often hard to distinguish between ''the true and the false, the 

important and the trivial, the enduring and the ephemeral."69 As a result of Internet 

technologies, historians, Roy Rosenzweig argues, are facing a fundamental paradigm 

shift from a culture of scarcity to a culture of abundance. 70 Whereas material on the Web 

can be easily published and made widely accessible, in the print world there are 

mechanisms in place such as publishers and peer review processes to ensure the 

credibility of the scholarship being produced. On the Web, these mechanisms exist, but 

since anyone can publish on the Web, it is extremely difficult to prevent anyone from 

writing whatever they please on any aspect relating to history. Moreover, since the Web 

is more widely and easily accessible, historical material disseminated via the Web can 

gain acceptance by the general public more readily than it can in print. Validating 

authenticity and credibility still remains an issue even in the print world; however, the 

Web, with the overwhelming surplus of information it makes available, makes it difficult 

for the general readership to discern between good and bad history. 

It is only natural that historians would be concerned that their scholarship could 

get lost amidst the vast amount of information available on the Web. While more likely to 

be well-received by the general readership, popular and amateur histories are often 

67 Cohen and Rosenzweig 3. 
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criticized by historians for lacking the depth characteristic of scholarly work. The same 

holds true for the Web: as popular and amateur historical websites become more 

widespread on the Web, they may fare better at attracting an audience than their scholarly 

counterpart. Traditionally historians have provided succinct and refined interpretations 

and, upon acceptance by their fellow scholars, historians then present their ideas to a 

larger general audience. 71 Historians have presented their ideas to the public using a 

variety of means and media ranging from print to film allowing them to engage in a 

public discourse on the past. Lately, however, the public role of the historian has waned 

and the failure to present their ideas on the Web has resulted in a new audience that turns 

to historical sources that do not adhere to the established standards and discourse of the 

discipline.72 If historians do not develop a Web presence they will find themselves further 

alienated and isolated in the public discourse. 

Part of the problem with quality assurance on the Web has to do with working 

within the digital medium itself. This holds true especially in the area of electronic 

publishing of scholarly monographs or journals and, more specifically, for the publication 

of archives of digitized primary sources. Ensuring the quality of newly digitized 

historical resources is a problem for two reasons. First, in the production of electronic 

texts there is often an emphasis on speed and immediacy required for fast production and 

dissemination on the Web, which often compromises the quality of work. 73 Second, while 

the Web is continually being populated with texts that are functionally indistinguishable 

71 Drew VandeCreek, "Webs of Significance: The Abraham Lincoln Historical Digitization Project, New 
Technology, and the Democratization of History," Digital Humanities Quarterly l, 1 (2007) 
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/ dhq/vol/001 / 1 /000003 .html 

72 
VandeCreek, "Webs of Significance," n.p. 

73 Wendy Plotkin, "Electronic Texts in the Historical Profession: Perspectives from Across the Scholarly 
Spectrum," in Computing in the Social Sciences and Humanities, ed. Orville Vernon Burton (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2002), 91. 
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from their print counterparts, it has also become a medium for new sorts of texts that do 

not fit well within the standard catalogue of scholarly publication. 74 It is important to note 

that historians are not the primary movers behind the digitization of historical resources. 

Since the mid-1990s, librarians have made use of the digital medium through the Web, 

databases, and other digital media formats to provide the public with an opportunity to 

consult rare books, manuscripts, and other primary sources that have long since been 

restricted, because they were rare or fragile. 75 Although historians have played roles in 

some of the more prominent digital library projects, it is important that they become more 

involved in digital history in order to ensure that the past is authentically communicated. 

One of the major challenges posed by the Web is archiving. As the Web grows, 

historians will increasingly use and rely on "born digital" objects -- objects created 

particularly for the digital medium that are more than a digital replica of an analog object. 

This new generation of resources will serve as objects of evidence, analysis, and 

reference for historians and, if the current trend continues, will be contingent on what 

historical materials libraries, government agencies, and other organizations digitize, 

catalogue, and make accessible.76 With the growth of these new resources comes the 

difficulty of archiving, classifying, and categorizing them. While this may be a task left 

to professionals such as archivists and librarians, historians, too, will have not only to 

learn the structure of these various objects but also to be able to explain their origins and 

relevance.77 Unlike print formats, data formats used in the digital medium grow outdated 

74 
Raymond Siemens, "The Credibility of Electronic Publishing," Alliance of Digital Humanities 

Organizations, http://www.digitalhumanities.org/view/Essays/RaymondSiemens 
CredibilityElectronicPublishing 

75 V andeCreek, "Webs of Significance," 
76 Thomas III, 65. 
77 Thomas III, 65. 
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very fast and historians will be faced with the difficult task of preserving anything digital 

they may produce so that it can be used in the future no matter how obsolete data formats 

may become or how advanced hardware and software grows. 

Perhaps the most potential for digital history lies in a new field known as 

Humanities Computing. According to one of the most active practitioners of the field, 

Willard McCarty, Humanities Computing is: 

... an academic field concerned with the application of computing tools to 
arts and humanities data or to their use in the creation of these data. It is 
methodological in nature and interdisciplinary in scope. It works at the 
intersection of computing with the arts and humanities, focusing both on 
the pragmatic issues of how computing assists scholarship and teaching in 
the disciplines and on the theoretical problems of shift in perspective 
brought about by computing. It seeks to define the common ground of 
techniques and approaches to data, and how scholarly processes may be 
understood and mechanized. It studies the sociology and epistemology of 
knowledge as these are affected by computing as well as the fundamental 
cognitive problem of how we know what we know.78 

While this is certainly a long-winded definition, it offers insight into the nature and 

qualities of Humanities Computing. The first aspect of Humanities Computing that 

McCarty points to is the application of computing tools to humanities "data." Humanities 

scholars, historians included, deal with four essential data types: text, image, number, 

and sound. In the historian's case, these are seen not as cultural artifacts and not as data 

(unless they are being quantified in some manner). The goal of Humanities Computing is 

then to explore this difference between cultural artifact and computational data. 79 

Computing tools are used for modeling humanities data and our understanding of it. 80 

Cultural artifacts, or primary sources in the case of the historian, become the object of 

78 Willard McCarty, What is humanities computing? Toward a definition of the field." 
http://www.cch.kcl.ac.uk/legacy/staff/wlm/essays/McCarty, What is humanities computing.pdf 

79 
Willard McCarty, Humanities Computing (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 213. 

80 John Unsworth, "What is Humanities Computing and What is it not?" Alliance of Digital Humanities 
Organizations, http://digitalhumanities.org/view/Essays/JohnUnsworthHumanitiesComputing 
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the object of study -- the cultural artifact at hand. 
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The second aspect of Humanities Computing that McCarty's definition raises, is 

the interdisciplinary nature of the field. McCarty uses the "The Methodological 

Commons" (See Figure 1.1 below) of Humanities Computing as a visual metaphor 

representing the shared knowledge on which the itinerant practitioner draws.81 

Disciplines, as we know, lay claim to different source material and different approaches, 

within the common workspace of Humanities Computing. Those differences are reduced 

to the four data types (text, image, number, and sound) and a set of tools for manipulating 

them. 82 These tools are in turn derived from and their applications governed by methods 

formed within and reflecting the forms of the contributing Clouds ofKnowing.83 
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Figure 1.1--The methodological commons 

Willard McCarty, and Harold Short. "A rough intellectual map of humanities 
computing," http://www.allc.org/reports/map/map:frame.html 
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The third aspect that McCarty comments on in his definition of Humanities 

Computing is how knowledge is represented and understood. In Humanities Computing 

knowledge is expressed using representations and models. As Humanities Computing 

scholar John Unsworth put it: "It is ... a way of reasoning and a set of ontological 

commitments, and its representational practice is shaped by the need for efficient 

computation on the one hand, and for human communication on the other."84 In 

Humanities Computing a model is a design or archetype of how a particular cultural 

artifact can be represented. 85 In the computer world, models are considered temporary 

states in the development of knowledge rather than static structures of knowledge. 86 

Works in Humanities Computing are therefore seen more as processes than products and 

the act of modeling becomes ongoing. Models in Humanities Computing can be thought 

of as experiments in the humanist's laboratory. 87 Modeling primary sources such as 

letters and diaries, which will be explored more in depth in Chapter three, is one area 

where historians are moving forward. As these models continue to develop they will 

serve as models for future work. 88 

84 John Unsworth, "What is Humanities Computing and What is it not?" Alliance of Digital Humanities 
Organizations, http://digitalhumanities.org/view/Essays/JohnUnsworthHumanitiesComputing 

85 Willard McCarty, "Knowing true things by what their mockeries be: modeling in the humanities," 
Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations, 
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/view/Essays/WillardMcCartyKnowingTrue 

86 McCarty, Humanities Computing, 27. 
87 

Willard McCarty, "We would know how we know what we know: Responding to the computational 
transformations of the humanities," Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations, 
http://digitalhumanities.org/view/Essays/WMcCartyComputationalTransformation 

88 McCarty, Humanities Computing, l 06. 
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History has been, and to a large extent still is, an individualistic practice. 

Humanities scholars generally work alone researching and writing under their own 

direction and share the results, rather then the process, of the research. 89 Collaborative 

works such as edited volumes and textbooks involve some collaboration, but for the most 

part consist of individual works of scholarship. The digital medium and the Web allow a 

change to this solitary tradition. Working effectively within this new mode of scholarly 

research requires collaboration among professionals from different backgrounds, 

including librarians, archivists, programmers, graphic designers, project managers, 

editors, and publishers - all culminating in a unique blend of expertise necessary to 

exploit the full benefits that the digital medium has to offer historical scholarship. Despite 

how talented a scholar may be, he or she will not be skilled enough to create, manage, 

and develop the virtual information structures that the new technologies permit.90 In 

short, "The Web becomes a place for new forms of collaboration, new modes of debate, 

and new modes of collecting evidence about the past."91 

The Web, through its use of Internet communication outlets, allows scholars and 

other project participants to communicate effectively and efficiently. Not only does the 

Web have the potential to present digital history to a broader audience, it is also equipped 

with tools to allow creators to work and communicate collaboratively to construct these 

projects. The Internet allows anyone using it to communicate with anyone else using the 

medium, regardless of where in the world they are connected, and also allows them to 

89 Daniel Pitti, "Designing Sustainable Projects and Publications," in Companion to Digital Humanities, 
ed. Susan Schriebman, Ray Siemans, and John Unsworth (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd), 471. 

90 Alan Howard "American studies and the new technologies: new paradigms for teaching and learning," 
Rethinking History 8, 2 (June 2004), 279. 

91 
Cohen and Rosenzweig, 7. 
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work remote! y in the creation and maintenance of shared resources. 92 Internet and Web 

technologies such as e-mail and forums also allow historians to communicate quickly and 

over long distances. For example, thousands of historians participate in the over one 

hundred discussion groups sponsored by H-Net, an international consortium of scholars 

and pedagogues aimed at using Internet Communication Technologies to facilitate the 

free exchange of academic ideas and scholarly resources.93 

Conclusion 

The last decade has seen a global revolution of unprecedented speed and reach in the 

creation and transmission of knowledge. This change was presaged by innovative 

thinkers such as Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan who made important observations 

about the nature of media and the effects that it has on social structures. Historian Gerald 

Friesen brought the theories of these two thinkers down to the level of ordinary people, 

who are as profoundly influenced by communications structures as the elites who 

dominate communications media. Meanwhile, the work of Michel Foucault encourages 

historians to reflect on the impact of new communications technologies of the 

knowledge/power nexus that defines all societies. In the Information Age, historians are 

required, whether they like it or not, to define their place cyberspace. Some of the more 

pressing issues, such as quality, intellectual property, and passivity, are countered by the 

benefits provided by hypertext, digital archives, and electronic publishing. Sorting out 

how to address the former while embracing the latter requires diligence and caution on 

92 Pitti, 486. 
93 "What is H-Net?" Humanities and Social Science online, 

http://www.h-net.org/about/ 



the part of the historian and will determine the shape of historical scholarship in the 

twenty first century. 

40 



Chapter Two: Of Life and Land: Captain John MacDonald, Laird of 

Glenaladale 

In exploring the pitfalls and potential of Humanities Computing as it relates to archival 

sources, I have chosen the eighteenth-century letters of Captain John MacDonald, Laird 

of Glenaladale (1742-1810). Few characters figure more prominently in the early history 

of Prince Edward Island than Captain John. 1 Although he did not take up permanent 

residency on the Island until the latter part of his life, MacDonald's actions at home and 

abroad had a significant impact on Island affairs. MacDonald was the principal organizer 

and leader of one of the largest emigrations to the Island's shores, one of its major 

military figures, and a leading citizen in some of the social and economic questions that 

plagued the Island in its infancy as a British colony. 2 This chapter will explore the 

context in which the letters of Captain John MacDonald were written by outlining the 

relevant historiography for this period of Prince Edward Island history, providing a brief 

account of MacDonald's early life and the conditions that led MacDonald and his settlers 

to leave the Scottish highlands, and analyzing several factors that shaped politics and land 

policy during MacDonald's time on the Island. In examining these issues, it becomes 

clear that John MacDonald was a significant figure in the Island's early history and as 

such emerged as a leader in the political maneuvering around issues relating to the 

colony's complicated land system and stubborn political and social conditions. 

1 Prince Edward Island was originally named Ile Saint Jean or St. John's Island until its name was changed 
in 1799. 

2 Allan MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale,"' CCHA Report 30 (1964), 21. 
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Historiography 

The historiography of Prince Edward Island in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries has changed dramatically in recent decades. Until the 1970s, Island 

historiography in the pre-Confederation period (1763-1873) was characterized by what it 

lacked: first, an adequate understanding of the land question; second, an understanding of 

the full breadth of socio-economic diversity on the Island; and third, an exploration of the 

Island experience within the larger regional and North Atlantic context. Although these 

deficiencies have been partially addressed, the colonial period of Island history remains a 

fertile area for researchers. 

The land question has long been a defining characteristic of Island historiography. 

In 1767, the Island was divided into sixty-seven townships, or lots, and granted to 

prominent British officials in what became known as the "land lottery." These land grants 

were accompanied by obligations for the proprietors to settle and develop the Island and 

to pay quitrents -- annual payments made to the government. These payments were 

intended to serve as a source of revenue for the Island government. It was the hope of the 

British government that the proprietors would move with their tenants to the Island and, 

within a few years, create a stable, hierarchical, and financially self-sufficient colony. 

This did not happen. During its early years as a colony, few settlers arrived and the Island 

remained relatively undeveloped. What ensued was over a century of conflict between 

tenant farmers and government officials against the proprietary elite, who used their 
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influence in London to maintain the status quo. 3 The land question was not resolved until 

after the Island joined Confederation. In 187 5 the Island legislature passed a compulsory 

Land Purchase Act whereby all private land was to be purchased, effectively 

extinguishing the proprietary system.4 

The land question dominated most accounts of pre-Confederation Island history 

causing many other aspects of colonial society to be overlooked. Island politician Jack 

Stewart was the first to emphasize the land question in his 1806 work entitled, An 

Account of Prince Edward Island in the Gulph of St Lawrence, North America. 5 This 

work put forward the thesis that the history of the Island was, generally speaking, "a 

conflict pitting Islanders against outsiders, working farmers against negligent landlords, 

progress against reaction."6 This interpretive framework remained relatively 

unchallenged until the 1970s. 

Recent scholarship has cast new light on the land question with Island historians 

reassessing the role ofland proprietors, tenants, and the Island's emerging middle class, a 

demographic group that has been entirely ignored. Contemporary Island historians, most 

notably J.M. Bumsted, Matthew Hatvany, and Rusty Bittermann, have written revisionist 

histories, reconstructing our understanding of the land question. 

3 Matthew G. Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord and Historian: A Thematic Review of the 'Polarization' Process 
in the writing of 19th-century Prince Edward Island History," Acadiensis XXVII 1 (autumn/automne 
1997), 109. 

4 Francis W. Bolger, "Long Courted, Won at Last," in Canada's Smallest Province: A History of P.E.L ed. 
Francis W.P. Bolger (Charlottetown: Prince Edward Island 1973 Centennial Commission, 1973), 230. 

5 John Stewart, An account of Prince Edward Island in the Gulph of St. Lawrence, North America: 
containing its geography, a description of its different divisions, soil, climate, seasons, natural 
productions, cultivation, discovery, conquest, progress and present state of the settlement, government, 
constitution, laws and religion (London, 1806). 

6 Martin Brook Taylor, Promoters, Patriots, and Partisans: Historiography in Nineteenth-Century English 
Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), 38. 
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In his 1982 analysis oflsland historiography, J.M. Bumsted outlined several 

assumptions about the land question that have been implicit in Island history: that the 

land system was irrevocably fixed in London in July 1767 and was never subjected to 

dynamic change; that Island residents represented virtue and outsiders exploitative and 

obstructionist evil; and that, without the burden of the land question, Islanders would 

have produced a progressive and prosperous society of independent yeomen farmers, 

assisted by merchant allies. 7 Bumsted' s analysis of the land question points to the fact 

that Island history has always begged the question of how the Island ought to have been 

developed. Arguing for a more sophisticated view of the Island political and social 

structure than the traditional one of oppressed resident tenants and exploitative absentee 

landlords, 8 Bumsted set out to achieve this end in his work, Land, Settlement, and Politics 

on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island (1987). 

In his 1997 article, historian Matthew Hatvany builds upon Bumsted's insights. 

He argues that the commonly held view in Island history of an ''undifferentiated rural 

society of self-sufficient tenant farmers in the one hand and landlords and high 

government officials in the other,"9 has been seriously detrimental to Island 

historiography. By placing the blame solely on the proprietary system, John Stewart's 

account influenced future Island historians to overlook other socio-economic aspects that 

factored into the proprietary system as a whole. 10 This same framework, Hatvany shows, 

was echoed in later works such as Lome Callbeck's The Cradle of Confederation: A 

7 J.M. Bumsted, '"The Only Island There is': The Writing oflsland History," in The Garden Transformed: 
Prince Edward Island, 1945-1982, ed. Satadal Dasgupta, David Milne, and Verner Smitheram 
(Charlottetown, P.E.I: Ragweed Press, 1982), 19. 

8 J.M. Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen's University Press, 1987), xi. 

9 Hatvany. "Tenant, Landlord and Historian," 109. 
lO Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord and Historian," 119. 
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brief history of Prince Edward Island from its discovery in 1534 to the present time 

(1964) which essentially reiterated much of Stewart's argument while overlooking class 

and economic conditions of the era. 11 Even more recent works such as the centennial 

work, Canada 's Smallest Province: A History of P.E.1 ( 1973) 12 edited by prominent 

Island historian Francis Bolger do not move much beyond the political history of the 

Island paying little attention to social life and institutions. 13 

What is lacking in much of Island history is an inquiry into the roles played by 

proprietors (both absentee and resident) and other key players such as land agents, 

merchants, and various classes of tenants. 14 When proprietorship is examined closely, it 

becomes clear that the principal exploiters of tenants were not the absentee landlords but 

certain resident proprietors and resident agents who were members of the political elite 

demanding reform. 15 Moreover, there has been a lack of analysis of those who may have 

held freehold land tenure on the Island. Inactive absentee proprietors may have impeded 

the process of settlement, but they were not engaged in the immediate oppression. 

Another shortcoming of Island historiography is the failure to consider the Island 

in comparative contexts. Given the fact that the Island historians have traditionally 

emphasized its uniqueness and peculiarity, Island history has rarely been considered 

within histories of British North America or the Atlantic World. As Bumsted points out: 

Partly because the interpretive focus always stressed the Island's 
uniqueness, partly because of its small size and population, the history of 

11 Lome Callbeck, The Cradle of Confederation: A brief history of Prince Edward Island from its 
discovery in 15 34 to the present time (Fredericton: Brunswick Press, 1964) 

12 Francis W Bolger, ed., Canada's Smallest Province: A History of P.E.L (Charlottetown: Prince Edward 
Island 1973 Centennial Commission, 1973) 

13 Ian Ross Robertson, "Recent Island History," Acadiensis IV 2 (spring/printemps 1975), 112. 
14 Matthew George Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord, and the New Middle Class: Settlement, Society and 

Economy in Early Prince Edward Island, 1798-1848" (Ph.D. diss., University of Maine, 1996), 352. 
15 Bumsted, "'The Only Island There is': The Writing oflsland History," 21-22. 



Prince Edward Island has seldom found much place in studies of either 
larger geo-political units (such as Canada) or of particular themes within 
them (such as landholding, social structure, political conflict, or even the 
rise ofresponsible government). 16 
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More recently, however, efforts have been made to integrate the Island, especially in its 

formative years as a colony, into the regional context. For example, in The Atlantic 

Region to Confederation: A History,1 7 edited by Phillip Buckner and John Reid, Prince 

Edward Island is placed within the larger context of the development of the Atlantic 

region making it possible to see the Island's development as actually similar to that of its 

neighbouring colonies, despite the constraints of the proprietary system. 18 

Bumsted situates the proprietary system within the larger Atlantic context, noting 

that the land tenure system in place on the Island was not unique. The growth and 

development of the Island under the proprietary system was closely entwined with the 

socio-economic growth and developmental patterns of the British Isles, the Northeastern 

United States, and the Atlantic region of British North America. 19 In addressing the issue 

of quitrent payments, for example, he argued that "more money was paid in quitrents 

over the years by the proprietors of the Island of St. John than in any contemporary 

British colony in North America."20 Similar quitrent systems were in place in other parts 

of British North America such as the thirteen colonies before the American Revolution, 

but were rarely, if ever, paid. 

One of the most recent additions to the literature concerning this period has been 

Rusty Bittermann's Rural Protest on Prince Edward Island: From British Colonization 

16 Bumsted, "'The Only Island There is': The Writing oflsland History," 13. 
17 Philip A. Buckner and John G. Reid, The Atlantic Region to Confederation: A History (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press; Fredericton, NB Acadiensis Press, 1994) 
18 Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord and Historian," 130. 
19 Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord, and the New Middle Class," 353. 
20 Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 36. 
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to the Escheat Movement (2006). While his focus lies mainly in the early nineteenth 

century, Bittermann provides insight into the dynamics of the land tenure system, 

particularly from the tenant's perspective, on early colonial Prince Edward Island. 

Addressing the lack of the tenant's perspective in examining the land issue, Bittermann 

argues that the proprietary system was unstable and unpopular with settlers, which caused 

them to resist and rebel against their landlords.21 He further explains that expectations 

for tenants paying rents based on the agriculture were unrealistic, since farming required 

generations of work before it would yield a steady income.22 The failure to pay rents by 

tenants affected the landlords who relied on the tenants' rents to pay quitrents to the 

Crown. Not surprisingly, the failure to pay rents was felt most strongly among tenants, 

who, because of not being able to pay rent, they became subject to eviction and risked 

losing all their improvements they made to the land.23 By exploring the tenant's 

perspective of the land question Bittermann is addressing a deficit of such work in Island 

historiography. 24 

While this thesis is not a study of MacDonald, the letters that will be digitized 

shed some light on the land system, the position of proprietors and their tenants, and 

aspects of social and institutional life on the Island in the late eighteenth century. What 

follows is a brief discussion of John MacDonald and the remarkable letters between 

himself and his sister Helen. 

21 Rusty Bittermann, Rural Protest on Prince Edward Island: From British Colonization to the Escheat 
Movement (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 4. 

22 
Bittermann, 20. 

23 Bittermann, 20. 
24 In order to better understand the circumstances oflsland tenants, Allan Greer's Peasant Lord, and 

Merchant: Rural Society in Three Quebec Parishes, 17 40-1840, which gives an in-depth analysis of the 
experiences that Quebec tenants faced, was consulted for this study. 
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John MacDonald - Early life 

John MacDonald was born in 1742 into a branch of the Clan MacDonald. His family was 

known more commonly by their property -- Glenaladale, located in Glenfinnan in the 

Scottish Highlands. The Glenaladale MacDonalds occupied the eastern section of the 

Clanranald territory and were the hereditary guardians of their clan. John MacDonald 

grew up in the aftermath of the Jacobite rebellion ( 17 45-17 46), part of a failed attempt to 

restore the Stuart dynasty. His father, Alexander of Glenaladale, played a significant role 

in this effort, serving as a major and second-in-command in the Clanranald regiment and 

participating in many of the decisive battles such as final Battle of Culloden. After their 

defeat in 1746, the Scottish clans suffered serious economic reprisals at the hands of the 

British.25 

Despite economic hardship, MacDonald's family sent John to Ratisbon, Bavaria, 

in 1756, to be educated at a Catholic seminary often attended by the youth of prominent 

Scottish families. In January 1761, just when his studies were nearing completion, his 

father died. At the age of 19, John MacDonald returned home to manage his father's 

estate and become the eighth laird of Glenaladale. 26 Shortly thereafter, MacDonald 

married his first wife, Isabella Gordon, ofWardhouse; she died in childbirth with the 

child surviving the mother only by a few months.27 Despite enduring some hardship in 

his early years, John MacDonald had a privileged upbringing that fashioned him into an 

educated man (he was fluent in seven languages), a devout Catholic, and a determined 

25 Frank L. Pigot, "MacDonald of Glenaladale, John," Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online. 
http://www.biographi.ca/EN/ShowBio.asp?BioID=3663 7 

26 Laird is a Scottish term for Lord. 
27 MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale' ," 23. 
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landlord -- all characteristics that were later manifested in his management of land affairs 

on the Island. 

Exodus from Scotland 

The conditions that led MacDonald and his followers out of Scotland and to the Island of 

St. John were a blend of economic, religious, and political factors that ultimately 

coalesced in emigration as a way of avoiding oppression. Part of MacDonald's motive for 

leaving Scotland came from the change in his profession. Following the Highlands 

support for the pretender Charles Stuart in 1745, the region was deliberately integrated 

into Great Britain and the British empire. The Highland clan chieftains were converted 

into proper British land proprietors, and encouraged to modernize their land holdings. 

The basic approach used by Highland landlords at this time was to maximize revenue by 

down-sizing their holdings, raising rents, cutting costs, and using extensive tenant labour 

wherever possible.28 

By the time that MacDonald became the laird of Glenaladale and chief tacksman 

of the Clanranalds, he discovered that tacksmen, who were intermediaries between the 

heads of the clan and the tenants who occupied the land, were becoming obsolete. The 

position of tacksman was viewed by the new breed of Scottish landlords as an expensive 

and therefore unprofitable middle man, who interfered with the conduct of land business 

in Scotland.29 Men in positions similar to that of MacDonald found themselves caught 

between higher rents and an increasing tendency of the landlords to cut costs by 

eliminating tacksmen. By the late 1760s, the new land holding and management system 

28 
J.M. Bumsted, "Highland Emigration to the Island of St. John and the Scottish Catholic Church, 1769-

1774," Dalhousie Review 54 (1978): 514. 
29 

Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 16. 



had taken root in Scotland. Leaving for the new world to pursue a new livelihood was 

thus an attractive option for men of MacDonald's class who found their societal status 

and economic well-being threatened. 
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Problems escalated in the Western Highlands in 1770 when a conflict arose on the 

Island of South Uist, which was divided between MacDonald of Clanranald and Colin 

MacDonald of Boisdale. A recent convert to Presbyterianism, Boisdale attempted to 

compel his Catholic tenants to renounce their faith or lose their homes. 30 The tenants 

rejected Boisdale's threats and John MacDonald agreed to take part in a plan of the 

Scottish Catholic Church to finance an emigration of the persecuted faithful to North 

America.31 Although the Catholic tenants of South Uist were not initially under the care 

of MacDonald, he took up their cause, determined to see that they did not endure 

religious persecution and could enjoy safe and prosperous lives. 

The Scottish Catholic Church did not officially sanction the emigration to the 

Island of St. John, since doing so would put it in a precarious position with the British 

government. Rather subversively, however, the church financed the cost of the 

emigration of the persecuted tenants of South Uist and provided ample assistance to John 

MacDonald and his brother Donald for including other Catholics from other regions in 

the Highlands in their emigration scheme.32 For those at the bottom ranks of Highland 

society, such as the impoverished tenants of South Uist, the only options for migrating to 

America were either as indentured servants or through fortuitous involvement in one of 

30 It is important to note that this was not an isolated incident. Curtailing Catholicism was part of official 
British policy towards Scotland since the second Stuart uprising in 1745. This policy was mostly carried 
out through Protestant missionary activity, and especially through the establishment of Protestant 
schools. 

31 
MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale' ," 24. 

32 
Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 16. 
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the occasional partial assistance schemes such as the one organized by John MacDonald 

of Glenaladale. 33 

It is not known why the Island was chosen as the destination for MacDonald and 

his settlers, but there is some speculation that the Scottish Catholic Church chose the 

Island because of its relative seclusion and sparse population, conditions that would allow 

the outgoing Scots to practice their religion and culture with few barriers. 34 In 1770, 

Bishop Hay opened negotiations with the Lord Advocate of Scotland, James 

Montgomery, who had previously brought settlers to the Island and was sympathetic to 

the church's cause. 35 While Montgomery refused to sponsor an emigration, he agreed to 

sell John MacDonald one of the Island's finest tracts ofland at a generous price.36 

MacDonald purchased Lot 36 from Montgomery for £600 in a transaction involving no 

immediate cash and an open-ended understanding about repayment. 37 MacDonald and his 

settlers may have avoided the legal restrictions on Catholic emigration to the Island since, 

as Lord Advocate of Scotland, Montgomery was ultimately in charge of law enforcement, 

including the penal legislation against Catholics and any measures to limit or control 

emigration. 38 

33 J.M. Bumsted, "Scottish Emigration to the Maritimes 1770-1815: A new look at an old theme," 
Acadiensis 10, 2 (1981), 80. 

34 Bumsted, "Highland Emigration to the Island of St. John and the Scottish Catholic Church, 1769-1774," 
512. 

35 Like MacDonald, James Montgomery was also an active proprietor on the Island. More details on 
Montgomery's exploits on the Island and his dealings with the land affairs of Early Prince Edward Island 
can be found in: J.M. Bumsted's "Sir James Montgomery and Prince Edward Island, 1767-1803," 
Acadiensis 7, 2 (Spring/Printemps, 1978): 76-102. 

36 Bumsted, The People's Clearance 1770-1815, 58. 
37 Bumsted, "Highland Emigration to the Island of St. John and the Scottish Catholic Church, 1769-1774," 

516. 
38 Bumsted, "Highland Emigration to the Island of St. John and the Scottish Catholic Church, 1769-1774," 

516. 
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The Land Question 

John MacDonald and his settlers arrived on St. John's Island in 1772, but several 

important events in the preceding decade determined the issues that MacDonald 

contended with on the Island.39 In 1763, as a provision of the Treaty of Paris, France 

surrendered Canada, Acadia, Cape Breton (Ile Royale), and most of the St. Lawrence 

islands including Ile Saint-Jean which the British re-named St. John's Island or the Island 

of St. John. Captain Samuel Holland, an established military engineer, was commissioned 

to survey the Island and other British possessions in eastern North America ceded by 

France.40 Holland's survey, conducted in 1765, was the first step in determining the 

shape of the land system that defined the boundaries of proprietorship on the Island of St. 

John. Holland's glowing assessment of the agricultural potential of the Island was 

responsible for giving prospective settlers the wrong impression that the Island could 

easily be made agriculturally and commercially productive. 

The results of Holland's survey, which began in February of 1765 and was 

completed by 6 October 1765, amounted to a detailed mapping and description of the 

Island. Holland surveyed the land and recommended that it be divided into three counties 

which were further divided into smaller parcels ofland, or lots. Holland's 

recommendations were put into practice by the Lords Commissioners for Trade and 

Plantations who deemed that the Island was to be divided up into three counties of 

roughly 500, 000 acres each; the counties, in tum, were subdivided into "parishes" of 

39 While his settlers, led by his brother Donald MacDonald arrived on St. John's Island in 1771, John 
MacDonald did not arrive until 1772. 

40 
A detailed biographical sketch of Holland can be found in: 
F.J Thorpe. "Holland, Samuel, Johnannes," Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online, 
http://www.biographi.ca/EN/ShowBio.asp?Bioid=36586 
It is also of note that, like MacDonald, Holland was also a land proprietor. He brought a number of 
disbanded soldiers to settle on his Lot 28 in 1768, in an area known as Tryon. 
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100,000 acres each. The parishes were further broken down into townships, or lots, of 20, 

000 acres, with each lot having access to water if possible. Each county was also 

designated a town site and each parish was to contain a reserve for the construction of a 

church as well as a parcel ofland set aside for the clergy. 

Although the Holland survey gave the Lords Commissioners for Trade and 

Plantations (Board of Trade) a good idea of the lay of the land, it generated the erroneous 

depiction of the Island as an ideal site for raising grain and livestock, and for participation 

in the fisheries. 41 The climate was more severe than Holland implied and, as a result, 

proprietors such as MacDonald became overly optimistic about the ease with which they 

could make the colony productive.42 The impression given by Holland's survey, coupled 

with a failure to understand the Island's climate and geography, meant that agriculture 

and settlement on the Island during this early era considerably proved more difficult than 

most settlers had expected. 

Notwithstanding the shock of arriving in a "new world," the distribution and 

administration of the land, carried out in response to Holland's survey by the Board of 

Trade, became the main issue of contention for early Island settlers. An initial plan for 

settling the Island was proposed by John Percival, the second Earl of Egmont, who 

wanted to set up a proprietary system under his leadership whereby the Island would be 

settled and managed by a syndicate of distinguished military officers, politicians, and 

merchants, supported by a small but substantial military force. 43 The Crown dismissed 

Egmont's plan as too costly and instead went ahead with a land lottery in which sixty-

41 Douglas Boylan, "Rule Brittania," in Canada's Smallest Province: A History of P.E.l ed. Francis W.P. 
Bolger, 36. 

42 
Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 48. 

43 Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 15. 
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four of sixty-seven lots identified by Samuel Holland were distributed to various 

proprietors, many of whom were Egmont's associates.44 The remaining lots were 

reserved by the Crown as townships. Egmont was offered an entire parish of his choice 

for himself and his family, which he refused, declaring that he had no intention of taking 

up residence on the Island.45 Egmont and the Board of Trade had competing visions for 

the Island: Egmont saw the Island as a military outpost and the Boards of Trade 

envisioned the Island as a centre for trade and commercial activity: neither of these plans 

was fully realized. 

The settlement of the Island was, from the beginning, highly influenced by 

commerce, market relations, and a growing capitalist system in the British Isles.46 

Moreover, the growth and development of the Island under the proprietary system 

became closely connected with the socio-economic growth and developmental patterns of 

the British Isles, Northeastern United States, and the Atlantic region of British North 

America.47 While the proprietary system in no way challenged the evolving capitalist 

ethos, and was instituted elsewhere in the second half of the eighteenth century, it 

survived longer on the Island than in most other places. In nearby Nova Scotia, where 

proprietary grants were also common in the period between the Seven Years' War and 

44 Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 25. 
45 "5 June 1767," Acts of the Privy Council of England, Colonial Series, vol. V, 1766-1783, ed. James 

Munro (His Majesty's Stationary Office: London 1912), 57. 
46 

Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord, and the New Middle Class: Settlement, Society and Economy in Early 
Prince Edward Island, 1798-1848," 353. 

47 
Hatvany, "Tenant, Landlord, and the New Middle Class: Settlement, Society and Economy in Early 

Prince Edward Island, 1798-1848," 353. 
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the American Revolutionary War, such grants, when not actively worked, reverted to the 

Crown to make way for Loyalist settlement.48 This did not happen on the Island.49 

Conditions of Land settlement 

The problems that plagued the land tenure system on the Island had less to do with land 

grants than with the conditions that were attached to them. Three factors that were either 

part of the conditions or occurred as a result of them, proved problematic for settlement 

of the Island: the landlord-tenant system, quitrents, and the restrictions placed on 

emigration. The settlement on the Island of St. John in which MacDonald was 

participating was part of a larger trend occurring in British North America at the time. 

This trend was characterized by a significant increase in the number of large landholders 

attempting to establish proprietary rather than freehold conditions of land tenure, with a 

corresponding potential impact upon cultural and social conditions. so 

The land tenure system put in place on the Island was one by which landlords and 

tenants were bound by a lease. The main function of the lease was to provide legal 

security to both the landlord and the tenant. In theory, the lease guaranteed the landlord 

revenue from the estate while for the tenant it guaranteed security against arbitrary 

eviction provided the rent was regularly paid.51 As a landlord on the Island, MacDonald 

often signed leases with tenants for arbitrary periods of time such as three thousand years, 

48 
Margaret Conrad, and James Hiller, The Atlantic Provinces: A Concise History (Toronto: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 81. 
49 

Conrad and Hiller, 81. 

so J.M. Bumsted, "1763-1783: Resettlement and Rebellion," in The Atlantic Region to Confederation: A 
History, ed. Phillip A. Buckner and John G. Reid (Toronto: University of Toronto Press; Fredericton, 
NB: Acadiensis Press, 1994), 168. 

51 
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which were seen as a form of long-term security for the tenant. 52 However, the 

correspondence between John and Helen MacDonald shows that tenants did not always 

abide by the conditions of the lease. Some tenants left the Island completely in search of 

freehold land tenure or better agricultural land. MacDonald's letters suggests that some 

tenants moved to nearby lots, disregarding the proprietor's desire for their permanent 

settlement. 53 

The misconception that Island historians have had concerning the leasehold 

system was that it was unnecessarily burdensome to tenants, denying them full legal right 

to the land upon which they toiled. More recently, Hatvany has acknowledged that "the 

burden of the lease and rent was relative, and could be harsh or slight depending on the 

background of who the tenant family was, where they lived and for how long, and the 

general economic conditions of the colony at any given time."54 Since freehold land 

could be secured elsewhere in the Atlantic region, there were limits to how draconian the 

proprietors could be in their leasing arrangements. 

Both tenants and landlords arrived on the Island with contradictory visions of the 

future. For Highland tenants hoping to escape oppression, both religious and economic, 

North America seemed the opposite of Scotland; it was the land of freedom with no 

landlords, no taxes, religious freedom, and vast quantities ofland available for the 

taking. 55 Proprietors such as MacDonald did not share this vision. They hoped to re

establish the proprietary system and maintain their elite status. From MacDonald's 

52 An example of such a lease can be found in: Conveyance of Land in Lot 31, Island of St. John from John 
and Donald MacDonald ofGlenaladale to Ewan and Donald MacEachem ofKinlochmoydart, March 
1771. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 70. 

53 Letter from John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 
2664, Item 8, 3. 

54 
Hatvany, "The Proprietary Burden?" 3. 

55 J.M. Bumsted, The People's Clearance 1770-1815. (Edinburgh, and Winnipeg, 1982) 4. 
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perspective, he had sacrificed his resources in bringing tenants to St. John's Island and he 

felt that they were indebted to him. 56 They would repay their debt by participating in the 

system of land tenure that was in place under the clan system in the Highlands. Little 

wonder, then, that MacDonald felt cheated and that many of his tenants decided to leave 

the land and those who stayed became discontented with his leadership. 

Another problematic issue associated with the original land grants was that of 

quitrents. Most Island historians have looked upon the quitrent as being anachronistic and 

detrimental to the growth and development of the Island. In taking such a position those 

historians overlook the fact that the quitrent continued to be collected in areas of the 

Thirteen Colonies until the very eve of the American Revolution and traces of its 

influence can be seen long after the system was abolished. 57 Quitrents seemed to have 

little detrimental effect on the development of New York, for example. Even in places 

such as Quebec, where the quitrent system was briefly introduced following the conquest, 

the British government realized that the quitrent system was very unpopular and deemed 

that land tenure should be granted according to French law.58 What is peculiar about the 

quitrent system on the Island, however, is that it remained intact for so long after it had 

been abandoned in other British colonies. 

The original grants on the Island of St. John demanded that the proprietors pay 

quitrents, ranging from six shillings per 100 acres to two shillings per 100 acres 

56 Letter from John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 
2664, Item 8, 3. 

57 Beverly Bond, The Quit-Rent System in the American Colonies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1919), 20. 

58 Bond, 375. 



58 

depending on the quality of the land. 59 The expectation was that the profits of settlement 

would provide the proprietors with revenue to pay the quitrents and retain their elite 

status. While it was not specified in the grants, the general concept was that the money 

would come from rental of lands to the tenants/settlers.60 The quitrents proved 

troublesome in three respects. First, they were perceived as being too high by the 

proprietors. MacDonald often complained that the expectations placed on proprietors 

were too high especially in regards to the payment of quitrents.61 The fact that any new 

settlers coming to the Island were carving homesteads out of a wilderness with little 

access to outside supplies meant that little wealth would be derived from the land in the 

first generation of settlement. 

Second, there was no enforcement mechanism in place to ensure that rents were 

paid by tenants. Not only did proprietors rarely receive the full rental revenues from their 

estates, but also the actual process of collecting the rent was an expensive and difficult 

affair.62 MacDonald's correspondence is rich with evidence concerning the difficulty of 

rent collection. In July 1783, for example, he wrote to his sister Helen, who was 

managing the Island estate at the time, urging her to collect rents from the tenants so that 

he could meet his quitrent payment: 

I think it reasonable that those Who are due us money & those Who 
Occupied the Lot for less or More time Should give me Something in 
Proportion, & will you hint it to them to pr~are for something of the Kind 
by turning Some of their Effects to money. 6 

59 "8 July 1767," Acts of the Privy Council of England, Colonial Series, vol. V, 1766-1783, ed. James 
Munro (His Majesty's Stationary Office: London 1912), 58. 

60 J.M. Bumsted, "The Origins of the Land Question on Prince Edward Island, 1767-1805," 
Acadiensis 11, I (Autumn, 1981), 3. 

61 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 26 June 1781, Halifax. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 5, I. 
62 Hatvany, "The Proprietary Burden?" 7. 
63 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald. 19 July 1783, London. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 

15. 



produce his rent because there was no demand for beef in 1 779. 67 Judging from 

this example, it is likely that the revenue of other tenants was always dependent 

on the ups and downs of the market on a given year. Although it is outside the 

scope of this study, an examination of the tenantry on the Island in this earlier 

period is a topic that deserves further attention. What is clear from MacDonald's 

example is that the process of collecting rents from tenants is one that proved 

difficult for both proprietors and tenants and is more complex than it was 

previously understood to be. 

The third problem with the quitrents was that they were intended to act as 

the main means of financing the Island as a colony. This differed considerably 

from Nova Scotia, in which the Crown invested £600,000 to ensure its success. 

When St. John's Island became a separate colony from Nova Scotia, the 

proprietors agreed to take on the financial responsibilities that came with separate 

status, including a plan to enact a system of duties and taxes to act as a permanent 

revenue source.68 However, a taxation plan was never put into place, and the 

quitrents remained the main point of contention in debates around the financial 

capacity of the Island government. Since Island government officials relied on the 

revenue from the quitrents for their salaries, it is not surprising that they became 

bitter when proprietors did not deliver on their promises to pay quitrents. 

67 
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The proprietors' monopoly over the land blocked the local elite's access to the 

only source of income and status available on the Island.69 Many Island officials brought 

up the issue ofland settlement and quitrent payments not only because it was a popular 

issue but also for their own political, social, and economic advantage. The failure of the 

proprietors to pay the quitrents, and thus provide public funds for such costs as officials' 

salaries, inevitably led to resentment on the part of the Island's government officials, as 

well as to pressure exerted upon the proprietors either to fulfill their commitments or to 

tum the lands over to others. 70 Even resident proprietors such as MacDonald who made 

honest attempts to fulfill their obligations felt alienated and ostracized by the Island 

officials and were constantly defending themselves against their allegations. 

Among the conditions outlined in the Island land grants was that the landlords had 

ten years to settle one person per 200 acres and that the settlers were to be either 

European Protestants (not originating from the British Isles) or individuals who had lived 

in America at least two years before the date of the land grant. 71 The prohibition on the 

emigration of inhabitants from the British Isles was consistent with the British 

government's growing hostility to emigration, especially to America. 72 With the outbreak 

of the American Revolution, quasi-legal immigration from Scotland and Ireland was 

strictly forbidden, cutting off the Island's main source of settlers. 73 Settlement was further 

stifled by the failure of the British government and the proprietors to comprehend the 

69 Taylor, Promoters, Patriots, and Partisans: Historiography in Nineteenth-Century English Canada, 28. 
70 Bumsted, "The Origins of the Land Question on Prince Edward Island, 1767-1805," 6. 
71 

Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 25. 
72 Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 46. Despite 

immigration restrictions, the majority of immigrants to the Island prior to 177 5 originated from 
oppressed regions of the British Isles, namely Scottish Highlanders (mostly Catholic) and Irish 
Catholics. 

73 Bumsted, "The Origins of the Land Question on Prince Edward Island, 1767-1805," 16. 



obstacles to a rapid settlement of such an isolated area. 74 These factors resulted in a 

stagnant population growth, and reliance on settlers who did not fit the geopolitical 

criteria. 
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The majority of settlers sponsored by MacDonald began arriving on the Island in 

1772. Since MacDonald did not set foot on the Island until well after his settlers had 

arrived, he was initially an absentee proprietor. In his written correspondence to Helen, 

he admitted that the proprietors had neglected their roles and should pay more attention to 

their estates on the Island. 75 However, unlike other absentee proprietors, MacDonald had 

every intention of settling on the Island and playing an active role in managing his estate. 

While he was abroad members of his immediate family fulfilled his obligations. Donald 

MacDonald, John's brother, left for the Island in the spring of 1771 with an advance 

party of a dozen men to sow grain and prepare for the immigration that was to follow. 76 

Upon returning to Scotland, Donald, like Samuel Holland, gave a promising account of 

the Island's potential for trade, fishing, and agriculture. Donald's assessment was the 

basis on which John MacDonald mortgaged his estates to the Borrodale branch of the 

MacDonald family to finance the passage to the Island of the impoverished residents of 

South Uist.77 A new life and opportunity before him, MacDonald turned his attention to 

seeing that his settlers on the Island had adequate means to survive. 

The Alexander, the ship that carried MacDonald's settlers to St. John's Island in 

May 1772, included a party of 210 people as well as provisions, tools, and other 

necessities. The key figures in the emigration included: Helen MacDonald, John's sister 
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and later the manager of his estate, Dr. Roderick MacDonald, a cousin of John 

MacDonald, and Father James MacDonald, a secular priest and experienced missionary.78 

The new residents of St. John's Island settled in the lot purchased by John MacDonald in 

an area named Tracadie by the Acadians, later renamed Scotchfort. During this time, 

John MacDonald tidied up his affairs in Scotland and in mid-summer 1773 departed for 

America. He first went to Philadelphia and Boston to secure supplies for the settlement 

and then made his way northwards to the Island. Upon arriving in Boston, he learned that 

the supply ships he had sent to the Island had not arrived and he was forced to purchase 

new supplies and ship them to his settlers. 79 

Once on the Island, MacDonald devoted himself to managing the affairs of his 

estate. His focus was turned to expanding agricultural production so that the estate would 

be self-sustaining. However, like most of the settlements on the Island at this point, lot 36 

was not developed enough to be self-sufficient and thus required outside provisions, 

which MacDonald strove to provide. Although the Island was not the idyllic paradise 

they had hoped it would be, MacDonald's settlers avoided starvation, which threatened 

some of the other settlements on the Island. Indeed, MacDonald's estate was one of the 

most successful settlements in this period. 80 

Although the British conditions for settlement deemed that only "foreign 

protestants" were allowed to settle on the Island, MacDonald's settlers managed to 

escape this condition. It was MacDonald's hope that the Island would provide a refuge 

for the settlers allowing them to practice their faith without fear of persecution. 

78 MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale'," 26. 
79 MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale' ," 27. 
80 Bumsted, Land, Settlement, and Politics on Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, 59. 
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Notwithstanding his ardent Catholicity, MacDonald made no distinctions as to the 

religion of his tenantry, clansman, friends, or acquaintances.81 He even took part in the 

building of the first Protestant church in Charlottetown, and was once offered the 

governorship of the St. John's Island but did not qualify on the grounds that, as a 

Catholic, he could not take the oath. 82 As a Scot and a Catholic who had subverted the 

conditions of settlement, MacDonald found himself and his Roman Catholic settlers 

alienated on the Island. In attempting to resolve this problem, he also took up the issue of 

the disenfranchisement of Roman Catholics (including Acadian and Irish), who made up 

a significant proportion of the Island residents. 83 

From his letters, it appears that MacDonald's was a conscientious proprietor, 

concerned in his patriarchal way about the well-being of his tenants, their education, and, 

of course, their productivity as farmers. He was disappointed in their lack ofloyalty to 

him and he seemed unable to understand the motivation of those who, during the 

American Revolutionary War, moved off his estate to squat on other lands on the Island 

or to Nova Scotia where they could obtain freehold land tenure. Even those who 

remained on the estate refused to be obedient to his leadership. 84 

Despite being at odds with some of his tenants, MacDonald has always been 

depicted as a fair landlord who took an avid interest in their affairs. In a letter to Helen he 

expressed his opinions towards his tenants: 
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I wish not to be squabbling with them: I wish to be on a pleasant footing 
with them, & I wish to be useful to, and serve them where I can do it with 
propriety without sinking my self beyond recovery and Consistently with 
that regard to one's self, which I have neglected hitherto, but which all the 
rest of mankind think it excusable, necessary, & laudable to do .... They 
will never think the tenth part of that Justice to me which they will readily 
& without grudge Show to others, if I should even expend my life & soul, 
& that of all, who belong to me, on them. 85 

He also expressed his interest in educating his tenants: 
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I might easily get a Schoolmaster to teach their Sons reading, 
writing & Arithmetic, or to fit any of them having an extraordinary 
genius for to goe into the world in a more enlarged line where they 
might be useful to themselves & to their Connections - It would 
also be easy to get a Schoolmistress to teach their Daughters 
reading Sowing Spining, weaving & making their Cloaths ... 86 

The above passage clearly demonstrates MacDonald's desire for educating his tenants 

according to traditional gender roles. Although MacDonald was by no means liberal, he 

recognized the importance of education and regarded it as necessary for his tenants and 

his family. 87 MacDonald expressed regret that his plan for such a school could not be 

realized since his tenants were so dispersed on his estate and thus would have difficulty 

traveling to the school. 88 

Just as MacDonald's settlement was beginning to take root on the Island, it 

became seriously affected by the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775. The little 

attention that had been paid to the Island by the British colonial government was now 

diverted to the conflict in America. When news of the rebellion in the colonies reached 

85 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 8, 
3. 

86 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 8, 
4. 

87 MacDonald's sons, Donald, William, John, and Roderick were all later educated in Europe and his 
daughter, Flora was educated by the Urusline Sisters in Quebec; MacDonald. "Captain John 
MacDonald, 'Glenalladale,"' 38. 

88 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 8, 
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MacDonald, he eagerly took up arms on behalf of the British. His motives for doing so 

were mixed. Although he saw service as a British officer as a way of improving his 

financial situation and ultimately providing a pension, 89 he also put a great stock in being 

loyal to his superiors and seemed genuinely convinced that the "American colonists were 

a pack of Protestant sectaries desirous of extending their domination into the realm of 

politics."90 As a proprietor, he no doubt felt threatened by the leveling ideologies that 

fueled rebellious rhetoric. MacDonald sought and received approval from the leaders of 

the Scottish Catholic Church to take whatever oaths were necessary to become an officer. 

In June 1775, John MacDonald was commissioned as a Captain in the Second Battalion 

of His Majesty's Royal Highland Regiment of Emigrants or more commonly, the Royal 

Emigrants. 

MacDonald served mainly as a staff officer in Halifax and recruited men from his 

own settlement and elsewhere in the colonies to join the British cause.91 His regiment 

was composed of Scots from St. John's Island, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and pockets 

of Highland settlement from North Carolina. Successful at lobbying for adequate pay and 

provisions for himself and his troops as well as for the status and recognition of his 

regiment, 92 MacDonald remained on active duty until 1783 at which time he retired to 

the Island on half-pay. Although MacDonald saw little actual combat during the 

revolution, his brother Donald, who served as a lieutenant in the British Navy died in an 

engagement with the French in 1780. Donald's death had serious implications for the 
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family's fortune on the Island since he co-owned and managed the estate alongside his 

brother.93 
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In 1781, Governor Walter Patterson authorized the Receiver General of quitrents 

to recover the quitrents payable to those lots not enumerated in a 1774 Act which were 

still in arrears.94 This resulted in the auctioning of eight whole and six half-townships 

including Lot 35 which John MacDonald coveted. This development resulted in a 

lengthy and drawn out land dispute that would brand MacDonald an enemy of most 

members of the Island government for the rest of his life. When MacDonald purchased 

Lot 36 in 1771, an area of approximately 20,000 acres, he had the obligation of paying 

quitrent at the rate of four shillings per acre.95 During his early years on the Island, he 

gained little or no revenue from the land and, during his absence on military duty, the 

arrears for the quitrents accumulated. Although he had fulfilled his commitment of 

bringing settlers to the Island, he could not raise enough funds to pay his quitrents. Most 

of the other proprietors on the Island had neglected both their obligations for settlement 

and the payment of quitrents. MacDonald had at least fulfilled one of these requirements. 

Little wonder, then, that MacDonald was livid when he learned that grants were being 

distrained and resold because quitrent payments were in arrears. 

Upon hearing several months after the fact that Patterson had sold off lots in 

November 1781, MacDonald left Halifax for London to rally the proprietors to his cause. 

Initially, MacDonald was under the impression that his lot 36 had been included in the 

93 Helen MacDonald to John MacDonald, 28 July 1782, Charlottetown. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, 
Item 32, 2-3. 

94 Francis W. Bolger, "The Beginnings oflndependence, 1767-1787," in Canada's Smallest Province: A 
History of P.E.l., ed. Francis W.P. Bolger, 55. 

95 MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale' ," 34. 
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Patterson sales; it was not until a year later that he learned that his lands were not sold.96 

However, it was not just his own land that concerned him. MacDonald openly coveted 

the neighbouring lot -- Lot 35 -- which was owned by General Maitland, a close friend of 

MacDonald and was one of the lots sold in Patterson's land sales. A number of settlers on 

MacDonald's estate used pasture lands and had even settled on parts of Lot 35, which 

was heralded as being one of the most fertile lots on the Island. 97 Again, MacDonald's 

motives for protesting the land sales were mixed; he was concerned with personal gain in 

acquiring lot 35, but he also believed that the proprietors had been seriously wronged. 

MacDonald's concerns over the land sales were cogently expressed in his 

correspondence to his sister. First, he claimed to have been given no indication that the 

land sales were being pursued by the Island government.98 The auction held in November 

1781 was shrouded in secrecy and neither the British government nor the proprietors 

received any formal notification of the proceedings.99 Second, much of the land sold at 

auction was purchased by Island officials themselves. MacDonald argued that the Island 

officials conducted the land sales peremptorily and privately so they could obtain lots for 

their personal financial gain. 100 His suspicions proved true when it was revealed that the 

auction was attended only by a small cadre oflsland officials. Further, Governor 

Patterson, who did not attend the auction, sent his secretary in his stead, and directly or 

96 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 27 June 1785, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 13, 
5. 

97 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 26 June 1781, Halifax. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 5, 
3. 

98 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 26 June 1781, Halifax. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 5, 
1. 

99 J.M. Bumsted, "The Patterson Regime and the Impact of the American Revolution on the Island of St. 
John, 1775-1786," Acadiensis 13, 1 (Autumn, 1983), 60. 

JOO John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 
3. 
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indirectly ended up with 170,000 of the 220,000 acres that were sold. 101 Third, the land 

sales were carried out in defiance of the orders from the Crown. Although the legal basis 

for the auction was rooted in earlier legislation introduced in 1771, which allowed lots 

where quitrents were in arrears to be auctioned off, the legislation demanded that land 

auctions had to be pre-approved by the British government. 102 

Upon arriving in London, MacDonald sought out other Island proprietors whose 

land had been appropriated by Patterson's scheme and brought their cases before the 

Crown. The argument that MacDonald presented to the King-in-Council was that the war 

was an impediment preventing the proprietors from paying their quitrents and the sale of 

the lots should not have occurred. 103 Since a number of the proprietors were on active 

service, they were unable to pay their quitrents in Charlottetown and did not have time to 

tend to their estates. It was not until 1783 that proprietors who were living in places such 

as England, Ireland, and Scotland were permitted to pay their quitrents in London. 104 

Moreover, wartime conditions caused the British to restrict immigration, thereby stunting 

the growth of the small colony. At the same time, MacDonald relentlessly petitioned for 

remission and reduction of quitrents. 105 

The proprietors' case was well received by the Colonial Office and the land sales 

were declared void. In 1783, Lord North sent a revised quitrent act to Patterson with 

instructions to see it passed by the assembly and the lands returned to the proprietors. 

101 Bumsted, "The Patterson Regime and the Impact of the American Revolution on the Island of St. 
John," 59. 

102 Bumsted, "The Origins of the Land Question on Prince Edward Island, 1767-1805," 10. 
103 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 
2. 

104 
John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 

3. 
105 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 

1. 
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Patterson delayed passing the bill for as long as he could. To complicate matters further, 

he also issued land grants from the lots he had purchased in 1781 to Loyalists who began 

to settle on the Island. Patterson's defiance of the Crown's decision ultimately resulted in 

his replacement by Edmund Fanning as governor in 1786. 

The installation of a new governor on the Island did not change MacDonald's 

relations with the Island administration. Rather, MacDonald had more confrontations 

with the Fanning than he had had with Patterson, and at a closer range, since MacDonald 

was living on the Island during Farming's regime. In 1797, the assembly voted in favour 

of escheat, the process whereby title to land reverts to the Crown, and petitioned the 

British government to take action against the absentee proprietors. 106 MacDonald 

managed to avoid this measure since there were no escheat actions at this time. His Lot 

35 (which he had since obtained from General Maitland) and 36, were later declared by 

John Stewart to be "settled agreeable to the terms of the grants,"107 But he still opposed 

the measure, and he also was openly sympathetic to the idea that the Island should be re

annexed to Nova Scotia in order to help with the financing of the colony, which was 

hardly a sentiment shared by those in the Island assembly in Charlottetown. 108 

MacDonald's open opposition to the Fanning administration led to his being challenged 

to a duel in the streets of Charlottetown by House of Assembly Speaker "Hellfire Jack" 

Stewart. Soon after, MacDonald was branded a malcontent by the assembly for refusing 

106 In his work, Rural Protest on Prince Edward Island: From British Colonization to the Escheat 
Movement, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), Rusty Bittermann differentiates between 
"Escheat" spelled with a capital "E" and "escheat" spelled with a lower-case "e." "Escheat" refers to 
the movement beginning in the early 1830s on Prince Edward Island calling for significant land 
reforms, whereas "escheat" refers to the process whereby title ofland reverts to the Crown. 

107 Quoted in: Frank L. Pigot, "MacDonald of Glenaladale, John," Dictionary of Canadian Biography 
Online, http://www.biographi.ca/EN/ShowBio.asp?BioID=36637 

108 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item no. 
7, 3.; Also mentioned in: Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 20. 
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to defend his accusations. 109 The assembly proceeded to pass a series of resolutions 

against a number of other Island proprietors whom the administration had deemed 

neglectful. These measures were designed to compel the proprietors to act or to have their 

lands confiscated. The Colonial Office, often slow to move, took no action until 1803 

when they decided that those proprietors who had not paid quitrents would finally be 

escheated. 1 10 

After the departure of Island Attorney General James Alpin in 1798, his only ally 

within the Fanning Administration, MacDonald's petitioning against the Island 

government diminished. Constant squabbling with the Island administration, lack of 

support from any Island officials, and the responsibilities of managing a large estate all 

brought MacDonald to his wits' end. By 1805, he refused to participate in proprietorial 

affairs any longer because of his failing health and because: "Governor Fanning and the 

Stewarts ... have laid me under disgrace at the public offices."111 

Helen MacDonald 

No analysis of John MacDonald's letters would be complete without examining Helen 

"Nelly" MacDonald, who corresponded with John and managed his Island estate in his 

absence. Helen was among several women in this time period who oversaw the 

agricultural and business affairs oflarge estates in British North America. 112 She was 

109 Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 19. 
11° Frank L. Pigot "MacDonald of Glenaladale, John," Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online, 

http://www.biographi.ca/EN/ShowBio.asp?BioID=3663 7 
111 Quoted in Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 20. 
112 An important parallel can be drawn between Helen MacDonald and Mary Cannon, the mistress of 

J.F.W. DesBarres, a large colonial landowner and a later Governor or Prince Edward Island who 
entrusted Mary with the management of his large estates in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. 
Interestingly enough, in 1795, John MacDonald replaced Mary Cannon as DesBarres' main land agent. 
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marginally successful as an estate owner but was stopped short by the same obstacles that 

her brother faced. Although her success as an estate manager was limited, she did win 

esteem in the eyes of her brother who subsequently relied on her to run the estate during 

later absences and consulted her in management matters. 113 

In their correspondence, John tasked Helen with gathering political intelligence so 

that he was well informed on the state of affairs on the Island. John requested her to 

gather accurate information on several matters such as the state of Island politics, the 

conduct of the 1781 land sales, and the status of agriculture on the seized lots. 114 In one 

letter John even urged Helen to be wary of one individual, Mr. Berry, who was notorious 

for spreading misinformation concerning Island political affairs. 115 Based on information 

provided by Helen, John determined that there were enough inhabitants and livestock on 

lot 35 prior to it being sold in the 1781 land sales to give him legal grounds to have the 

sale of the lot revoked and therefore give him access to his coveted lands. 116 In addition 

to monitoring political affairs, Helen was also responsible for running the family farm, 

which included more than ninety head of cattle. In the mid 1780s she even had a house 

built for her brother to specifications outlined in their correspondence. 117 

During her brother's long absences, Helen bore the brunt of dealing with tenants, 

collecting rents, and paying quitrents. Nelly had often had no choice but to collect rent in 

The affairs of Mary Cannon are explored in depth in: Kernaghan, Lois D. "A Man and His Mistress: 
J.F.W. DesBarres and Mary Cannon," Acadiensis XI, 1 (autumn/automne 1981): 23-42. 

113 
J.M. Bumsted "MacDonald of Glenaladale, Helen." Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online, 

http://www.biographi.ca/EN/ShowBio.asp?Bioid=36636 
114 John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. PEIPARO Accession no. 2664, Item 7, 

6. 
115 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 27 June 1785, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 13, 
4. 

116 
John MacDonald to sisters, 17 September 1784, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 10, 3. 

117 
John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 27 June 1785, London. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, Item 13, 

8. 
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kind and the amount of money received often depended on the sale of cattle and other 

livestock. 118 She found it difficult to collect rents from tenants since there was little hard 

currency on the Island and not much of a market for its produce during this era. 119 

Through her letters, historians gain a sense of the role that women in elite families played 

as deputies to the men in whose name land was granted and administered. 

John MacDonald - Final years 

The financial woes experienced by John MacDonald were a result of his constant 

struggle both in collecting rents from his tenants and in attempting to make the 

land profitable. Neither his officer pay nor his pension was sufficient to finance 

the settlement, so he needed to make the land lucrative. Initially, MacDonald 

encouraged his tenants to maintain their old agricultural practices of raising only 

enough grain and vegetables for subsistence while concentrating on livestock 

production. 120 It did not help that Highland settlers were not accustomed to 

clearing land and agricultural practices. To his detriment, MacDonald also refused 

to lease his best lands to his tenants and initially left them dormant. While the 

Tracadie settlement was one of the more prosperous settlements on the Island, it 

was not productive enough to generate the income necessary for MacDonald to 

pay his quitrents and thus fulfill one of his obligations as a landlord. 

In 1805, MacDonald traveled back to England to dispose ofhis Island estate. 

Fortunately, for MacDonald, the Crown had found some merit in his efforts on the Island 

118 Helen MacDonald to John MacDonald, 2 September 1779, Tracadie. PEIP ARO Accession no. 2664, 
Item 31, 2. 

119 Bumsted "MacDonald ofGlenaladale, Helen." 
120 

Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 19. 
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and in December of 1806 the Colonial Office cancelled his arrears. 121 When no one came 

forward to purchase MacDonald's lots, the Earl of Selkirk, who in 1803 brought a large 

contingent of Scottish settlers to the Island, loaned money to MacDonald to return to the 

Island. 122 In 1809, Selkirk offered MacDonald the opportunity to join him in the 

colonization of the Red River colony. MacDonald recounted to Selkirk that his two 

principal beliefs were that the land interests were the mainstay of every constituted 

country as well as the conductors of its policy and that the growth of the Island had been 

hindered by ambitious men (the Island officials) only bright enough to see the value "of 

taking down the actual Proprietors and placing themselves in their stead. 123 

In the summer of 1810 MacDonald's health declined rapidly and, sensing that the 

end was near, he made the final disposition of his property, dividing it equally between 

his wife Margaret MacDonald, whom he had married in Scotland in 1792, and their five 

children. 124 MacDonald died early on 28 December 1810, surviving Helen, who died in 

1803, by seven years. 

Conclusion 

As the foregoing suggests, Captain John MacDonald, Laird of Glenaladale, made a 

significant mark on Prince Edward Island in its early stages of development. Remarkably, 

his personal papers survive to give historians an intimate glimpse into the life of an early 

Island proprietor. As one of the richest documentary collections on early Prince Edward 

121 MacDonald, "Captain John MacDonald, 'Glenalladale'," 35. 
122 Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 20. 
123 

Quoted in Bumsted, "Captain John MacDonald and the Island," 20. 
124 John MacDonald married Margaret MacDonald ofGuernish, Scotland with whom he returned to the 

Island in 1792. They had five children together: Donald, William, John, Roderick, and Flora. 
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Island history, MacDonald's letters deserve to be better known. The Atlantic Canada 

Virtual Archives is an ideal vehicle for Internet access to collections such as this one. In 

the next chapter, I will explore the processes and procedures used to digitize the 

correspondence between John MacDonald and his sister Helen for inclusion on the 

Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives website. 



Chapter Three: "Behind the Scenes": The Making of the MacDonald 

Letters Virtual Archive 

Historians of tomorrow will rely on a largely digital historical record, which will 

transform the way they research, write about, and even conserve the past. 1 One of the 

areas where this is most visible is in the proliferation of online collections of primary 

sources. As collections of primary sources begin to populate the Web and become more 

commonplace, it is important for historians to understand the processes and best practices 

for digitizing primary source material. This chapter serves as a case study, examining 

some of the procedures, processes, and problems involved in digitizing the MacDonald 

Letters. First, it contextualizes the letters and then it explores the steps undertaken to 

digitize them. These steps include: imaging, documentary editing, and text encoding. And 

finally, it examines the MacDonald letters within the context of Humanities Computing. 

This chapter is not intended as a technical manual for digitizing primary sources; rather it 

provides an overview of the steps involved in digitizing primary sources and explores 

some of the wider implications of the new communication technologies for the 

humanities. 

Digital Imaging 

Following the procurement of the original MacDonald letters, the next step was making 

digital images of them. "Imaging," for the purpose of this study, refers to the process of 

1 Daniel Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, And Presenting 
the Past on the Web (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 80. 
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producing digital representations of the manuscript letters, in the form of digital 

photographs, as well as the processing, compression, storage, and display of these digital 

facsimiles. Digital images have always been an important component of digital history 

and, to this day, remain the most popular method of presenting manuscripts on the Web 

and in the digital medium in general. In any digitization project, no matter how elaborate, 

the transformation from analog to digital always begins with creating digital photographs 

of the original text.2 

Although digital projects have only existed for a short time, various standards and 

practices have emerged for dealing with the imaging of manuscripts and other cultural 

artifacts. Guides such as the National Initiative for a Networked Cultural Heritage's 

Guide to Good Practice in the Digital Representation and Management of Cultural 

Heritage Materials, serve as an excellent resource for understanding the practical issues 

surrounding digital imaging projects. 3 The collections in ACY A, including the 

MacDonald letters, have been digitized following the recommended best practices of 

leading cultural heritage preservation institutions (for example, Cornell University, 

National Archives and Records Administration).4 With continued advances in imaging 

technology it is likely that imaging practices and standards will evolve over time to yield 

higher quality digital images and more efficient management of the imaging process. 

As is the case with many aspects of digital history, dealing with digital images has 

both advantages and disadvantages. The advantage of most digitization projects in the 

humanities is that they aim to present some sort of faithful representation of the original; 

2 Cohen and Rosenzweig, 91. 
3 This excellent resource can be found online at: http://www.nyu.edu/its/humanities/ninchguideNI/ 
4 

The Edward Winslow Letters, "About the Project," The Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives, 
http://atlanticportal.hil.unb.ca/acva/en/winslow/about/project.php 
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some projects are more capable of getting closer to this objective than others.5 Digital 

images are one of the most common and easiest methods of presenting primary text 

sources such as letters or diaries in a digital environment because they allow users to 

view a good quality facsimile of an original document. When presented on the Web, 

digital images allow for more widespread access to primary sources by expanding access 

beyond a physical locality such as a library or archives. Moreover, digital images serve as 

a preservation tool by reducing physical access to original documents and thus 

eliminating some of the "wear-and-tear" that may occur as a result of constant exposure 

and use. Even if a researcher were to use digital images simply for determining which 

items in a collection he or she wishes to view, digital access is optimal since the process 

would contribute to the preservation of the original by reducing handling of the 

documents and their exposure to light. 6 

Although using original manuscripts yields superior quality digital reproductions, 

there are often associated costs, including dealing with large or fragile originals, which 

require complex and special handling. 7 This was certainly the case with the MacDonald 

letters since special arrangements and agreements had to be made for the transportation 

and the proper care of the manuscripts before the owner would agree to allow the letters 

to be scanned. As Roy Rosenzweig and Daniel Cohen have aptly stated: 

In digitizing images, as with all digitizing, the quality of the digital image 
rests on the quality of the original, the digitizing method employed, the 

5 
Maryilyn Deegan and Simon Tanner, "Conversion of Primary Sources," in Companion to Digital 

Humanities, ed. Susan Schriebman, Ray Siemans, and John Unsworth (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd, 2004), 488. 

6 
Stephen Ostrow, Digitizing Historical Pictorial Collections for the Internet (Washington, DC: Council on 

Library and Information Resources, 1998), 9. 
7 

Cohen and Rosenzweig, 95. 



skill of the person doing the digitizing, and the degree to which the digital 
copy has adequately "sampled" the analog original.8 
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The quality of digital images is often dependent on external factors (i.e., the physical 

condition of the original); however, if established conventions and practices are followed, 

the imaging process will produce high quality digital surrogates. 

The MacDonald letters were scanned in the Digital Imaging Centre of the 

Electronic Text Centre, Harriet Irving Library, at the University of New Brunswick in 

June 2006. Scanning was done with the Digital Imaging Centre's state-of-the-art 4 x 5 

PhaseOne large format digital camera. This camera is part of a Polaroid copy stand, 

which features a pair of 55 w fluorescent bulbs mounted at 45 degrees in order to 

illuminate the documents while preventing any glare. 9 Availability of the scanning 

equipment and the facility of the Digital Imaging Center were great assets in producing 

high quality digital facsimiles of the MacDonald letters. As is the case in many digital 

imaging projects, the quality, utility, and expense of the final product for publication, 

image display, and later processing are determined by the quality of the initial scan, 

which is always improved if better equipment and resources are at one's disposal. 10 

During the scanning process, the letters were placed on the scanning bed, located 

directly below the camera. A grayscale card was used at the beginning of each imaging 

session to ensure colour fidelity. Using a grayscale card allows for corrections to be made 

using an image editing program after the scanning process is completed to adjust 

8 Cohen and Rosenzweig, 95. 
9 

Corey Slumkoski, "Digitizing the Edward Winslow Papers: Notes on the Development of 
Searchable Image Archive," paper presented to the 84th Annual Meeting of the Canadian Historical 
Association, London, Ontario, 30 May 2005. 

lO Anne Kenney and Oya Reiger, "Digital Benchmarking for Conversion and Access," in Moving Theory 
into Practice: Digital Imaging for Libraries and Archives, ed. Anne Kenney and Oya Rieger 
(Mountain View, California: Research Libraries Group, 2000), 25. 
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shadows, mid-tones, and highlights of a digital image. 11 All of the documents were 

captured at a minimum of 300 pixels or dots per inch ( dpi) in full colour (24 bit RGB). 

Tonal scale and colour balance controls were set prior to image capture to ensure that the 

digital images emulated the appearance of the original documents as closely as possible 

and to reduce the number of changes that might occur during future processing. 12 During 

the scanning process, each image was previewed briefly to ensure that they were properly 

centered and that the document in the image was captured entirely, but no other 

adjustments were made. A total of fifty-six images, comprising eighty-nine pages, were 

captured during the imaging process. 

Following the initial scanning of the MacDonald letters, all of the images 

underwent minor editing procedures to adjust their final appearance. Several days were 

spent verifying the images against the originals, ensuring that the digital facsimiles were 

viable, and re-shooting any images deemed not up to standard. The images were edited 

using Adobe Photoshop, the industry standard for digital image editing and processing. 

Imaging editing was kept to a minimum whenever possible but did involve colour 

correction, which was based on the grayscale copy, as well as image cropping and 

sharpening. The goal behind editing the images was to have the final image emulate the 

appearance of the original as closely as possible. 

Two types of image files were created for the MacDonald letters during the 

scanning process: master archival image files and derivative image files. The rationale 

behind producing high-quality, master archival image files is to produce a digital 

11 
Michael Ester, Digital Image Collections: Issues and Practices (Washington, DC: Commission on 

Preservation and Access, 1996), 9. 
12 The Edward Winslow Letters, "About the Project," The Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives, 

http://atlanticportal.hil.unb.ca/ acva/ en/winslow/ about/project. php 
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facsimile that has a high level of fidelity to the original document. The capture of 

archival-quality digital images should be done at an appropriate resolution relative to the 

layout and dimensions of the original document. 13 As imaging technology evolves over 

time, archival-quality images ensure that the content of the document is captured 

accurately and deeply so that it has the best possible chance of adapting to future 

technological change. 14 Uses for master archival files may vary but, as a general rule, 

archival-quality digital images are the source from which derivate files are made. As 

Michael Ester maintains: "Archival-quality images remain the electronic reservoir of 

quality that can be revisited as larger amounts of information can be used effectively."15 

For the MacDonald letters, the master archival image files were created in full 

colour (24 bit RGB) at a full size output resolution of 300 pixels, or dots per inch 

(ppi/dpi). Briefly, resolution is usually expressed in dots or pixels per inch (dpi or ppi) 

and measures the density of sample - the number of information samples taken per unit 

of area - that is captured by the scanning equipment. 16 For digital images, the greater 

the detail that needs to be captured the higher the resolution required. A full size output 

resolution of 300 dpi ensures that an exact photograph quality representation of the 

original can be produced. The physical size and shape of a document can also determine 

the resolution and file size; as the dimensions of a document increase, either the file size 

enlarges or the resolution is diminished.17 

13 Deegan and Tanner, 497. 
14 Ester, 12. 
15 Ester,12. 
16 

This definition was taken from: The NINCH Guide to Good Practice in the Digital Representation and 
Management of Cultural Heritage Materials, "Capture and Management of Images," National Initiative 
for a Networked Cultural Heritage, http://www.nyu.edu/its/humanities/ninchguideNI/ 

17 
Kenny and Reiger, "Digital Benchmarking for Conversion and Access," 33. 
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As a general rule, archival master files should contain the highest-quality scan 

that can be afforded, and they should be stored in a format that conforms to adopted 

standards with no compression or with "lossless" compression, a type of compression 

that allows the exact original data to be rebuilt from compressed data. 18 The standard set 

for archival image files by the Digital Imaging Centre is a full size output resolution of 

300 dpi. The MacDonald letters master archival image files were thus imaged at 300 dpi 

and stored as uncompressed TIFF files. TIFF is an abbreviation for "Tagged Image File 

Format," which is the most commonly used file format for storing archival preservation

quality digital master files. 19 The ability of the TIFF file format to store the image data in 

a lossless format makes it a suitable choice over other image file formats for archiving 

images. Other image file formats such as JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts Group) or 

GIF (Graphics Interchange Format) employ different types of image compression, 

whereby some of the data of the image file is lost and hence the quality of the image 

reduced in order to reduce the size of the file. 

TIFFs have one main advantage and one main disadvantage. The prime advantage 

of the TIFF format is that it produces a high quality archival image with minimal data 

loss.20 The main disadvantage is that TIFF files are often large and slower to access and 

therefore are not suited for a medium like the Web. The TIFF file format was used in the 

previous ACVA collections and it seemed appropriate that it be used for the imaging of 

18 Oya Reiger, "Projects to Programs: Developing a digital preservation policy," in Moving Theory into 
Practice: Digital Imaging for Libraries and Archives, ed. Anne Kenney and Oya Rieger (Mountain 
View, California: Research Libraries Group, 2000), 140. 

19 The NIN CH Guide to Good Practice in the Digital Representation and Management of Cultural Heritage 
Materials, "Capture and Management oflmages," National Initiative for a Networked Cultural 
Heritage, http://www.nyu.edu/its/humanities/ninchguideNI/ 

20 Most image formats such as JPEG and GIF apply compression algorithms for reducing file sizes. 
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the MacDonald letters since it fulfilled the need for the archival preservation of optimum 

quality images. 

In most digital imaging projects, high-resolution uncompressed digital images are 

almost always accompanied by some type of derivative or surrogate image.21 With 

surrogate images, it is possible to have good quality digital images that can be referred to 

when necessary while restricting access to master archival image files to ensure their 

optimal preservation.22 Normally, in digital imaging projects more than one type of image 

is produced. Derivative images are a natural byproduct of archival images that often 

reflect the desire to meet the needs of different users such as those who wish to access the 

images via the Web or those who might use the images to add features or enhance them. 23 

For the MacDonald letters, the main rationale for creating surrogate images was to 

facilitate Web-bound presentation. 

Since the master archival TIFF images are not suitable for browsing on the Web 

due to their large file size, creating images that were suitable for presentation on the Web 

required reproducing the master archival image files in another image file format -- the 

JPEG format. JPEG is an abbreviation for "Joint Photographic Experts Group," the group 

that created the file format. Today, the JPEG is the most popular image file format in use 

on the Web. Like the TIFF format the JPEG format also has its own benefits and 

detriments. The main advantages of the JPEG are that its use is widespread and it is 

easily and readily accessible in Web browsers because the size of JPEGs are relatively 

small. The JPEG is not a suitable format for archival preservation since it employs 

21 
Stephen Ostrow, Digitizing Historical Pictorial Collections for the Internet (Washington, DC: Council 

on Library and Information Resources, 1998), 21. 
22 

Ostrow, 21. 
23 Ester, 11-12. 
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"lossy" compression, a process whereby the digital data of the image is compressed and, 

when decompressed, it retrieves data different from the original but close enough to 

resemble the image. Over time, as JPEGs continually compress and decompress, the 

digital image files progressively lose their quality. Judged according to practical criteria, 

derivative-quality images such as JPEGs are considered quality images if they convey a 

desirable amount of visual information in comparison to the amount of data that they 

store.24 The advantage of fast and easy access via the Web due to the small file size of 

JPEGs, outweighs the fact that JPEGs gradually lose their quality over time. Since JPEG 

images worked well in the past with the Winslow and McQueen collections, it seemed 

logical that the MacDonald letters should follow the same format. 

Following the creation of the Master Archival Image files, the MacDonald letters 

were assigned file names that allowed for easy organization and identification of the 

individual letters. Initially, the files were given numeric names according to the dates 

each letter. For example, the letter from John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, dated 2 

September 1 779, was assigned the file name "02 _ 09 _ 1779." There were two files in this 

unit: "02_09 _1779 _01_04.tif' and "02_09 _1779 _02_03.tif" The first image file included 

pages one and four of the letter, which were bound together, and the second file was 

pages two and three, bound together in the same way as pages one and four. Using this 

file naming convention, one could easily identify the letter (according to its date). This 

method works well for the MacDonald letters since there were only ten letters that were 

digitized; if more letters were digitized and there were more than one letter for a specific 

date this could create complications for this file naming system. 

24 Ester, 12. 
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For another ACVA collection, the Winslow Papers, a different scheme was used. 

In the Winslow collection, the image files were named based on the source documents' 

physical and archival organization, according to each file's volume number, document 

number, and page number.25 Therefore, the filename for the fourth page of fifteenth 

document in the twelfth volume would be "12 15 04.tif." Since the MacDonald letters 

that were imaged did not have a physical organization like the Winslow letters, it seemed 

acceptable to allow the date-based file naming convention to stand for the master archival 

image files. 

When the Web surrogates were produced, a different file naming convention was 

devised. Although the images that were digitized are not held by the Public Archives and 

Record Office of Prince Edward Island (PEIP ARO), it does have photocopies of the 

originals in its holdings. Therefore, it seemed appropriate, in the Web version of the 

MacDonald letters, to devise a file name convention that reflected the organization of the 

MacDonald letters at the archives and to accommodate any possible future additions to 

the virtual collection. For example, the letter to referred to above-John MacDonald to 

Nelly MacDonald, 2 September, 1779-was renamed "2664_31." The number 2664 

represents the accession number used at PEIP ARO to access the collection in their 

holdings and the 31 represents the item number within that specific collection. The file 

name, "2664 _31 _ 01 _ 04.jpg," would indicate the accession number, the item number, and 

the page numbers of the file. Moreover, in the Web surrogate images, single-page images 

were created to better facilitate the correlation between the text and the image as 

presented on the Web. For example, if the user was reading the text of the letter of 

25 Slumkoski, "Digitizing the Edward Winslow Papers: Notes on the Development of Searchable Image 
Archives." 



2664_31 (the example used above) and clicked to access the image file of the first page 

of the letter, they would be presented with an image of only the first page rather than 

pages one and four of the document that exist in the master archival image files. While 

file naming conventions may seem like a minor topic in the grand scheme of the digital 

imaging process, the example of the MacDonald letters demonstrates how such 

conventions are crucial in the organization and presentation of digital images. 
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The final step in the imaging process was metadata collection. Metadata is 

essentially cataloguing information that is used to describe other data. It is often 

associated with or attached to a digital object and is the key to the object's sustainability 

and accessibility.26 Also, metadata assists in the management of the digital data, 

documents its origin and specifications, and assists with discovery and retrieval. There 

are three main types of metadata that relate to digital images but are also applicable to 

other digital objects: descriptive, administrative, and structural. Descriptive metadata 

provides information about the content and creation of the original image and technical 

information about the digital image file such as resolution, compression, or scanning 

techniques used. Administrative metadata aids in the short and long term management 

and processing, by recording data on creation and quality control, rights management, 

and preservation. Structural metadata contains information regarding the structure of the 

digital object and the relationship between its parts, for example, between page images 

and text transcriptions. The metadata collected for the MacDonald letter is mainly 

comprised of descriptive and administrative metadata. 

26 The NIN CH Guide to Good Practice in the Digital Representation and Management of Cultural Heritage 
Materials, "Capture and Management oflmages," National Initiative for a Networked Cultural 
Heritage, http://www.nyu.edu/its/humanities/ninchguideNI/ 
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Most often, imaging projects will employ an established metadata standard that is 

in use in other projects. In the case of the MacDonald letters, a modified version of 

Dublin Core was used. The Dublin Core is a widely adopted metadata standard used in 

different settings such as libraries and research centres for information resource 

management. 27 Dublin Core provides a simple and standardized set of conventions for 

describing digital materials such as video, sound, image, text, and other forms of 

multimedia such as W ebpages. As the name suggests, the Dublin Core standard has a 

"core" set of fifteen elements with each element representing one aspect of metadata; the 

set of elements is "designed to be simple, extensible, and international in scope."28 For 

example, some of the elements include: Title, Creator, Date, Format, Language, and 

Rights. Intent on handling various types of information, the Dublin Core metadata 

system functions on the idea that specific applications can build on top of its existing 

framework to develop their own metadata schemas.29 

The Dublin Core Metadata scheme was used in collecting metadata for the images 

of the MacDonald letters, which were recorded using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. 

Using spreadsheet software allows for data to be easily exported into other applications. 

Conceivably, in the future, the metadata would be best stored in a format such as 

Extensible Markup Language (XML), a semantic Web standard that will be explored in a 

later section of this chapter. Since the images themselves are not searchable and are 

linked to the text of the letters, which is searchable, recording the metadata using 

spreadsheet software was sufficient. The metadata fields that were used in documenting 

27 The Dublin Core Website can be found at: http://www.dublincore.org 
28 Susan Hockey, Electronic Texts in the Humanities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 13. 
29 

Hockey, 13. 
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the images were adopted from Dublin Core but additional fields were added to serve 

other purposes. The fields that were adopted directly from Dublin Core were "Title," 

"Creator," and "Date." Two other fields, "Coverage placeName," and "Coverage period" 

are derived from the Dublin Core element, "Coverage." For example, in the letter 

entitled "Letter from John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 17 March 1781, Halifax: 

electronic edition," the "Title," "Creator," and "Date" fields are "Letter from John 

MacDonald to Helen MacDonald," "John MacDonald," and "17 March 1781," 

respectively. In the same letter the values for the "Coverage placeName" and the 

"Coverage period" elements are "Halifax, Nova Scotia, and Tracadie, St. John's Island" -

the addresses of the donor and the recipient of the letter at the time it was written -- and 

"1781" for the period that most of the content of the letter pertains to. 

For the most part, the metadata mentioned above is descriptive metadata in that it 

notes different features of the original image. During the imaging process, other imaging 

metadata that was more administrative in nature was collected. For the most part, this 

included the filenames of the master archival image files and any surrogates that were 

produced. Metadata can be as detailed or as minimal as desired, but it is ideal to create 

metadata for digital objects that may be required at a later time. The metadata for the 

MacDonald letter images will mainly be used administratively for detailing which 

documents were imaged and several details about these documents. However, it will be 

useful in tracking changes made over time to the images such as producing derivative 

images and tracking any file name changes that are made. With the creation of image 

metadata the image process is complete, and the project is ready to move to the next 

state: documentary editing. 
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Documentary editing 

Since they are only visual representations of text, digital images cannot be queried or 

manipulated in the same ways as machine-readable text.30 In attempt to mitigate this 

reality, the MacDonald Letters also feature an encoded transcription of the text that can 

be searched and manipulated. As in the print medium, documentary editing remains a key 

component of preparing primary source texts for online publication. The use of the Web 

and the electronic medium, however, presents new possibilities and new problems to the 

editor of a scholarly edition. Many of the differences between editions in print and 

electronic media became clear through my experience in preparing an edition of the 

MacDonald Letters for the Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives. 

In editing historical documents, editors must be as informed as possible about all 

aspects of the historical context surrounding the documents. 31 Prior to working on the 

transcriptions of the MacDonald letters, I researched the historical context surrounding 

the authors of the correspondence. Armed with contextual information, I was able to 

recognize the references to people, places, and events contained in the letters. Although it 

is not necessarily the editor's role to interpret the information presented in the text-this 

is the task of the historian who uses the edited documents as the foundation of "historical 

composition"32 
- it is important for editors to be aware of the challenges that content can 

provide. The contextual information outlined in Chapter Two was essential to editing and 

3° Cohen and Rosenzweig, 86. 
31 Thomas Tanselle, "Historicism and Critical Editing," Studies in Bibliography 39 (1986), 16-17. 
32 

Thomas Tanselle, "The Editing of Historical Documents," Studies in Bibliography 31 (1978), 16. 



encoding the letters. 33 Nevertheless, the letters themselves are meant to stand on their 

own, unaffected by interpretation and leaving opportunities open for future researchers. 
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It is the editor's role to act as an intermediary between the author of the document 

and the reader. The editor operates with authority to normalize, clean up, clarify, and 

replace the text (based on contextual understanding) that the author did write with what 

he or she may or may not have written. 34 In the preparation of the digital edition of the 

MacDonald letters, editing consumed considerable time and energy. Transcriptions of 

the letters were subjected to a two-person proofreading process, whereby one person 

reads the transcription aloud while the other verifies it against the original manuscript. 

This editing process brought to the surface many of the problems and features of the text 

that needed to be represented in the online edition. Inconsistent capitalization, unfamiliar 

words, the placement of dashes, superscripts, and other textual features were all problems 

that needed to be addressed. As is the case with many older manuscripts, the age and 

condition of the document also makes the transcription process more difficult. 35 

However, one of the advantages of editing in the digital environment is that the 

transcription can easily be checked, both by editors and users against a digital facsimile 

of the original. 

Whether print or electronic, the goal for any edition remains the same: to 

preserve the communicative purpose and/or effect of the original document.36 The editor, 

however, may choose to achieve this goal in a number of different ways, which explains 

33 The MacDonald Family Letters, "The MacDonalds," The Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives, 
http:// atlanticportal.hil .unb .ca/acva/ en/macdonald/ context/index. php 

34 Julia Flanders, "Digital Humanities and the Politics of Scholarly Work," (PhD Diss. Brown University, 
2005), 3. 

35 
Mary-Jo Kline, A Guide to Documentary Editing, second edition (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 

University Press, 1998), 105. 
36 Kline, 122. 
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the existence of a wide variety of editions. In the case of the MacDonald letters, the goal 

was to produce two different editions -- a diplomatic edition and a modernized edition -

from one text. This goal of producing two different editions from one text was done with 

multiple audiences in mind. The diplomatic edition is oriented towards a scholarly 

audience and those wishing to view the text in a form resembling the original manuscripts 

as closely as possible. A modernized version of the MacDonald letters was produced for 

an audience not concerned about textual intricacies and more interested in an edition that 

they could read easily without the interruption of errors and archaic spellings. 

As Peter Shillingsburg has detailed, a diplomatic transcription is: 

... a rendering in machine-produced form (typing or typeset) of the entire 
content of a manuscript, marked proof, or annotated text, including 
cancellations and additions. One can think of a diplomatic transcription as 
a genetic text limited to the record of composition available in the 
document being transcribed.37 

The goal of the diplomatic edition is to retain every feature which may reasonably be 

reproduced in print.38 Features most commonly reproduced include not only spelling and 

punctuation but also capitalization, unexpanded abbreviations, word division, and variant 

letter forms.39 The physical restrictions imposed by print editions and the linear reading 

habits of the general readership, has created much demand for clear-reading texts as a 

central feature of new scholarly editions.40 

There are many different conventions used in producing diplomatic transcriptions. 

37 
Peter L. Shillingsburg, Scholarly Editing in the Computer Age: Theory and Practice, Third Edition (Ann 

Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 174. 
38 M.J. Driscoll, "Electronic Textual Editing: Levels of Transcription," Text Encoding Initiative 

Consortium, http://www. tei-c. org/ Activities/ETE/Preview/ driscoll.xml 
39 

M.J. Driscoll, "Electronic Textual Editing: Levels of Transcription," Text Encoding Initiative 
Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/ETE/Preview/driscoll.xml 

40 
Shillingsburg, 77. 
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In the diplomatic version of the MacDonald letters, symbols are used to indicate the 

details of authorial and editorial inscription. For example, in the online edition of the 

letters, supralinear additions to the text are indicated as: "\(text)/, illegible text is 

indicated as {gap}, and deleted text is marked as deletion. In strictly diplomatic 

transcriptions the line, column, and page-boundaries of the original are reproduced in the 

transcription.41 In the MacDonald Family Letters Virtual Archive, the lineation of the 

letters is retained; however, there are several components of the letters that have been 

standardized with respect to their place on the page and the structure of the letter, such as 

the placement of opening and closing statements. 

In a modernized edition of a manuscript, the spelling, punctuation, format, or 

other features of the text are altered so that the text conforms to modem standards, 

distinguishing it from the time of its first composition or publication. 42 The modernized 

edition of the MacDonald letters differs considerably from its diplomatic counterpart. In 

modernized texts, the focus is on the content of the text and there is generally no 

indication of the format or layout of the original.43 In the modernized version of the 

MacDonald letters, for example, the lineation is not retained and any text that is rendered 

superscript or subscript is rendered inline. Moreover, silent editorial intervention is used 

to correct punctuation, capitalization, misspelled words, and to expand abbreviations. 

The changes made to the format and the content of the text are intended to make the 

letters more accessible to average readers who wish to read the letters with clarity and 

41 M.J. Driscoll, "Electronic Textual Editing: Levels of Transcription," Text Encoding Initiative 
Consortium, http://www. tei-c. org/ Activities/ETE/Preview/ driscoll.xml 

42 
Modem Language Association, "Guidelines for Editors of Scholarly Editions," 

http://www.mla.org/ cse _guidelines 
43 M.J. Driscoll, "Electronic Textual Editing: Levels of Transcription," Text Encoding Initiative 

Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/ETE/Preview/driscoll.xml 



without concern for erratic punctuation and misspellings. In addition to being more 

accessible to the general readership, modernized editions are increasingly being used as 

learning resources for younger students in the K-12 environment. 
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In the scholarly editing community, critics warn against modernized editions, 

arguing that modernization and standardization can mean the loss of information about 

subjects that readers of the edition might have found informative. 44 The MacDonald 

Letters Virtual Archive attempts to overcome this problem by offering the reader the 

option to view the text in both its diplomatic and modernized forms. Moreover, being 

able to view clear, high-resolution images of the letters adds another level of authentic 

representation for primary source material. In both editions of the MacDonald letters the 

goal to preserve the communicative intention and/or effect of the original is still 

emphasized and intended to be expressed in both.45 Care has been taken to ensure that the 

modernized version of the letters does not stray far enough from the original text to 

compromise what the author had originally intended to communicate. As Peter 

Shillingsburg states: 

A scholarly edition, in order to be worthy of the name, must not only 
present a clear text representing a logically conceived form of the work but 
also provide an apparatus revealing the development of the work- its 
various versions, authorial and collaborative ... 46 

The MacDonald letters, as they are presented on ACV A, do not exactly fit the mold that 

Shillingsburg describes, primarily because Shillingsburg is referring to literary editions 

and not historical ones. 

44 
Kline, 97. 

45 
Kline,122. 

46 Shillingsburg, 119. 
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It is important to note that with the emergence of the Web a new variant of the 

scholarly edition has emerged. New electronic editions involve an amalgam of a 

conventional scholarly edition (complete with editorial commentary and documentation) 

and something more resembling an archive of primary sources.47 The use of the digital 

medium for scholarly editions allows for a full and practical account of the texts being 

represented as well as the textual tradition to which their preservation is owed. 48 In 

contrast to print where editions must be continually reproduced, digital scholarly editions 

can be being revised and augmented more easily making them likely to take on a larger 

scope than any print edition.49 

Unlike their print counterparts, electronic editions are better able to provide the 

reader with high-quality facsimiles of the original documents, namely digital images. 

Image-based electronic editions that integrate various versions of texts with images, such 

as the MacDonald letters, provide the reader with an edited, readable, and searchable text 

as well as dependable source documents in the form of digital images. 50 Virtual archives 

like the MacDonald letters and the other collections in ACV A offer an alternative to 

traditional scholarly editions. Digital images accompanied by edited manuscripts are 

capable of making equal claim on a reader/researcher's attention and help reveal the 

promise of Humanities Computing in fostering scholarly communication.51 

47 Julia Flanders, "Trusting the Electronic Edition," Computers and the Humanities 31 (1998), 305-306. 
48 C.M. Sperberg-McQueen, "Textual Criticism and the Text Encoding Initiative," in The Literary Text in 

the Digital Age, ed. Richard J. Finneran (Ann Arbour: The University of Michigan Press, 1996), 59. 
49 John Unsworth, "Electronic Scholarship; or Scholarly Publishing and the Public," in The Literary Text in 

the Digital Age, ed. Richard J. Finneran (Ann Arbour: The University of Michigan Press, 1996), 241. 
50_Kevin Kiernan, "Electronic Textual Editing: Digital Facsimiles in Editing," Text Encoding Initiative 

Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/ETE/Preview/kieman.xml 
51 Flanders, "Trusting the Electronic Edition," 305-306. 
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Text Encoding 

Following the creation of the diplomatic and modernized editions of the MacDonald 

letters, the next step in building a virtual archive was marking up, or encoding, the 

transcriptions. Markup, or encoding (the terms are often used interchangeably), for the 

purpose of this study, refers to the process whereby one identifies and distinguishes 

information in a text, which serves to identify rational, physical, or structural features or 

to control future processing. 52 In the digital world, encoding makes the text "machine

readable," which means putting text in a form that can be scanned, and searched, by a 

computer and interpreted by its hardware or software. Generally speaking, document 

markup takes place in three steps: element recognition: one recognizes the current 

element as a particular type (i.e., paragraph, prose quotation, footnote); markup selection: 

one determines the markup that applies to the element type recognized; markup 

performance: one marks the element. 53 Although this process might seem intuitive, there 

are also different types of markup that are also important to understand. With electronic 

texts, there are three main types of markup that are used: descriptive, referential, and 

presentational. 

Descriptive markup, also called structural markup, is the type of markup most 

often used in the encoding of the MacDonald letters. Typically, descriptive markup 

identifies or describes ( often both) parts of a text. As textual scholar, Allen Renear puts 

it: descriptive markup identifies the "logical" or "editorial" parts or components of a 

52 
Allen Renear, "Text Encoding," in Companion to Digital Humanities, ed. Susan Schriebman, Ray 

Siemans, and John Unsworth (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2004), 219. 
53 James Coombs, Allen Renear, and Steven DeRose, "Markup Systems and the Future of Scholarly Text 

Processing," in The Digital Word: Text-Based Computing in the Humanities, ed. George P. Landow 
and Paul Delany (Cambridge, Massachusetts: the MIT Press, 1993), 103. 
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document, or a text's "content objects."54 In the MacDonald letters, descriptive markup 

occurs in the form of marking text elements with tags. An element is essentially a piece 

of data within a document that may contain either text or other sub-elements. In the 

encoding of the MacDonald letters, elements are indicated with tags that are represented 

by semantically significant text contained within angle brackets. For example: 

<p> 
I cannot 
<orig reg="sufficiently">Sufficiently</orig> 
admire the<lb/> 
recollection <orig reg="and">&amp;</orig> 
<orig reg="modesty">Modesty</orig> of those <orig 
reg="who">Who</orig> 
<orig reg="through">thro</orig> you or<lb/> 
any other write to me to fetch out this 
friend<lb/> or that relation of theirs, or this 
or that parcel<lb/> 
of <orig reg="goods">Goods</orig> 
<orig reg="."/> <orig reg="">&mdash;</orig> 
<Ip> 

The <p> tags represent the structure of paragraph or a section of prose, hence the use of 

the letter "p" within the tag. Most often, text elements that are encoded will contain an 

opening tag ( <p>) and a closing tag ( </p> ), which uses a "/" to differentiate between 

opening and closing tags. As this example demonstrates, the main purpose of the <p> tags 

is to demarcate and describe a particular element of the text -- a section of prose. 

Descriptive markup emphasizes the content and structure of the document itself, as 

opposed to the different visual, aesthetic, and graphical features unique to a particular 

presentation of that document, that are handled better by procedural, or presentational 

markup.55 

54 Renear, "Text Encoding," 219. 
55 Renear, "Text Encoding," 222. 
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Although procedural or presentational markup is the form of markup least 

employed in the encoding of the MacDonald letters, it still has a role to play. 

Presentational markup involves the identification and distinguishing of higher-level 

elements that govern the appearance of the document. This markup may include the 

identification of horizontal and vertical spacing, folios, page breaks, or other visual 

features of a document. In many text-processing systems presentational markup is 

replaced by procedural markup, which consists of a series of commands indicating the 

format that the text should follow. 56 For the MacDonald letters, the appearance of the 

document is dictated by an external stylesheet, which contains additional information on 

how the document should appear on the screen. However, there are some presentational 

features that are contained in encoding of the letters themselves that are references to 

more structural aspects of the document. For example: 

<pb n="2"/> 
<figure entity=""/> 
Decree of Adjudgement was taken out in the 13 
<hi rend="sup"> 
<hi rend="underline">th</hi></hi><lb/> 
March 1781, the day of the <orig reg="sale"> 
Sale</orig> was put off any one<lb/> 
or more times, because I think I have heard 
that<lb/> the french were ready to purchase Lot 
35 at a handsome<lb/> 

The <pb n="2"/> indicates a page break for the second page. It is neither an opening or 

closing tag, but rather what is called an "empty element" that stands on it own since it 

usually occurs as a single instance in the text and does not span an area of text. The <pb/> 

tag is an example of tag that describes an event in the text (descriptive markup) but also 

indicates a visual feature of the text. Another example of this is also contained in the 

56 
Coombs, Renear, and DeRose, 90. 



above example, which is the <lb/> tag, "lb" represents a "line break" in the text of the 

document and, when processed by the stylesheet in the Web version, will show a hard 

return in the document text. 
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The third type of markup used in the encoding of the MacDonald letters is known 

as referential markup or "punctuational" markup, which involves a closed set of 

characters used primarily to provide syntactic information about written expressions such 

as punctuation and symbols. Referential markup is more ambiguous than the previous 

types because the representation of punctuation and special characters is often subject to 

display and print media. 57 Different software, depending on the encoding system 

employed, will display markup in different ways. The main use of referential markup in 

the MacDonald letters is for the representation of special characters that are not rendered 

correctly on the Web unless they are encoded properly. For example: 

However<orig reg=","/> if they are<lb/> 
restored it will save much trouble<orig reg="."/> 
<orig reg="">&ndash;</orig> I should think<lb/> 
the <orig reg="affair">Affair</orig> will have 
been determined before this<lb/> 
reaches you, <orig reg="and">&amp;</orig> I hope 
to have the pleasure of<lb/> 
hearing so by your next<orig reg=","> 
&colon;</orig> for as the order has<lb/> 
proceeded from Government here there must be<lb/> 

In this portion of encoded text, there are several special character entities: 

"&ndash;", "&amp;", and "&colon". All of these represent specific punctuation marks. 

The"&" prefix and the";" suffix on each entity denote that they are a special character 

entity. These are just a few of the special character entities that are commonly found in 

the encoding of the MacDonald letters. There are a number of other special character 

57 Coombs, Renear, and DeRose, 89. 
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Another benefit that may appeal to humanities scholars is that, in using 

descriptive markup, formatting can be generically specified and modified. Descriptive 

markup allows its authors to focus strictly on the structure and content of the text itself 

rather than being concerned with conforming to a particular computer program's idea of 

the typography of a presentational text. 61 This is certainly the case in the encoding of the 

MacDonald letters since the content and structure of the document are the focus; the style 

and presentation are handled in a separate stylesheet that governs the appearance of the 

letters on the Web. Using descriptive markup to identify the logical elements of a 

document not only simplifies composition, maintenance, collaboration, and publication, 

but also allows for the use of a wide range of tools for analysis. For example, if a 

particular genre of a document is analyzed, such as a letter or a poem, an analysis of the 

markup can assist in determining features of the text that are unique or generic within that 

particular document type. Moreover, with descriptive markup, files that are encoded 

properly rarely require modification or maintenance.62 

One of the biggest problems with encoding electronic texts is getting everyone to 

adhere to a single unified, encoding scheme. In the 1980s, the growing computer industry 

was confronted with an increasing number of so-called "markup languages" for 

electronic texts, which were often specific to a particular computer processing or 

software package. In response to this problem, the industry sought to define a single 

language in which markup languages could be re-expressed, so that the essential 

information represented by electronic texts could migrate from one program or 

61 Coombs, Renear, and DeRose, 113. 
62 

Coombs, Renear, and DeRose, 97. 
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application to another.63 Standardized General Markup Language (SGML) was first 

defined as an International Standard in 1986 and is used to define markup languages, 

which are essentially a specific set of elements used for encoding documents. SGML is 

not a markup language in itself but is considered a metalanguage, a syntax or framework 

within which encoding tags can be defined. Not concerned with the semantics of markup, 

SGML describes only the formal properties and inter-relations of the components of a 

document. 

The underlying principles of SGML are relatively simple: the features of a 

document are represented by SGML elements ( such as the tags which were discussed 

earlier), which nest within each other and normally contain character strings, such as 

pieces of text, representing the text or content of the document. An SGML-compliant 

document can be thought of as a tree whose nodes represent elements and whose leaves 

represent the characters of the document. 64 The structure of the elements, i.e., the legal 

forms of the document tree, may be restricted using a Document Type Definition (DTD). 

A DTD consists of a set of declarations that conform to a particular markup syntax and 

that describe a class, or type, of elements in terms of constraints on the structure and 

order of elements. The DTD can ensure that the encoding of the text complies with the 

markup language as defined by the author and encoder of the text. 

Since SGML does not force users to use a certain markup language or pre-defined 

set of elements, its strength lies in its flexibility and its simplicity. SGML allows users to 

design their own DTDs with their own vocabularies and suited to their individual needs. 

63 
Lou Burnard, "What is SGML and How Does It Help?," in Text Encoding Initiative: Background and 

Context ed. Nancy Ide and Jean Veronis, (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
1995), 41. 

64 
Claus Huitfeldt, "Scholarly Text Processing and Future Markup Systems," The Alliance of Digital 

Humanities Organizations, http://digitalhumanities.org/Essays/ClausHuitfieldtScholarlyMarkup 
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Although SGML can be used for other purposes, the SGML community has emphasized 

its use for doing descriptive markup.65 Since the encoder is capable of defining his or her 

own tag-set, they are capable of deciding which tags best describe the text that they are 

marking up. SGML was exactly what the humanities needed in an encoding standard for 

the preparation and interchange of electronic texts for scholarly research. 66 

While SGML was not used directly in the encoding of the MacDonald letters, it is 

embedded in the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) Guidelines, which does use the 

underlying principles of SGML.The TEI guidelines are the meeting point for SGML and 

humanities research. The Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) was formed in 1987 by three 

scholarly associations: Association for Computers and the Humanities (ACH), the 

Association for Computational Linguistics (ACL), and the Association for Literary and 

Linguistic Computing (ALLC). The TEI has since evolved into a consortium of 

institutions and research projects that collectively maintain and develop a standard for the 

representing digital texts. 67 Made up of scholars from a variety of fields within the 

humanities and other disciplinary backgrounds, the TEI brings together an array of 

expertise aimed at the development of a common encoding scheme that facilitates the 

exchange of scholarly information. Since its creation, the TEI has far surpassed this goal 

and has developed a new data description language that has not only improved our ability 

65 
Edward Vanhoutte, "An Introduction to the TEI and the TEI Consortium," Edward Vanhoutte: 

Publicaties, http://www.edwardvanhoutte.org/pub/2 004/teillc.htm 
66 
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to exchange scholarly information in a common format, but also improves the ability to 

describe textual features. 68 

The main contribution of the TEI to Humanities Computing has been the TEI 

Guidelines. A year after it was formed, TEI adopted SGML as a method for marking up 

electronic texts and thus explored new territory in attempting to create a descriptive 

syntax for texts already used in the humanities and elsewhere using the ground rules 

established by SGML. Humanities Computing Pioneer Susan Hockey asserts that: "The 

TEI guidelines are built on the assumption that virtually all texts share a common core of 

features, to which.can be added tags for a specific discipline, text type, or application."69 

Moreover, the TEI Guidelines operate on the principle that due to the diversity of the 

texts, no simple set of absolute requirements can apply to all texts and purposes, but the 

encoding of a certain minimum number of features is ideal. For dealing with a variety of 

text types, the TEI method has been to define a small number of fundamental textual 

features and allow for these to be used along with sets of user-specific features for 

different text types.70 It is important to note that the TEI has consistently emphasized the 

TEI guidelines as guidelines and not a standard. This makes the use of the TEI 

guidelines very flexible in allowing researchers and encoders to develop their own 

encoding scheme if they see fit. Moreover, the guidelines are also intended to assist 

scholars and research centres in deciding both what textual features to encode and how to 

encode them. 71 

68 
Renear, "Text Encoding," 235. 

69 Hockey, 37. 
70 Hockey, 37. 
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Context, ed. Nancy Ide and Jean Veronis (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
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Since the other collections in ACV A are encoded using the TEI guidelines, using 

these guidelines to encode the MacDonald letters was an obvious choice. The Winslow 

collection, for example, is encoded quite similarly to the MacDonald letters since both 

sets of correspondence are from the same era, are structured similarly, and both feature 

modernized editions. The following section will explore some of the components of the 

TEI guidelines in relation to how they were used in the encoding of the MacDonald 

letters. The TEI encoding scheme that was adopted for the MacDonald letters can be 

examined in two components: the TEI header, and the actual text itself. 

The TEI header is the area in the document where the encoder( s) documents the 

electronic text itself. Documenting an electronic text is very similar to recording 

metadata that occurs in the imaging stage that was discussed earlier. Metadata for 

electronic texts often includes information relevant for research purposes such as the 

source from which the electronic text was derived, transcription and encoding policies, 

and a record of revisions made to the text. 72 The major strength of the TEI header is that 

it enables the encoders to document the electronic text itself, its source, its encoding 

principles, revisions, and any other aspects of the text in the TEI interchange format. 73 

The documentation of encoded electronic texts is necessary for those using the text, for 

the software that is processing them, and for cataloguers, librarians, archivists, and other 

individuals that collect them. 74 

The TEI header is expressed as the SGML tag <teiHeader> and is composed of 

four major parts that document the bibliographic description of the electronic text and its 

72 Hockey, 13. 
73 
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source: the encoding of the text, non-bibliographical information that characterizes the 

text, and a history of updates and revisions made to the electronic texts. The major 

elements in the TEI header are: <fileDesc> (file description), <encodingDesc> (encoding 

description), <profileDesc> (profile description), and <revisionDesc> (revision 

description). The revision description allows the encoder to provide a history of changes 

made during the encoding of an electronic text over time. 75 The revision description is the 

only major section of the TEI header that is not used in the encoding of the MacDonald 

letters. In the encoding of electronic texts using TEI, the size of the TEI header, will 

depend on the nature of the project and the amount of documentation that is decided is 

1 , 76 necessary to accompany an e ectromc text. 

In the MacDonald letters, <fileDesc> is the most used section of the TEI header. 

The first important piece of text that is encoded in the file description is the title 

statement ( <titleStmt> ), which contains pertinent information about the document and its 

author. For example, in the letter from John MacDonald to his sisters, dated 27 June 

1785, the first part of the title statement reads: 

<title>Letter from John MacDonald to sisters, 27 
June 1785, London: electronic edition</title> 
<author>MacDonald, John</author> 

Both of these pieces of information serve as a way of documenting some of the key 

information concerning the document, which can then be used by the user to identify the 

name and author of the document or by search mechanisms to identify some key 

bibliographic information. In addition to the title of the document, the title statement also 

75 Text Encoding Initiative, "TEI P5: Guidelines for Electronic Text Encoding and Interchange: 2 The TEI 
Header," Text Encoding Initiative Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-
doc/htmVHD.html 

76 Giordano, 81. 



contains a subsection known as the responsibility statement ( <respStmt>) that records 

who is responsible for transcribing and encoding the document. 
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The next section of the TEI header is the publication statement (<pubStmt>), 

which indicates the publisher and/or distributor of the electronic text. In the case of the 

MacDonald letters, the publisher is the Electronic Text Centre at the University of New 

Brunswick and the publication statement indicates the contact information for the 

Electronic Text Centre should a user wish to inquire about anything concerning the 

electronic publication of the MacDonald letters. The section of the TEI header that 

follows the publication statement is the source description (<sourcedesc)>. For the 

MacDonald letters, the source description is arguably the most important part of the TEI 

header, as it indicates the source information for both the electronic file and the original 

archival file. For example, a source description from one of the MacDonald letters reads 

as follows: 

<p>John MacDonald to sisters, 27 June 1785, 
London. The MacDonald FamilyLetters, 
Atlantic Canada Virtual Archives, no. 
2664_13. University of New Brunswick, 
Fredericton, NB, Canada. Original: 
Photocopies of the privately-held original 
documents are housed in the Prince Edward 
Island Public Archives and Records Office, 
Accession number 2664, Item 13.</p> 

The next section of the TEI header is the encoding description ( <encodingDesc> ). 

The encoding description describes the relationship between the electronic text and its 

source or sources. 77 The encoding description also documents the methods and editorial 

77 
Text Encoding Initiative, "TEI P5: Guidelines for Electronic Text Encoding and Interchange: 2 The TEI 

Header," Text Encoding Initiative Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-
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principles that were used in the transcription of the text.78 Moreover, the encoding 

description can contain important information regarding how the encoding was conducted 

and how the encoder resolved encoding uncertainties as well as what level of encoding 

and/or analysis was applied in the encoding of the text.79 For the MacDonald letters and 

the other collections in ACV A the encoding description is where the editorial policy for 

the production of the diplomatic and modernized editions is found (See Appendix B for a 

copy of the MacDonald letters editorial declaration).80 

The final section of the TEI header is the profile description ( <profileDesc> ). The 

profile description is essentially a profile of the text describing different classificatory 

and contextual information about the text such as the subject matter of the text, the 

circumstances in which it was produced, and those involved in its production.81 In the 

MacDonald letters, the use of the profile description is fairly limited as it only includes 

the creation date of the letter that is being encoded. However, there are possibilities for 

expanding the use of the profile description, such as adding keywords that would 

facilitate the searching of the letters if they were part of a larger online database that 

incorporated other collections. 

Although there are numerous textual features that are encoded in the main text of 

the MacDonald letters, I will concentrate on just a few of the main encoding features that 

78 Hockey, 38. 
79 Text Encoding Initiative, "TEI P5: Guidelines for Electronic Text Encoding and Interchange: 2 The TEI 

Header," Text Encoding Initiative Consortium, http://www.tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-
doc/html/HD.html 

80 The editorial declaration precedes every letter in the MacDonald Family Letters Virtual Archive, in order 
that he or she is informed of the editorial changes made to the text. 
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denote the structure of the letters as well as a few others that are used in the body of the 

MacDonald letters. The MacDonald letters generally follow the same format: an opener 

section, the main body of the letter, and a closer. The opener element (<opener>) usually 

contains the address (<address>) and the salutation (<salute>). The address is broken 

down into one or more address lines ( <addrLine> ). The address lines most often contain 

the address or location of the individual writing the letter and the date of the letter. For 

example: 

<address> 
<addrLine><name type="place">London</name> 
<date n="l784-09-17"> 
17<hirend="sup">th</hi> 
<abbr expan="September">Sept.</abbr> 1784</date> 
</addrLine> 
</address> 

The salutation (salute) almost always follows: 

<salute> 
<abbr expan="Dear">D<hi rend="sup">r</hi>.</abbr> 
<name type="person" key="hmacl">Nelly</name> 
</salute> 

In the main text of the letter, several structural and presentational textual features 

are tagged. In order to produce the modernized version of the MacDonald letters, each 

individual textual feature within the letters that is to be modified, needs to be tagged. This 

is done in one of two ways. First, the <orig> tag is used to indicate a regularization of the 

word that will appear in the modernized version. For example: 

It was the end of August <orig reg="and"> 
&amp;</orig> yet<lb/> 
there were no <orig reg="public">publick</orig> 
<orig reg="dispatches">Dispatches</orig> from the 
<orig reg="island">Island</orig><lb/> 
to say whether our <orig reg="lands">Lands</orig> 
would be restored 
or<lb/> 
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As the above example demonstrates, in the modernized version proper capitalization is 

used and improperly capitalized and misspelled words are tagged with an <orig> tag and 

a "reg" attribute indicating the proper spelling. In a similar fashion, abbreviations are 

expanded in the modernized version using the "<abbr>" tag (i.e. <abbr expan="Helen 

MacDonald">H M D</abbr>}. 

One of the advantages of using the TEI Guidelines is that they allow the encoder 

to encode semantically distinct and important items such as references to people, places, 

dates, and times. 82 These items can then be indexed, searched, analyzed, or manipulated 

in a variety of ways. In the MacDonald letters, the main items that are tagged are dates 

and names. The date tag (<date>) is commonly used twice in the MacDonald letters: once 

in the TEI header indicating the creation date of the letter (i.e. <creation><date n=" 1784-

09-17"> 1784</date></creation> ), and once in the main text of the letter where the date is 

indicated by the letter's author (This is usually in the address [<address>] ). Names are 

tagged quite frequently in the MacDonald letters and three types of names are tagged: 

names of people, names of places, and names of ships. Names of people are assigned a 

unique key that allows for simple and unique identification when the names are indexed 

and made searchable. For example the name tag assigned to John MacDonald is "<name 

type="person" key="jmacl ">John MacDonald</name>. The key is composed of the 

individual's first initial and the first three letters of their surname and a number should 

another individual's name warrant the same key. Place names are tagged as: 

<name type="place">Charlottetown</name> 

82 
C.M. Sperberg-McQueen, "The Design of the TEI Encoding Scheme," in Text Encoding Initiative: 

Background and Context, ed. Nancy Ide and Jean Veronis (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 1995), 35. 
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Another advantage of using the TEI guidelines is that they are compatible with 

emerging and current Web technologies. In the near future and, to a certain extent 

currently, Web documents will be encoded using markup tags that reflect the nature of 

the documents and the characteristics that they contain. 83 The markup languages that 

govern the appearance and description of Web pages are moving towards the same 

semantic or descriptive approach that the TEI takes. Extensible Markup Language (XML) 

is a subset ofSGML designed to run directly on the Web. Similar to SGML, XML is a 

syntax framework in which users are able to define their own markup tags. 84 The TEI 

guidelines will soon be easily delivered to the Web simply due to the fact that in the past 

it has been necessary to translate TEI into HTML (Hypertext Markup Language) which 

was (and still is to a large extent) the main markup language of Web documents. Moving 

directly from TEI to XML removes the need to translate the document to HTML. 

Structural information of a TEI-encoded document will be able to be delivered to the user 

with cost-effective, efficient, and ubiquitous tools, possibly even stand-alone Web 

browsers. 85 

Application to Humanities Computing 

Simply using computers or the Web to present historical information does not constitute 

Humanities Computing. A different approach is required for Humanities Computing: the 

historian must approach source material as data. 86 Once the source material is viewed as 

83 Hockey, 46. 
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data, we are then able to decide which computational techniques are appropriate for 

analyzing the data and modeling the data in such a way that it can alter our understanding 

of the subject matter. In the MacDonald letters Virtual Archive the data that are used 

comprise the text of the letters. The model that is used is the encoding of the letters with 

the TEI guidelines. While other processes such as imaging and documentary editing are 

crucial, it is in the encoding of the document that the text of the MacDonald letters makes 

the transition from simply being digital to becoming data that can be modeled, 

manipulated, and analyzed in a variety of ways. 

The MacDonald letters Virtual Archive also represents a new understanding of 

what Willard McCarty calls the "cultural artifact." Cultural artifacts are essentially the 

objects of scholarly study in the humanities. The historian's main cultural artifact is the 

primary source which he or she relies on as the foundation of their research. Modeling 

primary sources using a standard encoding format such as the TEI guidelines can 

contribute to a better understanding of these texts. Furthermore, collections that are 

already encoded can serve as models for future work. 87 The collections in ACV A are a 

good example of this type of model. Since the Winslow and McQueen Letters were 

encoded using the TEI guidelines, encoding practices were established and the structure 

ofletter manuscripts became better understood. These lessons learned from previous 

encoding experiences were then applied when it came time to digitize the MacDonald 

letters. For example, some of the various types of dashes that were found in the Winslow 

letters, which date from the same period, were recognized and were encoded to the same 

standard in the MacDonald letters. 

87 Willard McCarty, Humanities Computing (New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 106. 
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In the same way that the historian brings together various sources and synthesizes 

an argument, textual encoding is an act of interpretation that brings the researcher closer 

to the text. 88 Although the text is being interpreted through the practice of encoding, the 

full potential of electronic texts is realized when it is analyzed using text analysis tools 

and methods. Having texts encoded in a standard format such as the TEI guidelines lays 

the foundation for future text analysis. Encoding text using the TEI guidelines also 

identifies textual phenomena that more sophisticated algorithms, such as those used in 

textual analysis tools, are capable ofhandling.89 

Currently, the level of analysis that can be applied to the MacDonald letters is 

quite low. The encoding done to the MacDonald letters is relatively neutral in that it 

contextualizes but it does not concern itself too much with the universe of the text itself.90 

Nevertheless, encoding semantically distinct items such as names and places can be of 

great benefit to researchers. For example, indexes can be generated based on these 

encoded items. The benefits of encoding for historians do not reside simply in the 

adherence to a certain encoding standard, such as the TEI guidelines. Instead, it is the 

structuring of digital texts and the careful indexing of the content of texts, done by 

humans and not by computers, that offers scope for new historical inquiry with the 

potential to answer new historical questions.91 For example, if references to land concerns 

on Prince Edward Island within the MacDonald letters were encoded, a list of these 

references could easily be generated and analyzed using a text analysis method. 

88 Hockey, 4. 
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Sophisticated analyses using textual algorithms on historical primary sources are not 

currently in widespread use. Drawing conclusions and interpreting primary source 

material is still, and will likely remain, a task undertaken by historians. However, the 

potential for the analysis of trends in text through textual analysis should not be 

underestimated. 
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The Web is increasingly becoming the main venue for Humanities Computing. In 

the past Humanities Computing tools often came in the form of software or CD-ROMs. 

Now, more scholars are more eager to publish their material on the Web since it makes 

their material directly accessible to their audience. The Web has been traditionally 

regarded as a means of dissemination or publication of information rather than as a means 

for manipulating and analyzing humanities data.92 However, this is changing as Web 

technologies are allowing for more robust applications than can be viewed and used 

within a Web browser. Many new features are coming online and this will only continue 

to grow as time goes on. 

One of the most exciting prospects of Humanities Computing for historians is 

having the capacity to search primary source collections so deeply and efficiently. Roy 

Rosenzsweig claims that "digital searching most dramatically transforms access to virtual 

collections and this finer grained access will revolutionize the way historians do 

research."93 The MacDonald letters Virtual Archive is equipped with a fully functional 

search that will allow researchers to find what they are looking for simply by entering a 

few keywords into a search engine. Moreover, multiple searches can be done spanning 

the different collections in ACVA. Using searches to find specific information will 

92 Hockey, 9. 
93 Cohen and Rosenzweig, 85. 
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benefit researchers immensely by allowing them to find what they are looking for quickly 

and effectively. The search capabilities offered by the MacDonald Letters Virtual 

Archive are just the beginning and demonstrate just a few of the advantages of searching 

online collections. 

Online collections that are encoded properly and put into a suitable Web 

framework afford a level of "searchability'' that would be unimaginable in the print 

world. It is foreseeable, with digital archives such as ACV A that contain multiple 

collections, that one could pose research questions to a number of collections yielding 

complex and unanticipated results. As more primary sources are digitized and made 

available the raw source material that historians can draw upon will be diversified.94 

Furthermore, as searching and retrieval methods are refined it is possible that discipline 

specific search engines may emerge vastly simplifying and accelerating the process of 

research and data collection.95 As collections like the MacDonald letters are completed 

and improved upon they could be made interoperable and provide historians with the 

means to understand the past better and more profoundly.96 

In summary, there are several processes that are integral to digitizing collections 

of primary sources for the Web: imaging, documentary editing, and textual encoding. All 

of these components have played a vital role in the digitization of the MacDonald letters 

and the construction of the MacDonald Family Letters Virtual Archive. Imaging is a 

process that needs to be understood as it is the most common and easiest method of 

faithfully representing primary sources on the Web. Understanding the image capture 
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processes for primary source materials is essential for scholars who intend to engage in 

digital projects, regardless of whether or not they participate in the conversion process 

themselves.97 The next step in the digitization process is documentary editing. While still 

a largely traditional practice, documentary editing has seen significant changes with the 

introduction of the digital medium. For example, presenting the MacDonald letters as an 

electronic text on the Web has afforded the possibility of producing two different editions 

-- modernized and diplomatic -- from one text. The final step of the digitization process 

for the MacDonald letters that was explored was text encoding. Text encoding allows 

researchers to "mine the depths of a document, to explore and reinterpret its contents for 

critical analysis or comparative study."98 Using the Text Encoding Initiative Guidelines 

to encode the MacDonald letters permitted the exploration of different textual features in 

a way not possible in the print medium. Furthermore, the presentation of these encoded 

texts on the Web allows the researcher to search the collection and identify certain 

content within the letters easily and quickly. And finally, in the last section of this chapter 

the MacDonald Letters Virtual Archive was explored in relation to its place within the 

field of Humanities Computing. 

Conclusion 

The MacDonald letters will join a corpus of digitized primary sources that already resides 

on the World Wide Web. What distinguishes the MacDonald letters and the other 

collections in ACV A from many other digital collections is that they are encoded using 

97 
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the TEI guidelines, which incorporates a sophisticated analysis and a renewed 

understanding of the texts themselves. Unlike its print counterpart, material featured on 

the Web can be developed and added to over time. This is the case with the MacDonald 

Virtual Archive. The work already done on the MacDonald letters will hopefully be 

continued and augmented as time goes on and as applicable Humanities Computing tools 

come to the fore. 



CONCLUSION 

The transition from the print medium to the digital medium is already underway as 

evidenced by the large amount of historical material, both scholarly and non-scholarly, 

already present on the Web. This study hopes to highlight some of the issues historians 

should consider when confronting the Web, especially in regard to preparing primary 

source material for the Web. The growing field of Humanities Computing offers 

historians an alternative by using new technologies for "representing complex, creative, 

interpretive, and experiential knowledge."1 The MacDonald Letters Virtual archive is an 

exercise in Humanities Computing that offers an alternative to traditional historical 

scholarship and exploits the potential of Web technology. 

Communications theorists such as Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan have 

provided some insight into how the Web operates within society through their study of 

the intrinsic characteristics of past communication media. For both of them, " ... changes 

in communication technologies drive historical change and construct reality."2 Although 

Innis and McLuhan never lived to see the Web, they described trends that were evident in 

past communication media and that are crucial to understanding this current one. Gerald 

Friesen has applied the theories of Innis and McLuhan to the current Canadian context by 

examining the time and space perceptions of everyday, ordinary people throughout four 

communication modes of Canada's past. Friesen sees the recent past (screen capitalism) 

1 
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Technologies: Humanities Computing and the Canadian Academic Community, ed. Raymond 
Siemens and David Moorman (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2006), xxxv. 
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coinciding with unprecedented technological changes in the experience of time and space 

and the coexistence of "insecurity and plenty. 113 

The application of Michel Foucault's theories to the Web, since the medium is 

centered on the dissemination of knowledge, adds an additional dimension to the study of 

the Web as a communication medium. Renowned Computer Scientist and Economist 

Charles Jonscher commented on the important role that knowledge has played in the 

digital age: 

Deep down, the information revolution is not about technology 
working with data but about people working with knowledge. It is 
a comprehensive shift of mankind's efforts from the creation of 
physical goods to the creation of ideas, images, and insights - data, 
information, and knowledge of every kind.4 

Foucault's thought is crucial in understanding how the growth of the Web and Internet

related technologies as knowledge systems will affect the intensification of power 

relations. 

While they may study the past, historians nevertheless feel the effects of current 

communication technology. Nowadays, the computer is considered a staple for many 

historians allowing them to research, write, and publish just as they always have, but 

more quickly and efficiently. In the more recent past, the main use of computers for 

history was processing large quantities of data. With the advent of the Web and 

improvements in computer software new methods emerged enabling historians to view 

history through a new lens. Current Web technology has not only allowed history to 
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become more accessible to the wider public but has also improved the capability to 

search and analyze text. 
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As a result of the new communications technologies, a few brave historians are 

beginning to ask new questions of their source materials and approach their subject 

matter in different ways. Former president of the Canadian Federation for the Humanities 

and Social Sciences Patricia Clements has described Humanities Computing as " ... the 

instrument we have built to explore our critical and creative interchange between 

computing and our foundational, traditional disciplines in the humanities."5 Humanities 

Computing began with the development of tools and techniques for working with 

electronic texts and publishing scholarly editions, and literary and linguistic analysis. 6 

Humanities Computing has allowed historians to do is approach their source material in 

digital form, as data. This data can then be modeled in such a way as to facilitate the use 

of computer methods to analyze and present the data in a variety of ways. Also, 

Humanities Computing has allowed historians to collaborate on a new level. 

Collaboration is an essential skill for historians working in Humanities Computing. 7 

Digital projects require collaboration not only among historians but also with 

professionals outside of their field such as project managers and librarians, as well as 

programmers and other technical staff. 

Roy Rosenzsweig has characterized five main genres of history websites found on 

the Web: archives ( containing primary sources); exhibits, films, scholarship, and essays 

(secondary sources) teaching (pedagogical tools; discussion (online dialogue); and 
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organizational (information about a certain historical group).8 Of these five genres, he 

argues that archival collections have the most potential: 

The instantaneous access to primary and secondary sources - the 
ability to very quickly make and test out intellectual connections -
will likely alter historical research and writing in ways that we 
haven't yet imagined."9 
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As it makes its home on the Web, the MacDonald Letters Virtual Archive will join this 

growing corpus of primary source material available online. What differentiates it from a 

lot of primary source collections online, however, is that it contains full text 

transcriptions of the text and can be subjected to research through being searched by its 

users. If historians are to make use of this new body of knowledge it is important that 

they understand the implications of operating within the medium of the Web. To exploit 

the full potential of online primary sources, it is important for historians not only to make 

use of the resources that are posted online, but also to be actively engaged in the process 

of creating them. While historians may not possess all the technical know-how necessary 

to create a virtual archive, they do know what qualifies as good historical scholarship. A 

critical eye will go a long way in ensuring that history on the Web meets scholarly 

standards. By using the creation of the MacDonald Letters Virtual Archive as an 

example, this study hopes to serve both as a guide for digitizing primary sources and as a 

resource in helping historians come to terms with the new medium of the Web. 

8 Cohen and Rosenzsweig, 25. 
9 
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In the online collection of the MacDonald Family Letters, 1779-1801, diplomatic and 
modernized versions of the original manuscripts are provided and can be checked against 
corresponding digital facsimiles. 

In the diplomatic version, the following symbols are used to indicate details of authorial 
and editorial inscription: 

• Supralinear additions: \addition/ 
• Inline additions: ladditionl 
• Sublinear additions: /addition\ 
• Deletions: deletio0: 
• Illegible text (gap): {Gap} 
• Unclear text: {Unclear} 
• Transcribers' notes: {text of note} 
• Damaged manuscript: {Damage} 

A modernized version of the text is provided with silent editorial intervention including 
punctuation (i.e., commas), capitalization, and expanded abbreviations. All superscripted 
text is rendered inline and lineation is not maintained. 

Original spellings have been retained as have abbreviations, lineation, and end-of-line 
hyphenation. The placement of opening and closing elements in the letters have been 
standardized with respect to alignment. 
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Supralinear additions: 
llacfditionll 

Inline additions: 
jadditionl 

Sublinear additions: 
/addition\ 

Deletions: 
Deletion 

Illegible text (gap): 
{Illeg} 

Unclear text: 
{Unclear} letter text 

Transcriber's note: 
{note} 
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Helen MacDonald to John MacDonald, 2 September 1779, Tracadie. The 
MacDonald Family Letters, PEIPARO Accession number 2664, Item 31. 

-1-

My Dear Brother 

I had the pleasure of receiving your 
affectionate, and entertaining favors. of the 26 June 
on the 16th July, and should have wrote you 
before now, but waited to get Donalds letter 
which I received only a few days agoe-
by the letter I had from him in spring, 

I imagined that !!hell had once got himself in 
away able to settle and stay at home, but 
I am sorry to understand that it was on so 
uncertain afooting, and that he has still to 
lookout for himself in the world. So Much I 
fear !lhell at last llwillll fall asacrifice - when he wrote 
to me he was in a great hurry, being just go-
ing to sail so that he had not time to say much 
- only as to his affairs in this place that he 
wished to dispose of as many of the cattle as could 
be sold to any advantage - but it happens un. 
lucky this year then seems to be very little 
demand for beef - the Gentlemen in Town 
thinking the price too dear at asix pence {Unclear: apraised} 
- consider the most extravagant prices 
that are given for goods on the Island on 
servants, {Unclear: Safest} now that they have got {Unclear: and} 
to do their own work - of hope at any rate 
I shall be able to get some oxen sold, our stock 
of Cows are very young, theris not above 
three or four of the Cows that will be fit for 
market this year, but the servants will I 
dar say take some of the young Cows - the 
bear have killed tow of our Cows since 
I wrote you last. - the number of 
Cattle that are allways kept at the sandhills, 
have destroyed the marches in such a 

Tracady Sept 2·d 
1779 
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maner, that this year, ther is not hay 

-2-

Hay enough for thirty hedd on our part 
of-- our Cropt is exceeding good, we have 
not a great deal of it, but I hope it will 
be sufficient for our own family - I had 
three men all spring, besides what asis 
tance I got from the soldiers that are stationed 
at the enterance of this harbour - the different 
officers that come therwith them are very 
obliging, their being so near us, causes us 
to be more expensive then otherwise we should 
be, particularly in the Rum{Unclear: article}, but 
it cant be helpt - upon the whole I 
fear my dear Glen you will have but little 
cause to be pleased with my managment 
- but I flatter myself you are convinced 
that I do my best, and the nieghbours can 
witness that tho we were unlucky in the 
cattle last year, it was not owing to awant 
of care or proper attention, but real accidents 
which could not be prevented - the bear did 
a great deal of damage to many people last 
spring, and will do I darsay next fall yet 
- I will take great care of what money 
I shall get for the cattle, or any thing 
else, I have not as yet got any money from 
the people - if ther is sale for cattle next 
fall, I suppose they will all pay less or more 
- Donald did not say whither I might 
expect him this fall or not - I wish much 
to know if I may expect him this winter -
- I have not settled with the servants since 
he left the Island, tho I have given them several 
things. and I think the sooner I do it 
now the beter - but I shall defer it yet 
till I hear from you, or give over hopes 
of him - Captn Burns have been 
on the Island this summer, and as I 
mentioned in my last, he has let a good 
deal of his lands to your people - It would 
give you pleasure to see the great Cropts 
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-3-

Cropts that are this year on your 
Lott - Sctoch Fort excepted and. I dont know 
what can be the reason, but they never 
have agood cropt - Portage that formerly 
were the outcast of all the Iott, is as pretty 
alittleSettlement, as any on the Island, but 
the settlers on it will never agree, allways 
quarreling about hay or some mischief or 
other - the dummie is come away from 
Ewen Mac Eachems, and I know not what 
the poor man intend to do, he came to me 
several times since May, enquiring when 
you woud come to the Island, he at last 
came and has been here this month past 
- Donald desires me to write him, 

but I am at alossto know what way I 
should send it, unless Mr Callbeck can tell 
me - we have not heard any thing of 
General MacLean, this long time, by the 
last intelligence, ther was not any great 
hopes of his success - if it pleases God to 
send Donald safe from this expedition, I 
hope you will never allow him to end
anger his Life so much again -

t 
I understand you expect that your Reg . 
will be called for to head Quarters - for 
Heavens sake my Dear Glen, if this is the 
case, try to get leave to come to see us, if 
it should be but for three days -

Donald did not say aword of Mr Augustin 
in his letter, but I hope it did not proceed 
from any thing, but forgetfullness - he left 
asmall Trunk at Hallifax with several 
letters in it, perhaps theris one from Augustin 
- if you knew of asafe 

-4-

opportunity and think it proper 
to send some necessarys for the servants as 
you did last year, I think it would be of 
great service, you need not fear but what 
I shall keep an account of all the things 
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I give them - we are much in want of 
Winter Cloaks and bonnets - I wish you 
woud order tow large Table cloaths, pretty 
fine, to be sent - I am affraid you will 
think {Unclear: as or us?} extravagant, but we cannot help 
it- as to our winter Stores I shall leave 
that to you, and if the Regiment does not 
go to New York I hope you will come and 
spend the winter with us --

Peggy intends to write you soon -
she joins in Love to you, and best 
Complement to John {Unclear: More} -- and I ever am 
my dear Brother you affectionat 
sister {Unclear: while} 

Helen MacDonald 

I have given Ranald the cloaths as you 
desired, he is gone w now so far away 
that he cannot do much here --

{Unclear: grumly} is pretty well and I dar say if 
he could speak would desire his best respects 
to you, so as it is you may take the will for 
the deed, ther is a grand son of his here, I 
wish you had him, but he does not take 
sufficiently after the grand father to make 
him II II so handsome 

H MD 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 17 March 1781, Halifax. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO Accession number 2664, Item 4. 

-1-

My dear Sister 

I had the pleasure of your Letter 

that was wrote about the time Mr. Callbeck 
came here - It does not mention of the receipt 
of the long letter I wrote you by the Provision 
vessell in Which Mr. Fraser was , tho I should 
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be glad to Know whether it was ever delivered 
year {Unclear: you?} -

I write you thus early that it may 
lie at Pictou to goe to You by the first 
opportunity to the Island -

There has not been a Single 
arrival here from England Since I wrote 
you last, & but a small trading vessell 
from New York at two different times 
all the winter over_ They brought some 
news papers, but no body could trust any 
Letters in them - All the news I have 
Sent to Governor Paterson, in hopes that 
Attention from me will induce him to 
be the More attentive to you, And as I 
could not possibly command time for 
transcribing it , I have requested how soon 

he 
-2-

has perused it to Send you the original & a 
copy, which will do for you, Mr. James, & the 
rest of My friends, to whom Make my best 
Love-

There being no Arrivals from 
England as I have already said there could 

be no Letters from Donald ._ But I expect to 

hear from him Six weeks hence by the Annual 
Ships, and that too in a Manner to my mind -
I even expect himself to come in them, or 
in a fleet that is to come out to take possession 
of a new Government that is to be established 
at Penobscul {Handwriting unclear, could be Penobscot} from Saccs in New England 
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to Papamaquaddy{Handwriting unclear, could be Passamaquaddy} River the Boundary 
of 
Nova Scotia-To tell you the truth, which 
you must Keep to yourself for the present -
I sent home with him to Lord George Germaine 
the Secretary of State for America a plan, 
which showed, in the clearest manner, the 
usefulness of making that place a Govern = 
= ment - His Lordship was pleased to adopt 
it , having had thoughts of that kind before 
himself - And the King & council did 
agree to it - Thus matters stood in the last 



would advise you to still, for you May 
allow me to know the Nature of Officers, 
& I never yet saw a body of them that 
any family gains Much Reputation from 
being intimate with_ They are generally 
an idle Sett of men, who will advance 
on any Encouragement - Whether they mean 
any thing or not - The Connection of 
Subalterns is a Source of misery to any 
one - And often Character is even lost 
by them - So I would Advise you to be 
rather reserved & Cautious -

In regard to the affair in 
question as I am llnotll acquainted with the Gentleman 
you mean, I wonder that {Illeg}expect that 

-5-

5) that I could take upon me to say to you 
that I could approve of Such a Step -
He may be a very good young man, but 
you say he has no dependence but on his 
commission - I also say his commission 
cannot be supposed to be a dependency, 
because the Provincial Corps certainly 
will be reduced after the war, And we 
have not yet understood they will even 
have half pay - Let me also assure You 
that I do not see you would add to your 
consequence by the connection, for to tell 
the truth, which in this respect I would 
not chuse to do but on so serious an 
Occasion, & because you will Keep it a 
secret, the Provincials are by no means 
on a footing with the established Regi= 
=ments in point of rank - They are 
considered as little more than 
Militia, so that any consequence or 
advantage that any of llthemll had not before 
his entering into them Corps, he finds 
no part of the Same by being an 
Officer in them, So that with a person 
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6 having no Other Dependency but his com = 
=mission there, I think you would make 
yourself & me look Silly in the Eyes of 
the world, & you would bring yourself 
& your offspring to certain Misery 
for want of Support- In a case of that 
Kind a ploughman, that can work & 
live moderately is a preferable match 
to a Gentleman having nothing, & that 
can neither want nor work - As for 
me you know I cannot assist you in 
a case of that Kind, as I have very 
unfortunately thrown away all I ever 
possessed, & have nothing but my Commission 
with the half pay of which I mean to 
return to you in proper time to take 
{Illeg} care of you please God -
Untill then you had better not throw 
yourself away - for the deuce is in it if 
you cannot at any time do better than 
you now propose - I have said enough 
on this head, & I beg you'll break off 
any Engagement, if there was any, as it 

-7-

7 
is in fact not an Engagement but an Imposition 

You say My Mind seems 
allways in a gloom when I write you 
_ It is a very just remark, but upon 
my honor the only cause of it is that 
I see you are desponding and unhappy 
in you Mind, because we are away 
for the present_ You think you'll never 
see us, _ That we Shall die or be 
Killed _ In short you think the Sky 
will fall in _ & that yourself will 
be destitute Good God Is this a 
way or method worthy one of your 
Spirit & Sense _ Do not you Know 
that this is the time for us to push 
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matters for attaining the footing 

h 1 llnotll kn lthat not we ave ost _ Do you ow I II any 
thing [ del]that[ del] is to be had without some 
risk, And indeed our Share of it 
hitherto has been Small or none 
Do you think that you, we, or any 
Individuals are to be priveledged 
above the rest of Mankind, So As 
not to be Obliged to run the common 
Chances of life ? that were high indeed. 

-8-

8 
How Many do I Know this Rebellion 
that have lost great Estates, lost father 
Mother, Brothers & Sisters, & are now 
Obliged to live by the Work of their 

hands or needle - How many have I 
seen that without the chances of war 
have fallen into the Same Situation 

in life - Yet they Must not despond - they 

must Keep up their Spirits - Many of 
them Are really happy, & make the 
best of it - You have no particular reason 
to think that would be your Lot, & 
if it were, you would still be better off 
than Many Such, & yet you must give 
yourself up to low spirits anxiety & 
fruitless dispair - Is this your Religion 
& Resignation ? fie for Shame - It is 
in Your power to Amuse Yourself rati= 
=onally with the people around, & in 
competent manner with the better Sort 
When they come in your way, And how 
little you do it, & habituate yourself to 
view things in the Most unfavorable 
light, is I think, & at least with Me 
a very great reflection on you _ 
The truth is, of all people in the world 

-9-

9) 
the Highlanders are the most apt to 
be elated with Prosperity, & on the 
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& despondency_ If you Still goe 
on to make Yourself more unhappy 
than you Need, it May Still induce 
me to take Some Step that I know not 
Whether it may do More hurt than good 
-Do then for Heaven's Sake strive 
to make Yourselfhappy, & not to 
view Matters on the gloomy Side -

-11-

11) 
I'll never get any good done, if I do 
not endeavour, if I do Not watch 
times & opportunities as they May 
Cast up- Being disturbed with 
Impatience & upbraiding me I have 
Attempted to force Opportunities & 
times , & consequently I failed -

You are not pleased if 
I do Not give news & let you know 
my Opinions & what I am about _ 
When I do that Candidly , it is to 
persuade you that Matters are right 
when they are Wrong _ When I tell 
you My Opinion, it is forsooth for 
the Same purpose, or if the Affairs 
of the world happen contrary to My 
opinion, as they may to any Man's, 
then it is Said My head is turned 
with hopes, & I do Not view things in 
the proper Light_ When I attempt any 
thing all is Impatience before it can 
be brought to a period, & when it happens 
otherwise than I Supposed or had reason 
to Suppose, then it is said that it was all 
an empty Notion from the beginning, that 

-12-

12 
my head was turned with Schemes, & that 
I had better have let matters alone, & 
yet I'll not be permitted to do so for 
Impatience & low Spirits -

There are in Short two 
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or three old Women about you, And 
also Some Men When they are idle, 
that partly to humour you, partly 
for worse reasons, are constantly 
humming about What they do not 
Understand - you ought not to listen 
to them - you should divert your, 
=selves As Much As possible -
Accustom Yourselves to See things in 
the best Light, for never does any 

thing fall out So unfavorably as 
fear paints is - Use your own good 
Sense - Be resigned to any thing 
that may happen - It is the only 
way to make you & me happy 
- When you receive the news from 
the Governor it will show you every 
thing more fully - I have Nothing to 
Say at present about the Management 

-13-

13 
of our Affairs - When I hear from 
Donald or See him, I'll be able to 
write you More fully About the 
Quebec Scheme - I'll lose no 
opportunity of writing You -
My best wishes to the people & 
Love to Mr. James & the others
I am Yours while 

John MacDonald 
Halifax 1 ?1h March} 
1781- } 

With my Compliments to Mr. 
Spense tell him that the Small bills 
he gave Donald when I arrived on the 
Island are come back protested, & 
that I shall be called on in a week 
or two so pay them with Interest 
Damages & Expences - I wish he 
would be good enough to remittit 
as soon as possible, for by Donald's 
Expences I have much to do -
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John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 26 June 1781, Halifax. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO Accession number 2664, Item 5. 

-1-

Halifax 26th June 1 781 

Dear Sister 

I received yours by the returning Express, by which am 
happy to find you are well, hope you will continue so, to which 
the Keeping up Your Spirits will contribute most of any thing 
untill Such time As I have the Happiness of geting to you -

I received a Letter from the Receiver declaring 
the whole Quitrents must be paid At Charlotte Town in hard 
Cash Six months from the 13th March last, which I think 
will be the 13th September next, or the Lot will be Sold 
on that day - I have also a very droll and long Recital of 
many things regarding the Island from the Commencement of the 
Settlement from another Gentleman that I had wrote to, by which he 
thinks he has left me Nothing to say, which I will not give my self 
the trouble of Answering untillwe meet - He also declares the same 
with the Receiver - And Adds that it is no Wonder they cannot 
please the people in their Management of the Island, Since our people 
cannot agree Among themselves, And that they frequently complain 
of my Brother & me regarding their freights out, & represent the 
Affair in a very unfavorable And different Light from that which 
any Knowing us both should readily believe - This I will also 
undeceive him in - At the same time I cannot help wishing you to 
offer my best thanks to these Good people, who after all I have done 
for them, making myself the greatest Sufferer in every point, do Not 
spare my Character in my Absence, but are foolish enough to run 
to these other Gentlemen with Such Stories, imagining that tho they listen 
to the same, they either can or mean to serve them, whereas they do 
Not give a Six pence for either Side farther than to Answer their 
purposes_ 

I had a Letter more friendly than the whole 
from the Governor, in which he explains to me the Nature of the Affair, 
Showing that for the time past it is put out of the Power of the Ministry 
to give me Any relief- That there can be but little hope of it for the 
time to Come, And if they should be even disposed to do it, the Same 
cannot be expected on the Island; Therefore Advises not to lose the 
Lot for certainly if the Quitrent is not paid at Charlotte Town by the 



end of the Six Months fully And in hard cash the Lands will be Sold: 
That it is not in his power to give me any Indulgence, because 
there are people of the first Interest in the Nation whose Lots will also 
be Sold, & if they find Partiality shown more to one than another 
they will make a handle of it against him -

In regard to the Misinformation About 
the time the Lots would be Sold, No one can be charged with it: The 
Proclamation had no date, by which I could not See it from that 
Paper, nor was there a word of it in Your Letter_ An Accidental 
person I had Seen told me he heard the Decree of Sale was taken 
out in Winter, & it was Supposed the Sale would take place in June 
The Consideration now is, what is to 
be done? By every Account these two Years past from the Island, it is 
totally changed from What I Knew it _ It is really coming well on_ . 

-2-

(2) 
The people are prospering, And they may be expected to continue 
so if they were once Settled on a steady & permanent footing 
with which they would lay their Account for life, & fall accord= 
=ingly to improve & Settle Themselves Comfortably - This besides 
every other Account Lieu\ John assures me of- That he does not 
See where they could have been so well even in this Province, 
nor a more agreeable Spot - The Express assures me of the 
People's own Acknowledgement, & the Appearance, of their happiness 
And Prosperity, if they were Settled-

Hitherto, whatever they may 
think, And whatever we may all have thought, it appears to me 
they are the Most fortunate part of the people that left our Country 
in our time, part of Whom have been Killed in the war, obliged 
to leave their places to get within our Lines where they have been 
Obliged to Shift the best way they could, the remainder have been 
And are distressed exceedingly, And totally at a stand-
If the Rebellion had been soon over 
As was expected And that they could have been transported imme= 
=diately to Any other place it might have done better than it can do 
now-Tho after all I Know Not if they could have Kept so doss 
together_ Every Country has its' good Qualities, which are overballanced 
by other difficulties, nor can I help being more Confirmed every day 
in the Opinion that naturally, taking all the good & bad Qualities 
together, there is less difference in the Qualities & general goodness 
of all the Provinces South & North, than is generally imagined, 
And that the difference Chiefly Consists in the Industry of the 
people, in the Oldness of the Settlement, & propriety of the 
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Regulations, which in a view to the Prosperity of the Country are 
as bad when they are too easy , As when they are too strict -
Notwithstanding the General Good Appearance 

of the Affairs of Great Brittain at present, And that there is 
No Manner of doubt that we Shall get the better of the Rebels & 
of all Enemies, unless some extraordinary mismanagement interferes 
& some Stroke that we do not See reason to look for, Yet it is 
uncertain Whether the removal of our People can take place 
these Couple of Years Yet, for I am Sure at the best there can be 
no Such general Settlement of the Affairs of America made Sooner 
to Admitt of it -

By the End of two years more the Most of 
the People will be too Old to think of encountering new difficulties 
& trouble, & on that Account it were a pity that the Young people 
who indeed are fit for removal, were to be Separated & brought away 
from them - The removal would over & above be attended with 
great difficulty - The disposal of their Effects - The Expence of 
geting to a New place of Settlement- Expence, labor, & fatigue 
of getting up anew -And the Uncertainty of their being farther 
nr more happy in their life time than they are now -
On the Island they are together, they have 
now good enough Stock - They think they will make bread & other 
Necessaries - The only difficulty is that Proprietors may continue 
to expect too high Rents, And that the Regulations of Government may 

-3-

(3) 
be too strict: But who knows but these points May Alter for the better 
by degrees, the More the Island Settles & gets into order? -
They also regret that I cannot stay with them -
In regard to me I must not lose one hold 
untill I get another into my hands - I must own I have no great 
Stomach for throwing myself entirely on the Mercy & Justice of these 
people fond as I am of them in every other respect, & ready to 
serve them - I cannot think they have used me well in time past 
but that I could forget, if I had reason to depend on the contrary 
in time to Come - As I have been once Obliged to take to my Shifts 
my ever Setting up to Stay among Amoa.g them Must totally 
depend on whether I shall think that I can Support Myself 
in that Situation - In all Events So long as I shall think 
they treat me well & that they deserve it at my hands my 
heart shall ever be with them, & to Contribute to their happiness 
& to get them at last on the reasonable footing they wish will 
be the Chief Study & end of my life And Labors -

Let us then for the present drop the Con= 
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=sideration of whether the Regulations may be thought strict, 
because if they shall have been too much so, a way may be found 
to help it; Let us also drop the Consideration of whether I can 
be all ways with them, at least for some time, because if I 
cannot be with them on the Island, it is not likely I can be 
with them in Any other place they may goe to ; And let us 
only consider whether from the reasons I have given it 
May not prove the best for them to Settle on the Island, at 
least to goe on for the present as if they were to Settle on it 
forever-

I am inclined to think that if they 
determine to Settle on the Island , the most eligible Situations 
for them would be on Lots 38, 37, 36, & 35-Because these 
places are As yet certainly the best for cattle, for some fishing, 
& tollerable enough for grain, as well as the most convenient 
for the Town & every other part of the Island, In short taking 
every consideration into the Scale, they have the fewest In= 
=conveniencies & the greatest general Advantages of Any 
part of the Island -

In regard to Lot 36, I never knew but 
one fault it has, & without it they could not make it worth 
their while for any Number of them to Settle on the other 
Lots around it - Nor are the other Lots or Lot 36 good for 
any thing without Lot 35, I mean without the Proprietors 
of Lot 36 being Concerned in Lot 35 as Proprietors or Agents 
by which Means the defects of the one would be made llupll for by 
the other to render the Settlement Comfortable 0fl: both the said 
two Lots-But Lots 35 & 36 would both make a compleat 

-4-

4 
Settlement without any Concern with the other Lots for All 
our people even at present -
I have not as yet any powers to Sell 
any part of Lot 35, nor do I think it can be given because the 
heirs it falls to are as yet under Age, from which I do 
think those that improve on that Lot do it at their risk 
& on a very precarious footing, because no doubt the 
Proprietors will either take it from them, or oblige them 
after improving it to rent it at the highest -
If I do not get Powers to Sell forever 
my part of Lot 35, I have not a doubt ofreceiving Powers 
to Sett from year to Year the hay on it so as to free 
the Proprietors from the Burden of the Quitrents in time 
to come, & so prevent the forfeiture of the Lot untill the 
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Proprietors shall themselves be in Condition to attend to 
it-
This would completely Answer Such of our 
people as would chuse to Settle on Lot 36, nor do I see 
what better Scheme they could fall upon, or what better Chance 
they could have II any other where I I over all America, than if they were so 
Many as would find room to Settle on the North & South 
Side of the River 11°n Lot 

3611 & if a certain Quantity of the hay 11°n Lot 
35 11 were 

to be let out to them at a reasonable rate from year 
to year-

I am informed they have already fallen 
on the way to bring any land even the poorest into good 
order by means of taithing & Middings so as to give good 
grain - If so I am certain that by not working the 
Land out thereafter & by Attention, & partly by sowing 
Grass Seeds, which might be procured if it was found they 
meant to lay their heart to it, they might in a few years 
have a good deal of upland hay, which is better than 
Marsh hay & much easier Managed, & in time they would 
have plenty of it So as to let goe the Marsh hay 
entirely - This would render the Scheme I am mentioning 
more practicable & eligible - And if I could think that 
the people could be depended on to goe along with me in 
this Scheme, I would with all My heart endeavour to 
forward it because I think it is the most easy And 
eligible of any for them, And the only footing on Which I 
could venture or indeed be Able to head them; for I tell 
you I am Now in that Situation that I can do without 
them by Keeping as I am, or Keeping clear of them, but if 
they think of drawing me in once more to them , it must be on 
terms which they shall religiously adhere to, before I give up my 
Bread - - for I will not be made a fool of as formerly-

-5-

(5) 
If Lot 36 can be preserved from the 
forfeiture that is the first Step; for if it is lost I'll never 
Sett a foot on the Island: not even this Summer - In the next 
place after it is freed from the danger of being lost this time 
it must be placed in time to come on Such a footing that there 
will be no more danger oflosing it, & that it shall not be a 
Burden on me by the Quitrent being paid & Mr. Mont= 
=gomery's Rent - But this cannot be done with Lot 36 
without the Aid & Assistance of Lot 35, which is also As 
Much to Say As that Lot 35 must also be placed on a 
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footing to be out of the danger of being forfeited also by 
the Quitrents being paid for it, And that only can be 
done in the Manner I have mentioned by so Many as 
will find room Sitting down on Lot 36, & Using as Much 
of the Hay on Lot 35 as May be Necessary for them at 
a certain rate Yearly that will pay the Quitrents of it 
And this Method I am to propose to the Proprietors & 
I hope to get them to Agree to it - I do think this is the 
best plan for the people, & that they can do, if they 
will only but be steady & candid, & give over the 
Usuall mode of reflecting on me & disputing about 
Triffles, & resolve to be industrious & easily Managed 
for on no other terms or hopes will I interfere with 
them, for by Keeping clear of them, & never minding them 
more than if I had never Known them, I can now 
Support myself better any where than by being connected 
with them - My Commission on the return of peace will 
do better for me than any thing I can have by them -
So far I hope You understand My 
Meaning - In regard to the past Quitrents of Lot 36 I can 
assure you I am Not Able to pay them - Donald's Expence 
for some time past, & what I will be obliged to pay Mr. 
Montgomery for his Rent will not leave me a Six pence 
of all that ever I was worth but My Commission - So 
that I think it but fair that while I pay Mr. Montgomery's 
which is double the Amount, they should each pay a 
certain Moderate proportion of the Quitrent, According 
to the time any of them has been on the Lot - If they 
cannot or will not do this there is an end of the matter 
& let them shift for themselves the best way they chuse, 
I will endeavour to do for myself & you in another Manner 
as well as possible - But indeed it is with very great 
Reluctance & regret that I give up every Connection with 
them in Such a Manner, because I know it will be the 
worse for them - They will disperse - They will become a prey 

to 

-6-

(6) 
to some on the Island that are now looking out for them _ 
They will at last fall to nothing - where as if they & I keep 
connected, they will be headed & preserve some consequence 

I have inclosed a Paper containing a 
Scheme of the division of it on each According to the Number 
of years I could guess them to have been on the Lot at 

154 



the rate of 5 Dollars each for every year - He that has 
the most to pay of it will have little more than the value 
of a Cow to pay, & not so Much as the value of a Bullock 
& it is but few of them that will come So high _ 
I hope they are able for it because 
it is universally allowed they have good Stocks, & if they 
cannot spare So Much the Deuce is in it, & it is needless to 
strive Keeping up the ball any longer - Indeed I am apt to 
think they strive rather to Keep up too many Cattle, which 
renders it difficult to procure hay, whereas grain would 
be easier managed, if they were to Apply to it in preference 
And would allways find a readier market, & tho raising 
it is laborious I scarcely think it much more so than 
cuting drying & fetching home Such Quantities of hay 
as these Superfluous Numbers of cattle require - I am sure 
those of them that have gone to Other Lots have had in 
one year more to pay than his Share of this will 
come to for the whole Number of years he has been in 
Lot 36, & if they will not do me a little Justice 
when they do Not begrudge So Much to others it is 
time for me to give up the cause: for this I will 
appeal to their own Candor - If I were in Condition 
I would not trouble them, And it is but fair that they 
Should bear a little when I am Obliged to do much 
more, And if they have Not had More of the benefit than 
I have had I wonder -

What I fear will tend chiefly to Marr 
this Scheme is the Sort of disposition I have ever observed in the 
greatest part of them - They do not look before them to consider 
the Consequence of any thing - They startle at straws - They 
are affraid & unwilling whenever the question is about 
going any Lengths for us - more than if any others were 
Concerned, just as if it were practicable for us to support 
Impossibilities, & just as if they could possibly preserve 
any Consequence to themselves without our being at 
their head, for in Spite of all their Confidence in others 
these will never be wanting Occasions where they will 
wish for our being at their hand - But how is this possible on 
any other footing, since in that case we also must push for ourselves ? 

-7-

(7) 
Again I apfrehend if they should even See the affair reasonable 
they will II allll to dispute with Jealousy & say: Such a one had 
more Cattle the first Second or third year therefore he 
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Should pay more in proportion for that time; & also a 
thousand hems & ha's will come in: But that is all stuff 
- If any one is to pay any thing, he can do no less than 
what I have Mentioned, And it is impossible to divide 
it Among them in Any other Manner - Therefore they 
should for the Sake of the General Cause overlook Such 
triffles- And Comply quickly & without difficulty 
for there is no time to lose -
Therefore As Soon As you send 
this Letter And Comprehend it well, Send for Ranald 
Whom I take to be a very Sensible worthy Man, And 
in whom I never Could Observe but what was very 
proper good And reasonable - Let him read this Letter 
over & over, & comprehend well all I have wrote from 
the Begining of it - If he thinks it proper, he will 
be Good enough to carry it on for you with Your 
Support- Let him Speak to all the rest called together, 
And if they agree to carry on the collection-
Let him that has the Money in that case give it at 
once chearfully & without hesitation, for there is No 
time to lose, & let him that has it not find llitll by 
means of Selling a beast of Cattle or any way, 
then let him give it in to You - There will still 
be some fourty or fifty Pounds of it wanting 
on Account of the difference of the Currency, 
& Some Drawbacks, which you will endeavour 
to find by Selling Cattle, And if you cannot find 
the Sale for them, And if all the Affair can be Made 
up to that difference, endeavour to make it up to the 
Governor untill you can procure them to be Sold 
As soon As you get the money, Speak first to the { damage: tear} 
Governor, And then give it to Mr. Nisbet on his 
Receipt, for he will not receive it if a farthing 
of the Sterling sum is wanting-

If Ranald does not think the 
Affair will do, he may still try it , but if after 
that it will not do, give Yourself no more trouble 
About it than to Acquaint the Governor You have 
done your best, but that it defied you to make it good 
& the Chief reasons for it, & that then the Law may take place 

-8-

(8) 
And I wash my hands out of it - Before they let matters 
come to this they would do well to Consider the Consequence 
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- I mean the People - I will have much less cause to regret 
it than they Shall, but at the Same lltimell I shall forever 
regret it-

you & Ranald Should be cautious not 
to mention to the people what I have Said about Lot 35 
for fear Any of the Island Should find out that Matters 
are As Yet in so loose a State about it, and then try 
to disappoint me & get it into their own hands, As Mr 
Callbeck did about Cap\ Spry's Lot after I had communicated 
to him that I was to make Proposals to Cap\ Spry, but 
you may Say that the Proprietors, who are heirs to it, 
are in this Regiment, which is really the case tho I 
have Not Seen them As Yet, & that they have given 
me Powers to take care of their Interest - for indeed 
I write them immediately - And untill I get the 
full Powers I want, I think the People had better 
Continue As they Are, paying in the first place 
the past Quitrent of Lot 36- In Short 
be delicate in Mentioning Any thing About 
Lot 35 & avoid it alltogether As Much as possible 
for fear of Accidents -

If all these matters take place 
it is in My view of the Matter lucky for the people 
that the Governor has Made this Stirr, because 
it obliges them to Settle for once on Some plan 
which they Much wanted, for to Settle in any way 
{ damage: tear} {Unclear: upon} a permanent footing is better than to be 
as they are - You will { damage: tear} not fail to write me 
fully how this is relished by the very first 
opportunity, & when I find that it is on the 
way to take place I will then think of Mea= 
=sures for a Jaunt to the Island only, which 
will however be so Short that every thing 
Must be ready against the time of my Arrival 
otherwise I Must come Away without doing any 
thing for my Leave of Absence will be very short 
therefore You Must fall to work immediately -

{Remainder of Letter missing} 

Helen MacDonald to John MacDonald, 17 July 1781, Halifax. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO, Accession number 2664, Item 32. 
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Being obliged to embark so 
Suddenly I Am not able to write the 
Governor, nor to llthell Lieut. Governor, nor to 
the Chief Justice nor to Mr. Nisbet, to 
all whom I beg You'll make My 
Apology-

To the Lieut. Governor with 
My Compliments you'll please tell 
that there is No foundation for the 
Report of the Lot 35 being to be sold 
or that our Gentlemen are to purchase 
it-

To Mr. Nisbet, that when he spoke 
to me about the Sword he had given to 
Donald to be repaired, I had not seen 
Donald for a long time After, & that then 
it went totally out of My head - That 
I made a Search for it to no purpose 
for a Whole Week when he wrote me 
lately about it, but no word of it any 
where -That the Day after Cap\ Osborn 
went away the Gentleman, who he had 
left it with, came to me & told that Donald 
gave him sometime agoe a Sword for a 
Gentleman in St John's whose name he 
had now forgot, And that there was No 
opportunity of Sending it that he Knew of 
& desiring to know from me what to do with 
it - I recollected the affair And gave the 
Sword to Lieu\ John McDonald with desire 
to Send it to Mr. Nesbit, & hope he will get 
it safe, at least if not, it is not now My 
fault-

The Chief Justice in the Letter 
I had from him Said to me, that it is no 
wonder the people are not Satisfied with 
them, when they take Such Liberties with 

-2-

my Brother & me after all we have done 
for them, as to say that tho the Roman Catholicks 
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of Stafford Shire in England collected enough to 
bring them free to St John's Island, & tho I 
received the Same from Mr. Hay, yet I was 
obliging them to pay it, or give their Bonds 
for my self- Adding that they said a great deal 
about the Matter that no body Knowing me 
& My Brother ought to believe, & which 
certainly himself could not believe-

Tho he Writes me this in so 
Smooth a Manner, yet I think his Manner has 
a good deal the Air of a Sneer, & as if he meant 
to cast up Something to me & shut my Mouth 
for certainly the people had never any Informa 
= tion on that head but what they had from 
Mr. John McDonald & me, And I am Sure 
neither ofus told them that the collection was 
made in Stafford Shire, for it was more than 
we Knew ourselves, nor did I Know it untill 
I read his Letter lately -

So that tho I dare Say the 
people have been bad enough to Say all they 
thought proper on this head to him, yet I 
Suspect he had the rest of the tale from his 
own Rib, who unluckily thought she Knew 
more of the Matter than she really does, nor 
do I doubt of there being a little Envy And 
curiosity on her part in the Matter -

If you have an Opportunity do 
not forget to tell the Lady & even the Chief Justice 
that I was well informed there was a collection 
made in England, but where in that Country I never 
heard, nor did even the people hear of it - That when 
I unfortunately meddled with St John's, & when these 
people were engaging to goe to it, Mr. Hay being 
at London he desired his friend at Edin. { note: borough} to give me 
part of that collection with the view of preventing me 
to dispose of my little Estate as I had no more money by 
me but what was already engaged-We did not know then 
as being unacquainted with Such matters how much might 
be Sufficient to defray their Expence, So that I received 
but a Small part of it , the remainder being intended 

-3-

for other purposes - What I received was on the Condition 
that the people would give me their Security that 

159 



it would be paid back to me when lltheyll should be in good 
faith in Condition to pay it, & no Interest being to 
be paid for it in the Mean time until they should 
be able to pay it in to me, And that then I should 
return it to Mr. Hay or his Successor, So that I 

was as a Security between them & Mr. Hay that 
they should do what was right, & it was in Conse= 
=quence of this Condition that I insisted on Settling 
with them for all I had given them whether of 
that Money or of my own, & to take care that 
they should pay it at a proper time, & when they 
should come to pay it, that I would give his 
own part back to Mr Hay or his Successor -

It is to be remarked that what 
I received did not amount to more than 
perhaps a third part of what I gave them 
from first to last, So that there is not so 
much to say on that Score as the Chief 
Justice has been informed - And when it 
was found there was little chance of Success 
on the Island Mr Hay was good enough to 
offer me the whole he had collected {Unclear: for to} 
help me out, but I refused having any thing 
more to say to such Money being determined 
that I should carry it on in future with my 
own Effects or not at all, And therefore I 
declined laying Myself under any more 
obligations of the Kind - So stood the 
affair, & so far you may tell Mr§ 
Stewart with My own & your request 
that no more Ear may be given to such 
representations -

I can tell you over and above 
that I applied to Mr. Hay for a gift to my= 
=self of that part of the people's debt since 
I had Suffered So Much in the well meant 
Scheme, & he has Made it over to me, So 
that the whole is now Mine own & my heirs 
if it Shall ever be paid - But this you need 
not tell her As She has No business with 
it - If Cap\ McDonald brings his Son 
to You, I hope you will take care of him 

-4-
you May Show the other Letters 
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to Cap\ McDonald, but it is not worth 
while Showing him this -

mark} 

Halifax 17th July 
1781 

I am yours etc. {Indicated by a 

John MacDonald 

Helen MacDonald to John MacDonald, 28 July 1782, Halifax. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO, Accession number 2664, Item 32. 
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Dear John 
Charlotte Town 

July 28th 1782 

I enclose a few lines wrote about 
a week agoe, at which time it was my first 
intention to write very fully the next time I 
should write to you, but my very disagreeable 
situation must still put it off to an other oppor,Y 
- Having been informed of Peggys being very 
ill, I came here the evening before last. 
I Road through the woods, part of my journey 
was very disagreeable indeed, but received 
no hurt, and on my arrival was reconpenced 
with Peggys being much better, tho very weak 
- Her complaint is of such a nature, that it is 
hard to say how long she may continue mending 
in all appearence her Brother will soon have 
but {Unclear: as soon} account of his family, Heavens 
grant he may be about doing what will make 
these things lie saner on his mind, and Enable 
him to spend the remaining part of his Life 
in Tranquillity, you know what I mean -
I certainly shall never be so fond of a sister 
in Law, as I was of the one I have already 
had, at the same time it would be impossible 
but I should Esteem and shew every mark 
of attention and Respect, to any one He shall 
chuse to be his companion for Life - some 
times Im flattered with the hope that somthing 
of the above kind is the cause of his detention 



, but then my hope is embittered by disstressfull 
apprehensions that he is not well, which if 
the case, is a shock I once thought too much 
for me to survive, but my feelings tell 
me that I have no reason to dread such 
consequences frome any thing of that kind 
that is now to hapen, as I have survived 
those I have already lost, However 

-2-

few things are so bad, but they may be worse 

_ Just as I was writing what is now wrote 
Charles Stewarts servant arrived, and I had 
the pleasure of receiving your obliging 
favor, and the Medicines with the Doctor Marshalls 
directions - I defered writing more until now 

that my letter might not be of 11too11 old a date, thinking 

Mr Callbeck would not be ready to go off for 
Halifax till about this time - I came home 
Eight days agoe, and left Peggy in Town, I have 
not heard frome her these tow days past, but 

at that time she wrote 11me11 she was a good deal 
better, the Bank was of much service to her 
- I think Doctor Marshalls directions very plain 
and pretty, and what was more lucky still, -
they Exactly agreed with directions, and Medicine 

that Govr Patterson was friendly enough to 
prescribe fore her before the others came 
- The question that Doctor Marshall asked 

you was very requisite, but all that was 
well enough, she was very angry when I 
told her of it, and that I should let you know -

- Frome some particular 
circumstance, I have reason to imagine that 
when you were here tow years ago, some 
people wishd to acquaint you of my being 

very Extravagant & c. I must confess I joine 
Whoever it was, in their opinion, altho it 
may appear to them against myself - had there 
been Rules set down for me, I should have 
endeavoured to have followed them, at the 

time that IIIII was unhappily left here, it was supposed 
one of my Brothers would return Early the 
spring following, otherwise you may believe 
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I should have Laboured for my Bread in 
preference to being here, without them 
when my dearest Donald went away, He 
left most of our winter stores, for the first 
winter, and liberty to get any thing We should 
want as far as his purse, or credit should 

-3-

goe, you 11wm11 naturally say this was no reason 
or encouragement for my being Expensive 
but very much the reverse, which I grant 
The better sort of people on the Island thought 
that in my Brothers absence they could not pay 
them a greater compliment, it could be no merit 
on our side, they considered they could not shew 
respect and attention more fully to my Brother 
then in coming to see us, and of course could 
I do less then appear glad to see them, and 
try to make every thing as agreeable to them 
as lay in my power, certainly such things 
can not be done without expence in different 
ways, at the same time had I imagined that 
my Brothers should have been absent so long 
be assured I should have set out on a very 
different footing frome what I did, and in 
place of being where we are, my companion 
as well as myself would have prefered any 
sum however Triffling to have been 
allowed us, and if more should be necessary 
to let ourselves provide it, Im convinced 
this would have been much cheaper 
to my Brother and perhaps more agreeable 
to us - I have reason to lament that 
the one whose company we most wished 
fore, were the person most disliked by those 
friends of ours, if they have considered 
his coming here, any addition to our Expence 
they were very much mistaken, and only shewed 
how little they knew about the matter, I can 
assure He contributed more to our saving 
then to our Expence, the truth of which we 
too evidently Experienced since the unfortunate 
hour of his untimely death, we knew our 
situation and that our only chance was to 
please, inconsiderate as they might have 
supposed us to be, we could not have mistaken 
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Extravagance for economy in order to please 
- you my friend have been here, and seen 

-4-
our general Mode ofliving, in your own 

opinion could we have wanted any thing we 
had - We have indeed been at a great Expence 
with servants, was that my fault, did I not 
constantly complain of it, and in my letters 
frequently urged my Brother to put matters 
on a different footing, but to no purpose, and 
now the whole is irreparable - It has 
allways been my misfortune not to please 
such friends as them you hear complianing 
of my Extravagance, indeed I never gave 
my self much trouble for to please them, nor 
do I intend to trouble myself about them one 
way or othere in future - they have been 
always much concerned least their consequence 
Should be lessened by my drawing upon them 
a disagreeable connection, in thus case they 
may make themselves quite Easy now, so far 
as I can judge of myself their Noble Blood 
shall never be sullied by me, nor 11even1 I were it 
in my power their consequence never 
shall be hightened by any connection of 
mine in that way, I certainly never thought 
any one I considered worthy of myself, degrading 
them in the least - My attachment to a brother 
worthy of more applause then I am able 
to Express, can not be doubted, at the same time 
I cant help remarking his having been 
very much guided by partiality towards a set 
of people, scarce worthy has friendship, and 
am sorry to say that I have felt the force 
of his prejudice against people that a little 
pains might have reconciled them to 
his favor; but even an Enquiry was avoided 

- His Relations here may say what 
they please, but what have they done to 
recompence him fore the trouble, and 
I may say ruining himself, trying to 

-5-
P 5 

To raise them in the world, I know of {illeg} 
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nothing they have yet done but Ever lastingly 
grumbling, if they are so much attached 
to my Brothers interest, I should imagine they 
would Embrace some opportunity of shewing 
it, they have had many, why did not they make 
some offers to my Ever dearest Donald when 
they saw him leaving the Island, at a season 
of the year that he run a great risque of 
losing his Life - Heavens reward him fore 
so very little would have kept him when 
he saw the trouble Peggy and I were in 

fore parting with him, little llthinkingll it was to be 
the last standing, why did not their mighty 
friends offer to pay some of the Quitrent 
of this lot last summer, poor Donalds death 
had not been then known, He was supposed 
to be alive, but what was there done to make 
returning here worth his while, they would 
now do a great deal, when it is impossible 

and no use fore it _ 
Pardon me my worthy friend fore 

thus troubling you with so long and incorect 
a scrole, my viewes when I began to write 
were not to trouble you with so long A letter 

but one word came after an other Till l!III am 
ashamed now to send it, I doubt not but I 

shall write yet before M1" Callbeck sets 
off- in the mean time I conclud with 

Tracady 

Augt, 15th 
1782 

-6-

sincerety My dear John 
your affectionate friend 

Helen MacDonald 

I have said in the other sheet everything 
I know of Lot 35 I wish you may understand it 
so as to be able to put it to rights yourself, you 

will 11never11 be much the better of anything you can 

get off Mrs Callbeck, I wish Maitland had settled 
that matter himself I dont believe she knows 
what she received or ought to receive, she is 
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too violent a politician to pay regard to those 
matters - I now forgive you every day you have 
remained in England, but for your own sake do 
not stay longer - you must forgive my not 
answering the different request, of your letter 
just now, Peggys children are very sick and 
I must assist her to attend them as far as I am 
able, I shall do my best in my Next which I 
hope will be soon, I sent your letters to Town 
I have not hurd any thing more of them, only 
that the Govt remarked how cuning them fellards 

were, that they even imposed upon Captn McDonald 
so far as lend an Ear to some of their assertions, 

You see how contrary matters have 
turned out in regard of them, to what was expectd, 
neither they nor Cambridge are any great things 
let them quarrel on, and have no concern with 
either, the latter was much surprised at hear 
ing that you were the purchaser of 35 and 

in my own hearing indicated that MfS {Unclear: Ck(?)} 
could not give up the Lot in behalf of the 
Children, but only so far as she was concerned 
herself, - the trunks are safe, I opened 
the one with the shoes, and to my great joy 
found some there for myself, I bless Mamma 

for that thought, any 11one11 says you, but me 
I write this with Candle light, and my sight is 
bad, it is with great difficulty I look at the 

paper 
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you must bring out New Eyes for me, 
otherwise I shall lose my sight, it grieves 
me that I cant now write to Mamma 
but I will very soon, my affectionate Love 
to her, assure her my heart achs for 
her losses and even did since I knew 
them first 

God bless you my dear Brother, 
I am ever yours 

Helen MacDonald 

The year Callbeck had me Mind 
of the Hay, I dont think he could have had 
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less then a hundred tuns so his own share 
which ever way he disposed of it, not much 
less at least, the price was no less then 
twenty shillings a tun, he was always 
paid in much at a high price, but such 
are all our payments, that, or goe without 

Lot 31 is ruined by every taking away 
the timber off it, particularly the pine and 
black Birch, they are now cutting part of 
a cargo for a ship that is coming from 
England for it next spring 

HMD 
An Act passed the House of Assembly 

at the last sitting the beginning of this Month 
that the sold Lots should return to the old 
proprietors, with the reserve till the Kings 
pleasure is known, the disbanded troops and 
Loyalists is to hold their location of Lands 

HMD 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 19 July 1783, London. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO Accession number 2664, Item 7. 
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My dear Nelly 

I wrote to you since my arrival here short 

London 19th July 
1783 

letters, by every Opportunity, merely to Acquaint you of my being in 
life and, thank God, in the most perfect good health - I would have 
said a great deal on the business - I had on hand, could I be certain 
that the Letter would get to Your hands without being opened by some 
one or other, which would have done hurt: therefore I thought it best 
to be reserved, & I hope you saw thro my reason And was satisfied 
with it: I mean to be now more full in this Letter, And I do 
most heartily llwishll it may not fall into the hands of any one, in whom I 
have No Confidence, untill it gets safe into your hands, And I 
do equally wish that your Answer may not fall into any one's 
hands between the time You write it untill Miss Cummins at 
Halifax receive it excepting the one who is to be the bearer of it_ 

When I was at New York a year and a half 
agoe And perceived that after Lord Cornwallis's disaster the Ministry 
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would foolishly give up America, I clearly saw that our Property in St John's 
was the best thing for us to hold by, but as the whole was thrown into confusion 
by the ill timed & unfortunate Step of selling & forfeiting the Lots for the 
Arrears of Quitrents, I thought it necessary to come here directly And to 
get these matters, if possible, restored to their former footing_ 

After my Arrival here from time to time 
untill the end of March last such has been the choping & changing every 
now And then in the Ministry that one did not Know whom to Apply to: 
At last about that time Lord North & others came in And we presented 
a Petition to the King in Council in which without a single reflection 
or Crimination Against any person or body of men, we complained of 
the unreasonable heighth of the Quitrents from the beginning, of the 
distresses & interruption the Island met with from the war, And 
praying the past Quitrents to be forgiven, & the future Quitrents to be 
lessened, Also remonstrating Against the Sale of the Lots during the 
war, when the Proprietors were not Advertised of it, And Praying that 

As 
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d 2. page 
You cannot conceive what a time & work 

it took for us to put Matters into this order - The sale of the Lots were 
upon the whole judged by every one to be a most hasty strong step in time 
of the war, but the Governor's own brother, & his other friends condemned 
the Sale of Lot 35 belonging to General Maitland after the offers I had 

Made, & they were highly alarmed for fear Mr. Clerk & General 
Maitland would lodge a formal Complaint, in which case I am 
really persuaded it would have gone hard with the Government 
of the Island, for their going so hastily, peremptorily, & in some 
degree privately, about it, altho no doubt all the forms oflaw 
were observed, & then the officers themselves buying the Lots 
among them, would make such a figure as would surprise the 
Ministry & induce them not to trust any longer the Government 
of the Island to these Gentlemen - It was also supposed untill 
very lately that my lot was sold, & that in particular promised 
making an ugly figure: I was not certain Myself but it was sold, & I 
only waited to know for certain whether it was or not, And then I 
would have Made a Confounded Noise; At last letters arrived 
from the Island informing distinctly what Lots were sold, & mine 
being Safe I was pacified - The Governor's Brother & the Agent 
Mr. Stuart had once agreed to engage in a Manner to Mr. Clark 
that the Governor would restore him Lot 49 provided he did Not 
give in a formal Complaint, And they & Mr. Coffin a young Lawyer 

Brother in law to Mr. Callbeck had once a Similar Agreement 

written out to General Maitland, but Mr. Coffin being afraidd he had 
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not influence enough with Mr. Callbeck he declined it again before 
it was Signed - However the Petition was formed in a very delicate 
manner & perfectly to the Agent Mr. Stuart's Satisfaction-

The determination of the King in Council 
has been as follows viz: That all the Past arrears of Quitrents to the 
year 1783 be paid up by the year 1784: that on this Condition all the 
forfeited Lots be restored to the former Owners - That an Instruction 
be sent to the Governor to repeal the Quitrent Act of 1774 in virtue 
of which the Lots were sold, & put a clause llinll it annulling the 

Sales 
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d 3 page 

& for restoring the sold Lots to the former Proprietors on refunding the 
price & charges of the Suit & Sale-The future Quitrents from the 
month of May 1783 to may 1789 will be half the present rate, that is to 
say £10 for our Lot, & £15 for General Maitland's Lot-From 1789 
they will be at the rate of the present Sum for ten years, that is to 
say twenty pounds for our Lot & £30 for General Maitlands -
According to the former Conditions the Quitrents were to be doubled 
after the year 1789 that is to say £40 for our Lot, & £60 for 
General Maitlands Lot, this you see is put off till the year 1 799 
And the Council has not determined As yet whether it will 
take place even then - After the year 1783 the Proprietors who 
reside in England, Ireland, or Scotland will be allowed to pay 
the Quitrents in London, And Several other Regulations will be 
made by which More time, Notice, & Solemnity will be Used in 
the Sale of futafe Lots for Quitrents in future -

From the above you will See that tho we 
have not got all we wanted, as we are obliged to pay the Arrears 
of Quitrents, Yet we have got a great deal in being so much eased 
in future, And what I value above all things is that the Lots are 
to be restored Again, for it is not only a victory but it will do us 
much good As General Maitland is my very great friend And 
will certainly give me the Management of his Lot -

Notwithstanding you will perceive that 
it is not by law we get back the Lots, As it is likely they were 
in general sold According to the strict letter of the law: but it is 
by the King's Influence over the Civil officers we get them 
back, by which if they refuse to Comply with the King's will & 
pleasure especially in so just a matter, he will not think them 
worthy to be his officers any longer, & they will lose their places 
& ten to one the whole Government of the Island will be 
overturned & the Island re-annexed to Nova Scotia, which 
I believe they will not risk for the odds of giving back 
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the Lots - Besides I have been told by several Members 
of 

-4-
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Parliament who are men of great weight & learning that the 
Sales would not stand if the matter were brought into Parliament 
- It is certain the Sale of General Maitland's Lot would not stand in 
chancery : but there is a point of Common Law against the Sale of 
this Lot, & it is believed to be even Contrary to the Quitrent Act 
- Lord North told myself that he Considered the Sales as very 
objectionable, & that it was never intended they should be 
gone about at that time & Manner -

Notwithstanding I acknowledge I have 
great Curiosity and long Much to hear how the Gentlemen will 
receive this order of the Council & how they will Act in Consequence 
of the Same, that is to say Whether they will restore the Lots 
without any More Ado, or whether they will struggle by a 
remonstrance against restoring them at all, or endeavour to 
elude And disappoint Any part of the order - In these 
latter cases a Contest would ensue in which I firmly 
believe they & the Government of the Island will 
undoubtedly be over Set - They may be Sanguine enough 
not to forsee this, but they will find themselves Confoundedly 
Mistaken, for Lord North is tired with the very great Sums 
which the Island has cost apparently to little purpose: 
Other Capital people begin to See thro it, And As there is 
a considerable Opposition forming in Parliament against 
the present Ministry, And As Oconomy is the universal 
cry all over the Nation, it will only be to call in Question 
& make Known the Expenditures of pub lick Money Made 
on this Island, & the whole System will be overturned-

However, as I have Said, it is not 
improbable but they will be So Obstinate, & shortsighted As 
to make all the Struggle they can, for which I would be Sorry 
on their own Account as I am far from Wishing any thing 
to hurt them or the Island - And in that event their first 
Step will be to Send home a Remonstrance against restoring 
the Lots, Affecting to show that the Council here has been 
misinformed 
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misinformed, or has misconceived the case, And therefore 
praying that the Council will alter the order: They 
will also probably endeavour to show an impossibility to 
comply with the order on the Score ofExpences laid out on 
the Lots since the Sales or of houses built on them, or of 
part of the Lots being Sett since that time to Settlers: 

In regard to these points I am 
perfectly indifferent about what they may attempt about 
all the Lots excepting Lot 35 belonging to General 
Maitland, for which I shall leave No Stone unturned 
to See Justice done, & I am Convinced it were As well for 
Mr. Callbeck to give it up at once, And I am determined 
to stay here untill by the next Accounts from the Island 
we find Whether the Lot will be restored or not, And 
that on purpose to battle out the Matter, And most 
cursed noise I will make if I am Obliged to do it -

The only disadvantage I am under is 
the want of Information of all that has been done on the 
Island these four Years past, And of what is a doing on it 
at present, Nor is there any one on the Island whom I can 
trust with Asking Questions of this Kind at- In this 
Situation I must apply to you to do your best in 
leting me Know it- For this purpose you will write 
two letters, the one of them containing Nothing but About 
your own Situation & any thing you May think proper 
to Say about Our people in general, And the other letter 
containing Nothing but about the Affairs & State of the 
Island in general, And the Answers to the Questions 
which on the following pages I wish you to Send to me 
-This last letter I wish you to write in a good fair hand, 
& to Send them As Soon As possible to Miss Cumming or any 
proper person at Halifax for to be put on board the first 
Ship for London: You must take Care these letters do not get into the 
hands of any person whatever at Charlottown, And You 

-6-

6page 
will do well to let me know in the body of your Letter What 
sort of Seal You put on it that I may see Whether it has been 
Meddled with ----

The Questions I wish you to answer to 
me by way of Circumstantial Narration are as follows 
numbered ----
1 fil How are the Officers of the Government liked in general on the 
Island, & if any of them is{damage: tear}disliked in particular, what is the 
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cause of this dislike - In this I wish you to be very particular 
and to tell me down every Circumstance whatever in a very 
full manner? ----
2d. What are the Members of the Assembly, & what are their Manner 

of making laws, that is to say whether the proposal for making 
such and Such laws originals in the Assembly itself, or 
Whether they are Sent there allready framed by Any of the 
officers of Government for to be passed in the Assembly -
Also who are the Members of the Council, whether only the 
Officers And none else, & whether in the Resolutions they 
pass they are partial to particular views & Interests 
of their own or not? 

3d. What are the particular laws of the Assembly, or 
Resolutions of the Council that the people in general 
Complain of, And in what respect they complain of 
the Same? 

4th What was the mode they took to forfeit the Lots, And 
in what manner were the Sales gone llabout: II did they 
previously lay a plan each for buying this Lot or that 
or were there any other bidders but the Officers: 
It is very possible these Matters might afford curious 
Histories-

5!lL What are the particular Circumstances about the Sale 
of Lot 35? did any express a wish to have that Lot 
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before it was forfeited? Did any of the Officers of Govern= 
=ment graze Cattle, or carry off any hay from it, or 
endeavour to Cut hay on it before the forfeiture? Who, 
how many did this, & in What Manner? 

?1h Page 

6!lL In what manner has Mr. Callbeck managed Lot 35 
Since the time he bought it? Has he got any Settlers 
to it : who are these Settlers: at what particular 
time did he get each of them: what are his terms, 
And on what part of the Lot are they Settled: 
Has he built any house on the Lot: when did he build 
this or these houses: in what place did he build them, 
And what do you guess the Expence of them to be: 
And what do you hear his Resolution, Expressions, 
or Sentiments to be in regard to the Restitution of 
the Lot to General Maitland, And on What terms: 
Does he Sett any part of the Lot or lay out Money 
on llitll after it is Known that the Lot is ordered to be 
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restored: to whom, & where? -
you will let me Know in a very particular Manner 
because it is of great Consequence, if there were any 
families living on Any part of Lot 35 before or 
at the time of the forfeiture or Sale, how Many 
of these families were living on it: Whether there 
were any of my people in it, who, & how many of 
them : what Stock of Cattle or grain every one had 
as nearly as you can guess it: And whether they 
had in all more than the value of three hundred 
Pounds of Stock, or how Much under that Sum: 
Also for how long time before the forfeiture 
Any one of them lived on the Lot - And since 
the Sale has he Sett any Lands of the Lot to my 
Settlers for a term of years or in perpetuity -
you will remember that in the Proclamation you 
sent to me when in Halifax in 1781 it was ordered 

that 

8th page 
that none Should pasture, cut hay, or Wood, or occupy the 
forfeited Lots without a Licence to be given by the Governor 
on certain terms: Pray were any Licences of that sort 
given to the people on My Lot, And what did they 
pay for the same: why was not my Lot sold with the 
other Lots? Was there any Licences granted to any one for 
Lot 35, to how many, And What did they pay for the 
Same in Summer & fall 1781 - did the people goe 
with their Cattle As Usual to tracady in Summer 1781 
& how many of them, And was it with or without the 
Licences they went -
9th What number of people do you guess was on the 

Island in Summer 1782 exclusive of Soldiers -
did any of them & how Many threaten to leave 
the Island since they year 1780 thro A version 
to the Method of Government on the Island, Or 
did any leave it from that time untill now, 
thro discontent, how many & Who were they? 

1 o1h What is the general Situation of the Inhabitants, 
are they well to live: What Cropts have they 
had these four or five years past good or bad: 
What Annoyances do they Meet with from Mice 
every year of that time, or from Any other plague 
And are they in a thriving Condition in general: 
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How are My people And friends: do they 
live tollerably, make bread & milk enough: Are 
they thriving & would they thrive better if they were 
once Settled? 

11 !h Who Are the Merchants on the Island either 
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above or below Cover: How are You Supplied with 
goods: very dear or reasonable for the times: scarcely 

or plentifully, And in What Capacity does Mr. MacNut Act? 

9th Page 
I am Affraid, my dear Nelly, I have 

offered you a disagreeable task, which you will find a 
difficulty in Accomplishing, but on trial I flatter Myself 
you will not find it impracticable - I do not care if 
you should make your letter three or four Sheets: 
I wish you to fall to work immediately & send the 
Letter to Halifax in the Manner I have directed 
Give me in the first place all you llknow II for the time: If 
any point afterwards comes to your Knowledge 
you may send me another letter, & so on while 
there will be Any Opportunity of Sending any 
untill the Month of December - There may 
be Many points you do not Know at all, or 
which you May Not Know exactly, but do not 
mind this: give it to me as nearly As you Know 
or guess ---- If there is any thing else that may 
occurr to yourself, tho I have not Suggested it, let 
me also know it -

There have been proposals made 
here about Sending Loyalists or Refugees to the 
Island at the Expence & Provision of Government 
of the Circumstances of which I must make You 
Acquainted, And by the time I have done you 
shall then be better informed of all relative 
to the Island than any on it -

Mr. John Paterson the Governor's 
Brother came here from Ireland in winter last, & 
laid proposals before the Proprietors for giving up to 
the Refugees a fourth part each of their lands 
gratis, to be Surveyed in equal parts by Mr. Wright 
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At the King's Expence, & the fourth part to be drawn 
by Lot for the Loyalists in presence of the Governor 
& Council - They are to be landed on the Island by the 
King's Transports-They are promised some tools from 
Government, & a Years Provisions: some say two Years 
provisions ----

The Proprietors paid little Attention 
to it for some time, untill we should see what redress 
the Council would give in regard to the Sold Lots -
So that if this good Opportunity for the Settlement of 
the Island was lost, it was totally owing to the 
officers embarrassing us at a critical time with 
the forfeiture & Sale of the Lots -

About Six weeks Agoe Mr Paterson 
became very impatient to have Something done 
regarding the Refugees, & I believe he got about 
twenty odd Proprietors to Consent to give a fourth 
part of their lands to the Refugees, And Instructions 
went out to New York about twenty days agoe 
to the Commander in Chief to furnish with a Passage 
& Provisions to the Island Such of the Refugees As 
chose to goe there - At present Mr. Paterson is 
prodigiously alarmed lest the Refugees may be 
gone from New York & Settled in Nova Scotia 
before the Letters Arrive at New York - So that 
as I for my part Supposed all along the Refugee 
Scheme will come to Nothing, or at least to No 
great things -For My part I declined having 
any thing Ado with the Matter, or giving away My 
lands to them, because I am in the Situation of a 
Loyalist Myself as Much as they are, And I have 
people enough for the present for my own, & Maitland's Lot 

other 
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Other Proprietors did not like to Subscribe for the 
Loyalists, being disgusted with the way their Lots 
were sold or forfeited, & determined not to put 
their Lands into the hands of Any of the Officers 
to be divided & Cut & Carved upon As they 
please-

In regard to the Refugees I 
request you will send me An Answer to the 
following Questions As Nearly As You can -
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3 
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How many families of them Arrive on the 
Island? What proportion of people of property 
do you conceive to be Among them, And What 
is the Situation & property & Number of the poorer 
Sort among them ? 
How are they received on their Arrival: On 
what Lots & in What number do they Settle 
on the different Lots, & what proportion of the 
better or poorer Sort Settle on the different Lots 
How are they pleased with their Reception: 
What is the Subject of their discontent in 
general, And how Many of them leave the 
Island Again & of what sort -
I forgot above to Ask you how the publick 
works at Charlottown are going on, I mean 
the Jail, Church, & Court house - Also 
whether the Roads to Malpec, St Peters, or 
Three Rivers Are Made, or how far the roads 
are Made towards these places: Whether the Stumps 
are left standing, or whether a cart may goe on 
them: What people work on them, & on what 
terms they work ----

12th Page 
You will Advert that the Seal on this 

Letter, impressed on a Waffer & Wax, is the Macdonald's 
Coat of Arms, a hand with a crop in it, a Lyon - a tree 
& bird sitting on it, with a Galley & a fish swiming 
under it - a Castle for a Crest, & the Motto My Hope 
is constant in thee _ This will show you whether the 
Seal has been Meddled with 

The letter you write to me in 
Answer to my Questions Must mention Nothing of 
Any other Matter but the Answers alone - Begin it 
in the following Manner & Conclude it as usual 
- Do not Answer the Questions in Such a Way As 
that it May Appear I asked them of you, but make 
it just a plain Narrative in Your own way of 
the State of the Island under different heads-

Dr. Brother 
Having wrote you another letter on 

"Your private Concerns, I now wish to inform you 
As well As I can of the present State of the Island 
& of whatever has happened on it lately or 
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for Some Years past - etc -

I think you Should Keep all that is 
in this letter a Secret excepting that there is No harm 
in making it publick enough that Lot 35 is ordered 
to be restored to General Maitland, as well as all 
the other Sold Lots to the different proprietors, & that 
the Sales are Not approved of here, & that I only stay 
here untill the Answer about these matters returns 
from the Island: And You May very safely say the 
Sold Lots will & Must be given back or that the 
devil will be to play about it, as every body cries down the Sales 

Every other 
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Every other Matter I think you had better keep a 
Secret- Only if you think proper I think you 
may trust Ranald with reading My whole 
letter As he is very capable of making a 
prudent Use of it, And probably he can Assist 
you With Information & help you to make 
out the letter for {illeg} -

In regard to Myself My dear 
Nelly, I remain here As I told you untill the 
fate of Lot 35 is decided, for I am determined to 
push that Matter to the utmost Extremity if 
Necessary, as I think the Success & happiness 
of the Whole Concern will depend on it -
This point finished I will proceed out to you by 
the first Safe Opportunity, Which cannot be before 
May next, Since I cannot hear from the Island 
before winter - I must also tell you that it is 
My Serious wish Not to goe out alone, provided 
I can Suit Myselfin Such a Way as may 
strengthen My Interest, & render your Situation 
& My own respectable & happy - I have no Small 
hopes of this, & I beg You & Peggy 
May Make Yourselves As easy & happy As you can in the 
mean time - It is not now in My power to say 
to you how - Mr. Austin is well: I paid 
lately £30 for building a house to him at Egnaig 
- Borrodale and all the people Are in that {Unclear: Country} 
alive & well As I wrote last to You - There 
has not been Such a terrible Year for famin in 
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Scotland these hundred years past - Indeed England 
Ireland & 
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Ireland & Several parts of Europe are very Scarce 
& every thing dear every where - In the Highlands 
they have had very hard winters every now & then 
these twelve years past & have lost a vast Sight of 
Cattle - But the Year 1782 has crowned them all -
No Where in Scotland have they had a fifth part 
of their Usual Cropts - In Aberdeen Meal has 
been three Shillings & three & six pence It stonell all the year 
over - And at Portscry near Bamff, Some have died 
of want this Summer_ In the highlands they are 
very ill off indeed - In England this year there 
is such a fine Season as to give room to hope 
for the Most extraordinary plenty after harvest 
It is the Same in Scotland, but it is feared they will 
not be Much better off, As a great part had not 
seed to put in the ground, And even {Unclear: What} 
they had was so bad that it does not grow 
well ----

Mr. MacNab & his Children Are 
well & promising - M~ Gordon Beldomy 
is here And desires her warmest love to Peggy 
& You - Charles her Son is Married a Second time 
- Chirsty llwith Kittyll And Fanny live in Aberdeen on a 
moderate Allowance from their Brother - James 
is Settled in Cadiz in Spain in a most excellent 
way of business as a Wine Merchant, & married the 
other day - Anny, who was a very fine girl died two 
years past in December of a Consumption -

I inclose to you a paper or 
Letter which you will give to Old Sanders at the 
Portage & tell him to follow the direction of it -

I also inclose An Advertisement 
which I wish You to get put up at the Secretary's office 

at 
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Charlottown - I write at the Same time to 
Lieut. Governor Desbrisey about it - I will be 
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Cursedly in want of money, when I, please God 
Arrive on the Island after all my Expences & 
having My Arrears of Quitrents to pay -
I think it reasonable that those Who are due 
us money & those Who Occupied the Lot 
for less or More time Should give me Some= 
=thing in Proportion, & will you hint it to 
them to prepare for something of the Kind 
by turning Some of their Effects to money -
I beg My best wishes to the people 
in general & My love to Mr. James & 
My Relations-I ever llamll my dearest 
Sisters Yours Most Affectionately 
while John MacDonald -

Direct for Cap\ John McDonald of the 
84th Regiment to the Care of Mr. Adair 
agent in Chidley court Pall Mall 

London 

Capt. Burns owes me a day in harvest 
I am the Saviour of his Lots, otherwise 

they would have gone by this time like 
Maitlands Lot - I put in a particular 
petition in favor of the Officers of the Service 
which stopt the Confirmation of the Act of 
Assembly 1781 & over Sett it entirely at last 
otherwise his Lots would have gone like 
Smoke - I have Settled with & paid the Chief Baron for 
Lot 36 & it is now my own alone -

NB Adair is the Agents name above 

{Envelope reads:} 

Miss Macdonald 
at Tracady 
St John's Island 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, 6 March 1784, London. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIP ARO Accession number 2664, Item 8. 
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My dear Nelly 

After much Expectation & at last despairing 
of them I have at last the other day received your Packet: 
and the St Lawrence being to Sail for Halifax on Monday 
I now Sit down to write to you - I believe over-care 
about the Last Letters made mine to be so long geting 
to you, & yours to have almost Miscarried in geting 
to me - This I will leave more to chance --

I wish You had been more full on the 
Nature of the Report you have heard relative to the 
Intention of the Officers to restore the sold Lots to the 
former Proprietors, according to the order of the King 
in Council; because perhaps it might have assisted 
me in Judging Whether or not they mean to comply 
with it or to refuse doing it, whereas having said 
nothing on that Subject I am as much at a loss 
to judge as I have been before, And indeed more 
so , as their intire Silence on the head even to 
their private friends here looks doubtful -

You have not answered a single 
Question of those I had proposed to you about 
Lot 35, and I had rather have them answered 
than all the other Information of your Letter 
excepting that which tells me you & Peggy 
are well, and that the People are prospering -

Therefore let me beg of you on receipt 
of this that you will look the questions about 
Lot 35 over again, And answer them particularly 
by the first Opportunity, especially those which 
enquire whether there were any people Settled 
on the Lot with their house Cropt & Cattle at 
the time the Lot was adjudged to be sold, and 
at the time it was sold, because their not having 
seized the Cattle of such Inhabitants for the 
Arrears of Quitrents, rather than sell the Lot, is 
according to the Quitrent Act of 1773, Sufficient 
to oversett the Sale even According to Law, whether 
they think proper to restore it According to the 
King's desire or Not-

Another point I should like to 
Know is whether On the Expiry of the Six months after 

the 
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Decree of Adjudgement was taken out in the 13th 
March 1781, the day of the Sale was put off any one 
or more times, because I think I have heard that 
the french were ready to purchase Lot 35 at a handsome 
price if the day of Sale had not been put off in 
this manner - Any thing else you can collect on 
good Authority, relative to the Sales and the mode 
of them, May be useful: I am told Mr. Jack Stuart 
had a Collection of points relating to the Inva= 
=lidity of the Sales According to law, Which he 
intended sending to me, but which his father snatched 
from him & tore: At the same time I am told his 
father the Judge thinks the Sales ilegal and that 
he has declared so- I wish Jack Stuart's remarks 
had come to my hands - But there is no 
help for it, if the Lots are not restored peaceably 
there will certainly be more work about them, 
And before all is over we may perhaps get at 
the bottom of every thing -

However if they are 
restored it will save much trouble - I should think 
the Affair will have been determined before this 
reaches you, & I hope to have the pleasure of 
hearing so by your next: for as the order has 
proceeded from Government here there must be 
an Answer of some sort or other given in Spring 
and if they intend to Comply, the Assembly must 
have Sat in the course of the Winter for passing 
the Law declaring the Sales null and void, 
& the Affair is of itself pub lick -

But in case it has not been 
laid before the Assembly, or if having been laid 
before it, the Law was refused to be passed, I 
should be particularly obliged to you for all the 
Information You can pick up on this head, such 
as the reasons why it was llnotll laid before the Assembly, 
or why it was refused: who were the members 
of the Assembly, & how were they chosen, And 
whether they can properly be said to be Inha= 
= bitants of the Island-
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I wrote to you a short letter with 
Some of My former Questions by the St Lawrence 
I think in the end of August or begining of 
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September, directed to the care of Miss Cummins, 
which I think probable You may have received 
at the Same time with my first large letter -
I also wrote to you a short Letter, if any of 
mine may be called short, containing the like 
Questions in October by an Agent of Mr. 
Clarke's- I should like to know whether you 
received these two Letters without damage. 

I do entirely agree with you 
in your Opinion about the Conduct of the 
people - I think I have fully Acted my Part -
In future I find I must act more independently 
and with some regard at last to my own 
standing and Interest, otherwise it will not 
do if I were even worth a million, besides it 
would do them no good & even spoil them -

I wish not to be squabbling with 
them: I wish to be on a pleasant footing with 
them, & I wish to be useful to, and serve them 
where I can do it with propriety, without sinking 
my self beyond recovery, and Consistently with 
that regard to one's self, which I have neglected 
hitherto, but which all the rest of mankind 
think it excusable, necessary, & laudable to do. 

I also begin to be convinced they 
and I will never do so well while we have 
any Connection or dependence on one another: 
I believe they will never have that regard for 
me either - They will never think the tenth part 
of that Justice due to me which they will readily 
& without grudge show to others, if I should even 
expend My life & soul, & that of all, who belong 
to me, on them -

I am clearly of opinion that 
what I advise them to were best for themselves: 
If they were all to Settle in a Neighbourhood on 
a permanent footing , however inconvenient they 
might think it for the present, they would soon 

get 

-4-

get over it all: If they had done so Eight years 
agoe, they would four years agoe have been over 
every Inconveniency: each of them would have 
been improving all along the Lands he & his 
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would hold in perpetuity, & while they had paid 
me little or nothing, they would not be liable to 
be removed & taken Advantage of, As they 
evidently now are, And I will venture to 
pronounce they would by this time have had 
Cow for Cow & grain for grain with what 
they have, for I do Not understand that those 
who went away are a lot more forward After 
paying high, than those that have remained 
on lands as unpromising to Appearance As 
anylhad-

They might have been all 
within two or three miles of their Sunday meetings, 
- I might easily get a Schoolmaster to teach 
their Sons reading, writing & Arithmetic, or to 
fit any of them having an extraordinary genius 
for to goe into the world in a more enlarged line 
where they might be useful to themselves & to 
their Connections - It would also be easy to 
get a Schoolmistress to teach their Daughters 
reading Sowing Spining, weaving & making 
their Cloaths - But what would be the use 
of procuring them any Such, dispersed as 
they are up & down beyond the reach of 
Access or attending such Schools, some five 
some ten, & Some twenty & fifty miles distant -

Advanced as they now are, there 
is none of them but what could employ to advantage 
two Stout men Servants & one or two maids, or a 
man & a boy, indented for four or five years, & 
so on from time to time, nor will they ever get 
much above their present Situation, {Unclear: while each} 
has only his own two hands to work - This I 
could get from their own Country, or even here or 
from Ireland, to the great good in the end of 
the very Servants brought out in this Manner, 
And it would also be practicable to please 
any of them by bringing out their particular 
friends from time to time, if they wished it-

But let me assure you these 
things can only be done by a Concerted Scheme 
for the Whole: But why should I give myself 
that trouble & expence, since they have deserted 

me? Why should people be brought to St John's 
for 
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for to become as wild ignorant & unruly as those 
there already Are? I think it would be ill done 
for it would Answer rather a bad than a good 
end-

I cannot Sufficiently admire the 
recollection & Modesty of those Who thro you or 
any other write to me to fetch out this friend 
or that relation of theirs, or this or that parcel 
ofGoods-

Do they not Know these things are 
easier said than done: do they not Know there 
is an expence in these Matters over & above the 
bare freight? or is llitll because I charged the last 
time much lower than My real expence, And 
never received the half even of what I charged 
that they now think so light of these orders? 
do they think there is no trouble or Expence in 
runing London up & down for this or that triffle 
of goods, or that I am ignorant if I brought the 
Same to the Spot they would not pay me, at 
least Not in ten years? 

In Short they will need to 
take all the disadvantage of parting with me into 
the bargain of all the Advantage they find in it, 
in the Same Manner that it will not do for me 
to take all the disadvantage of a Connection 
with them Without any part of the Advantage of 
it, Nor do I think I will be Much loser by 
droping it for Good & all, for I will venture to 
say at the best the Advantage & disadvantage 
would be nearly equal: At the Same time 
I am Not by any means so happy in giving them 
up for I would be extremely fond of serving them 
so as to cultivate them & their children And 
Make the Scheme tum out According to the 
original Intention: But you know a River 
cannot flow without a Source, And a Mill 
must Stop When the water is directed into a 
different course or is with drawn -

Since then they have dispersed, 
I think I will be better pleased if those that 
have remained do also goe & join the rest, And 
I am of Opinion I shall make them do so, if 
please God, I arrive on the Island: 

184 



If after they feel their own 
weight, their Eyes get opened, & Such a body offer 
to join me as will be worth My Attention, I may 

Rat 
-6-

come to treat with them on My own terms And 
regulations- Otherwise it will be Needless, And 
please God I shall have at least peace & quiet 
_ I think to bring out Servants, & to plenish 
& labor As Much of My Lands as I can manage 
to Advantage: the rest may lie waste until an 
Opportunity; perhaps they will Not be growing 
less valuable; And in the Mean time perhaps 
I'll fall into a way of being Able to pay 
my Quitrents & Servants Yearly without the 
Contribution of tennants -

I have perused all on 
the Subject of the general State of the Island -
I see how it all Stands: You May depend 
on it I have been circumspect prudent And 
Moderate, & that I will not easily stirr out 
of that line of Conduct - No Man has any 
right or Cause to find fault with What I 
have done, nor will - In the Mean time 
While I am here Shall be glad to Know 
particularly from You Whatever is going 
on-

I am extremely disappointed 
that the Restoration of the Lots has not been 
Settled on the Island, So as that we might 
know this winter what is to be done - If the 
news does not arrive by June with the 
Annual Ships from Halifax I shall take it 
for granted they are not to comply-

If I had Known it this winter 
I could be geting ready & closing all {illeg} 
Schemes so as to be with you in the Course 
of the Summer: As Matters are I believe 
there Must be delay , & if I can get out it 
must be late, And if it shall have been 
too late, I will Not risk a winter passage 
-But let me beg of You Not to doubt my 
Intentions -

There is Another Matter Which 
I must write to you about, but I really do 
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not Know what to say, as there appears so 
much difficulty in it -

-7-

If, as I am determined, I goe out attended 
with another person, the difficulty is for a house to 
accommodate in the mean time: the one you have is 
too small & might disgust - I might also be put 
under the necessity of looking about & shifting 
which would be attended with more loss and 
expence than the whole value & Expence of a 
house from the foundation would come to -

This puts me on the thought that if you 
could get any thing of a house put up before my 
arrival, it might be exceedingly Convenient And 
Useful to me, but the Question is how & where 
you May do it - Materials & work are scarce 
& dear on the Island, & even not good, particularly 
in such a hurry as you would have to look out 
for them, And the Boards being green, the house 
would not be so warm & tight after a few years 
as I would wish one to be for my permanent 
use for life -

With all this, perhaps the Stance 
you would fix upon the farm might not be 
the particular one I could like afterwards 
& having been once at such an Expence, I might 
begrudge to Alter it or be at a loss what to do 
with the house, & So find myself uneasy -

When on the Island, I know I 
Shall be now & then called to the town on 
Juries & on business, & I shall not like to be in 
their taverns - a house for myself would be 
convenient - This house might accommodate 
us for a year or for a year & a half, or even 
two years until I got one put up to my 
mind on my farm & get it put in order as 
well as the farm itself- If I liked the house 
in town I might Keep it, if Not I dare say 
I might get it sold afterwards for the whole or 
near what it costs-

Well then - Supposing you 
were to take a Lot for me in town: make the 
best bargain you can with any of the french or others 
to get timber for a frame either in your neighbourhood 
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& float it down the river to town, or get the timber 

-8-

any where you may be permitted to take it in 
the neighbourhood of the town - While the 
frame is preparing, you might get the cellar 
dug, & all the Stones necessary for build= 
=ing up the Inside of the Cellar - The next 
& I fancy one of the most difficult points 
are the Boards & Shingles, But is there 
none Made & Sold on the Island or 
at Pictou? 

The Bricks for the Chimneys 
will be very ill to get , And the Stones of the 
Island are not good for Chimneys as 
they do not Stand the fire, but if as much 
Bricks or of hard grey stone could be 
got as would build up the Chimney as 
high as the force of the fire reaches, 
probably it might be Sufficient in the 
meantime-

The Partitions I would have 
of lath & Plaister, for which some Cow hair 
& shell lime Must be used - After the frame 
is boarded I would have Pickets put up 
erect within the Boards, & to be well caulked 
between them with Moss, then lathed & plaistered 
- If possible it should be boxed chair high: 
This will be a pretty thick warm wall, And 
the out Side of it should have feather edged 
Boards-

It would need a Porch -
I'll give all the Ideas in my power better in a 
Separate paper -

The Materials, I mean the 
frame, Boards; Shingles & Bricks or Stone 
are what I am affraid you will be most at 
a loss for, so as perhaps that you will not 
be able to begin or proceed, but perhaps 
yourself will be better able to think of a 
method _ It is a great thing in building to 

get 

-9-
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get once as much of the Materials on the Spot 
as will Keep the hands agoing while the 
other parts are providing - & in this view 
the frame is the first thing, in the mean 
time to be geting the boards &c: 

In case you may be able & 
takes courage to begin, I'll endeavour to 
send you out nails, Locks paint & glass 
by Mr. Berry, & by him I will also write 
to you any thing else that may occurr to 
me on the Subject -

But tho I have mentioned 
the town, I do not mean to tie you down to it 
in case you may think it more convenient and 
practicable to do it on the farm: The chief 
thing which Suggested the town to me, for 
I should otherwise dislike the Society there to 
be always with them, is that on account of the 
green timber the house may not be tight 
enough & I might dislike it afterwards & 
not get so easily free of it as in the town, 
but if you think there is any material 
Objection against doing it in the town, 
do as you please, & sett it up on the 
farm _ only I think it should be higher {damage} 
upon the ground towards the wood than the 
present house is, & farther north upon the 
ground that the Uist people had in my time, 
that is to say llto bell towards the top of the ground 
of the Uist people, which they had in my time, 
so that, when you turn your face to the Bay 
or to the part of Lot 35 on the other Side of the 
bay, the ground from the Portage road as far 
as the house, John M'Millan & Ranald Roy had in 
my time, may be equally divided on the right 
& on the left - I would have the door turned 
directly to the bay or to the Side of Lot 35 on the 

other Side of the Bay -

-10-

I do not expect the house can be finished -
If it were Made wind & water tight, a Kitchin 
made tolerable And one or two of the rooms 
made any thing habitable, I would finish 
th llafterwardsll l . e rest at my e1sure - Can you venture to 
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attempt puting it in the above order by the 
time of my arrival? If you think the 
house too large you may alter it as well 
as you can, & do your best: but certainly 
if I am any thing decently accompanied 
I'll need Something better than what 
you are in at present -

You say you have 
near £50 - Cannot you get any thing 
from any of the people on such an emergency 
- I write Miss Cummins to give you if you 
want it for the purpose from a hundred to 
a hundred & fifty Pounds for a Draught on 
me - So far as all this may goe you 
may proceed if you can get the Materials 
but I wish you could make it goe to 
render it wind & water tight, & to make 
One or two rooms habitable-

But if Richardson or Mr. 
Callbeck's house at Charlottetown are 
for Sale & that you could get {illeg} {damage-tear} 
reasonably, the one half payable this 
year & the other half another year, perhaps 
it might save all this trouble - or any 
other house in town that is tolerable -
& it would be better than engaging in 
building with so little preparation -
Probably you will have all the Next 
Season or year to do the business -

-11-

Write me Your thoughts on the 
Subject-

What I have Said above about 
my Indifference for having any more 
to do with the people, and my reasons 
for it, you Say in whole or in part 
for any thing I care just as you 
think proper - My Compl!§ to Mr 
Burns_ I'll write him by {illeg} {damage-tear} 
- I have wrote my Cousine { damage - tear} 
to help Donald to the Contents { damage - tear} 
Draught-Whether he'll do it {damage- tear} 
{illeg} I cannot Say-

I am so confou{illeg} {damage- tear} 
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tired writing that I forget w{illeg} {damage- tear} 
I have a Single word more {illeg} {damage-tear} 
& it Must be at the Ship by E{illeg} {damage-tear} 
- My Love to Peggy in Which{illeg} {damage-tear} 
Gordon joins, & to you- Co{illeg} {damage-tear} 
to Mr. Jam{illeg} 
am yours affectionately while 

John MacDonald 
London 6th march 1784 

Send your Letter for me to 
Miss Cummins as formerly -
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I am obliged to write this in a 
hurry, there being a Man of war just ordered 
for the Island, the cause of which is as 
follows viz: 

It was the end of August & yet 
there were no publick Dispatches from the Island 
to say whether our Lands would be restored or 
Not - So Mr. Clarke gave in a Petition, in 
Which I did not join for the reason I Will 
give you bye & bye, praying to be allowed 
to lay before his Majesty the private Inteligence 
he had received from the Island, since he 
could Not hear of there being any publick 
Dispatches. -

The Petition was well received, 
& it was then only the Minutes of the Council 
of St Johns dated the 24th Aprile last appeared, 
in which they had resolved not to lay His 
Majesty's bill for restoring the Lots before 
The Col:lftoils assembly, stating also their 
reasons for this very extraordinary Conduct, 
& promising to send a More full petition to 
the King against the Measure. -

London 17th Sept. 



As there was full time And more 
than time enough for this full petition arriv= 
=ing in England, the Council here was Astonished 
at it's not having Made it's Appearance As 
yet, And to tell you the truth they little doubted 
that it was all a trick, & were in very high 
displeasure- So they sent an order immediately 
to Mr. Stuart the Colony Agent to produce in a 
few days the full petition if it had come to his 
hands, otherwise declared they would proceed 
without it - Mr. Stuart returned for Answer 

that 

-2-

the full petition had not as yet come to 
his hands, but he expected it every day, & he 
prayed the Council not to proceed to a rigorous 
determination before it's Arrival-

The Council Curious to hear 
the most they had to say, altho I scarcely 
think they imagine the St John's Council 
will be Able to furnish any Stronger Answer 
than what they Gave already sent, determined 
at least to fall on a Method by which the 
St John's Council will have an Opportunity 
of saying the Utmost without having it in 
their power to draw any more Useless time, 
And that is to Send a Sloop of war immedi= 
=ately to the Island, which is to wait a few 
days for the Answer & then to return -
The Affair will be Afterwards fully debated 
& determined, & let me Assure you there is 
every Appearance of a favorable Issue for 
us - The present dispatches contain a very 
strong reprimand to the Governor & Council 
for trifling with His Majesty's orders, And 
for presuming to draw so much time -
If their Reasons are not found very 
Satisfactory, depend upon it the Governor 
& the purchasers will Suffer, & even every 
Member of the Council be Scored out of 
the list-

I believe your Gentlemen 
who say the Sales of the lots were right & 
must stand, will find themselves Much 
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Mistaken - It is thought otherwise here -
And good Lawyers, & I believe it comes from 
some about the Council, Say that the Governor 
& Council of St John's had nothing to do with 
the Sales of the Lots, as the Quitrent Act gives no 
Such power - The Council of St Johns has 

Nothing 

-3-

Nothing to do at this very time with what they 
are doing, & it is My belief every one of them 
will be dismissed & declared incapable of 
ever Siting in Council again - a very prin= 
=cipal Gentleman in Office told Myself he 

would ten to one Score out Mr. Callbeck 
for having once resigned his Seat. - There 
are wise & Sensible Men in other parts 
as well as with you in St John's. -

Government here is tired out 
with your St John's Government -They have 
not forgot the enormous Accounts & Expence 

brought on them by Mr. Callbeck last war; 
The Island is already reduced in it's Sallaries, 
& before you Are Much older you will 
probably hear of it's being farther reduced 

The Account you Sent me of 
there being Inhabitants & Stock on Lot 35 
greater than the Arrears of Quitrents 
at the time of the Sale, will be enough to 
recover that Lot by law _ So I dropt 
doing any More before the Council here, 

& left Mr. Clarke & the others to do their 
own business - But the Governor And 
Council have brought me Again on the 
Ice by Mentioning My Name in their 
Remonstrance to the Council here, And 
denying they refused to receive the Quitren 
any Where but at Charlotte town - Their 
own Letters will prove the Contrary, & 
in My own vindication I'll Step out to 
prove that all I have Said is truth, & 
will then referr it to the World to judge how 
far what they have Said is, so - It is 
their own fault, not mine, & I'll carry the point -
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Do Not be impatient Nelly: If I follow 
your Impatience & goe out head long to the Island 
before I get matters on a proper footing, I will ruin 
you and Myself together- IfI had gone out 
as you wished last Summer It would have hurt our 
whole family - I have Scarcely any more temper 
with your Impatience: You are almost as humouring 
as a Child - I will goe please God, when I am 
ready- No Sooner for the World, & till then You 
may as well lay Aside your Jealousies And 
Childishness - I see plainly you do not 
believe a Word of My Intentions, tho you 
have had long enough Experience that I at 
least mean well & not to deceive -

In the Course of this Season 
I have got appointed Barrack master and 
fort Adjutant to the Island, which are about 
Nine or ten Shillings a day - Had I followed 
your humor I would not have been in the Way 
of geting this, for indeed It was Not I applied 
for it - I wish now to be allowed to Keep My 
half pay with it, for which I'll do My best 
this winter, & if I get it done, I intend settling 
an Annuity on you two & Mr. Austin, who also 
needs Some thing done for him - My reason 
for wishing to Settle an Annuity on you two is 
to render you independent that in case I marry, 
& if you do not agree to live with my wife, 
you May be Able to live by yourselves with= 
=out her. -

Please take Notice of What is 
in the inclosed Sheet, & Sett about it immediately, 
for the Ship will wait but a very few days -

When you Write me about the affair 
of Lot 35 or of the Island in general, do it on a 
Separate Sheet or Letter, & not on the letter 
that you write about our private Affairs, for 

-5-

you Mix these Matters at such a rate 
that it is impossible to show the one 

you 
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This will be delivered to You by Dr. 
Thomas Walker who is appointed Surgeon to the Garrison 
of St John's Island at ten Shillings a day- He has been 
frequently with me here, And has always appeared to 
me a Worthy Young man, Who wishes me very well 
_ He brings out a Young wife with him (: if indeed 
she will arrive safe as she seems to be poorly in 
health : ) Whom he lately married in York Shire: She 
is none of Your high town bred flashy Ladies, & 
therefore, once She is tolerably settled, She has the 
better Chance for happiness - I beg You will pay 
her a Visit, And be Kind And Useful to her as 
you can:- I think she & he will preferr you 
both to any others in the place -

I wrote you a very few Lines 
by an Opportunity to Halifax in the begining of May 
last, wherein I had barely time to tell you I was 
well, And that we had carried again the Affair of 
the Sold Lots in the clearest Manner - I hope You 
have received it. -

Now I assure again of the same, 
being, thank God, in perfect health - And the Sale of 
the Lots is found clearly to be Not only hard and 

unseasonable, considering the time of the War, but 
also 

-2-

also totally illegal - This illegality was proven from 
the Minutes of the Council of St John directing the 
Conduct of the Sales in an illegal Manner, So that 
the Moment these Minutes Appeared it was judged 
needless to Say a word on the points of law, equity 
And Policy, Which we had formerly determined to 
insist upon, And we went Solely on What appeared 
from the face of their own Minutes, Which quickly 
did the business - Their own Solicitor was surprised 
and Sorry that they had even permited the Matter 
to be brought in Question - The Lord President 
of the Committee of the Privy Council was severe 
in his remarks on the Affair, And Said that ifwe 
had brought on the Affair in a Criminating manner, 
instead of a Simple Application for redress, they 
(: meaning the Privy Council : ) must have proceeded 
to immediate Punishment -

The Result was that the Privy 
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Council made a Report which was approved ofby 
the King, that the facts & Reasons assigned by the 
Governor & Council of St John's for not laying the 
Bill before the Assembly will not justify their Not 
having done it, And the King peremptorily orders 
And requires the Governor to lay the bill before 
the Assembly at their first Meeting, And in the 
Mean time declares the Law to be open, if they 
think fit to take it, to the Parties Whose Lots have 
been Sold for the more Speedy recovery of the Same 

-3-

The Bill does not goe out by this Ship 
but I believe it will goe in the Next, which will be a 
man of war to Halifax: It is at the request of the 
Proprietors that it is detained, because they wish the 
Clauses, whereby the Improvements &c: were to be paid for 
to the Purchasers, to be left out, And there was No 
time for drawing a new bill while Government is 
so busy for Some Weeks with the Irish Propositions: 
The reason these Clauses Must be left out is because 
they were ordered When it was Supposed the strict 
Letter of the law was for the Purchasers, but Now that 
it is found to be Otherwise, the case alters, And the 
Purchasers as well as those concerned in the Sales, 
So far from being intitled to Any thing of the Kind, 
are liable to heavy damages to the respective 
Proprietors for having illegally seized the Property, 
for having Kept the Proprietors out of possession near 
five Years Whereby the best Opportunities 
of Settling have been lost, And for every sort of 
waste that has been Committed on the Lands -
Another Circumstance that Adds to the disagreeableness 
of their Situation is that possibly those, whom they 
have Settled on these Sold Lands, will also Sue 
for their Expences & damages since they were led 
into this loss of Expences & time upon a Wrong 
title. -

What may be the fate for not 
Conforming immediately with the King's orders in laying 
the Bill before the Assembly, I know not; Government 
is, and will be, very Secret on the head until in a 
few 

-4-
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few weeks Government will be At leisure to enter into the 
different Arrangements of the Colonies - certain it is 
that the Affair is taken Much Amiss, and that Govern= 
=ment is much disgusted at the idea of any of it's officers 
or any body of men taking Liberties with the King's 
orders. - The Affidavits & Certificates in favor of 
the Sales were neither much Admired, & a part of them 
excited Surprise. _ I have been told that within a 
fortnight after the decision of the Council there were 
from half a dozen to a dozen applications made 
for the Government. -

This is all I know, or I can 
inform you of, for the present - do not pay 

regard to a Single word M.r Berry may Say on 
the Occasion - He Understands & knows little 
of the matter - He may talk greatly on the 
Island, but here he is not a greater man than 
any one else of us, & of late he has Appeared to 
hang his head very low - I have kept at a great 
distance from him, having heard Reports of him 
even from Halifax that may dispose any to be 
cautious of him - If the Doctor was not going in 
the Ship, I would sooner not have wrote this 
letter than trust it to him- Ifhe relates falshoods 
of me on this Occasion, possibly they are not the 
first, but I would Advise him not to put in My 
power to trace them up to him . __ 

In respect to me, I beg you may not 
be in the least Uneasy about My Conduct, it was what I 
could not avoid, & proper throughout: As Gentlemen & 

personally 
-5-

personally they were treated, so far as I know, or was con= 
=cemed, with the outmost gentility & delicacy, and even, 
as long as it could be done, with a Solicitudue & 
care that it Should Not hurt their Interests - So far 
I am Sure they have no cause of complaint, And the 
most Creditable persons on their Side have Acknowledged 
it, if they did not indeed deceive me, Which I cannot 
easily think-Therefore do Not be uneasy at un= 
=founded presumptions, or false Reports from persons 
unworthy of credit - But I Acknowledge: 

That I told them at the time the 

refusal of Gen.
1 

Maitland's Quitrents was wrong: I 
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promised to have the Affair followed up, And they 
declared themselves ready prepared to be responsible 
in their several Capacities. - At the same time My 
own Lot was forfeited, & turned in among the Number 
liable to Sale - The people were forbid to occupy it 
in any Shape - I thought it hard indeed all things 
considered: If they did not mean that I should fare as 
the others Why did they not tell me so? But it was 
a Complete Year before I Knew that My Lot was not 
Sold - This was of great hurt to me At the time I offered 
terms to the Lord Chief Baron, for I had it not in 
my power to offer the Lot back to him , as I could 
Not Assure myself that it was not sold , And when 

William MacDonald llwas Authorised to payll f*Hd in My Name about £600 

for the Lot over the table, I really could not say 
whether or not it was sold -

This done & hearing nothing from 
the Island, nor finding any Report at the Treasury or at 
the Secretary of State's office of what had passed on the 
Island respecting the Lots, I thought it was time to take 

some steps 
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some steps - I was determined to have back my own Lot, & 
also General Maitland' s as I had once interfered to Save it 
and been refused it in rather a high Manner - Meeting 
also with Other Officers, who had been on Service, it 
was agreed to give in a Petition for all Officers whatever 
to get an order from the King to have their Lots restored -
But the case was so delicately stated & we knew so little 
of what had been done on the Island, that it had not the 
full effect we expected. -

Upon this it was thought necessary 
to call a General Meeting of the Proprietors, And these, 
as we had only a List of the forfeited Lots from the Proclamation 
you had Sent me the former year, but no Account of the 
Sold Lots, every one naturally dreaded that his own Lot 
was sold, And it was not until after Some Meetings that 

Mr. Stuart, a Sensible genteel man, who is Colony Agent, 

& the Governor's particular friend, produced a List of the 
Sold Lots - The Question then was how to get off the 
forfeitures, the Sold Lots restored, & an Abatement of 
Quitrents: While we were debating on this for about a 

Month, Mr. Clerk & I offered to Mr. Stuart that ifhe could 
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procure a proper Engagement for the restitution of Lots 

35 & 49 we would withdraw, & I brought General 

Maitland to Meet Mess!:§ Stuart & Paterson for the purpose, 

but as they had No Authority from the Governor or Mr. 

Callbeck the Agreement came to Nothing-
Therefore the Meeting presented a 

Petition to the King in Council, Such as Mr. Stuart 

highly approved of, for it was made quit to his taste: 
He himself & None else was examined by the Council, 

And the Result was the Bill sent out that year to the 
Island to be laid before the Assembly for annulling the 

Sales. - Happy had it been that the Governor And 
Council had obeyed it Without More ado -We Would 

have 

-7-

have been long agoe on the Island & in possession - It 
would have Made Government well pleased with them 

- It would have been all over long agoe - we would 
have been as good friends as ever - At least I was 
determined it should be so, And their Interest with 
Government would have been as strong as they 
could wish. - But in an evil hour they took 
contrary Measures, & left nothing to the other Side 
but either to Yield, which it had as little cause as the 
Governor & Council to do, or else to proceed the full 
Length regardless of Consequences, And these it had 

as little Cause, as the Governor & Council, to regard 
in every view, for absolutely they themselves have 
by talcing a Liberty with the King's orders called 

or brought these Consequences upon themselves. 
In June 1784 we had no Accounts 

from the Island, but a Letter I had from my friend 
Lieut. John Acquainting that the Restoration of the 
Lots was refused: As this was only private Inteligence 

we could not Act upon it until the Arrival of the 
official dispatches, or until the same Should be 
dispaired of: I was highly disappointed, but as 
resolute as ever to See it thro': I foresaw where 
it would end , & there was no help for it -

In the Course of the Summer I 
was favored with Your Letter of the 29th of Aprile 

preceding - finding by it that there was Stock 
enough on Lot 35, I was Satisfied the Lot would 
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be recovered by Law, And I was of a Mind to take 
No farther Steps here, but to goe to the Island & 

there 

-8-

there to Commence an Ejectment against Mr Callbeck 
which, if unsuccessful there, was to be appealed in 
the Common Way to England According to the Advice 
of the Lawyer - Here My part rested for a While 

In August Mr. Clark received very 
particular Accounts from his Agent, with Letters from 

Lieut Go/. Desbrisey & Mr. John Stewart, but there was 
as yet no Word of publick dispatches: He consulted Me 
And I told him that were I in the Question I would 
make an Application to the Council representing 
that Notwithstanding the length of time there were as yet 
No dispatches from the Island, & I would beg leave 
to inform the Council that from every private Account 
from the Island the Bill was refused to be laid before 
the Assembly - He went to the Solicitor, who gave the 
Said Advice - Having My own plan in view I 
declined giving General Maitland's Name to the 
Representation_ The Solicitor, Who is my worthy 
friend, desired My Attendance at the Council 
Chamber in case I might be called on for Any 
Information I had received from the Island , or to 
Answer Any Other Questions, Which I did, And there 
it was that for the first time we heard of or saw 
Some Minutes on the Business transmitted from 
the Council of St John -

I never was more astonished in 
My life than hearing the part of the Minutes of the 
Council of St John read at the Council Chamber in 
which there was quit a different Account of the Affair 

of Lot 35 

-9-

of Lot 35 than was contained in My Letter to Mr. 
Nisbet & his Answer to me in June 1781 - Every 
one at the Council looked at me: I step'd out And 
Said that I had in My pocket that(: meaning 
these Letters : ) which, if their Lordships would permit 
me to produce that instant, would give a very 
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different Idea of the Matter - The Lord President 
Answered that as the Whole was not before them at 
the time it were better to deferr producing the Letters 
to a future Occasion, & I Acquiesced in it - I was 
unwell of a Cold for some days thereafter & Not 
able to Attend the Council at their Subsequent 
Sittings - But finding there was a Man of war 
ordered to fetch the definitive Answers from the 
Island, I wrote to You to Send me home the Certificates 
respecting the Stock on Lot 35. -

Thus you see, & I think I told it to 
you at the time in My letter, how the Minutes of 
their own Council laid me under the necessity of 
departing from the purpose I had Adopted of 
prosecuting the Restitution of Lot 35 at law, And 
to Step out in the Manner I have done before 
the Privy Council here. -

I was determined to do the 

A.c-c. • J · M C d. d d d . llas a man of honor!! And fi d. urur usttce, as y re 1t epen e on 1t n mg 
that by the other Side proposing to have their cause 
fully pleaded by Council or Lawyers, a Considerable 

Expence would be incurred, I sought out the other 
Proprietors whose Lots were Sold, being men of 

Considerable 
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Considerable Rank & Property in life: They immediately 
entered upon Measures to recover their Lands. I 
pursued My part with, I hope, decorum, Assiduity, 
Steadiness & resolution, until the Minutes of the 
Council of St John's were produced, which made 
an end of the Business at once, as illegality 
stared broad upon the face of them - We would 
have carried it without these Minutes, but with 
greater trouble -General Maitland's Lot would 
have been safe, & you would be relieved from Any 
Concern about the Small Space lying between 
our Line & the Side of the Bay - The other 
Gentlemen Proprietors of the Sold Lots will see 
their own Affair carried all the length that the 
Law will admit, if I were in the Clouds or as 
deep under the Earth - But they one & all thank 
And esteem me, And I am happy in the Conviction 
that the Regard of Severals of them is an 
Acquisition. -
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The Above true & just Account 
of the proceedings & My Share in them will satisfy 
you in respect to the Propriety of my Conduct -
If any one Should Say I treated the Antagonists 
unlike Gentlemen, it will be a falsehood. of which I'll 

make llhimll Sensible if I should ever meet him: if I am 

called in Question for having Acted in the Manner 
I have really done As Above, then I'll defend it: 
I would as soon live at Constantinople as in Any 
Country, where a Man's Property was carried off after 
the offers Made for Lot 35, unless I had it in 
My power to undo the whole, and did it 
Accordingly - It is enough. - I'll Support 
myself as I ought against all or any of Mankind 

-11-

Having said so much on the 
above Subject, I'll tell you plainly that, 
having no farther Attention to give to the 
Affair of St John's of the present, I wish 
to lay myself out for the Matter that you 
& I have at heart, & if possible to 
accomplish it, so as to depart this 
Country in the end of March or begining 
of Aprile please God, & to arrive with 
the Season before me - Being so taken 
up with that I have had on hand hitherto, 
and My future Resolution depending on the 
Issue, I could not take any steps, tho I had 
them Much at heart; but I begrudge going 
away without doing some thing, And 
I shall think it hard if I do not succeed 
some where or other -

It grieves me exceedingly 
that I am really not in Condition to send 
you by this opportunity several little 
matters, of which I can well imagine you 
may stand in want - I do not know any 
thing that hurts me more - But for 
Heaven's sake keep up your Spirits: do 
your best, until I see, ifl can do any 

better 

-12-
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better at going out - Surely Some of the people 
can give & will give you less or more money 
if they have any sense of duty or honor: 
demand from them by all means as much 
as you may think proper to furnish you 
with any thing you want for the season, & 
for this I inclose you a Line desiring it. 

All friends in the Highlands 
are well - I recollect nothing more for 
the present, but a repetition of my desire 
that you oblige some of them to give 
what you may think proper to need -
Surely if they have any shame left 
they'll do it: They sit clear of rent , & 
are due money without Interest, & yet 
will they not pay some part of the Princi= 
=pal They'll find this will not do with 
me, if I ever arrive among them -

God Bless You both, & I ever remain 
your loving Brother 

John MacDonald 

London 2ih June 1785 -

N°. 11 Great new port Street 
Leicester fields - NB. This Letter 

is sealed with 
the McDonald Arms 

& an old man's head 

John MacDonald to Helen MacDonald, n.d. (circa 1801), npl. The MacDonald 
Family Letters, PEIPARO Accession number 2664, Item 21. 

-1-

Dear Nelly 

At the time you went and for a week more I 
was very heavy hearted: from the Idea I had of Peggy's Ailment -
considering it to be a neglected inflammation of the stomach or 
Bowels, I thought it impossible to save her: It had gone so far beyond 
the Stage, in which I ever presume to meddle, that is the first and 
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earliest Stage, that if I were on the Spot I would not have dared 
to venture any thing, and as the Doctor was there, I was glad 
I was not, and I rather wished myself further off. I made so 
sure of her being gone, that by Thursday after your departure I 
wondered there was no Account of the worst having happened. 
When Friday night passed, and no bad Account, I Supposed that the 
disease had either taken a sort of Miraculous tum, or that her 

Ailment was different 11from thatll she had described in the first part of 
her Letter, as I observed a part of it had been tom away . 
Though the day was very bad I went to town on Sunday, where I 
expected to hear and to act accordingly. The Abbe informed 
that she was out of danger, and I then fell to work to Setle 

the Matter with MCGowan. I had about me bills & Claims 

on the Govr. & all to the amount of£120. The Govr. sent 
word by Yorick Lee that he would have nothing to do 
with me. I wrote him again and Again, as he did not 
deny the debt being due, but in vain. The Chief Justice 
Townsend, Curtis, paid nothing- Charles Stewart paid 

£6 to MCGowan for me out of£ 16, which he owed. 
I was then to come up the Country for a day or two to see if 
I could get any money - but as My horse was standing at 
Tom Hassard's door ready to go, I was Arrested. Brecken 
ran up offering money - Stouve came with his 

pockets full of Dollars for me-And Mr. Douglas, 
who had before prepared himself, but I was loth to take 
it, until it Should defy to get any of My own. I offered My 
best thanks to them all, and took Douglas's. After that we 

went to W. Stouve's to dinner. At Supper in came the 
{illeg} {illeg} Abbe with a message from the Governor, and 

payment for one 11ofJ1 MCCallum's bills - The other he disputed. 
He Said a great deal from the Governor. I answered the 

whole 
-2-

whole next day in a Letter to His Excellency, in which I cut him 
more Severely than ever was done him in his life, particularly 
for refusing to have any thing to do with me until I was arrested 
and then paying me after I was liberated, and at liberty to go 
home to my family a:ftef independently of his payment - on 

MCGowan's arresting me at the moment he got part of the money 
and he Knew that I was doing all in my power to get the 
rest - on the Governor himself offering to Swear that he 
did not Know I was to be Arrested - on their not paying 
their debts &c: -All this was to the bone, and at the same 
time they could make nothing of it. &c: &c: This done, as 
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the weather was bad, Myself not very well, peggy out of danger, 
and every thing at home unsetled for the planting, I came 
Straight home. 

I had before agreed with MCGillivartin's 
Son for £ 18 in the event of the rest coming, and as Angus 
& Charles were to be Satisfied with what I should give to 
Another, and would not themselves name Any thing, I thought 
there would be no difference; but when I came to talk to 
Sandy Angus's Son, & John Charles, they Scouted the Idea of 
£18-I would not give a farthing more, & So we are off. 
The farm is like a waste place now. We have John Charles 

until he works out a Milk Cow he got - MCGillivartins 
Son, & a boy, to See what we can put into the ground. 
_ Anny is gone: She would not consent to stay but from day 
to day: the other wanted her to engage for a time, and so they 
parted: The old people And Allan have interfered to make things 
worse: They are a Strange Sett and I think unreasonable: 
Allan does nothing: {illeg} I offered him the field above 
the House at the half: He would plough it in four days as 
we have done Since: The one half of it would give good 
oats & the other half Wheat enough for his father all the 
year round, but he would not take it, Saying he would 
not be here at the time of reaping - Still his father 
would get it reaped; but they prefer idleness & begging. 
People Seem to be geting tired of them, as they do not 
see themselves attempt any thing. I advise against Anny 
or being plagued with any of them any more. They have got 
a great Umbrage at Bett, who is pretty often here: they alledge 
she tells Stories. Peggy desires her not to mind it, nor to answer them 
and never to tell to herself any thing they say to her, 
as they have of late often attacked her 
when She passes. I think 

-3-

I think they'll be the better of Allan going away, as he does nothing, 
at the Same time that others think he ought to do Something, 
And he is besides a proud hot headed Lad. There is none of the 
woman kind in the House but Peggy, Flora, & Mary. Peggy roy 
comes Sometimes to the Cattle, but she is not half enough: 

The Children are well. John Says now and 
then, Ca veil a rallie - And when any one talks of William 
he Says, Ha immul Cudirish a nallie . He is not ill to 
manage, nor is indeed any of them - One thing is certain, 
that since that little Scunk of yours is gone, the flavor of 

the House is greatly improved, and we 11have notll {illeg} any pots full 
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of a Certain Gentleman going through the house. 
The new House was going on very well after 

we got out of rum: the first floor of the parlour and back room & 
passage was laid and grooved so as to let no dust down into the 
Kitchin flat. The under ground floor, where I intended the women to 
be, and the back cellar are well floored with plank, the doors 
hung, and the locks to it. If there were to be any dairy work 
this Summer, it would make the best milk & cheese houses 
in America. The two cross walls on both Sides of the passage 
will be finished this week - After that the floor of the under= 
=ground passage will be laid next week, and the Pump cleaned 
when the waters Subside - then the underground stair case 
Afterwards the other Stair case. It begins to make a different 
figure from what it did. But this day week Carrol took a 
pretence of going to town, And I am told lies drunk there still 
- I write down this day to discharge him, as at this rate 
we'll never finish: what will be the result I know not, 
but I Know this drunkenness, besides Spoiling the work, 
will breed a quarrel with him, And I prefer parting with 
him in time. 

I had a Man here who was in Halifax in the 
Month of March: He is the Mill wright that has the Mill 
among the Highlanders in Nova Scotia: He wished to build me a 

Mill: His Name is Taylor. He understood in Halifax that Mf. 
Wentworth took his passage from thence for England in De= 
=cember last. He heard nothing of John Stewart: I fancy he 
did not appear much in Halifax. It is Not true that so 
many died in Halifax last winter - they had only a bad 
Small pox, Which took off about five or Six Score great 
and Small. The Prince he says is married after Setling 

five hundred a year on the Lady he Kept. Mf. Putnam the 
Barrackmaster 

-4-

Barrack master of Halifax went home at the Same time & married her. 
The Russians have declared war , he Says, against 

England, as I fear the Danes & Swedes, who are of the Same Armed Neutrality 
with Russia, have also done, or may do. - Russia has laid an Embargo 
on all the English merchant Ships, and Sent the Seamen into the heart of 
the Country. Over and Above all this it will be difficult to get hemp for 
Cordage to our Navy. The french & Austrians have made peace, So that 
poor John Bull has all the world upon him, excepting the honest Turk & 
Portugal. Even the Algerines, our old friends, are against us. 

He Says the Ministry is changed, and there has 

been a new Election of Parliament. So Mr Pitt is out-very extraordi= 
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=nary! I cannot conceive whom they have got in his place. This 
Seems to me a Sure Sign of Peace being intended. When a Minister, 
who has been Keen for a war, finds it hard to carry it on, he is always 
obliged to go out in order to make room for a Minister, who will make 
peace-The Peace is generally a bad Peace in these cases. The New 
Minister will neither Act with the old Minister's Parliament, but must 
have a new one of his own. 

{illeg} 
The Change of Ministry and Peace is much against 

the Gentry here in every respect excepting that they will not have 
occasion to lay out money for Regimentals, and that their old former 
tattered rags will be sufficient for them. The Duke of Portland was only 
partial to them through Mistake, and I hope would be otherwise when rightly 
informed, but the new Minister will in the first Instance be a Sheet of White 
paper. In the next place a new ministry are very fond of making them= 
=selves popular by doing exact & Speedy Justice - And as their 
friends are generally pretty hungry, they are very glad of vacancies 
to provide for them. , If Wentworth goes on, And I know as yet no 
cause for Judging the contrary, there can be no fear. But On the 
going out of an old Ministry, and before the new one falls into the 
routine of common business, there are generally two or three months 
delay. -

In respect to your coming up, I think it may llbell as you 
will find it convenient after Peggy is tollerably on her legs. You Know 
we would be the better for you - Still make it convenient for Yourself. 
John Stewart's Son Harry left word at the Scots fort that Peggy was so ill 
as not to be expected to live to next morning. Peggy here was crying 
all the day - insisted to get off to the West River - sent to get a boat, but 
as the thing itself was impossible, She was not able at last to make it 
out to goe. This was about the friday and as I expected the worst before, 
I began to have some hopes, if it were but on the score that whatever 
comes from a Stewart must be a lie. I fancy you will make it out no 
worse at any rate than usual - and the less you think of it the better. 
My Love to Peggy, the Children & William, in Which & to yourself Peggy 
Joins me. - Yours While John MacDonald. -
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