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CHIVAREE 
 

Chastisement by ‘Rough Music’ 

 

 

On a cold, clear, moonlit night in early January 1825, Craigdarroch and Helen Ferguson 

where hosting Reverend William Bell and his wife Mary Black-Bell. The preacher had married the 

couple a few days earlier. As they sat by the fire in the parlor of Ferguson’s combined home and 

shop at the corner of Wilson and Foster Street1, they became aware of a nearby disturbance. 

Listening at the window they first imagined a late-season Hogmanay2 celebration might have 

spilled out of Glascott’s3 Tavern, a block away on Gore Street. As the shouting began to move 

toward them, augmented by the blare of horns, the banging of a drum and a strange metallic 

clanging, there arose the ever present fear of citizens in a village built almost entirely of wood … 

was there a fire!?     

 

Craigdarroch Ferguson hurriedly pulled on a heavy coat and unbolted the exterior door. 

In the same instant he stepped into the street, he was engulfed by a rush of masked, costumed, 

shouting revellers who lifted him bodily and, carrying him along, pushed their way into his shop. 

As he was unceremoniously dumped in a corner, and his wife retreated back into the parlor, the 

realization dawned that this was not about Hogmanay or a house fire; the Fergusons were the 

target of a chivaree4.  

 

By 1825 Craigdarroch Ferguson was a man of some prominence at the Perth Military 

Settlement. The son of Duncan Ferguson (1740-1784) and Helen Stewart (1754-1820), he had 

been born in 1780 at Laggan5 in Balquhidder Parish, Perthshire, Scotland. He was christened 

‘John’ Ferguson but chose to disavow both his given name and place of birth, preferring to be 

known as ‘Craigdarroch’, after the great house near Moniave, Dumfriesshire, that for 600 years 

was the seat of the Dumfriesshire Fergusons’ Clan Chief.  

 

At Callander, Perthshire, on March 5, 1808, Craigdarroch Ferguson married Elizabeth 

McIntyre (1785-1824) and two years later, in 1811, aged 31 years, he enlisted with the 104th 

Regiment of Foot. Until 1808, when it was converted to a line regiment of the regular British Army, 

the 104th Foot had been the New Brunswick Regiment of Fencible Infantry and, as ‘Fencibles’, 

was raised primarily, and served exclusively, in North America. However, several of its officers, 

as well as a few NCOs and rank-and-file soldiers, were recruited in the U.K. Ferguson may have 

taken the King’s shilling in Britain or he could have made his own way, with Elizabeth in tow, to 

New Brunswick and enlisted at Fredericton.  

 
1 80 Foster Street. 
2 Scots New Year celebrations.  
3 A tavern and inn on the corner of Gore and Foster Streets run by William Glascott (1805-1875). 
4 Or ‘shivaree’ or ‘charivari’ - Chivaree being the most common variant in Ontario and charivari in Quebec, in the United States the 

term shivaree is more common. The Perth Courier used the spelling chivieary. 
5 The Ordnance Survey map shows Laggan as a farm on the west bank of Loch Lubnaig just south of Strathyre between Callender 

and Balqhidder. 
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During the War of 1812 Ferguson’s 104th Foot saw action at the Battles of Sacket’s 

Harbor, Beaver Dams, Lundy’s Lane, the siege of Fort George and the assault on Fort Erie. At 

the end of the conflict the 104th was ordered disbanded on May 24, 1817, and three weeks later, 

on June 17th, Sergeant John ‘Craigdarroch’ Ferguson appeared at the Perth Military Settlement, 

accompanied by his wife, one son and two daughters6.  He was issued location tickets for 

Drummond Township C-10/L-12(E) and C-12/L-4(E) and Lansdown Township C-3/L-23(W).7 

 

Craigdarroch did not take up farming, 

however. Instead, he turned to commerce 

and distilling. In the early years of the 1820s 

he built the first stone building in Perth to 

serve as his store and residence at the 

corner of Wilson and Foster Streets8. Behind 

his home and store, on the east side of 

Wilson Street9, he established Perth’s first 

copper pot-still (as opposed to earlier 

wooden tub-stills) and produced the 

settlement’s first malt ‘Scotch’ whiskey. His 

product, which he named ‘Craigdarroch of 

Perth’ after himself, was highly regarded. 

John MacTaggart (1791-1830), Clerk of 

Works for Rideau Canal engineer Lieutenant Colonel John By (1779-1836), thought Ferguson’s 

product “…the most excellent spirit distilled in this country … made after the Glenlivet mode, the 

flavour is very good”10. In addition to his pursuits as a merchant and distiller, Ferguson was also 

active in the timber trade.  

 

Craigdarroch Ferguson was a founding elder at Reverend William Bell’s (1780-1857) First 

Presbyterian Church and, in 1822, when administration of the Perth Settlement was transferred 

from British Army control to the ‘Bathurst District Session of the Peace’, he was appointed one of 

the first 25 local Magistrates (Justices of the Peace).  

 

More than a decade of hard work and prudent investment saw Ferguson doing well, but 

in the winter of 1823-1824 he suffered a serious blow when his wife, Elizabeth, fell gravely ill. 

Desperate and unable to cope, Craigdarroch sought the nursing assistance of Helen Buchanan, 

the daughter of a doctor. 

 

 
6 None of these children seem to have survived childhood. Subsequently a son, Alexander ‘Black Sandy’ Ferguson (1818-1895), 

was born at Perth. Two daughters, Janet and Helen, fate unknown, may have been the girls noted on the Location Ticket or they 
may have been born (and died?) at Perth. 
7 At the rank of Sergeant John (Craigdarroch) Ferguson was due 200 acres but seems to have been issued tickets for 300 acres, 

suggesting that his rank at discharge may have actually been Sergeant Major. 
8 This building was pulled down in 1835 when Craigdarroch Ferguson replaced it with a large 2 ½ storey hotel, also built of stone, 

which survives today (2020) as the former Revere Hotel and present Red Fox Restaurant and Tavern. 
9 Between what is now the Red Fox Pub and Code’s Mill. 
10 Three Years in Canada, by John MacTaggart (1829). 



 

3 
 

Helen Buchanan had been born in 1803 at Strathkiness, near St. Andrew’s, Fife, Scotland, 

the eldest of 10 children11 born to Reverend George Buchanan M.D. (1761-1835) and Ann Aitken 

(1775-1848). The Buchanan family arrived in Beckwith Township in 1822 when the 61-year-old 

father was sent by the Presbytery of Edinburgh in response to an appeal from Scots settlers in 

the area for a Presbyterian minister of “godly carriage and conversation, well qualified to expound 

the scriptures, gifted in prayers, skilled in the practice of medicine, and able to preach in Gaelic 

and English”.12  

 

When the Buchanans reached Franktown, it was “constituted of McKim’s log tavern and 

three shanties, in a patch of half cleared ground”13 and the following year, 1823, Helen and her 

sister Catherine (1808-1836), sought better prospects at the village Perth where they opened a 

Dame School14. 

 

Leaving the teaching duties to her sister, Helen Buchanan answered Craigdarroch’s 

appeal and undertook to care for the stricken Elizabeth McIntyre-Ferguson. Her ministrations 

were, however, soon extended to comforting the distressed Craigdarroch, and strayed beyond 

the bounds of what was regarded as appropriate for the spinster daughter of a Presbyterian 

minister lending Christian charity to a married man. Shocked by reports of the goings-on in the 

household of one of his church elders, Reverend Bell, recounted the affair in his diary.  

 

Miss Buchanan … attended Mrs. Ferguson in her last illness, superintended the funeral, 

and was very assiduous in affording consolation to the bereaved husband.  Indeed, their 

affections were mutual, and it was evident to all who saw them, even before Mrs. 

Ferguson’s funeral, that her place would not be very long vacant.  After I was informed of 

these proceedings, I hinted to both my disapprobation of their conduct. 

 

… I did all I could to comfort him.  I wrote his wife’s obituary, preached her funeral sermon, 
and to him I often suggested the considerations best fitted to allay his grief. 
 

… In a few weeks, or perhaps days, after the first wife’s death [May 4, 1824], the match 
was all settled; but for the sake of decency the marriage was deferred till a half a year had 
expired.  At the New Year their union took place … when the young people in the 
neighbourhood treated them with a charivari.15  

 
In 1820s Upper Canada the chivaree usually represented an expression of a community’s 

profound disapproval. Chivaree were raised in cases of adulterous relationships, unmarried 
mothers and to shame husbands who beat or were beaten by their wives. Most often, however, 
the target was a marriage between an older widower and a much younger woman, or a too early 
remarriage following the death of a spouse.  

 
11 Helen (1803-1830) m. John Ferguson (1780-1857); Margaret (1804-1887) m. John Dewar (1797-1890); Elizabeth (1806-1875) m. 

Archibald Campbell (1798-1834); Catharine (1808-1836), unmarried; Julia (1808-1844) m. John Nicol (c1813-c1885); Ann (1810-
1876) m. Peter McLaurin (c1810-1843); Isabella Mowat (1814-1885) m. Anthony Philip (1806-1862); Jessie (1815-1900) m. Duncan 
Campbell (1814-1898); David Pratt (1816-1842), unmarried; George (1820-1897) m. Anna McCain (1846-1919). 
12 Pioneer Pastor, by Jessie Buchanan-Campbell (1900). 
13 Ibid. 
14 ‘Dame School’ is a broad term for a private school with a female teacher - small, private schools run by working class women, 

usually in their own homes. 
15 Condensed Diaries of the Reverend William Bell, (1846). Bell uses the French variant of the word, ‘charivari’, as opposed to the 

more common English ‘shivaree’ or ‘chivaree’.  
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In the case of the Fergusons, Craigdarroch was 45 and, at 22, Helen was half his age. 

That age gap, combined with Craigdarroch’s remarriage only eight months after the loss of his 
first wife, to a woman with whom the community believed he had begun a romantic relationship 
while his first wife lay dying, was more than sufficient call for a chivaree.  
 

The chivaree usually began 
with a mock parade, accompanied by a 
discordant, and often obscene, 
serenade, with the crowd making as 
much noise as possible by beating on 
pots and pans or anything that came to 
hand, blowing on trumpets, ringing 
cowbells, etc. Since the crowd aimed to 
raise the mightiest din possible these 
parade ‘tunes’ were frequently referred 
to as ‘rough music’. The chivaree 
leader was often dressed as the ghost 
of the dead wife. ‘Wrongdoers’ might 
be dragged from their home or place of 
work, day or night, and paraded 
through the streets as their captors 
mocked them with ribald songs, 
placards and limericks. In the process 
they would be subject to the derision of 
onlookers, perhaps pelted with rubbish 
and might be dunked in a river, pond or 
horse trough.  

 

At the very least the chivaree mob, well lubricated by quantities of cheap whiskey, would 
besiege the house of their prey with the same cacophonous orchestra, songs and chants. 
Windows might be broken, and other property damage sustained. However, according to eye-
witness Reverend William Bell, and very likely because of Bell’s presence, the Ferguson chivaree 
was not a particularly hostile affair. 

 
About ten o’clock the actors in this comedy made their appearance, came into the store 
with music and dancing. We were seated in the adjoining parlour, but soon moved into the 
shop to see our new visitors and their proceedings – and a group of more grotesque 
looking figures I had never beheld. The one who acted as spokesman had a woman’s cap 
on his head, a pillow on his belly to make him look like a woman with child, a burden on 
his back to give him the appearance of a beggar-wife, and an old bed cover over his 
shoulders. 
 
With a strong Irish accent, he made a long harangue to the bridegroom … chiefly 
nonsense. His object was to get some money, but he was civil and said that no harm 
should be done whether his demand was complied with or not, but, if it was, the money 
should be laid out for the benefit of some charitable or religious institution. The bride on 
their first appearance apprehending some personal risk disappeared, but on finding there 
was no danger, she joined the rest and enjoyed the fun. 
 
 

Chivaree 
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Some of the party had their faces blackened and four or 
five wore masks, some of which were ugly enough. One 
of them consisted of a whole head piece like a helmet, 
the face painted in a frightful manner, and the forehead 
furnished with two lofty horns which gave to the whole a 
very unpleasant aspect. One of them who made a 
conspicuous figure, wore, a buffalo skin with the hairy 
side out, and had a string of horse bells round his neck. 
The one who personated the ghost of the dead wife led 
the band. 
 
After the actors in this farce had danced, talked non-
sense, and played their antics for some time, their leader 
wished to be informed whether his demand would be 
complied with. He was asked how much it was and 
informed that if it was reasonable, it would be complied 
with, but if otherwise, it would not. “Twenty dollars,” said 
he, “is the sum I was directed to ask but if we were well used, I shall be satisfied with ten”. 
The bridegroom, who appeared angry, said they should not get ten or even five from him. 
But after consulting his friends he gave them the money to get rid of them.  
 
After this he treated them with whisky which some of the masks found it very difficult to 
drink. One of them in particular could not get the glass to his lips for the length of his nose. 
The mob which was assembled round the door had also whisky distributed among them 
When all had drunk, he made the whole party, which he said had come from Pluto’s 
dominions, kneel down while he repeated a prayer for the happiness of the newly married 
pair. After they had danced again and sung a song they made their exit, apparently well 
pleased with the treatment they had received. 
 
The next day they gave nine dollars, (for they had spent one on whisky), to Mr. Watson16, 
Treasurer to the Sunday School Union, to buy books for the children.  But he hesitated to 
apply it to that use without Mr. Ferguson’s consent.  On referring to him he had the 
meanness to take back the money, which he had pretended just before to give freely for 
a charitable purpose.   
 
Mr. Stewart was so indignant at this conduct that he got up a subscription of a penny each, 
to make up the dollar that had been spent by the mob.17 

 

After such an inauspicious start to married life, it might be hoped that Craigdarroch and 

Helen Ferguson lived happily ever after, but their lives together were brief. Helen bore 

Craigdarroch three children18 but died at the age of just 26 years in February 1830. She was 

buried in the Old Pioneer Burying Ground (Craig Street Cemetery). 

 
16 John Watson (1769-1832), former Quartermaster of the Glengarry Light Infantry, ticketed 1816 for Bathurst C-3/L-27, Beckwith C-

3/L-6, Kitley C-11/L-15(W). 
17 Rev. William Bell diary, January 1825. 
18 George (1825-1890), Helen (1826-1909), Ann (b.1828). 

Reverend William Bell (1780-1857) 
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Craigdarroch waited a more seemly interval of three years 

before marrying again in January 1833, although his third wife was, 

once again, 20 years his junior. Mary Tomlinson (c1800-c1860) 

bore him two more children19.  

 

Craigdarroch Ferguson died on December 11, 1857. As his 

funeral showed, transgressions leading to the chivaree of 1825 had 

been long forgotten. He died honoured and esteemed in the town 

he helped to found. His body was “accompanied to his last resting 

place by a numerous and respectable assemblage of his old 

friends, say 500 at least”20. He was interred in the Old Burying 

Ground near his wives Elizabeth McIntyre and Helen Buchanan. 

Marking his death, the Perth Courier wrote, 

 

John Ferguson Esq., (Craigdarroch) … one of our earliest settlers, consequently had to 

endure many of those privations and hardships to which all persons in a new settlement 

in this colony are subject … met and overcome by him with that manly cheerfulness, 

courage and perseverance so characteristic of his countrymen; he set a noble example, 

well calculated to arouse the drooping spirits of his neighbours and direct them in the path 

that leads to true independence and self-reliance.  

 

To show the estimation in which he was held, the writer would relate the following remarks 

made over Craig-darroch’s grave. An old Highlander spoke to this effect – 

 

“Craig, your friends are standing on the brink of your grave, we are sorry to part with you; 

this is the Sabbath day, which we have been taught to revere and respect, but after all 

Peter McGregor might just as well bring his pipes and play ‘Ferguson’s Lament’. I think, 

myself, it would be very suitable and proper that when in parting with our friend, his spirt 

in going aloft should be accompanied by the stirring strains of our national music, that so 

often cheered many a gallant soul to death or victory; oich oich there are but few true 

Highlanders left …”21 

 

The Ferguson chivaree of 1825 was not the first such event at Perth and it was certainly 

not the last. There were many chivarees perpetrated over the following years and, as time passed, 

the custom began to evolve into a license for extortion by mob violence.  

 

Two decades after the Ferguson visitation another was prompted when, on Friday, 

December 13, 1844, widower William Spalding Jr. (1789-1859) was married at First Presbyterian 

Church, by Reverend William Bell, to widow Isabella Lee Smith (1792-1881)22.  

 

 

 
19 Isabella (1834-1905) and Margaret Jane (b.1836). 

20 Perth Courier, January 8, 1858. 
21 Ibid. The quoted grave-side speech reads as if a translation from the original Gaelic.  
22 First husband unknown. 

Craigdarroch Ferguson (1780-1857) 
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Spalding was born in Ayrshire, Scotland, the son of William Spalding Sr. and Rachel Swan. 

In 1813 he married Elspeth Rutherford (1787-1844), daughter of William Rutherford (1789-1874) 
and Janet Simpson (1790-1880). They arrived in Canada as civilian settlers via the emigrant ship 
Dorothy in 1815 and, on April 17, 1816, Spalding was ticketed at the Perth Military Settlement for 
North Burgess Township C-10/L-3(W), but soon moved to Bathurst Township C-1/L-25(E)23. 
William and Elspeth had eight children24 before she died on May 23, 1844 and was buried in Craig 
Street Cemetery. 
 

Spalding was 55 years of age when he was remarried to 52-year-old Isabella Smith, so 

the community could have had little objection to the union on the basis of age. However, what 

some did think (or claimed to think) was unbecoming, was that Spalding’s first wife, Elspeth, had 

been dead for only seven months. In his diaries, Reverend Bell once again made note of events 

that followed their exchange of vows. 

 

They expected to slip home in the dark, quietly avoiding a charivari. But in this they were 

mistaken. It soon got wind, and horns, bells, and old pans were soon heard all over the 

town, making music anything but harmonious.25 

 

Charivari are of French origin and are often practiced in the Lower Province, only in the 

case of widows or widowers marrying. Horns, bells, kettles, or anything that will make 

noise soon collect a mob. A coffin is carried to the door, containing one of the party, 

dressed as to represent the ghost of the deceased wife or husband, The coffin is opened, 

the ghost walks into the house, and makes certain demands of money, which must be 

complied with, or mischief follows.  

 

The attendants, meanwhile, in all kinds of fantastic dresses and masks, or having their 

faces painted, are singing, dancing, making speeches or cracking jokes. Sometimes these 

rude intrusions are resisted, and serious consequences follow …26  

 

After the party had assembled at Mr. Spalding’s house, about a mile from Perth, he was 

glad to give them something to eat and drink, and three dollars besides, to get quit of 

them.27 

 

In recounting the Spalding chivaree in his book Perth: Tradition and Style in Eastern 
Ontario, historian Larry Turner (1951-1996) speculates that Reverend Bell may have actually 
played a role in encouraging the demonstration because Spalding had not paid him for performing 
the wedding ceremony.  

 
 
 
 

 
23 Elspeth Rutherford-Spalding’s parents also emigrated to Canada on the 1815 voyage of the Dorothy and, in 1816, settled at 

Bathurst C-1/L-11(W). 
24 Alexander, John, Peter, Jean, Mary, James, David, Francis. 
25 William Bell Diaries, December 1844. 
26 William Bell Diaries, February 1845. 

27 William Bell Diaries, December 1844. 
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Unproven perhaps, but the suggestion harmonizes well with Bell’s quirky belief that Devine 
vengeance was visited upon those who “wantonly injure” or “dispute with” or “Ill-use” a minister – 
i.e., himself. As his biographer Isabel Skelton (1877-1956) observed, “He found consolation for 
many misfortunes in brooding over the calamites God would visit on his foes”28. One might also 
wonder if Bell could have also encouraged the Ferguson Chivaree of 1825 – when one considers 
his disapproval of the pre-marital affair between Craigdarroch and Helen, that his Sunday School 
was beneficiary of money extorted from Ferguson, and that he happened to be present when the 
roisterers arrived. 
 

 
 

By the mid-1840s the good-humored chivaree visited upon Craigdarroch and Helen 
Ferguson two decades earlier had taken on a more sinister character.  

 
An 1845 entry in Bell’s diary recounts a chivaree mob “carrying a coffin to the door 

containing one of the party dressed to represent the ghost of the deceased wife” and, when the 
door was not immediately opened, breaking windows, and smashing their way into the house. 
Having forced entry, the corpse bride climbed out of ‘her’ coffin and demanded whiskey and 
money.  
 

A year later, in July 1846, Elisha Drew, a leading member of the Perth Methodist 

congregation, and his new wife Caroline Smith, were the victims of a particularly violent chivaree.  

 

Both Elisha (b.1806) and his first wife Anne Darte (b.1811) were born at Charlottenburg, 

Glengarry County, Ontario, to American-born parents. Elisha was the son of Isaiah Jabez Drew 

(1775-1867) and Ruhamah C. Bean (1775-1860). Anne was the daughter of Jabez Darte (1780-

1860) and Jane Keeler (1784-1826). Elisha and Anne were married, reportedly at Perth, in 

November 1829 and they had at least one son29. In April 1845, at age 34, Anne Darte-Drew died 

at Perth and was buried in the Methodist Burying Ground on Robertson Street. 

 
28 A Man Austere: William Bell, Parson and Pioneer, by Isabel Skelton (1947). 
29 Isaiah (b.1842). 
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Elisha Drew was remarried in July 1846 to Caroline Smith who 

had been born in Upper Canada in 1819, the daughter of Timothy Smith 

(1776-1838) and Mercy Wiley Lindsay (1785-1861). Although there was 

only a 13 year difference in age, and Elisha’s first wife had been dead 

for more than a year, his remarriage seems to have been regarded by 

some as worthy of a chivaree.  

 

Besides the usual riotous pranks, a band of lawless ruffians … 

demanded a certain amount of money from him. Mr. Drew, a respectable 

and peaceable inhabitant, refused, whereupon he was struck down with 

a club, and a young man in his employ was also wounded.30  

 

One of the culprits, a man named Dowdell, was tried for riot and 

assault and sentenced to a month’s imprisonment while another fled the 

district. Although “under medical treatment in a precarious state”31 for a 

time following the attack, Elisha recovered.  

 

Elisha and Caroline had two children born at Perth32 before they emigrated in Lena, 

Stephenson County, Illinois, in the early 1850s, where two additional children were born33. 

Caroline Smith-Drew died in Illinois in 1888 and Elisha died there in 1896.  

 
In the same summer that the Drew’s were set upon, two other Perth widowers were re-

married and “the charivaris were attended with such violence [that] the peaceable inhabitants 
resolved to put down the practice”.34 Accordingly, a large public meeting was held in the Court 
House, under the chairmanship of Sheriff Andrew Dickson35, “for the purpose of taking into 
consideration the expediency of adopting means whereby the illegal and barbarous custom of 
chiviearying may be effectively suppressed”.36  Resolutions were unanimously passed to that 
effect.  
 

Moved by John Ritchie37, seconded by Reverend James Cooper38 – That believing the 
custom of chiviearying to be a truly barbarous, exceedingly foolish, and very offensive 
usage, and (as in recent instances) capable of being made a cover for the perpetration of 
crimes which no community can in any degree tolerate, without giving license to the spirt 
of [in]subordination, sub version of all authority, at variance with the duties of social life, 
and detrimental to man’s highest interest -- this meeting pledges itself to sustain the 
magistrates and other officers of justice, not only in their endeavors to suppress this 

 
30 The Old Methodist Burying Ground In the Town of Perth, by James M. Neelin and Michael R. Neelan (1978). 
31 Ibid. 
32 Caroline (b.1845-1926), William (1852-1854). 
33 Alexander (1855-1939), Jessie (1862-1906). 
34 Rev. William Bell diary. 
35 Andrew Dickson (1797-1868), County Sheriff 1842-1852. 
36 Perth Courier, July 28, 1846. 
37 Probably - John Ritchie (1793-1864), millwright.  
38 Reverend James Cooper, pastor at Perth Baptist Church 1843-1847. 

Anne Darte-Drew gravestone 
Perth Methodist Cemetery 
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custom, but in bringing all who are known to have recently taken part in it, or that may 
hereafter take part in it, to merited punishment.39 

 
Charivaris became less frequent and less violent at Perth but did not disappear entirely. 

They continued into the 1860s and, on occasion, beyond. 
 

-Ron W. Shaw (2023) 

 
39 Ibid. 


