
 
 

FEW PLACES MORE DISADVANTAGED 
 

The Crown & Clergy Reserve Dispute 
 

 
In the 21st century roads and bridges provide access to the most remote corners of 

Lanark County and are taken for granted. Municipal counsellors may hear complaints of 
potholes or slow snow-removal, but the state of local roads is unlikely to provoke armed 
rebellion as it did 180 years ago. 
 

When the townships of the Perth Military Settlement were surveyed beginning in 1816, 
one seventh of all land was reserved to the Crown and another one seventh was reserved to the 
Clergy. Each 10 mile square township contained 63,600 statute acres (25,739 ha.), divided by 
12 concessions, with 27 lots of 200 acres (81 ha.) located along each concession, except for the 
last lot that contained only 100 acres (40.5 ha.). Crown and clergy reserves amounted to 18,171 
acres (7,354 ha.) of each township. Across Upper Canada as a whole the reserves totalled 
4,791,374 acres (1,939,000 ha.) or 7,487 square miles (19,390 square kilometers).   
 

Both reserves were set aside to generate 
revenue through leasing; the Crown reserves to 
finance government expenditure, and the Clergy 
reserves to support ‘Protestant Clergy’ as required 
under the Constitutional Act of 1791.  

 
Reserve lands were laid out in a 

checkerboard pattern across each township in an 
attempt to ensure that their value would represent 
the average value of all land in the township1. In 
reality however, in circumstances where large 
tracts of free land was still available, or where a 
new immigrant might purchase cheap land from 
the large allotments granted to military officers2 
and those enjoying political preference3, there was 
minimal demand for leases. Those reserves that 
were leased were usually taken up by lumbermen 
who stripped the property of its marketable timber 
and then abandoned their lease. For nearly 25 
years most of the Crown and clergy reserves sat 
unused and unimproved, generating no income for 

                                                            
1 Clergy and Crown lots in Lower Canada were not distributed in the same manner but established as separate blocks. In Upper 
Canada the Talbot Settlement was an exception to the rule, Crown and clergy reserves in that settlement were also distinct land 
blocks.  
2 Ensigns and Lieutenants had received 500 acres, Captains 800 acres, and Majors 1,000 acres. 
3 Many prominent men amassed huge amounts of free land for supposed ‘services to the Crown’ as well as for no reason beyond 
their close family and political connections with the ruling elite. 

Survey Party 
From a drawing by D. F. Thompson 

in a Toronto Art League calendar of 1897 



either government of clergy. 
 

Soldier and civilian settlers arriving at Perth between 1816 and 1822 were first issued a 
‘Location Ticket’ assigning them to a Township ‘lot’. They did not, however, own that lot until 
they invested in their new land by performing specific settlement duties as established in the 
Commander of the Forces Order of July 1815; clearing and fencing five acres of land, erecting a 
house, and clearing of the road allowance to the width of one chain (66 feet) along the 
concession line in front of their lot. Having achieved these accomplishment, the settler was 
granted his Crown Patent (Deed). 

 

 
The pattern of Crown and clergy reserves at the Perth Military Settlement varied slightly from Township to Township, but the 

above is illustrative of how the reserves were intentionally scattered among the settler lots. 



 
If affordable supplies were to reach the pioneer farmer, and his produce was to profitably 

reach market, clearing the road allowance and creating a passable road was critical to making 
the settlement economically viable. Neither Crown nor clergy, however, were required to meet 
the same settlement terms. As a result, pioneer farmers found themselves isolated unless they 
cut the reserves’ road allowances for no compensation. This investment on their part also 
enhanced the value of the Crown and clergy reserves to which settlers had no access (except 
by lease) when their sons reached maturity and wished to start a farm of their own. Even with 
the Crown and clergy road allowances opened, there was little incentive for neighboring farmers 
to make further improvement and roads across the reserves remained muddy, unbridged, often 
impassable tracks for many years. From 1793 Upper Canada law required all land owners to 
provide their labor, tools  and draft animals (at rates ranging from three to 12 days per year) to 
maintain and improve roads4. That legislation, however, was also primarily focused on the road 
section passing in front of the owner’s property and on major connector roads. Rural concession 
roads often received little attention and those sections crossing Crown and clergy reserves, 
least of all. As settlers found the limitations of infrastructure condemning them to subsistence 
farming, resentment grew. 

 
By 1825 settlers around 

Lanark were petitioning Governor 
General Lord Dalhousie5 to have 
their government loans of 1820 and 
1821 forgiven.  

 
Being situated in a back corner of 
the Province, the land in general of 
an inferior quality, and the distance 
to market great, and the roads in a 
great measure impassable for more 
than six months in the year, much of 
their labour goes for almost nothing, 
whilst what is had in return can only 
be purchased at an exorbitant price; 
and although every exertion on their 
part is made, still it is nearly 
impossible to turn any of the 
produce of their labour into money. 

 
In another petition dated August 5, 1832 the same settlers again stressed the economic 

isolation of the settlement.  
 

With regard to imports and exports, few places have been more disadvantageously 
settled than Lanark, cut off as it is from all communications by navigable rivers except at 
a distance to the nearest front of between 60 and 70 miles, by roads that, after the 
labours of 18 years … are yet impassable for some time both spring and fall. In Perth 
and Lanark no money market has been found for grain …  

                                                            
4 ‘Statute’ or ‘Statutory’ labor 
5 George Ramsay (1770-1839), 9th Earl of Dalhousie, Governor General of British North America 1820-1828 

Statute Labor at work on a Township Road. Statute labor was abolished
in Lanark County in the mid-1920s but remains on the books of some
Ontario Townships to this day. 



 
Resentment of the reserve policy was not limited to its economic consequences. The 

clergy reserves were also a point of religious contention. 
 

The Church of England6 was (and is) an ‘Established’ church; an official state religion 
headed (since 1530) by the British Crown and financially subsidized by the British state. As 
settlement of Upper Canada expanded through the late 18th and early 19th century the governing 
aristocracy, as personified by the ‘Family Compact’ that controlled the legislative council, took it 
as self-evident that, in a British Colony, the Church of England was or should be the 
‘Established’ church. In circumstances where Presbyterians significantly outnumbered 
Anglicans, and where Methodist and Baptist churches were growing rapidly, the concept of an 
‘Established’ Anglican Church was, however, widely unpopular.  
 

The Presbyterians, led by Perth Merchant and Legislative Assembly member William 
Morris (1786-1856), held that the 1707 Acts of Union, which joined England and Scotland into 
the unified Kingdom of ‘Great Britain’, had created a ‘binational’ state and that the Scottish 
Presbyterian Church and Church of England should share clergy reserve revenues equally. 
Methodists, Baptists and others, pointed out that the Constitutional Act of 1791 made no 
reference to an ‘Established Church’ but used the inclusive term ‘Protestant clergy’. The 
proceeds of clergy reserves should therefore be shared among all “Protestant” denominations. 
The Roman Catholic Church did not figure in the debate. Although tolerated in Upper Canada, 
Catholicism was a proscribed religion in Britain until 1791, subject to the Penal Laws until 1829 
and specifically excluded by the Constitutional Act’s ‘Protestant Clergy’ clause. 
 

With the Crown and clergy reserves generating little or no revenue, while festering as a 
political liability, and British capitalists seeking a way to profit from land speculation, in 1826 a 
Royal Charter incorporated the Canada Company. The idea behind the plan was to convert both 
the Crown and clergy reserves to cash deposited in a Crown controlled sinking fund, and thus 
prevent disenchanted voters from forcing their wishes upon the Government through the 
Legislative Assembly.   

 
The Canada Company purchased 1,322,010 acres; all of the Crown reserves still not 

leased in townships surveyed before March 1824, plus 1,000,000 acres in the Huron Tract, for a 
sum of £2,484,413. At the last minute, however, Anglican Bishop John Strachan managed to 
have 829,430 acres (3,357 km2) of clergy reserve land excluded from the deal and set aside for 
sale to finance exclusive support to 200-300 Church of England clergymen. In 1836 Lieutenant 
Governor Sir John Colborne (1778-1863) endorsed this gambit by creating the first 57 rectories 
for the Church of England, supported by 21,057 acres (85 km2) of glebe land7. Colborne, 
however, created those rectories in defiance of the Home Government’s express wish that no 
such endowments should be made “… until [His Majesty] should obtain the advice of the 
representatives of the Canadian people for His guidance”. The following year creation of the 
rectories was ruled illegal8 but before that happened opposition to Colborne’s act, and to Church 
of England reserves in general, helped spark rebellion.  
 
                                                            
6 Unified with the Church of Ireland in 1800 
7 In January 1836 a ‘Glebe’ of 400 acres was granted to support Reverend Michael Harris at Perth’s St. James Anglican Church. 
8 Ruled illegal in 1837, the creation of the rectories was later upheld by an 1856 court ruling. 



The Mackenzie-Papineau Rebellion actually began in Lower Canada in November 1837. 
Led by Louis-Joseph Papineau (1786-1871), it was fueled by widespread economic 
disfranchisement of Francophone Canadiens and working class Anglophones, with one of the 
major irritants being clergy reserves which alienated land from settlement and supported the 
Church of England in a largely Roman Catholic colony. 
 

A week later William Lyon Mackenzie (1795-1861) raised an insurrection at Toronto in 
Upper Canada. As in Lower Canada the Mackenzie rebellion was an expression of a complex of 
social, political and economic complaints, too long unaddressed by the Colonial Government. 
The clergy reserve issue, was central to most of these. The reserves were seen as a constraint 
to economic growth, an instrument of religious oppression and an example of un-responsive 
government. When Mackenzie gathered his little rebel band at Montgomery’s Tavern on 
December 7th he fired their enthusiasm by urging them to; “Stick true to the cause of liberty, and 
you shall, every man of you, have three hundred acres of land and a piece out of the clergy 
reserves”. Mackenzie later said that the clergy reserves were the most important single cause of 
the 1837 rebellion. 

 

 
Upper Canada Rebellion, Battle of Montgomery's Tavern, December 7, 1837 

There was however no revolt in the Perth area. Although residents generally shared the 
economic and religious grievances arising from the land reserve issue, and political support for 
the Reform movement was widespread, the population, still heavily leavened by former military 
men, remained loyal to the Crown. A volunteer corps from the 1st and 2nd Lanark9 and 3rd Leeds 
Militia10, supported by the Perth Volunteer Artillery Company11, helped man the garrison at Fort 
Henry, Kingston, over the winter of 1837-183812. 
                                                            
9 Townships of Bathurst, Drummond, Dalhousie, Lanark and North & South Sherbrooke,  
10 Townships of Elmsley, Burgess, Kitley and 1st to 6th Concession of Bastard. 



 
Both the Lower and Upper Canada revolts of 1837-1838 came to grief within a few 

weeks but just three years later the Upper Canada Legislature passed a law to sell the reserves. 
That law was disallowed however and replaced by and Imperial Act, in the same year, that went 
some way to resolving the issue but still favoured the Church of England. It assigned one-half of 
sales on a 2:1 basis to the Churches of England and Scotland, with the remaining half allocated 
to all other denominations according to their respective membership numbers. 
 

For nearly three decades the reserves remained a brake on economic development at the 
Perth Military Settlement and across Upper Canada. Then, in 1854, a coalition of Upper Canada 
conservatives and Lower Canada reformers13 abolished the clergy reserves and passed a bill 
transferring proceeds from reserve sales to the Municipalities Fund of Upper and Lower 
Canada. That fund was required to pay current clerical incumbents their stipends for life, but 
thereafter no state funds went to support religion. The remaining reserves were opened to 
development and there would be no ‘Established Church’ in Canada. 
 

- Ron W. Shaw (2015) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                
11 Drummond Township Concessions 1 & 2 and the village of Perth. 
12 The Perth Corps did not see action. 
13 In the legislature of the ‘United Province of Upper Canada’ created in 1841. 


