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ABSTRACT 

Based primarily on notari zed farm l eases, th i s thes i s exami nes 

approaches to agriculture on the island of Montreal from 1780 to 1820. 

Thi s source permits us to establ ish the crucial rel ationship between 

people and farms and to then link them to differences in capital invest

ment, production and farming techniques. By understanding the common, 

day-to-day farming operations, we can address ourselves to the larger 

questions of what contributed to the state of Lower Canadian agricul

ture, a subject of contentious debate in Quebec historiography. 

The island of Montreal, already favoured by the geographic cir

cumstances of c1imate, soi1 and location, was also a crucible for two 

profound changes which were occurring in Quebec society during this 

period -- the beginning of a wave of Eng1 ish-speaking immigrants who 

wou1d permanently alter the ethnie composition of the province's 

population, and the deve10pment of a significant urban market. In the 

564 notarized farm leases passed in this forty-year period, half of the 

lessors were merchants and professionals, most of whom I~sided in the 

city and suburbs of Montreal. The farms of the urban bourgeoisie were 

on average larger and better-stocked than the farms of habitants, art i

sans and other proprietors. Most attempts at agri cul tura l i nnovat ion 

and more intensive cultivation occurred on the farms of this élite, not 

on the 1 ands owned by those wi th l ess capital resources : capital, not 

ethnicity, directed the approach taken to farming. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

Cette thèse examine les differentes types d'exploitation agricoles 

pratiqués sur l'île de Montréal entre 1780 et 1820, employant surtout 

les baux à ferme notariés comme source de données. Par l'analyse de 

cette source, on peut établ ir l'importante relation entre les proprié

taires et leurs fermes aHn de mieux évaluer les différences qui exis

tent au niveau des capitaux investis, de la production et des techniques 

agricoles. La connaissance des activités agricoles quotidiennes, nous 

permet d'aborder de plus grandes questions, soient celles des facteurs 

qui ont contribués à l'état de l'agriculture au Bas-Canada, un sujet 

fort controversé dans l'historiographie du Québec. 

A cet époque, l'île de Montréal, déjà choyé par sa situation géo

graphique -- climat, sol t!t emplacement -- était également le lieu prin

cipal de deux changements majeurs qui ont transformés le Bas-Canada: les 

débuts d'une vague d'immigrants d'origine britannique, qui modifie la 

compos i t ion ethni que de sa popul at i on de façon permanente, et 1 e 

déve l oppement d'un important marché urbain. Sur 1 es 564 baux à fermes 

notariés pendant cette péri ode de quarante ans, l a moi t i é des 

bailleurs étaient des marchands et des professionels, dont la plupart 

habitaient la ville ou la banlieue de Montréal. En général, les fermes 

de la bourgeoisie urbaine étaient plus grandes et mieux équipées que les 

fermes des habitants, des artisans ou des autres propri éta ires. Les 

tentat ives d' i nnovat ion agri cole et de cul ture pl us intensive avaient 

surtout 1 ieu sur les fermes de cette él ite, et non pas sur les terres 

appartenant à ceux qui di sposaient de moi ns de ressources financ ières: 

le capital, et non l'ethnie, a déterminé le mode d'exploitation agri-

cole. 
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1 NTRODUCT ION 

The state of Lower Canadi an agri cul ture has been a tapi c of debate 

for the better part of two ceJ'lturies. During the 1ate eighteenth and 

ni neteenth centuri es when trave 11 ers' accounts enjoyed a certain popu-

1 arity among the readi ng popu1 at ion, vis itors to Canada never fa il ed to 

pass judgement on the farms of the region. Since that time, much of the 

controversy concerning agriculture in ear1y Quebec has centred on pro

duction and techniques -- essentia11y the efficiency of the canadien 

farmer. According to John Lambert, an oft-quoted Eng1 ishman who at the 

start of the ni neteenth century spent a year ; n Canadâ: 

•.. the Catadians are miserab1e farmers. They sel dom 
or never manure thei r land, and pl ough so very 
slig":t and care1ess, that they continue, year after 
year, ta turn over the same c 1 ods wh; ch lie at the 
surface, without penetrating an inch deepel into the 
soi 1. Hence thei r grounds become exhausted, 10verrun 
wi th weeds, and yiel d but very scanty crops. 

Lambert was neither the first to condemn the agricultural practices 

of Quebec's ear1y farmers, nor wou1d he be the 1ast. Indeed, in a 

variety of on1y slightly modified forms, this view has dominaten much of 

the historiography up to the present. One of the most proli fic writers 

on this period, Fernand Ouel1et, has promoted the theory that rural 

Lower Canada was popu1ated by 'backward' habitants who practised an 

1 John Lambert, Travel s through Canada and the United States of 
North Ameri ca, in the years 1806,1807 and 1808, (London, 1814; 2nd 
edition, corrected and improved): 131. Of the year that Lambert passed 
in Canada, he resided in Quebec City for a11 but two months of that 
time. 
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inefficient and archaic form of agriculture due to their inherent lazi

ness and cultural inability to adopt the so-called 'improved' methods 0+ 

husbandry.2 Ouellet believes that this failure of Quebec's agriculture, 

coupled with a perceived problem of overpopulation in many older 

parishes, eventually led to an 'agricultural crisis' in the first half 

of the ni neteenth century - - an i nterpretat ion that has l ed to con

siderable debate in historical and related disciplines. 3 

2 The term 'agricultural improvements' i sone that shoul d be used 
with much more care than it is at present. In an excellent discussion 
of this concept, Hugh D. Clout writes that a "truly meaningful use of 
the term 'agricultural improvement' ... should involve investigating the 
assumptions and subjective decisions made by individuals in sections of 
society in the past. It might be argued that while such val ue judge
ments might be accepted for one pl ace and for a speci fi ed peri od, they 
should not be transferred automatically to all spatial, social and 
economic contexts". See "Agricultural Change in the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries", in Hugh D. Clout (ed.), Themes in the Historical 
Geographyof France, (London, 1977): 140-141. 

3 This debate over the existence and timing of an 'agricultural 
crisis' in the early nineteenth century has been very present in much of 
the writ i ng on Quebec' s agrari an soci et y and economy for the past two 
decades. For Fernand Ouellet's explanation of an agricultural crisis 
that began in 1803, see especially his Histoire écoQomigue et sociale du 
!hIébec. 1760-1850: structures et conjoncture, (Montréal, 1966); and 
"L'agriculture bas-canddienne vue à travers les dîmes et la rente en 
nature", in his Eléments d'histoire sociale du Bas-Canada, (Montréal, 
1972): 37-88. Robert l. Jones had earlier come to a similar conclusion 
in "French-Canadian Agriculture in the st. Lawrence Valley, 1815-1851", 
Agricultural History, XVI (1942): 137-148; and "Agriculture in Lower 
Canada, 1792-1815", CHR, XXVII:1 (March 1946): 33-51. Gilles Paquet and 
Jean-Pierre Wallot have argued that the decline in wheat production in 
the early nineteenth century was more the result of a 'rational' dec;
sion on the part of the habitant to abandon cultivation of th;s grain 
for unstable foreign markets in favour of a more diversified form of 
agriculture which would suppl y domestic markets. The first statement of 
this thesis, "Crise agricole et tensions socio-eth'1iques dans le Bas
Canada: éléments pour une ré-interpret.ation", RHAf, XXVI:2 (septembre 
1972): 185-237 was followed by "The Agricultural Crisis in Lower Canada, 
1802-12: mise au point. A Response to T.J.A. Le Goff", CHR, LVI:2 (June 
1975): 133-168. In the article that prompted the i"eply from Paquet and 
Wallot, -- "The Agricultural Crisis in Lower Canada, 1802-1812: A Review 
of a Controversy", CHR, LV:l (March 1974): 1-31 -- Le Goff hypothesized 
that the crisis was actually due to the failure of agricultural pro-
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But even contemporary commentators were by no means agreed on the 

situation in the countryside. While there was little argument among 

those who wrote on the subject that the agricul tural techniques of the 

French Canadian farmer were indeed less advanced than those of the 

wea l th i er l andowners of Great Brita in and Europe, not a 11 pl aced the 

blame on a cultural deficiency on the part of the canadien population. 

Another Englishman, Hugh Gray, visited lower Canada at the same time as 

John Lambert and wrote: 

The Canadi ans are but poor farmers. lndeed, they 
are generally so, in more senses of the word than 
one. They are accused of indolence, and an aversion 
to experiment, or the introduction of any changes in 
their ancient habits and customs, and probably with 
reason: it is the characteristic of the peasantry of 
all countries .•. Gentlemen, who farm their own 
grounds, or wealthy farmers, have general1y been the 
i nventors or promoters of useful improvements... It 
i s true the land [in Lower Canada] i s the property 
of those who cultivate it: but their capitals are 
generally so limited... that they cannot afford to 
make experiments .... 4 

ducers to meet the increasing demands of domestic consumption. Serge 
Courville in "la crise agricole du Bas-Canada: éléments d'une réflexion 
géographique", ÇgQ, XXIV:62 (septembre 1980): 193-224 and XXIV:63 
(décembre 1980): 385-428, saw the problem as a crisis in the rural world 
that developed as the result of important social, demographic and eco
nomic changes which in turn led to a significant transformation in the 
system of agricultural production. In the best synthesis and analysis 
of this debate to date, R.M. Mclnnis has questioned the underlying 
premises of the whole controversy. See his liA Reconsideration of the 
State of Agriculture in lower Canada in the First Half of the Nineteenth 
Century", in Donald H. Akenson (ed.), Canadian Papers in Rural History, 
Vol. III, (Gananoque, Ont., 1982): 7-49. 

4 Hugh Gray, letters from Canada. written during a residence there 
in the years 1806. 1807 and 1808: showi n9 the present state of Canada. 
its productions -- trade -- commercial importance and political rela
tions, (London, 1809): 136-137. 
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Thus, even at the time, some astute observers recognized the prim

acy of capital in adopting new agricultural practices. Among his con

temporari es, Gray was one of the few to argue that the pri nci pa 1 ob

stacle to agricultural change was a lack of capital, and not primarily 

ignorance or cultural resistance to innovation. More recently, his

torians have stressed the importance of sitlJating the state of early 

Quebec's agriculture within its precise historical context, eliminating 

ultimately useless comparisons of the farms of Lower Canada with those 

of Europe, and avoiding analyses based on ethnie stereotypes. 5 

This thesis falls within this approach to studying agriculture in 

Lower Canada. It seeks to examine sorne of the structures of farming 

within a small region -- the island of Montreal between 1780 and 

1820. Within the bounds of a small study it is possible to investigate 

the particularities of farm production and those who engaged in this 

activity; what is crucial here is that those who owned or farmed the 

land can be directly l inked to specific, observed patterns and methods 

of product ion. It is only by understanding the common, day-to-day 

farming operations, that we can address ourselves to the larger ques

tions of what contributed to the state of Lower Canadian agriculture. 

5 For examp 1 es see Serge Courvi1l e, "la cri se agri col e du Bas
Canada ... "; Loui se Oechêne, "Observat ions sur l'agriculture du Bas
Canada au début du XIXe siècle", in Joseph Goy et Jean-Pierre Wallot 
(dir.), Evolution et éclatement du monde rurale: Structures. fonction
nement et évolution différentielle des sociétés rurales françaises et 
québécois XVIlg, -- XX,g, siècles, Actes du colloque franco-québécois 
d'histoire rurale comparée, (1982; published 1986): 189-202; and R.M. 
Mclnnis, "A Reconsideration of the State of Agriculture ... ". 
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By virtue of its c1imate, soil, location and urban market, the 

i sl and of Montreal serves as an important case study. Both contemporary 

observers and present-day historians have recognized that the Montreal 

region -- with its longer growing season than the lands downriver and a 

richer, more fertile soi1 -- has had a much greater capacity for agri

cultural production than most other areas in the province. 6 Aside from 

the advantages provided by nature, the countryside around Montreal was 

also favoured by its close proximity to the rapid1y expanding urban 

market. How effectively did those farming the land exploit this poten

tial provided by c1imate, geography, and the growing city population? 

The answer to this question is significant not on1y on its own merits, 

but also as a solid base for future comparative studies with agriculture 

in other regions of the province. 

Over the fort y years studied, bath the composition and size of Mon

treal's population changed dramatically. Montreal grew from a small, 

relatively se1f-contained town of about 6,000 people in 1780 to a city 

of nearly 20,000 in 1820. Migrants from rural areas of the province and 

emigrants from the British Isles and the United States contributed in 

increasing numbers to this rapid expansion. How did these changes 

affect the surrounding countryside both by promoting outlets for agri

cultural produce, and by introducing sources of new ideas and capital? 

6 John Lambert eloquent1y captured this fact during his travels in 
Lower Canada: "the 1 s l and of Montreal... for i ts fert il i ty in every 
production, may just1y be called the garden of Lower Canada", Travels 
through Canada and the United States of North America. in the years 
1806, 1807 and 1808, p.132. 
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Within historiographical debates, this period has acquired special 

prominence. Historians, by singlemindedly concentrating on the first 

half of the nineteenth century as the period of significant transforma~ 

tion in the agricultural economy of Lower Canada, have distorted the 

comp 1 ex process of change and created a stat i c image of farmi ng before 

this time. The most significant development in the agrarian history of 

the prov; nce from the eighteenth through to the mid-nineteenth century 

was the movement from a subs i stence agri cu lture - ~ defi ned as farm 

production intended primarily for the consumption of the farm family and 

secondarily for the market -- plagued with frequent crop failures, 

towards a more diversified style of farming, well-integrated with the 

marketing structure of the area and no longer under the threat of ser~ 

ious short ages . Although the period under study admittedly i s of com

paratively short duration, a sounder knowledge of these earlier decades 

will improve our understanding of the changes identified later in the 

nineteenth century. 

Notarized farm leases, the major source to be explored in this 

thesis, provide a rare opportunity ta view Lower Canadian farming 

through the eyes of those actually engaged in this activity. Although 

the cross-section of farms considered is naturally restricted to lands 

leased, and therefore excludes the majority of farms which were worked 

by the proprietor. the richness of the documentation enables us to pose 

those questions integral ta a basic understanding of farming on the 

i s 1 and of Montreal from 1780 to 1820. What i s central to the value of 

this source is that it permits us ta establish the crucial relationships 
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between people, farms and approaches to agri cul ture, th i s 1 ast taken 

broadly to include differences in capital investment, production and 

farming techniques. This information on farm operations allows us to 

cons i der the i nfl uence of urban deve 1 opment on rural production, the 

direct presence of the bourgeoisie in the countryside, and the supposed 

dichotomy between English-Canadian and French-Canadian methods of farm

ing. 

All farm l eases, or baux à ferme, passed before a Montreal notary 

from January 1780 to December 1819 form the main documentation of this 

thesis. 7 The completed series consists of 564 contracts of which 7.3% 

were made between 1780 and 1789, 20.6% from 1790 to 1799, 28.9% in 1800-

1809, and an overwhelming 43.3% between 1810 and 1819. Although the 

reasons for this substantial increase over time will be taken up more 

full yin Chapter l, two major factors li ke 1 y accounted for th i s trend: 

the overall population growth, and the influx of new immigrants who 

either chose or were forced to resort to a contract more binding than a 

verbal agreement. 

To what extent do these farm 1 eases offer us a representat ive 

picture of farming on the island of Montreal? On one level, the deeds 

are decidedly atypical reflections of what was happening on the island, 

because no more than 400 agricultural properties -- from small orchards 

to large farms -- are considered during the fort y years, a time when 

7 These 1 cases can be found in the notari al fil es housed at the 
Archives Nationales du Québec à Montréal. 
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most of the island's farms were worked by their owners.8 However, more 

significant than sheer numbers are the distinctive characteristics of 

the propert i es 1 eased. Overwhelmingly clustered in the Parish of 

Montrea 1, ha l f of these 1 ands were owned by the bourgeo i sie, most of 

whom claimed residence in the city. By cemparing these farms of the 

merchants and profess i ona 1 s with those of ether propri etors, we can 

address directly the important question of who invested capital in 

agricul ture. 

The structure of this thesis follows the logic established by 

consideri ng the rel at i onships between peopl e, farms, and approaches to 

agriculture. The prosopographical examination of lessors and tenants in 

Chapter 1 is followed in Chapter 2 by a discussion of the basic form and 

terms of the notarized agreement which mutually bound the contract ing 

parties. Chapters 3 and 4 consider the fixed and moveable capital -

the land, buildings, livestock and farm implements -- of the leased 

properties. Finally, Chapter 5 investigates the agricultural production 

and techniques observed on those lands. 

8 To address the question of the proportion of all leasing repre
sented by notarized deeds, would go well beyond the limits of this 
thesis. The answer would necessarily rely on a systematic examination 
of family farm-holdings. For the region of Montreal, only Sylvie 
Dépatie' s study of eighteenth-century île Jésus attempts such a recon
stitui'/on, and she concludes that "l~ faire-valoir indirect .. , ne 
touche de façon permanente que les quelques exploitations appartenant à 
des non- paysans. La terre paysanne C I!:mt à elle n'est louée que de 
façon temporaire lorsque 1 es ci rconstances famil i al es l'exigent. Il See 
her "L'évolution d'une société rurale: l'île Jésus au XVIIIe siécle", 
(Phd dissertation, McGill University, 1988): p.192. 
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CHAPTER 1 
lESSORS AND TENANTS 
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By 1780, the island of Montreal was already a settled agricultural 

district. lands along the shore and in the central part of the island 

around the town had been ceded in the latter ha l f of the seventeenth 

century, whil e those i nland to the east1, west and north had l argely 

been granted by the 1730's.2 Although the occupied farms would be 

cleared and cultivated at different rates, the physical structure of 

rural settlement was by then fixed. 

The aveu et dénombrement, or land roll, prepared by the Sulpicians 

in the late 1770's and submitted to the crown in 1781, provides a 

detailed listing of the people, buildings and land holdings in the seig

neurie of Montreal. 3 Distributed along the shoreline and in a patchwork 

of côtes covering the interior of the island of Montreal were a total of 

1214 farms. A small number of these individual grants, just over 7%, 

were still used only as woodlots by the families who possessed the land. 

As we can see from Table 1.1, the majority of the island's 13,166 

1 In order to simplify descriptions, compass directions follow the 
Montreal convention of referring to the north-eastern part of the island 
as the east, the north-west as the north and the south-west as the west. 

2 This rough outline of the pattern of settlement for the island of 
Montreal was drawn from the dates of farm concessions for each côte in 
the seigneurie found in "Terres de l'île de Montréal", Séminaire de 
Saint-Sulpice de Montréal, Université de Montréal, Service des Archives, 
P25, bobines 282-289. See also Louise Dechêne, Habitants et marchands 
de Montréal au XVIIe siècle, (Paris & Montréal, 1974): 259-263, and 
Ludger Beauregrand, "Géograph i e hi s tori que des côtes de l' î1 e de 
Montréal", ÇgQ, XXVIII:73-74 (avril-septembre): 47-62. 

3 A transcription of this aveu has been published by Claude Per
rault, Montréal en 1781, (Montréal, 1969). 
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TABLE 1.1 
Settlement on the Island of Montreal, 

1781 and 1825 

# of Po~ulation 
# of Rural Town & 
Farms Houses Rural Suburbs Total 

1781 1,214 1,140 7,2161 5,9502 13,166 

1825 1,302 2,330 14,739 22,540 37,279 

1 This figure is based on the number of rural houses multiplied by 
6.33 -- a ratio of persons per house derived from the 1825 census. 

2 This number, also an estimation from the number of houses, was 
calculated and adjusted by Alan M. Stewart, "Settling an 18th-Century 
Faubourg: Property and Family in the Saint-Laurent Suburb, 1735-1810", 
(M.A. Thesis, McGill University, 1988): 48. 

Sources: Claude Perrault, Montréal en 1781, (Montréal, 1969) and 
Montréal en 1825, (Montréal, 1977). 

inhabitants l ived in the rural areas outside of the town and suburbs, 

the countryside accounting for 55% of the total. 

Ouring the four decades that followed, the i sl and of Montreal 

experienced a threefold increase in population. According to the census 

of 1825, the rate of growth was greatest in the town and suburbs wh il e 

in the countryside the number of rural inhabitants only doubled. 4 

Despite the pronounced increase in population, the structure of land 

holdings established by 1780 had changed little. The number of farms 

had grown by less than 10%, indicating a general stabil ity in the size 

4 The census of 1825 was al so pub 1 i shed by Cl au de Perrault ; n 
Montréal en 1825, (Montréal, 1977). 
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of holdings. 5 Although the census is silent on this matter, the amount 

of land cleared and brought into cultivation on most farms had undoubt

edly increased since the latter decades of the eighteenth century. In

deed, by the 1820's, firewood for the town and suburbs did not come from 

the island itself, but was brought downriver from the newly settled 

seigneuries to the west. 6 

Throughout thi s span of fort y years, one of the most important 

structures in the countryside maintained its dominance. Although the 

primary unit of production remained the family, not all farms were owned 

by the peopl e who worked them. Notarial contracts identify several 

hundred individuals who as either a lessor, a tenant, or in sorne sup

porting role were active in the leasing of agricultural lands from 1780 

to 1820. While the majority of rural inhabitants were not involved in 

this pract;ce, the content of these documents suggest sorne fundalllental 

ways in which the countryside was changing, particular1y in the vicinity 

of the city. 

5 The figures for the number of farms in 1781 and 1825 given in 
Table 1.1 are further supported by Joseph Bouchette's assertion in 1815 
that there were "altogether 1376 concessions, formed into .. . côtes" on 
the island of Montreal. Although no source is provided for this number, 
Bouchette, the surveyor-general of Lower Canada, quite probably obtained 
it from the seigneurial terrier which identifies precisely that number 
of farm grants. See Bouchette's Topographical Description of the Prov
ince of Lower Canada, (London, 1815; reprint Saint-Lambert, 1973): 131-
135, 139-164 for his description of the general lay out of the island of 
Montreal at the start of the nineteenth century. For the terrier see 
"Terres de l'ile de Montréal", Séminaire de Saint-Sulpice de Montréal, 
Université de Montréal, Service des Archives, P25, bobines 282-289. 

6 See Robert Sweeny, Grace Laing Hogg and Richard Rice, Les rela
tions ville/campagne: le cas de bois du chauffage, (Montréal, 1988) for 
a discussion of this trade in Montreal during the 1820's. 
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To build a foundation for a subsequent analysis of agriculture on 

the island of Montreal, it is important first to study the people who 

part ici pated in farm l eas i ng. Drawi ng upon the seri es of notari zed 

1 eases, thi s chapter exami nes the soci o-economi c status, ethn i c back

ground, country of origin and residence of the lessors and tenants. 

This information permits an analysis of both the internal distinctions 

among the leasing population and of the contrasts between this group and 

the mass of farmers who possessed and worked their own land. 

1.1 THE LESSORS 

Notarized farm leases offer one of the best sources to study agrar

i an structures and farmi ng pract i ces in Quebec before 1850. 7 The 

strength of these particular documents lies not only in their descrip

tion of the major parties ta the act by name, occupation, and place of 

residence, but also in the identification of those individuals -- land-

less labourers, widows, recent immigrants -- who commonly are absent 

From the historical record. Notarial documents allow us ta follow the 

l ines of continuity and change between the occasional gl impses of a 

7 Louise Dechêne, Habitants et marchands, and Marcel Trudel, Mon
tréal, La formation d'une société 1642-1663, (Montréal, 1976) both 
examined farm leases for the island of Montreal in the seventeenth cen
tury, while Allan Greer looked at a small sampling of agricultural 
leases in the Lower Richelieu valley in his Peasant. Lord and Merchant: 
Rural Society in Three Ouebec Parishes 1740-1840, (Toronto, 1985), and 
Sylvie Dépatie includes a discussion of 99 farm leases in her study of 
eighteenth-century île-Jésus, "L'évolution d'une société rurale: l'île
Jésus au XVIIIe siècle", (PhD dissertation, McGill University, September 
1988). 
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society offered by the static analyses of censuses, land rolls and other 

similar sources. 

While the clear majority of leases indicate the occupation and 

residence of the lessors, a small portion of the notaries active in this 

period, in contrast to the prevailing practice, consistently passed over 

any mention of the profession or domicile of sorne or all parties to the 

act. Without this information, it was difficult in a few cases ta 

positively identify and connect lessors of the same name. For thp most 

part, however, by relying on a combination of variables such as the 

lessor's occupation and residence, the location, size and neighbouring 

properties of the farm, and the occasional mention of a spouse, it has 

been possible to trace precisely lessors who appeared more th an once in 

the series. Furthermore, where clear identifications have been estab-

lished, missing information on various lessors has been recovered from 

other sources such as listings of marriages for the parish and of resi

dents living in the town. 8 

A total of 310 1 essors and 26 all i ances of 1 essors were found in 

the 564 acts collected. For the purposes of any subsequent analyses of 

lessors, however, each of the 26 groupings of lessors will be counted as 

a single lessor. Because almost all farm leases with two or more co-

8 Daniel Bergeron, Lise Brosseau and Rosario Gauthier, Mariages de 
la Paroisse Notre-Dame de Montréal (1642-1850), 2 Vols. (Montréal, 
1974); "Alphabetical Listing of Proprietors and Tenants in the Town of 
Montreal", unpublished typescript prepared from reconstituted lot 
titles, Groupe de recherche sur les bâtiments en pierre grise de 
Montréal, Canadian Centre for Architecture, 1984. (1 would like to 
thank Alan Stewart for having made this document available to me.) 
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TABLE 1.2 
Frequency of Appearance of les sors in 

Notarized Farm Leases on the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Number of Appearances 
in Contracts as Lessor 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 

Number of Lessors 

225 
52 
36 
8 
7 
3 
1 
2 
1 

_1 
336 

67.0% 
15.5% 
10.7% 
2.4% 
2.1% 
0.9% 
0.3% 
0.6% 
0.3% 
0.3% 

100.0% 

Source: 564 notal'i zeù farm l eases. 
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lessors pertain to land owned by the heirs of an estate or by merchants 

in partnership, to cou nt each of these people would result in an over

representation of certain occupations, residences and ethnie backgrounds 

in the final tally. As shown in Table 1.2, two-thirds of all lessors 

were involved in a farm lease only once, while the remaining one-third 

appeared in anywhere from two to ten acts. 

Several factors might account for the high percentage of non

repeating lessors. One straightforward explanation is that in the case 

of widows and curators of estates, a single lease was often made for a 

length cf time determined by wh en the children or heirs would reach the 

age of majority. The majority of cases, however, are not explained 50 

easily. Perhaps the most compell ing argument can be built around the 

supposition that two strangers would be more likely to seek a formal, 

J 

1 

1 
t 

, 1 
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notarized contract than would two acquaintances or relatives. If this 

were the situation, the growing numbers of immigrants to the island of 

Montreal, especially in the last decade of our period, would be more 

inclined, or even required, to use the services of a notary in their 

first transactions in the colony. Another possibility is that sorne 

lessors and tenants made an initial notarized lease and then made sub-

sequent renewals byoral or informal written agreement. Ultimately, 

because the incidence of informal farm leases is unknown, this question 

has no definitive answer. 9 

Occupational Profile of lessors 

The 336 l essors i dent i fi ed in the seri es of l eases represented a 

cross section of the population, but one which was disproportionately 

weighted to the élites of the society. In Table 1.3, two-fifths of all 

lessors fall into the occupational category of merchants, professionals, 

or mil itary officers establ ished in Montreal. 10 If the widows of men 

who were involved in these pursuits were added to this total, the pro

portion of 'élite' lessors would rise to 45%. Furthermore, a tabulation 

of the lessors' occupations in all 564 acts reveals that almost half of 

a11 notarized agricultural leases between 1780 and 1820 were made by 

9 A transaction between François Jarry and louis Belanger, both 
resident at Côte-Vertu in the Parish of Saint-Laurent, records that 
Belanger "l titre de bail verbal et dont les conditions n'ont jamais été 
redigées par écri t" had occupi ed the farm of Jarry for the pa st year. 
n.m. Delisle 14/09/1796 #2281. 

10 Al though a further breakdown of thi s category woul d have been 
preferable, the distinctions between commerce, a profession or the 
military would have been arbitrary owing to the multiple interests and 
involvements of many lessors. 
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TABLE l.3 
Occupationa1 Classification of Lessors for 

Notarized Farm Leases on the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Occupational Group Number of Lessors Number of leases 

El ites 134 39.9% 267 47.3% 
Artisans 48 14.3% 75 13.3% 
Farmers 70 20.8% 105 18.6% 
Women 46 13.7% 62 Il. 0% 
Rel igious Instns 3 0.9% 16 2.8% 
Unknown 35 10.4% 39 6.9% 

336 100.0% 564 100.0% 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 
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bourgeois 1essors. Once again, if the widows of this group were added, 

the final ta11y would increase to 52.5%. 

The concentration of merchant and profess i onal l essors can be 

exp lai ned by a number of factors. Enjoying the greatest affluenr.e, 

members of the upper class were generally alone in possessing sufficient 

capital to invest in land that they themselves did not farm. In ad

dition, it was these same people who wou1d have had both the money to 

use a notary and probably also the desire to protect their capital 

investment through a formal, lega1 agreement. A final explanation for 

the seemingly disproportionate number of merchants and professiona1s 

found in farm leases might be attributed to methodology. As on1y notar-

ies practising in Montreal were consulted, it is 10gica1 to assume that 

there was less chance of picking up acts between two rural inhabitants. 

However, the aforementioned reason of insufficient capital, and the fac.t 

that there were only a handful of rural notaries on the i sl and of Mon-
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treal at this time, would indicate that the number of leases not 

included could not substantially alter these figures. 

The remaining three-fifths of all lessors were primarily artisans 

and farmers, although women, religious institutions and unknowns to-

gether accounted for one-fourth of the total. Among the artisans, 

tanners represented the only significant concentration of lessors within 

a trade, as their numbers equalled almost 20% of this category. Both 

the location of Montreal's tanneries, on Côteau Saint-Pierre and Côte 

des Neiges, and the nature of the craft itself -- dependant on cattle 

hi des and sheep skins -- would account for the relatively strong pre

sence of tanners. ll Skill ed workmen from a broad range of trades con

stituted the remaining artisanal landowners. Over half of the rural 

inhabitants leasing agricultural lands were described as cultivateur in 

the notarial contract, with the bal ance spread among other classifica

tions which also might be loosely translated as farmer. Three of every 

four female lessors were widows, often of men who had been involved in 

commerce or a profession. Notaries were used to prepare the farm leases 

of three religious institutions -- the Soeurs Religieuses de Saint

Joseph (Hôtel-Dieu), the Séminaire de Saint-SL:lpice and the Collège de 

Montréal -- although the personal archives of these and other organiza

tions might reveal other formalized contracts. 

11 See Joanne Burgess, "Work, Fami ly and 
leather Craftsmen, 1790-1831", (thèse du doctorat, 
à Montréal, 1986) for a discussion of tanners in 
time. 

Community: Montreal 
Univers ité du Québec 
Montreal during this 



, >, 

1 
.... 

18 

When the information on the occupation of lessors in all 564 acts 

i s further broken down by decade according to the date the lease was 

notarized, several significant trends emerge as demonstrated in Table 

1.4. In particular, over fort y years, whi1e abso1ute numbers rose, the 

relative importance of the merchant and professiona1 classes decreased 

s ubstant i a 11 yin cont ra st ta the proport i ona 1 i ncreases made by the 

artisanal and rural groupings. 

As there ; s a general paucity of 1 iterature dea1 ing with Montreal 

and its environs during this time, it is not possible to do more than 

speculate as to the reasons for this pattern. One possible explanation 

for this relative rise over fort y years in the percentage of artisans 

and farmers who appeared as l essors in the seri es of l eases i s 1 i nked to 

social and economic differentiation within this population. 12 A small 

but expanding number of urban workers and rural i nhabitants may have 

possessed land, through either sorne form of ; nheritance or accumul at ion, 

12 For a study of the economic basis of social differentiation 
among the peasants of the sei gneuri e of Sai nt-Hyac i nt he see Chri st i an 
Dessureault, "Les fondements de la hierarchie sociale au sein de la 
paysannerie: le cas de Saint-Hyacinthe, 1760-1815", (thèse du doctorat, 
Université de Montréal, 1985) and "L'égalitarisme paysan dans l'ancienne 
société rurale de la vallée du Saint-Laurent: éléments pour une réin
terprétation", RHAF, XXXX:3 (hiver 1987): 373-407. Although he argues 
that peasants in the Lower Richelieu were an homogeneous class, much of 
the evi dence in A 11 an Greer' s Peasant, Lord and Merchant... al so poi nts 
ta a definite hierarchy among the habitant of this region in the century 
fo1lowing 1740 (see for example pages 136-138). In an urban context, 
sorne work demonstrating social differentiation among artisans in Mon
treal has been done by Robert Sweeny, "Internal Dynamics and the Inter
national Cycle: Questions of the Transition in Montréal, 1821-182811

, 

(PhO dissertation, McGill University, 1985); Gilles Lauzon and Alan 
Stewart, "Stratégies d'accumulation du capital: le cas des métiers de la 
construction", Unpublished paper presented ta l'Institut d'histoire de 
l'Amérique française, Compton, Quebec, 1983. 
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TABLE 1.4 
Occupational Classification of Lessors 

in Notari zed Farm leases on the Island of Montreal, by Decade, 
1780-1820 

Occupat i ona 1 
Group 1780-89 1790-99 1800-09 1810-19 Total 

no % no % no % no % no % 

El i tes 29 70.7 63 54.3 65 39.9 110 45.1 267 47.3 
Artisans 2 4.9 13 11.2 30 18.4 30 12.3 75 13.3 
Farmers 1 2.4 11 9.5 29 17.8 64 26.2 105 18.6 
Women 5 12.2 6 5.2 23 14.1 28 11.5 62 11.0 
Rel. Instns 4 9.8 10 8.6 2 1.2 a 0 16 2.8 
Unknown a a 13 11.2 14 8.6 12 4.9 39 6.9 

TOTAlS 41 100 116 100 163 100 244 100 564 100 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

that they could lease. Furthermore, sorne artisans may have relocated to 

one of the suburbs to l earn and pract i ce a trade, and upon the death of 

a rel at ive found that they were the propri etors of api ece of land that 

they had no intention of farming themselves. Another hypothesis of a 

totally different order is that these people simply sought the services 

of a notary with increasing frequency during this periode 

The decline and eventual absence of religious institutions as 

lessors, from nearly 10% of all leases in the last two decades of the 

eighteenth century ta none in 1810-1819, can be explained more easily. 

Around the turn of the century, both the Seminary and the Hôtel-Dieu 

made several emphyteutic leases for their estates close to the city.13 

13 See ANQM, n .m. Chaboill ez 21/07/1806 #7532 and 19/01/1807 #7532 
for two 17-year leases made by the Seminary on lands near Rivière Saint
Pierre and n.m. Chaboillez 7/11/1791 #437, 14/07/1792 #575, 23/07/1792 
#579, 21/12/1792 #635 and 14/10/1794 #1237 for leases ranging from 30 to 
99 years on Fief Saint-Joseph and La Providence, properties held by 
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In effect, the length of these leases removed them from further con

sideration during the next fort y years. Along with longer leases, the 

early nineteenth century al 50 saw the conversion of sorne demesne and 

institutional lands from agricultural to urban uses, a process that 

would accelerate markedly in the fol10wing decades. 14 A final possible 

explanation for the complete absence of notarized leases by the relig

ious institutions after 1807 is that the business affairs of the two 

orders and the secular priests increasingly were managed within their 

own walls. While no concrete proof of this supposition exists, one 

example provides some support. A notarized farm lease for the Mountain 

demesne passed by the Semi nary in 1796 for an i ni t i al term of fi ve years 

was subsequently renewed for nine more years. This extension of the 

1 ease, however, was not noted on the act depos i ted with the notary, but 

was appended to the copy in the possession of the Seminary.15 

Hôtel-Dieu. 

14 See for example the series of emphyteutic leases made on small 
plots (2 x 4 arp.) of the Hôtel-Dieu's terres des pauvres (fief Saint
Augustin) by John McKindlay (the lessee of this land for 99 years, n.m. 
Chaboillez 14/10/1794 #1237) and Donald McKercher between 1801 and 1803 
(n.m. Chaboillez). For a discussion of the eventual subdivision of the 
Seminary's Saint-Gabriel demesne after 1840 and the development of the 
mountain demesne twenty years later, see Brian Young, In Its Corporate 
Capacity: The Seminary of Montreal as a Business Institution, 1816-
1876, (Montreal, 1986); especial1y Chapter 6 -- IILand Developers: Sub
division on Two Seigneurial Domaines" pp.131-149. 

15 See n.m. Chaboillez 1/10/1796 #2119 and "Tableau des baux à 
ferme du Domaine du Fort de la Montagne ll pp.36-37 in J.-Bruno Harel, "le 
Domaine du Fort de la Montagne (1666-1860)", Montréal: artisans, his
toire, patrimoine, (Montréal, 1979). 
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Residence 

In addition to occupation, notaries commonly recorded the current 

residence of all parties to an act. Indeed, it would appelr that over

all, notaries were much more assiduous in their collection of this 

information, as only 6.9% of all leases do not mention the lessor's 

domicile. The residence of the 336 lessors, shown in Table l.5, demon

strates clearly the 1 inks between Montreal and the surrounding country

side at this time. A third of all lessors resided within the walls of 

the old town while a further 14.3% lived just outside in the encircling 

faubourgs. Thus, urban inhabitants, accounting for half of all land

owners involved in the formal leasing of farm land on the island of 

Montreal, definitely had demonstrated an interest and established a 

presence in the nearby ru ra l areas. How and ta what degree di d the se 

townspeople, half of whom were rnerchants and professionals, directly 

influence agricultural production? 

Outside of Montreal and its faubourgs, the remaining half of the 

lessors were spread along the côtes of the countryside, concentrated 

mainly in the parishes of Montreal, Saint-Laurent and Lachine. Not 

surprisingly, farrners and their widows constituted the majority among 

lessors who did not dwell in the Pari sh of Montreal. In contrast to the 

townspeople who generally lived sorne distance from their rural holdings, 

manyof these people actually resided in reserved lodgings on or very 

near to thei r land. 
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TABLE 1.5 
Oecl ared Residence of Lessors 

in Notari zed Farm Leases on the Is1 and of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

El He Art Farm Wom Rel ? Tot 
Parish of Montreal 

Town 
Suburbs 
Rema i nder of Pari sh 

Absent from Montreal 

Parish of Saint-Laurent 
Lachine 
Sault-au-Recollet 
Longue- Poi nte 

Off Island 

Unknown 

TOTALS 

Sa i nte-Anne 
Pointe-aux-Trembles 
Pointe-Cl aire 
Rivière-des-Prairies 
Sainte-Geneviève 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

Place of Ori gin and Ethn i city 

75 13 1 16 
12 20 5 7 
18 13 24 8 

5 

7 
1 

1 
1 

10 

! Z 

13 
8 
6 
7 

3 
1 
1 

1 

5 
4 

1 

134 48 70 46 

3 108 
4 48 

Il 75 

1 6 

8 26 
3 22 
1 8 

7 
1 2 

5 
1 
1 

1 12 

- ! il 

3 34 336 

22 

237 

72 

12 
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Although an examination of residence serves to support the general 

profile of farm lessors already gained from the analysis of occupations, 

it yields few insights into the background or origins of these people. 

Whi 1 e it can be safely assumed that a good number of these 1 andowners 

were natives of the area, both the growth and the changing ethnie com

position of the island's population during this period (see Table 1.7) 

indicates that increasing numbers of immigrants were settling in the 

district. Unfortunately, farm leases contain few direct answers to the 
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question of the lessors' country of birth. The time-consuming task of 

family reconstitution through parish records was beyond the scope of 

this study and would probably have resulted in 1imited success -- due in 

part to the d;fficultie.~ inherent in attempting linkages without the 

spouse's name and also ccmpl icated by the fragmentary nature of the 

Protestant reg; sters. 

Nevertheless, for twenty-five of the more prominent lessors, place 

of origin could be easily determined. This group, all in\folved in com

merce or the mil itary with the exception of a Presbyterian min;ster, 

consisted of nine natives of Scotland, five of United States (one born 

of French-Canadi an parents at Michil imackinac and another of a French 

father and an Ameri can mother), four of Lower Canada, three of Eng1 and, 

two of Ireland, one of France and one of Germany.16 By no means, how

ever, do these men represent an accurate samp le of a 11 l es sors, or even 

of only the merchant and professional 1 andowners. Perhaps the only fi rm 

concl usion that can be drawn from these figures i s that a number of 

immigrants clearly were involved in acquiring and renting land. 

Despite the lack of information concerning the birthplace of most 

lessors, it is still possible to take a crude measure of ethnicity. On 

16 The biographies of John Campbell, Gabri el Cotté, Joseph Howard 
and Normand MacLeod can be found in the DCB, Volume IV, (Toronto, 1979); 
those of Charles Blake, François Cazeau, Charles Chaboillez, Jean-Guil
laume Delisle, Pierre Foretier, Pierre Guy, Simon McTavish, John Ogilvy, 
Daniel Robertson and Isaac Todd in DCB, Volume V, (Toronto, 1983); and 
finally in DCB, Volume VI, (Toronto, 1987) those of Pierre Berthelet, 
Robert Easton, Horat i 0 Gates (Abel Be 11 ow), John Gray, John Johnson, 
Henry Loedel, Thomas McCord, William McGillivray, Alexander McKenzie and 
John McKindl ay. 
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the basis of an individual 's name, each lessor can be c1assified as 

either canadien or non-canadien. Obviously, name a10ne is not a foo1-

proof indicator of ethnicity, especia11y in cases where parents were of 

different backgrounds or where the notary distorted a non-French narne, 

but overa 11 i t ; s a reasonab l y accur ate i nd i ce. 

Ouring the fort y years studied, 68.5% (230 of 336) of all lessors 

were of canadien origin while the remainder appear to have been most1y 

Scottish, English, Irish and American with a small number of Germans. 

Whi1e this breakdown is not particular1y surprising in consideration of 

the evolving ethnie composition of Montreal and its environs, sorne 

interesting trends are revealed by two analyses -- change over time and 

ethnie composition within each oceupational group. 

As dernonstrated in Table 1.6, the number of non-canadien lessors 

steadily inereased over time, both in real terms and in proportion to 

canadien 1essors. In the first decade, 1780 ta 1789, non-canadien 

lessors accounted for only one out of every six 1essors, but by the 

final decade, 1810 ta 1819, their numbers had risen to two out of every 

five. This increase might logically be attributed in some degree to the 

i nfl ux of immigrants to the Montreal area which gathered rnomentum in 

this period, but to what extent was it ref1ective of changes in the 

ethnie composition of the entire population? 

Ta answer thi s question, we turn once more to the aveu of 1781 and 

the census of 1825. The different nature and funetion of these two 



, 
" ~ 

25 

TABLE 1.6 
Ethnicity of Lessors and Tenants 

in Notarized Farm leases on the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Lessors Tenants 
Total non- Total non-

Decade no. cdn. (%) cdn. (%) no. cdn.(%) cdn.(%) 

1780-89 41 85.4 14.6 41 73.2 26.8 

1790-99 116 71.6 28.4 116 50.0 50.0 

1800-09 163 71.8 28.2 163 46.0 56.0 

1810-19 244 60.7 39.3 244 30.7 69.3 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

sources makes a direct comparison impossible on the issue of ethnicity, 

yet it is feasible to gain sorne idea of how important immigration was to 

the population of the island of Montreal between 1781 and 1825. Because 

the aveu is essentially a listing of all proprietors, land and buildings 

for the seigneurie, a methodological problem is encountered in enumerat

ing canadien and non-canadien names. The ethnicity of all other occup

ants of the house cannot be determi ned nor can that of those people who 

did not own property on the island. Despite this serious difficulty, 

there are no other sources for th i s peri ad that can be used ta exami ne 

this question, thus leaving the figures fram the aveu as the only avail

able indicators. 

If the population is split into urban, suburban and rural group

ings, an urban emphasis is revealed in the non-canadien pattern of 

settlement in 1781. In the town, 14.7% (45 of 307) of all proprietors 

were of non-canadien origin. Once outside the walls this proportion 
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dropped dramatically, as only 4.8% (17 of 352) of lot owners in the 

faubourgs and a mere 0.3% (3 of 1,140) of farm owners carried a Briti sh 

or German surname. 17 Although these figures almost certainly under

estimate the non-canadien element of the population, they do indieate 

that early immigrants to the area establ i shed themsel ves predomi nantl y 

in the town. 

Fort y-four years later, this concentration of the non-canadien 

population in and around Montreal is revealed once again. As shown in 

Table 1.7, the census of 1825 provides a much more aeeurate representa

tion of the ethnie composition of the population, based on an enumera

tion of the birthplace of all residents of the island. While the non

canadiens now made up 45.6% of the residents in the town and faubourgs, 

they still had not settled in substantial numbers in the countryside, 

exeept for the parishes of Montreal (minus the urban area) and Lachine 

where they accounted for 30% of the population. 

To what extent, then, was the increase in the number of non

canadien lessors merely a refleetion of the changing ethnie composition 

of the island's population? Taking into account the residential profile 

of these landowners, and the fact that the size of the immigrant popula

tion between 1810 and 1819 would undoubtedly have been less than in 

1825, it appears that the proportion of non-canadien lessors remained 

17 The numbers for the town are from Loui se Dechêne, "La eroi ssance 
de Montréal au XVIIIe siècle", RHAF, XXVII:2 (septembre 1973): 169-170. 
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TABLE 1.7 
Ethnie Composition of the Population on 

the Island of Montreal, 1825 

Country of Origin 
Eng. 

27 

Cdn. Cdn. Eng. 1 r 1. Scot. Amer. Other Tata 1 

Montreal 12,273 2847 1249 3641 1380 730 420 22,540 
(town & sub.) (54.4%) 

Montreal 
(rural area) 

Lachine 

St-Laurent 

Longue Poi nte 

2,557 
(70.8%) 

982 
(69.7%) 

2,175 
(95.6%) 

666 
(84.2%) 

Sault-au-Recollet 1,534 
(96.6%) 

Pointe-Cl aire 1,327 
(96.3%) 

Riv-des-Prairies 698 
(99.6%) 

Pte-aux-Trembles 985 

Ste-Genevi ève 

Ste-Anne 

(98.1%) 

1,397 
(99.2%) 

538 
(93.9%) 

281 132 374 162 

171 21 119 101 

45 3 13 32 

28 17 28 43 

26 2 8 10 

22 5 2 12 

1 2 

13 2 1 

2 9 

16 2 8 5 

90 18 3,614 

11 3 1,408 

5 1 2,274 

4 5 791 

8 1,588 

10 1,378 

701 

1 2 1,004 

1,408 

2 2 573 

TOTALS 25,132 3452 1433 4193 1757 861 451 37,279 

Sources: Claude Perrault, Montréal en 1825, (Montréal, 1977) and cor
rected total s for the city and suburbs from Jean-Paul Bernard, 
Paul-André Linteau and Jean-Claude Robert, "Les tablettes statis
tiques de Jacques Viger (1825)", Groupe de recherche sur la société 
montréalaise au 1ge siècle, Rapport 1972-1973, 14 and Appendices. 
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roughly consistent with their presence in the overall population 

throughout the fort y years. Nonetheless, there were some significant 

di fferences between the two ethni c groups of proprietors. 

The occupational classification presented in Table 1.8 reveals a 

definite dissimilarity in the socio-economic composition of the two 

groups . Al though the non - canadi en l andl ords represented 1 ess than one

third of all lessors, they accounted for over ha1 f of the people in the 

merchant and professional grouping. Indeed, in contrast to 1ess than 

one of every three canadiens, a1most two of every three non-canadien 

l~ssors made a living from either business or a profession. 

The economic resources of thp immigrant popu1 at ion probably 

accounted in part for the di sproport ionate number of bourgeoi s Engl i sh

speaking lessors. Unfortunately, little is known about the early im

migrants to the province, especially those who came before the large

scale emigration from the British Isles that began after 1815. These 

first newcomers were 1 ike1y to have been better off, in terms of educa

tion, motivation and assets, than their compatriots who followed during 

the economic dislocatlons of the post-Napoleonic era. 18 At the least, 

those who left their native country to come to Lower Canada during this 

period had to possess sufficient capital resources to both pay their 

passage over and to establish themselves in the new country. As a 

18 Donald H. Akenson in his work on Irish immigration to Ontario 
makes a similar comparison between the emigrants who 1eft before the 
Famine and those who followed during the years of destitution. See The 
Irish in Ontario: A Study in Rural History, (Kingston & Montreal, 
1984): 21-23. 
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TABLE 1.8 
Occupations of Canadien and Non-Canadien Lessors 

for Notari zed Farm Leases on the Isl and of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Occupat i ona 1 Canadien Non-Canadien 
Group Lessors Lessors 

Merchants & 66 28.7% 68 64.2% 
Professional s 

Artisans 41 17.8% 7 6.6% 

Farmers 57 24.8% 13 12.3% 

Women 32 13.9% 14 13.2% 

Religious 3 1.3% 0 
Institutions 

Unknown 31 13.5% ! 3.8% 

Total 230 100.0% 106 100.0% 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

resul t, a preselection process occurred in the homel and that generally 

eliminated the poorer members of society from emi grat i on . 19 

A second poss i bl e reason for the large numbers of non -canadi en 

merchant and professional lessors might be found in the attitudes to 

property prevalent in Great Britain in the eighteenth and early nine-

19 For a discussion of the relative cast of emigration from England 
to New Engl and in the seventeenth century and of those who cou 1 d afford 
it see David Cressy, Coming Over: Migration and Communication betweerl 
England and New England in the Seventeenth Century. (Cambridge, 1987): 
107-129. The cost of establishing oneself as a farmer in Lower Canada 
during the early nineteenth century i5 partially outl ined by Charles 
Frederick Grece, a gentleman-farmer living in the Parish of Longue
Pointe, in his treatise Essays on Practical Husbandry Addressed ta the 
Canadian Farmers, (Montreal, 1817): 113-119; and by Fernand Ouellet, 
Lower Canada 1791-1840: Social Change and Nationalism, (Toronto, 1980): 
140-141. 
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teenth century. Land ownership formed the basis for wealth and power in 

thi s society, and as such provided a measure of a person' s soc; al and 

economic status. 20 Because the availability and acquisition of land was 

much easier in Canada than overseas, it would undoubtedly have seemed an 

attractive investment for immigrants with some capital. 

Motivations of Lessors 

While an analysis of occupation, residence and ethnicity identifies 

some important characteristics of the leasing population, it reveals 

1ittle of what prompted landowners to let their properties. Admittedly, 

the question of motivation is not one which lends itself to ready or 

easy answers, yet it does need to be addressed. Information provided i~ 

sorne leases produces tantalizing if incomplete glimpses into the varied 

reasons why the se lessors may have resorted to a notarized lease. These 

clues to the motivations of the proprietors are generally found in an 

examination of the identity and persona1 circumstances of a 1essor, the 

specifie terms of the lease itse1f, or the prevailing economic climate. 

One of the most plausit1e and easily supported explanations is that 

the land was in the possession of a person or persons who were clearly 

unable to cultivate the soil themselves. In the cases of Joseph 

Berlinquet and Jean-Baptiste Martin dit Ladouceur, proprietors of farms 

20 For Scotland see L. Timperley, "The Pattern of Landholding in 
Eighteenth-Century Scotland", in The Making of the Scottish Countryside, 
eds. M.L. Parry and T.R. Slater (London and Montreal, 1980): 137-139; 
and for England the two classic studies, G.E. Mingay, English landed 
Society in the Eighteenth Century, (London and Toronto, 1963) and F.M.L. 
Thompson, English landed Society in the Nineteenth Century, (London and 
Toronto, 1963). 

, 
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in Côte Sainte-Catherine and Côte de Liesse respectively, their incapa

cities were explicitly stated. Berlinquet was "interdicted by reason of 

his mental imbecility" and Martin dit Ladouceur suffered from "déra~ge

ment d'ésprit".21 

Female lessors would also fall into this category of owners who 

were not expected to labour on the 1 and. As three-quarters of the se 

women were widows, the rental of their agricultural property was neces

sary in order to provide an annual income, in either money or produce. 

Thus, wh en Hypol ite Rouselle dit Sansoucy, the widow of an habitant 

cultivateur, married a man of the same occupation in 1810, she ter

minated her eleven-year lease after only three and a half years. 22 It 

i s probabl e that her new husband then took up the work of the farm. 

Similarly, wh en Narcisse Roy, guardian of Marie-Julie Roy leased a farm 

for nine years in 1801, a stipulation was included that if Marie-Julie 

marri ed before the end of the 1 ease, the tenant was to de 1 i ver the 1 and 

to her spouse on the September 29th before her marri age. 23 But i t was 

not only widowed women who found a need to let their land. After her 

husband departed for the pays d'en haut in 1801, Charlotte Verdon leased 

their farm of 66 arpents to a cultivateur also resident in the Parish of 

21 n.m. Mondelet 01/04/1806 #3023 and Cadieux 03/05/1819 #242 

22 n.m. Lukin 17/02/1807 #3964. 

23 n.m. Chaboillez 21/09/1801 #4876. 
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Saint-laurent. 24 Se ven other women, unmarried with two exceptions, also 

rented their property in exchange for money or produce. 25 

In addition to gender and health, age was also an important factor 

in determining the ability of a person to farm. Twenty-five of the 

leases made involved lands inherited by children who had not yet reached 

the age of majori ty. These farms were rented out by the mi nors' guar

dian who was responsible for maintaining the family property and manag

i ng the resul tant i ncome in order to pay for the education, room and 

board of the heirs. 

Not only were sorne 1 and owners too young to care for thei r pro

pert y, but others appear to have been too old. In at least nine cases, 

a farmer leased land to his grown son, which possibly indicated infirm

ity on the part of the father. This particular situation, however, 

raises more questions than it answers. While aging parents may have 

feH the need to lease their land, it remains unclear why they feH it 

necessary to formalize the agreement in a notarized contract. 

A 11 of the above arguments are based on the suppos i t ion that the 

lessor was unable to work, but what of those who were unwilling? Mon-

24 n.m. Barron 27/04/1801 #145. 

25 The two married women were Lydia Dutton who had her husband's 
authorization to act alone (n.m. Lukin 23/06/1803), and Catherine Hubert 
who was "separée de corps et de bi ens" from her husband Thomas Barron 
(n .m. Sanguinet 28/11/1780 #1713, n. m. Sanguinet 1/10/1782 #2065, and 
n.m. Papineau 22/03/1782 #232). The marital status of the remaining six 
women is unknown. 
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treal in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was a rapid

ly expanding city, due in part to the migration from the surrounding 

countryside. 26 While difficult to prove, it is nevertheless highly 

likely that sorne people who possessed or eventually inherited land moved 

to the town and suburbs, took up work in one of the trades, and leased 

their agricultural property. The large number of artisans resident in 

the suburbs who appear as lessors in the series of notarized acts lends 

sorne support to this hypothesis. 

While this brief discussion of motivations may explain the actions 

of many of the women, farmers and artisans who let their lands, it does 

not reveal the incentives of the merchant and professional lessors. The 

extent of the urban bourgeoisie's involvement in agricultural land 

this group, it will be recalled, accounted for half of all lessors -- is 

significant as an indicator of important changes in the social and eco

nomic structures of Lower Canada. A complex interweaving of certain 

preconditions, opportunities and interests reveals a diversity of pos

sible explanations of the urban elites' involvement in the countryside. 

Historically, commercial investment in the land has been inextric-

ably linked to the development of good markets and transportation sys

tems. The i s l and of Montreal, wi th a network of roads connect i ng the 

côtes, and its situation in a major river, was well served by both land 

and water routes. Agricultural production for export does not appear to 

26 For evidence of migration to one of Montreal's suburbs see Alan 
M. stewart, "Settl ing an 18th-Century Faubourg", 150-159, especially 
Tables 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6. 
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have interested the majority of bourgeois landowners, however, several 

factors made the domestic market increasingly attractive. Most sig

nificantly, the population of the town and suburbs nearly quadrupled in 

the four decades under study, thereby ensuring a steadily growing demand 

for farm produce. 27 In addition, various opportunities arase or were 

created for the marketing of specialized crops, such as hops and fruit 

and vegetables, a developmcnt that will be discussed more fully in 

Chapter 5. 

Aside from the inducements offered by the diversity and access

ibility of the local market, the merchant and professional classes may 

have possessed far more pragmatic reasons for owning agricultural pro

perty. A relative dearth of investment opportunities coupled with the 

security and potent i al incarne deri ved from the placement of cap ita 1 in 

land may have encouraged sorne members of the urban elite ta look to the 

countryside. 28 In fact, in addition to farms near to the city, several 

prominent Montreal residents owned considerable tracts of land off the 

island of Montreal, especially in the Eastern Townships and Upper 

27 See Table 1.1. 

28 The advantages of land as an investment are discussed in Louise 
Dechêne, IILa rente du faubourg Saint-Roch à Québec -- 1750-1850 11

, RHAF, 
XXXIV:4 (mars, 1981): 571, 595-596. Merchants and professionals in 
17th-century France found farms an attractive investment, especially in 
the Paris region. Jean Jacquart has noted that farming on holdings 
between 100 and 150 arpents required "only limited investment, could be 
managed by one tenant-farmer or sharecropper with rel at ively 1 ittl e 
capital equipment, and yet it yielded products sufficiently varied and 
plentiful ta afford a profit". "French Agriculture in the Seventeenth 
Century", in P. Earle (ed.), Essays in European Economic History, 1500-
1800, (Oxford, 1974; trans. of "La Production agricole dans la France du 
XVIIe siècle ll

, XVIIg siècle, (1966)): 167. 
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Canada. 29 Al so, the growth of Montreal' s suburbs undoubtedl y l ed to 

sorne land speculation. A number of individuals bought garden-orchard 

plots on the urban fringe and exploited the agricultural potential of 

the soil, waiting until the demand for land was high enough to subdivide 

the holding into house 10ts.30 

The interests of the lessors and their different approaches to land 

use can be explored more directly through the farm leases themselves. 

In each act, the owner explicitly stipulated what property, either 

moveable or immoveable, was to be reserved for himself or his family. 

Consequently, any combination of buildings, land, resources, produce and 

rights of access might be specifically set aside by the landowner. At 

least one item was mentioned in 60% of the leases, while the other 40% 

of all contracts contained a clause stating that the farm was let 'with

out reserve'. As can be seen in Table 1.9, a tabulation of the number 

of leases in which a certain item was protected ::,:eld~ several sig

nificant trends. 

Judgi n9 from the large number of reserves that the urban bour

geoisie placed on their properties, ownership of agricultural lands was 

29 James Cuthbert, Charles Blake, Simon McTavish, Daniel Robertson, 
John Gray, John Johnson, Henry Loede l, Wi 11 i am McGi 11 i vray, and John 
McKindlay all owned large expanses of land off the island of Montreal in 
addition to the agricultural properties close ta Montreal which they let 
through notarized contract. Information on their landholdings can be 
found in the individual biographies of each man in the DCB, Volumes IV, 
V and VI. 

30 See Al an Stewart, "Settl ing an 18th-century Faubourg" ... Chap
ters 1-3; in addition, the motive behind many of the emphyteutic leases 
was clearly speculation. 
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TABLE 1.9 

.l Reserves Placed on Property as Speci hed by Lessors 
in Notarlzed Farl Leases on the Island of "ontreal, 

1780-1820 

Rel. 
RESERVES EH tes ArH sans Rural WOlen Inst. ? TOTAL 

BUildings 
House 34 3 8 6 5 56 
Barn 10 4 14 
Stable 10 2 1 14 
Other BUll dl n1s 10 2 2 16 
WorkshOf'"anu actory 3 2 5 
Lue KI n(s) 2 3 
Wlndlill 3 4 
Sailli Il 1 1 

Lodglngs for selflhilly - ~orhon of bouse 36 9 9 2 5 62 
Place ln Stable for horse(s /caUle 9 2 7 2 3 24 
Place ln Barn to store hay/grain 13 5 9 6 2 35 
Place ln cellar or loft 2 3 5 
Lodglngs ln SUller 3 3 
Lodglngs up to spec 1 hed date 3 2 5 Il 

Land Use 
Land for cultlvatlon 21 3 Il 3 2 40 
land for subdiVISion, sell lots 9 1 2 Il 
Land for bUilding for personal use 6 1 4 Il 
Pasture 19 4 4 3 29 
Sarden 29 5 6 9 7 55 
Or chard 21 3 2 4 3 3 36 
-speci fic trees or fruit 12 6 1 1 20 

.. Resources 
ï Uood, Tilber 19 2 9 3 34 .. 

Stone 7 9 3 2 2 23 
Sand/Sravel 1 1 2 
Water 1 2 4 
Chalk (for bricks) 1 

Ri~"tf 
" 

as ure Tl g~ts for li vestock 21 4 10 5 1 5 46 
1 Access/Passage 41 9 23 7 2 j 87 

Right to care for trees ln orchard 11 4 1 16 
Right to use oven 1 1 4 
Right to S!1I property 2 3 
Right to flsh 1 1 

Produce 
lfiY 6 1 3 10 

Fruit 4 2 1 Il 
Hops 1 2 
Anllals 3 5 

NUlber of 1 eases III thout reserves 97 30 46 31 7 9 220 

1 of leases \rlthout userves 37.51 401 44.21 52.51 43.81 251 40.11 

Total nUlber of leases 259 75 104 59 16 36 549 

Source: 564 notarlzed farl leases 

( 
-1 
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not merely a straight capital investment for many of those involved. 

Close to half (46.9%) of all élites who did set aside a part of the;r 

property specified that they were to have sorne form of lodging, be it in 

a separate house or in a portion of the hou se occupied by the tenant. 

Further evidence found in the leases suggests that several merchants and 

professionals who lived in the town saw their farm as a country estate. 

In these instances, a substantial stone house, stables and pasturage 

for horses, an orchard and a garden were set aside for the exclusive use 

of the l essor and hi s family. Moreover, in sorne cases the tenant was 

obl iged to suppl y fresh mi l k, cream, butter, eggs and garden produce 

during the summer months when the owner's family was in residence. 31 In 

addition to viewing their rural holdings as a second residence, a sig

ni fi cant proport i on of Montreal' s bourgeoi sie demonstrated a direct 

interest in using the land -- for cultivation, pastures, orchards and 

gardens -- and in exploiting the timber and stone resources. Plans to 

eventually subdivide all or part of their holdings were held by at least 

eight of these lessors. 

Not only the él ites were concerned with securing personal shelter 

on their land; one third of all other less('\rs with sorne reserves also 

set aside lodgings for themselves. A number of rUt'al landholders not 

surpri si ngly protected thei r wood lots and kept sorne l and for thei r 

private use. Nine artisans involved in the building trades retained the 

right to quarry the stone on the prerni ses. In sum, the l and use pat-

31 n.m. Delisle 19/03/1792 #480, n.m. Beek 19/01/1795 #943, 
26/07/1793 #838, n.m. Chaboillez 15/04/1795 #1384, 25/03/1807 #7852. 
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terns suggested by the figures in this tablE? point to certain distinct 

differences between occupational groups, and indicate varying degrees of 

invo1vement in the affairs of the farm. 

1.2 THE TENANTS 

In contrast to what we know of the 'andowners invo1ved in farm 

leasing, less is known about the tenants who occupied and ti1led the 

soil. This pattern is common in historical research, however, as most 

of the surviving documentation deals with the lives of those with wealth 

and influence, not the poorer, landless population. Details concerning 

the occupation and residence of each tenant were not recorded as assidu

ously in notarial acts as those of the lessors, and it was not possible 

to identify and trace these people through other sources. Despite these 

prob1ems, the information contained in the leases does give us an idea 

of the background and activities of the farm lessees. On the surface, 

wilile these tenants appeared to be a relatively homogeneous group, a 

c10ser examination reveals sorne definite internal differences. 

In sum, 626 people were identified as tenants in the series of 564 

notari zed farm l eases. As with the l essors, any combi nat i on of two or 

more lessees was counted as a single tenant for the purposes of enumer

ating the number of times that a particular person or grouping appeared 

in the :;eries. This method was also applied to subsequent calculations 

concerning the occupation, ethnicity, residence and place of origin of 

the tenants. Many of the cases of multiple lessees involved members of 

1 
" 
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the same family. At least ten father and son combinations were found in 

addition to 16 sets of siblings. 32 Several other partnerships of 

tenants were clearly emigrants fram the same place who had recently 

arrived together in the province. 33 

The number of repeating tenants, displayed in Table 1.10, was less 

than 20% -- a figure that initially appears low until we consider the 

structure of property ownership in Upper and Lower Canada at this time. 

While the figures given earlier in this chapter indicate that farms on 

the island of Montreal already had been ceded by the late eighteenth 

century, there was still land available, especially in the Eastern 

Townships, to the west in Upper Canada and in various parts of the 

United States. Those who possessed the necessary capital would have 

been forced to rent a farm only if they wanted to settle in an area with 

no open land. For those without sufficient capital resources, leasing 

would have presented a farmer with the opportunity tù ~ï'ovide for his 

family or ev en to save enough cash ta settle on his own land. A more 

detailed examination of the reasons for leasing land will follow in this 

chapter. 

32 In his discussion of jOint and multiple tenant farms in seven
teenth-century Scot 1 and, lan Whyte found that over 40% of the tenants 
involved were clearly related (p.139). See his Agriculture and Society 
in Seventeenth-Century Scotland, (Edinburgh, 1979), for an excellent and 
comprehensive study based largely on farm leases preserved in estate 
records. 

33 In five separate cases, the co-tenants, always either farmers or 
yeomen, gave the same 1 ocat ion (i n ei ther the Uni ted States, Gr~at 
Britain or the Eastern Townships) as their present or past residence. 
It is highly likely that a number of other lessee alliances were formed 
prior to emigration, but as place of origin was not noted for the major
ity of the non-native tenants, this must remain an hypothesis. 
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TABLE 1.10 
Frequency of Appearance of Tenants in 

Notarized Farm Leases in the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Number of Appearances 
in Contracts as Tenant Number of Tenants 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

Occupational Profile of Tenants 

375 
65 
14 
3 
l 

458 

81.9% 
14.2% 
3.1% 
0.7% 
0.2% 

100.0% 

40 

As would be expected, the majority of lessees identified themselves 

as some sort of agricultural worker. Although the number of farmers 

shown in Table 1.11 represents only half of all tenants, the ratio rises 

to three of every four tenants if only those with a recorded occupation 

are cons i dered. The balance of the l essees, di scount i ng those with no 

known occupat ion, were merchants, profess i ona l s and art i sans. It i s 

perhaps surprising that men with urban professions would be involved in 

renting agricultural land, but it was not an uncommon occurrence, par

ticularly in a closed, or relatively inactive, land market. 

Within the category broadly labelled 'farmer', a variety of French 

and English terms were used to specify the tenants' occupation. Accord

ing to contemporary definitions of these terms, distinctions in status, 

funct ion and persona 1 means exi sted between each of these agrari an 

professions. But the task of evaluating these differences is made 
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TABLE 1.11 
Occupational Classification of Tenants for 

Notarized Farm Leases on the 1s1 and of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Occupational Group 

El i tes 

Art i sans 

Farmers 
farmer/fermier 
cultivateur 
gardener/ jardini er 
yeoman 
1 aboureur 
habitant 

Women 

Unknown 

Number of Tenants 

48 

34 

232 
(87) 
(66) 
(27) 
(25) 
(16) 
(11 ) 

3 

141 
458 

10.5% 

7.4% 

50.7% 
(19.0%) 
(14.4%) 

(5.9%) 
(5.5%) 
(3.5%) 
(2.4%) 

0.7% 

30.8% 
100.0% 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

Number of Leases 

57 

46 

300 
(120) 

(81) 
(35) 
(34) 
(18) 
(12) 

4 

157 
564 

10.1% 

8.2% 

53.2% 
(21.3%) 
(14.4%) 
(6.2%) 
(6.0%) 
(3.2%) 
(2.1%) 

0.7% 

27.8% 
100.0% 
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difficult by the co-existence and merging of divergent cultural tradi

tions and language in Lower Canada at this time. For example, although 

the French 'laboureur' seems to be a literal translation of the English 

'labourer', the apparent similarity is misleading for the two words had 

very different meanings in each country. Thus the lowly agricultural 

labourer in Britain, a man hired to work on the land of others in return 

for a wage, bore little resemblance to the French laboureur, a wealthy 

peasant who owned draught-animals. 34 Yet the problem is further compli-

34 Marc Bloch, French Rural History: An Essay on Its Basic Charac
teristics, trans. Janet Sondheimer, (Berkeley, 1966): 193-196; J.l. and 
Barbara Hammond, The Village Labourer, (London, 1911; 1966 edition): 21-
2S; Ann Kussmaul, Servants in Husbandrv in Earl y Modern Engl and, (Cam
br!dge, 1981): 6-10. Translations that come closer to honouring the 
correct usage of these two terms in eighteenth and nineteenth century 
France and England might be journalier for labourer and farmer for 
laboureur . 
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cated -- these definitions, after being formed in the separate contexts 

of the rural hierarchies of France and Eng1and, were grafted onto the 

different social, economic and 1andho1ding structures of Lower Canada. 35 

The comp1exity invo1ved in eva1uating each of these terms undoubt

ed1y was also present during our period. Notaries were responsible for 

the exact occupat i ona 1 t it 1 e fi na 11 y recorded, yet there i s no way of 

knowing if they faithfully reproduced what the tenant said, or changed 

it for reasons of language or perceived c1arity. Also, precise1y how 

the 1 essee defi ned or understood the occupat i ona 1 l abe l he used i s a 

matter of conjecture. Ultimate1y, the most accurate way to eva1uate the 

social structure and economic differences among the tenantry wou1d be in 

an ana1ysis of their capital resources. 

Ethnicity, Place of Origin and Residence 

Between 1780 and 1819, the number of non-canadien tenants involved 

in notarized farm 1eases rose dramatically. This increase, shown in 

Table 1.6, is most striking for the last decade of this period, a1though 

substantial gains, both in rea1 terms and proportionally, were made 

throughout the fort y years. From a mere 11 tenants represent i ng a 

quarter of all 1essees from 1780 to 1789, the fion-canadiens active 

between 1810 and 1819 numbered 169, or close to three-quarters of a11 

35 The on1y term indigenous to French Canada was habitant, a word 
that, although once common, had decreased in usage on the is1and of 
Montreal by this time, due to the increasingly negative connotation 
associated with this tit1e. For a discussion of the ear1y termino10gy 
of farm ':cupations see Louise Dechêne, Habitants et marchands, 403-404. 
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tenants. These figures, when compared agai nst those for the ethnie 

compos i t i on of the i s l and of Montreal in 1781 and 1825 presented ear-

lier, clearly demonstrate that the proportion of non-canadiens leasing 

farms was in excess of their presence in the overall population. While 

this rapid increase in the non-canadien tenantry looks sudden, it is 

easily understood in the context of the availability of land in the 

Montreal region and in the size and composition of the growing immigrant 

population. 

Not only were immigrants ov~rrepresented in the tenant population, 

but ttley also constituted a disproportionate majority within a key 

occupational grouping. As se en in Table 1.12, 91.7% of all lessees in 

the merchant and professional class were non-canadiens. This finding 

lends greater support ta the assertion that there was limited accessi

bil i ty to land near ta the ci ty, forci ng even those immigrants of con

siderable means to initially lease instead of buy land. Of course, 

renting also gave a new arrival the time to become familiar both with 

the structure and customs of Lower Canadian society and with the quality 

of local agricultural lands before making a capital investment. 

Outside of the concentration of non-canadien merchant and profes

sional tenants, the distribution of the two ethnie groups between oecu

pational categories was fairly even, exeept for the high percent age of 

canadien lessees with no recorded occupation. Although it is a logical 
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TABLE 1.12 
Occupations of Canadien and Non-Canadien Tenants 

for Notarized Farm Leases on the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Occupat; ona l 
Group 

El i tes 

Art i sans 

Farmers 
farmer/fermier 
cultivateur 
gardener/jardinier 
yeoman 
1 aboureur 
habitant 

Women 

Unknown 

TOTAL 

Canadien 
Tenants 

4 

14 

92 
(5) 

(48) 
(16) 

(2) 
( 11) 
(10) 

1 

~ 

202 

2.0% 

6.9% 

45.5% 
(2.5%) 

(23.8%) 
(7.9%) 
(1.0%) 
(5.4%) 
(5.0%) 

0.5% 

45.0% 

100.0% 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

Non-Canadien 
Tenants 

44 

20 

140 
(82) 
(18) 
( 11) 
(23) 

2 

50 

256 

(5) 
(1) 

17 .2% 

7.8% 

54.7% 
(32.0%) 
(7.0%) 
(4.3%) 
(9.0%) 
(2.0%) 
(0.4%) 

0.8% 

19.5% 

100.0% 
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assumption that a large number of these people made a living from agri

culture, it is not possible to prove this hypothesis. Nevertheless, the 

absence of occupational data is clearly not linked to ethnicity or an 

unknown trait shared by these tenants, but ta differences in notarial 

pract i ce and form. 36 

36 Of the 141 tenants with no recorded occupation, 61 (42.3%) were 
found in the minutes of Louis Chaboillez, anather 22 (15.6%) in those of 
Jean-Guillaume Delisle, and a further 33 (23.4%) were spread among the 
deeds of only four notaries. Evidently, these six notaries, accounting 
for 82.3% of a 11 l essees wi th an unknown occupation, rout i nely omitted 
to record this information -- a practice not followed by the majority of 
their professional counterparts. 

; 

• ~ 
l 
; 
\ 
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As wi th the 1 essors, in a 1 imi ted number of cases reference to a 

former res idence provided a more accu rate indi cator of a tenant' s ethnie 

background. For 19 individual tenants and eight pairings of tenants, 

th; s information gave sorne suggestion of pree; sely where many immigrants 

were coming from. Only six lessees were from overseas -- four farmers 

wer'e 'late of Scotland', while in England a father and son team had 

resided in Nottingham and a botanist gave his domicile as London. A 

further seven tenants had 1 ived in the New England States prior to 

taking up residence in the Montreal region, while the eastern part of 

Upper Canada had been home to six others. The final eight lessees were 

not new to Lower Canada, but had moved to the island of Montreal from 

el sewhere in the province. All 27 of these tenants carried non-canadien 

names and in sorne cases may have come originally from Great Britain to 

the United States or the Canadas and temporarily settled before moving 

to the are a around Montreal. Thus, no concl us ions can be drawn because 

this group of tenants cannot be taken as a representative sample, nor 

can thei r native country be verifi ed in a 11 cases. What i s suggested, 

however, is that the early immigrants from the British Isles were a 

mobile population, moving about the new land in search of opportunities. 

The movement and subsequent settl ement of immigrants on the i sl and 

of Montreal followed a definite pattern. From Table 1.13 it would ap

pear that the majority of non-canadien tenants were initially chanelled 

through Montreal prior to securing a farm 1 ease. Of the 112 non-

canadien lessees who gave the town as their residenee, only 31 were 

merchants or professionals. It is highly unlikely that many of the 
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TABLE 1.13 
Oeclared Residence and Proximity to Leased Land 

of Canadien and Non-Canadien Tenants 
in Notarized Farm leases on the Island of Montreal, 

1780-1820 

Non- Tenants Leasing in 
Res idence Cdn. Cdn. Total Par. of Res i dence 

Parish of Montreal 
Town 9 112 121 
Suburbs 20 25 45 
Rema i nder of Pari sh 51 39 90 

Parish of Saint-Laurent 26 2 28 

Off Is1 and 

Unknown 

TOTAL 

Lachine 23 18 41 
Sault-au-Recollet 8 5 13 
Longue-Pointe 8 8 16 
Sainte-Anne 3 3 
Pointe-aux-Trembl es Il 11 
Pointe-Claire 3 1 4 
Sainte-Geneviève 1 1 
Rivière-des-Prairies 

1 15 16 

69 

202 256 458 

Source: 564 notari zed farm l eases 

95 
36 
72 

26 
37 
11 
15 
2 
9 
4 
1 

308 

78.5% 
80.0% 
80.0% 

92.9% 
90.2% 
84.6% 
93.8% 
66.7% 
81.8% 

100.0% 
100.0% 

67.2% 
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remaining 81 tenants, most of them farmers, permanently resided within 

the walls of the town. Whether these lessees were new immigrants or had 

resided in the area for a while, they followed the non-canadien pattern 

of settlement in taking up land mainly in the Parish of Montreal and 

occasionally in the Parishes of Lachine or Longue-Pointe. 

The French-Canadian composit i on of the popul ation of the pari shes 

more removed from the city was not perceptibly altered by farm leasing 

during this period. With few exceptions, only canadien tenants lived 

and rented in these parishes, confirming the geographic concentration of 
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ethnie groups found in the information collected for the census of 1825. 

Canadien lessees were also situated close to Montreal, although as would 

be expected, very few of them deelared the town itself as their resi

dence. 

The pereentage of tenants who l eased a farm in the same pari sh as 

their declared residence was probably lower than indicated by the fig

ures in Table 1.13. As has been discussed, many lessees who did not 

actually live in Montreal gave the town as their address. These people 

may have been recent immigrants, migrants or possibly natives to the 

area who owned no 1 and and therefore had no permanent dwe 11 i n9. 1 n 

addition, there are sorne explicit examples of a tenant giving the newly 

leased premises as his residence. Vet, even if allowances are made for 

these two situations, the number of tenants who remained in their parish 

of residence was still high, espeeially outside the Parîsh of Montreal. 

Thus, with the obvious exception of immigrants, the majority of tenants 

still were able to find agricultural l and for hire within their own 

pari sh. 

Motivations of Tenants 

The motivations of tenants renting agricu1tural properties are not 

as clear as those of the lessors. Less is known of their personal 

circumstances -- of the financial, familial or other diverse reasons 

that eontributed to the deeision to rent land. What is apparent, how

ever, are a number of di fferent approaehes to farm leasing taken by 

vari ous l essees. 
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For tenants l ike Jean-Baptiste Lecuyer and Pierre Bayard, renting 

land was not an unstable situation. Both men remained in possession of 

the same property for 12 years Bayard rented a large, rel at i vely 

well-stocked farm on Côte-Vertu from the master carpenter Pierre Bar

salou for three successive terms, while Lecuyer made three separate 

leases for master tanner Joseph Lenoir dit Rolland's farm on Côte Saint

Luc. 37 Such stability, however, was the exception and not the rule, 

especially among the non-canadien tenant popul ation. Very few of these 

lessees appeared in the series more than once, and of those who appeared 

two or more times the majority did not retain the same land. 

In a few select cases i t was pos s i b le to ascerta in a tenant' s pre

cise interest in renting a given piece of land. John Clark, a master 

butcher who came to Montreal from Britain sometime in the late 1790's, 

appeared as a lessee in four contracts at the same time that he was a 

prominent property holder in the Saint-Laurent suburb. 38 The property 

that Clark rented, however, was clearly intended for pasture, indicating 

that he most probably planned to use the land to raise, fatten or hold 

li vestock that was eventua 11 y to be s l aughtered. Another examp le (If 

obvious motives involved two farmers in formal partnership, Herman 

Seaver and Thomas Barlow. In 1802 Seaver and Barlow rented a farm at 

37 For Pierre Bayard see n.m. Desautels 19/09/1811 #237, n.m. 
Mondelet 02/08/1803 #2487, 07/01/1807 #3126 and for Jean-Baptiste Lecu
yer see n.m. Lukin 11/07/1807 #3822, 14/06/1811 #4760, n.m. Desautels 
04/10/1816 #2836. 

38 Alan Stewart, "Property and Family in the Saint-Laurent Suburb, 
1735-1810", pp. 91-92. For Clark's agricultural leases see n.m. Cha
boillez 20/10/1804 #6677, n.m. Delisle 23/03/1807 #5804, n.m. Cadieux 
05/05/1808 #80, and n.m. Griffin 15/04/1815 #931. 



-"," 

.' 

-~--~- ------------------

49 

the lower end of the Sainte-Marie suburb from Montreal surgeons Charles 

Blake and Henry Loedel. By agreement between the two farmers, 8,000 

hills of hops were planted and the produce of these plants was contract

ed to brewer John Molson for the following five years. 39 

Of the many lessees who appeared only once in the series, it is 

possible only to speculate as to their strategies. Numerous immigrants 

undoubtedly were first introduced to Lower Canadian agriculture through 

thei r labours on l eased property. After one appearance in notari zed 

farm l eases, sorne may have purchased land in the area wh il e others may 

have moved elsewhere in the province or beyond. For those tenants who 

lived permanently on the island of Montreal, renting land possibly 

presented a farmer who already possessed sorne land with the opportunity 

to temporarily increase his acreage. Or, for those who did not own a 

farm, l eas i ng was a method to gain access to sorne land, in th i s case 

property advantageously situated close to the urban market -- a neces

sity for survival in the rural world of pre-industrial societies. 

These, then, were the people involved in farm leasing on the island 

of Montreal in the la.:e eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The 

portrait that has emerged i s not one of a homogeneous group of 1 essors 

or tenants, but of a relatively disparate collection of people who 

through a variety of circumstances and ambitions were involved in this 

39 The farm lease is n.m. Beek 29/05/1802 #1657 and a two-year 
extension 14/11/1808; the agreements n.m. Beek 01/06/1802 #1658, n.m. 
Gray 23/06/1802 #782; and the hops contract n.m. Gray 19/07/1802 #791. 
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practice. In the following chapters we will trace how the different 

backgrounds and resources of these lessors and tenants in turn may have 

been refl ected in thei r farms and agri cultura l product; on and techn i

ques. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE LEASE: FORM AND BASIC TERMS OF THE AGREEMENT 

Wh en they arri ved at the notary' S offi ce, most 1 essors and tenants 

had undoubtedly agreed upon the fundamental terms of their contract. By 

the time the two parties left, a formal version of this agreement had 

been penned, signed and deposited in the notary's minutes. It;s this 

copy of the lease, initially held by a notary for the duration of his 

professional practice, that remains as the sole surviving evidence of 

th i s meet i ng. Together these contracts const itute one of the few seri al 

sources which allow historians to study farms and farming. 

Notari zed farm 1 eases represent a 1 ega l renderi ng of an agreement 

made between a l andowner and a prospect i ve tenant. The cent ra l purpose 

of these documents was to create a l awful contract that bound the par-

t i es to one another in the execut i on of mutua l ob 1 i gat ion s, thereby 

providing protection in the form of judicial recourse if specified 

conditions were not l'let. It is in the itemizing of what each party 

expected, or was entitl ed to expect of the other, that thi s document 

becomes most useful for students of agricultural history. Nevertheless, 

in order to interpret this information it must be understood first 

within the legal context in which it was written. 

Thus, this chapter serves two distinct but closely related pur

poses. In the fi rst sect i on we wi 11 exami ne the l ease itse 1 f - - what it 

was and how it was drawn up. Following this discussion, three elements 

that formed the nucleus of the legal and financial framework common to 
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all leases will be explored, specifically length of tenure, rent and 

security. Together, and in combination with the identification of the 

parties in Chaptcr l, this information provides the essential foundation 

for the examination of farms, agricultural production and techniques 

that fo 11 ows in the next three chapters. 

2.1 THE LEASE: FORM AND CONTENT 

According ta the definition provided in a French legal dictionary 

widely used in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a bail à 

ferme was "celui qui se fait d'un fonds qui de sa nature produit des 

fruits, soit par le moyen de la culture, comme les terres, les vignes; 

ou sans culture, comme un boi s ta ill i s, un étang, un pâturage ... 1 In 

many instances, however, notaries simply referred to the letting of 

agricultural lands as a bail d'une terre. If the lease included unprod

uctive immoveable properties, such as a house and farm buildings, it 

might also be called a bail à loyer. For a term longer than ten years, 

a lease of this type was properly titled a bail emphytéotique2, although 

the common practice, as indicated by the contracts consulted, was to use 

this term only for leases that extended well past ten years. 

To eva l uate the content of the 1 eases, we must fi rst exami ne thei r 

form and structure. All leases began with an identification of the 

1 Claude-Joseph de Ferrière, Dictionnaire de Droit et de Pratique, 
contenant l'explication des Termes de Drolt, d'Ordonnances, de Coutumes 
& de Pratique, (Paris, 1771): 162. 

2 Claude-Joseph de Ferrière, La Science Parfaite des Notaires, 
(Paris, 1778): 543. 
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parties involved, followed somewhere in the document by an account of 

the length of the lease, the amount and terms of payment and a descrip

tion of the property, be it land, buildings, tools or livestock. Some-

times these descriptions were very precise, providing for example the 

exact type, value and materials of construction of a plough or harrow. 

Often, however, this detail was lacking. The largest and arguably most 

important or interesting part of each lease was taken up by the recipro

cal obligations, concerning the actual management of the farm, of the 

two parties to the contract. It is this section that ultimately poses 

the greatest methodological problems for analysis. 

Within this general format, discrepancies in style and content 

existed between notaries and even between individual acts themselves. 

While sorne of these differences are inconsequential and do not affect 

the results of any subsequent analysis, others involving the possible 

omission of significant details must be considered with care. The lease 

cannot be rigidly interpreted as a comprehensive account of the agree

ment made between a l essor and tenant. Certain deta il s may have been 

omitted from, or added to, the written contract for reasons beyond the 

control, or perhaps even the comprehension of the two involved parties. 

The rôle played by the notary in formal izing this agreement was not 

a passive one. Either indirectly, by virtue of his training and back

ground, or directly through suggestions and actions, the notary exer

cised considerable influence over the formal written version of the 

lease. A few notaries consistently wrote relatively short and concise 
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contracts, while others invariably made their leases quite lengthy.3 

Not all notaries fall into either of these two categories, however; many 

produced documents of varying l ength, perhaps indi cating a greater 

willingness to allow the specifie terms agreed upon by the parties in 

attend an ce to dictate the length and ultimately the actual content of 

the lease. 

Some of the differences in notarial form might be explained by the 

background and training of these men. To be eligible for a commission 

in the profession, a candidate was required to serve lia regular and 

cont i nued cl erksh i p, for and duri ng the space of fi ve years, under a 

contract, in wri t i ng, for that purpose made and entered i nto, with sorne 

notary; duly commissioned and appointed, and practising as such.,,4 Upon 

completing this apprenticeship, he was examined by a panel consisting of 

"the eldest notaries" and judges of the district court. The absence of 

a standard t ra in i ng program for notari es - - i ndeed, one was not esta-

bl i shed unt il the mi d -n i neteenth century 1 eft students dependent on 

the skills and knowledge of their masters. What helped to offset this 

lack of standardization, and potential variations in the quality of 

training, was the widespread use of notarial manuals imported from 

France. 

3 Indeed, a few notaries, for example Doucet and Jobin, sometimes 
used printed urban leasing forms for farm leases, thereby ensuring an 
extremely truncated version of the contract. 

4 "An Ordinance Concerning ,ll,dvocates, Attornies, Solicitors and 
Notaries, and for the more easy collection of his Majesty's Revenues", 
30th April 1785, "Ordi nances Made for the Pravi nce of Quebec by the 
Governor and Counc il, 1768-1791", Append i xe, Report of the Pub lie 
Archives of Canada, (1914-1915): 165-169. 
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The manuals written by Ferrière, Blondela and Massé, among others, 

provided practioners with concise explanations o{ the law, and sample 

clauses and acts with which they could phrase their contracts so as to 

conform to time-tested interpretations of the law. 5 It must be noted, 

however, that the';e model clauses existed only for information that 

might regularly appear in leases. Instructions concerning certain crops 

or specialized care fell outside of the realm of common practice, and 

thus relied on no particular format. 

A compari son of the phrasing and structure found in farm 1 eases 

with that set out by the notarial manuals clearly shows that these books 

were used, ta varyi ng degrees, by the majori ty of notari es pract i si ng at 

this time. Notaries of non-canadien background who served their cl ien

tele in English proved an important exception to this rule. 6 English 

volumes comparable to the French manuals do not appear in inventories 

taken of contemporary notari es' 1 i bra i ri es, nor in the most comprehen-

sive bibliography of legal sources for Quebec history during this 

5 See Claude-Joseph de Ferrière, La Science Parfaite des Notaires; 
81ondela, Traité des connaissances nécessaires à un notaire, (Paris, 
1781); and A.-J. Massé, Le parfaite notaire, ou la science des notaires, 
4th ed., (Paris, 1813). 

6 Of the 28 notaries who were active in Montreal between 1780 and 
1820, nine notaries accounted for all but 9 of the 201 acts written in 
English. Three notaries -- Beek, Gray and Griffin -- drew up their con
tracts exclusively in Eng1ish, while another six notaries 1eft a fair 
percentage of acts in both languages. Most of the 1eases written in 
Eng1 ish by a French notary are 1 iteral trans1 at i ons of the standard 
French phrasing and format. 
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period.1 Evidence of the absence of such a notarial guide also can be 

found in the distinctive phrasing of the English leases. Consequently, 

these variations between English and French notaries in the format and 

phrasing of their acts are most probably the result of differences in 

their professional training and traditions. 

How then was the actua l content of farm l eases affected by notari al 

tra in i n9 and resources? What was the notary' s own perception of hi s 

rôle in the making of thi s contract? While much of the content and 

specifie instructions relating to farming were undoubtedlyexpressions 

of the objectives and concerns of the lessor, and in some instances the 

tenant, one must not di scount the input of the notary. Occas i ona 11 y, 

certain uncommon clauses or directions consistently appear in all acts 

prepared by a particular notary. The most plausible explanation for 

this occurrence is that the notary in some cases did contribute -- with 

reference to instructions regarding farm management -- to the actual 

content of the lease, as opposed only to the form. Thus, he was clearly 

functioning as more than an impartial recorder of the agreement. 

But i t i s not on l y the content of these l eases that must be 

assessed by historians, it is also the 'silences' -- l, dons on which 

the source i s mute. For example, although it was not the purpose of 

these contracts to make an account of all agricul tural produce on each 

7 See G. Blaine Baker, Kathleen E. Fisher, Vince Masciotra and 
Brian Young. Sources in the Law Library of McGill University for a 
Reconstruction of the Legal Culture of Ouebec. 1760-1890. (Montreal, 
1987): especially 193-196. 
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farm, many leases, especially when the rent was paid in kind, provide a 

thorough 1 i st i ng of the crops and 1 i vestock rai sed on a farm. From th i s 

information it is possible to draw some general conclusions concerning 

the types of farm product i on on the i s 1 and of Montreal. Yet for 1 eases 

that do not contai n thi s i nformat i on, one mllst not make the assumpt ion 

that because a crop was not menti oned, i t was therefore not qrown. 

Although this example is straightforward, the possible 'silences' of 

farm leases can be much more subtle on questions of farm production and 

techn i ques . 

Perhaps the most important conclusion to be drawn froll' this discus

sion of the purpose, content and form of farm leases is that these 

documents were first and foremost legal contracts, each bearing the 

distinctive stamp of their author. As such, these deeds are the most 

informative and precise on subjects concerning the legal essence of the 

agreement: who the contracting parties were, the period for which they 

undertook mutual obl igat i ons, and the fi nanci al terms of the contract. 

And yet, despite the primarily legal purpose of these documents, farm 

leases remain a valuable source for the study of agricultural production 

and techniques. The detailed information, fou,ld for instance in the 

instructions given to the tenant, is unique to this source. Another 

example, enumerations of tools and animals, although similar to listings 

found in inventories after death, differ from the latter in that they 

are concerned solely with the implements and animals actually involved 

in the daily work of the farm, eliminating for instance any obsolete 

tools still found in the barn. If the historian remains alert to the 
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vari ous i nfl uences that worked to shape the fi nal content of each farm 

lease, this series of documents can strengthen appreciab1y our under

standing of agriculture on the island of Montreal in the late eighteenth 

and ear1y nineteenth centuries. 

2.2 THE LENGTH OF THE LEASE 

A great discouragement to the amel ioration or pro
gress of agri culture in thi s country, i s the short
ness of the Leases granted, added to the power of 
turning off the Farmer in case of sale of the pro
perty. From these united causes, he is discouraged 
from making the improvements he otherwise would, not 
knowing who is to reap the fruits of his industry 
and expense. B 

The l ength and securi ty of tenure has long been cons i dered an 

important i ndicator of the approach taken to agriculture by the 1 and

owners and tenants of a particular arel. As stated by Mr. Ferguson in 

hi s testimony of 1816, and echoed el sewhere by both hi s contemporari es 

and successive generations of historians, a short lease was believed to 

offer no i ncent ives to a tenant will i ng to embark on an ambit i ous pro

gramme of agricultural change. 9 But even this simple and logical cor-

8 Test i mony of Mr. Ferguson before the Commi ttee ta Enqu i re i nto 
the State of Agriculture in Lower Canada, Appendix E, Journals of the 
House of Assembly of Lower Canada, (1816). 

9 lan Whyte, Agriculture and Society in Seventeenth-Century Scot
land, (Edinburgh, 1979): 152-153. Conversely, J.A. Perkins argues 
strong1y against the standard interpretation that a long 1ease, of 21 
years or more, was a requisite part of agricultural change. Instead, he 
cl aims "that the 1 ong l ease was more suited to peri ods of rel at ive 
stabil ity in agricultural priees, profitabil ity and techniques" than ta 
the opposite situation. In Lindsey (Suffolk, England), Perkins finds a 
system of tenancy-at-will flouri shing during a time of accelerated 
agricultural change in the nineteenth century. See his "Tenure, Tenant 
Right and Agricultural Progress in Lindsey, 1780-1850", Agricultural 
History Review, 23 (1975): 1-22. 
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relation between length of tenure ami the complexity of the crop rota

tion or the addition of capital improvements to the land should not be 

applied without question ta the farm leasing situation in Lower Canada. 

In this section we will examine the length of t~nure of farm leases and 

discuss these findings in the context of both the leases themselves and 

with regard to the social and economic ci rcumstances on the i sl and of 

Montreal during this period. 

For the purposes of thi s study, only l eases of less than 30 years 

in length were considered, thereby el iminating a number of emphyteutic 

leases that ranged from 41 to 99 years. The reasoning behind this 

decision was that a span of three decades was roughly equal to the fully 

product i ve years of one man, and thus the renta l of 1 and for longer 

wou1d of necessity involve more than one generation. A1so, the longer 

emphyteutic 1 eases were not concerned primarily with agri culture, but 

more with land speculation and subdivision as agricultural lands gave 

way to urban deve l opment. 

As indicated in Table 2.1, the average length of tenure for all 564 

farm leases was 4.57 years. On its own, however, this overall figure 

obscures several interesting patterns. Together, one and three year 

tenures accounted for over two-fifths of the agreements, while over half 

of all 1eases fell below four years in length. Furthermore, about 40% 

of the leases were for a length of tenure divisible by three, a strong 

indication of the existence of a triennial rotation on the se farms. 
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TAU 2.1 
LE.TH II' IIOTARIZED FARII LEASES aM lIE ISlMI or IIOIITREAL 

1780-1820 

LEII&TH or LEASE lM yms 
(1 H 22 !3 !4 !5 !6 !7 !B !9 HO HI H2 

(2 (3 (4 (5 (& <7 (B {g (10 (II (12 

ruAI. 

1710-89 2 10 1 15 1 4 3 2 1 
1790-.9 5 29 3 23 2 15 12 5 7 2 Il 
1800-09 7 31 8 3& 8 25 7 9 3 12 1 Il 
1810-19 Il 49 16 55 16 33 lB 25 2 Il 2 6 

OC!3lPATlOMAI. &IOUP 
or LESSORS 

Elitls Il 66 Il 60 12 39 20 21 3 10 3 9 
ArhslIIl 2 17 4 17 2 14 5 5 1 2 1 5 
Flrllrl 3 19 8 29 4 12 5 10 1 7 5 
MOIlI! 1 11 4 8 8 10 5 3 4 4 
Rll. Iut. 1 2 1 1 1 4 6 
UnlnOIIII 7 4 14 1 4 5 

ETIII 1 ClTV 

LfllOrl 
C"I~J" 18 83 18 103 17 54 24 20 2 23 1 13 
1Io.-C~ •• 7 36 10 26 10 23 16 19 3 9 4 16 

Tlnlntl 
C"I~J" 14 63 14 72 7 29 10 3 1 Il 7 
IIon-C~ •• 11 56 14 57 20 48 30 36 4 21 5 22 

TOTAl LEASES 

lu." 25 119 28 129 27 77 40 39 5 32 5 1 29 
1 4.4 21.1 5.0 22.9 4.8 13.7 7.1 6.9 0.9 5.7 0.9 0.2 5.1 

SOlru: 564 nohruld f Irl 1.1111 

UNI(_ 

2 
2 
4 
0 

2 

2 
2 

2 

6 
2 

7 
1 

8 
1.4 

TOTAL 

41 

'" 163 
244 

2'7 
75 

lOS 
'2 
l' 
39 

383 
181 

238 
326 

564 
100 

60 

AVI 

3.4 
5.5 
4.9 
4.1 

4.0 
4.7 
4.5 
5.3 

13.' 
3.5 

4.2 
5.3 

3.5 
5.3 
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Over the four decades studied, although the average length of 

tenure fl uctuated cons i derab 1 y, from 3.4 years in the decade of the 

1780s to 5.5 years in the ten years that foll owed , there was little 

change in the overall pattern. A partial explanation for the high aver

age in the 1790s can be found in the relatively large number -- ten -

of long term contracts made by the rel igious institutions du' .:1g this 

peri od. No tendency towards 1 eases of greater or l esser l ength was 

revealed in the analysis over time. 

An examination of lease length by the occupational group of lessors 

hints at sorne possible differences in the way in which landowners mana

ged their agricultural properti€s. Aside from those lessors with no 

known occupation, merchants and professional s on average made their 

leases considerably shorter than did proprietors in the other categ

ories. At the opposite end of the spectrum from the élite average of 

four year tenures were the religious institutions who let their lands 

for an average of 13.6 years. What is suggested by this discrepancy is 

that on the whole, the merchant and professional lessors were perhaps 

more interested in maximizing their returns, and therefore showed little 

interest in immobi1izing their capital investment and setting a rent for 

many years in advance. Religious institutions, on the other hand, took 

l ess of an act ive i nterest in the farm and were more concerned with a 

steadyand stable annual income. Those proprietors in the rural, arti

sanal and female occupational groupings on average negotiated leases of 

between 4.5 and 5.3 years, but while these figures are valid as a basis 



( 

( 

( 

62 

for comparison, they do not reflect the wide range within all six categ

ories as shown in the frequency distribution table. 

Non-canadien and canadien lessors also displayed one notable dis

similarity in their approach to the setting of lease length. On propor

tion, non-canadien proprietors made significantly more leases of longer 

than four years in tenure, a tendency refl ected in an average l ease 

l.mgth that exceeds that of canadien l essors by more than a year. Among 

tenants this difference is even greater. Canadien tenants contracted to 

let a farm for an average of 3.5 years while their non-canadien counter

parts planned to occupy the land for an average of 5.3 years. 

Is it fair to assume that non-canadiens were better agricultura

l hts solely because their contracts generally extended longer th an 

those of the canadiens? What other factors are more l ikely to have 

influenced the two parties to the agreement in setting the length of the 

lease? The comments of Mr. Ferguson before the legislative committee 

although echoed by many of his contemporaries -- do not appear to be 

relevant to the situation in lower Canada. In a country where a great 

deal of fertile land was still unsettled, renting was the exception and 

not the rule. Thus, leasing did not fulfill the same purpose as it did 

in Great Britain or France where it was the only way for the rural 

tenantry to gain access to the soil, the source of their livel ihood. 

Rentlng in lower Canada was more often a short-term solution undertaken 

for a: variety of reasons, many of which have been discussed in sorne 

detail in the previous chapter. As a way to accumulatc needed capital, 
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remain close to the urban market, or increase farm area, farm leasing 

presented a pract i ca l al ter!lat ive to 1 and ownersh i p for both recent 

immigrants and native farmers. Yet for obvious reasons, it was rarely 

ta the advantage of either party involved ta make a lease for a term in 

excess of about nine years. Indeed, 11. 7% of all contracts were can

celled prior to the original date set for termination, while only 1.6% 

of the leases were extended beyond the initial tenure. IO 

A further reason to discount the argument that short farm leases 

resulted in poor agricultural practices can be found in the content of 

the contracts themse l ves. The importance of the l ength of tenure in 

evaluating farming techniques is partially negated by detailed instruc

tions regarding crop rotation, fertilizing and building maintenance 

clearly set out in many acts as the obligations of the tenant. With 

these directions, many lessors ensured that their property was managed 

in the way they desired, and not exploited for short-term gains by a 

tenant farmer. 

2.3 RENT: FORM AND METHOD OF PAYMENT 

Despite the;r obvious interest in any number of the obligations and 

terms set out in the 1 eas i ng agreement, 1 essors and tenants were con

cerned first and foremost with the amount, form and method of payment of 

10 Some caution must be used in analysing these two figures. While 
an early termination required an addendum to the lease held by the 
notary, it is possible that sorne lessors and tenants continued their 
arrangement without the benefit of a new contract at the end of the 
stated tenure. Thus, we must not rule out the possibility that more 
than 1.6% of all farm leases were continued, albeit as an informal 
arrangement. 
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the rente For the proprietor, the rent represented his return on the 

capital invested in the farm, while for the lessee the amount and condi

tions of the rent could spell the difference between realizing a profit 

or incurring a debt. During the period covered by this study, the form 

and methods of rent payment were as varied and diverse as the people 

themselves involved in the practice of farm leasing. Tenants might be 

required to pay the rent of the farm in either money, kind, labour or a 

combinat i on of two or more of these methods. Furthermore, the amount 

due could be either a fixed sum, a proportion of the farm's annual 

produce, a set amount that i ncreased each year, or sorne mi xture of the 

preceding. Nevertheless, over fort y years, a definite shift occurred in 

the predominant form of payment specified in the leases, a change 

brought about in part by the a ltered ethn i c compos i t i on of the 1 eas i ng 

popul at ion. 

In Table 2.2, the form of rent paid in each lease is examined over 

time, by the occupational group of the lessor, and according to the 

ethnicity of both parties to the contract. A money rent was the domi n

ant method of payment, account i ng for 60% of a 11 1 eases passed between 

1780 and 1820. The cash amount \t/as set, a currency was spec ifi ed, and a 

schedule of quarterly, semi-annual or annual payments was agreed on by 

the l essor and tenant. Rents in ki nd, found in just over a quarter of 

all leases passed in this period, were not as straightforward as the 

majority of money rents. A detailed listing was given of the agricul

tural produce to be reserved for the lessor, or even del ivered to his 

domicile. In a relatively small number of leases, the rent was paid in 
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TABLE 2.2 
Form of Rent Payable in Notarized Farm leases 

on the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

MONEY KIND MONEY 
AND KIND 

NO % NO % NO % 

DECADE 

1780-89 12 29.3 21 51.2 1 2.4 
1790-99 60 51.7 37 31.9 12 10.3 
1800-09 95 58.3 46 28.2 14 8.6 
1810-19 170 69.7 53 21. 7 13 5.3 

OCCUPATIONAL GROUP 
OF LESSORS 

El i tes 157 58.8 75 28.1 20 7.5 
Artisans 51 68.0 17 22.7 6 8.0 
Farmers 66 62.9 26 24.8 5 4.8 
Women 37 59.7 16 25.8 5 8.1 
Rel. Inst. 8 50.0 8 50.0 
Unknown 18 46.2 15 38.5 4 10.3 

ETHNICITY 

les sors 
Cdn. 192 50.1 133 34.7 31 8.1 
Non-Cdn. 145 80.1 24 13.3 9 5.0 

Tenants 
Cdn. 76 31.9 128 53.8 14 5.9 
Non-Cdn. 261 80.1 29 8.9 26 8.0 

TOTAL 
LEAsES 

337 59.8 157 27.8 40 7.1 

Source: 564 notarized farm leases 

OTHER/ 
UNKNOWN 

NO % 

7 17.1 
7 6.0 
8 4.9 
8 3.3 

15 5.6 
1 1.3 
8 7.6 
4 6.5 

2 5.1 

27 7.0 
3 1.7 

20 8.4 
10 3.1 

30 5.3 

65 

TOTAL 

NO % 

41 100.0 
116 100.0 
163 100.0 
244 100.0 

267 100.0 
75 100.0 

105 100.0 
62 100.0 
16 100.0 
39 100.0 

383 100.0 
181 100.0 

238 100.0 
326 100.0 

564 100.0 
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sorne combination of cash and farm produce, with the greater value gener

a11y p1aced on the money compensation. The remainder of the contracts 

either contained no mention of a rent -- a puzzling omission in a forma1 

agreement of this sort -- or specified that certain services, usua11y 

involving capital improvements to the farm, were to be performed in lieu 

of rent. 

Between 1780 and 1820, the use of money rents became far more 

common. 1 ndeed, wh il ci on l y 30% of the l eases passed in the decade of 

the 1780' s requi red a cash payment, three decades l ater 70% of the 

contracts were made for a money rent. This dramatic change in the 

domi nant form of payment, para 11 e 11 ed by a concurrent dec 1 i ne in the 

incidence of rents paid in kind, can most probably be attributed primar

ily to two related factors. A shift from rents paid in kind to those 

paid in money is commonly thought to be an indicator of a maye towards 

greater commercialization of the rural economy. Much of the evidence 

already presented concerning merchant involvement in the countryside 

around Montreal, and that to fo 11 ow perta i ni ng to production geared to 

the market, lends support to this assertion. 

In addition to deepening commercial relations of production and 

exchange in the countryside surrounding Montreal, the form of rent 

demanded in farm leases also reflected the presumed capital resources of 

both 1 essors and tenants. The evi dence for the importance of capital 

resources is by no means conclusive, however, it is strongly suggested 

by the specifie pattern of money rents. Over the forty-year period, the 
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growing numbers of non-canadien lessors and tenants demonstrated a 

marked preference for money rents, as fully 80% of those involved in 

these contracts made or received their lease payments in cash. In 

contrast, only half of all canadien lessors and less than one-third of 

canadien tenants paid or collected their rent in this form. But the 

predilection of non-canadiens for money rents was not simply a matter of 

cultural preference. While it is probable that sorne lessors and tenants 

were i nfl uenced by the current practi ces in thei r country of origi n, 

access to capital played a more important rôle in determining the way a 

rent was to be pa id. To pay a rent in cash, a tenant needed either 

capital reserves, or produce that he could sell, to raise the required 

amount. Payments were requested in advance in sorne cases, and usually 

had to be made in either quarterly, half-yearly or annual installments. 

Rents in kind, however, were paid only when the crops were in and ready 

to be divided. Thus, if we were to build on the contention, discussed 

in Chapter 1, that the economic resources of the non-canadien lessors 

and tenants were on average greater than those of the canadiens, i t 

follows that they would make or co11ect a larger percentage of rent 

payments in cash. 

The form in which a rent was paid was closely related to the method 

used to determi ne i ts amount. With few exc~pt ions, money rents were 

ei ther a fi xed annua l sum, or an amount that rose in i ncrements duri ng 

the term of tenure. The proportion by which these rents increased over 

the term of the contract varied considerably. For example, a six-year 

l ease made by the wi dow Marguerite Pi 11 et in 1799 requi red the tenant 
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Richard Robertson to pay an annual rent of 27 7ivres cours actuels for 

the fi rst two years and 28 7 ivres cours actuel during the l ast four 

years. 11 In contrast to this modest increase, Daniel Robertson, a high

ranking army officer, contracted a lease in 1800 in which the rent 

demanded of the tenant Nathaniel Davies doubled over the six years, from 

r35 to no. It is perhaps of little surprise that this lease was can

celled after one and a half years, as Davies had paid only half of the 

first year's rent. 12 Most graduated rents, however, increased only E5 

or E10 over a five-year tenure. 

In two exceptional cases, leases contained riders specifying that 

the rent would increase in the event of war with the United States. One 

of these leases, made in 1812, elaborated that such a war would surely 

'enhance' the value of the farm, and for this reason two arbitrators 

woul d be appoi nted to determi ne the pri ce over the set rent of r50. 

Similarly, a lease made by Bernard-Antoine Panet in 1819 specified that 

the annual rent would rise from r80 to r100 -- if the colony again went 

to war with the United States. 13 

Rents in kind were either a fixed amount, a proportion of the total 

produce, or a combination of the two. A relatively small number of 

leases had a fixed rent in kind: exact numbers were given for the minots 

of wheat, oats, peas or other grains, bundles of hay; the produce and 

Il n.m. Chaboillez 14/03/1799 #3435 

12 n.m. Gray 16/10/1800 #540 

13 n.m. Lukin 29/09/1812 #5052; n.m. Doucet 13/09/1819 #6588 
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TABlE 2.3 
"ETHODS or RENT PAY"ENT rOR NoTARIZED rAR" LEASES 

rIXED 

NO l 

DECADE 

1780-89 15 36.6 
1790-99 66 56.9 
1800-09 97 59.5 
1810-19 166 68.0 

oCCUPATIONAL 6ROUP 
or LESSORS 

Eli tes 156 58.4 
Arti sans 54 72.0 
hr.ers 73 69.5 
lIo.n 36 58.1 
Rel. Inst. 7 43.8 
Unknovn lB 46.2 

ETHNICITY 

Lessors 
C,Udlt. 207 54.0 
Non-Cd •• 137 75.7 

Tenants 
Cilidlt. 97 40.8 
.on-Cd •• 247 15.8 

TOTAL LEASES 344 61.0 

Avg. length 
(yeus) 

4.97 

Source: 564 nohrlZed leases 

ON THE ISLAND or "ONTREAL, 1780-1820 

PROPORTI ONATE SRADUATED PROPORTIONATEI 
rmD 

ND l NO l NO l 

11 26.8 8 19.5 
11 9.5 7 6.0 24 20.7 
22 13.5 13 8.0 23 14.1 
30 12.3 25 10.2 16 6.6 

37 13.9 22 B.2 3B 14.2 
11 14.7 3 4.0 6 8.0 
10 9.5 3 2.9 10 9.5 
7 Il.3 10 16.1 5 B.I 
3 lB.B 4 25.0 2 12.5 
6 15.4 3 7.7 10 25.6 

57 14.9 30 1.8 62 16.2 
17 9.4 15 8.3 9 5.0 

56 23.5 9 3.B 55 23.1 
18 5.5 36 Il.0 16 4.9 

74 13.1 45 B.O 71 12.6 

2.99 6.84 2.92 

69 

OTHERI TOTAL 
UNKNOWN 

NO l NO l 

7 17.1 41 100.0 
8 6.9 116 100.0 
8 4.9 163 100.0 
7 2.9 244 100.0 

14 5.2 267 100.0 
1 1.3 75 100.0 
9 B.6 105 100.0 
4 6.5 62 100.0 

16 100.0 
2 5.1 39 100.0 

27 1.0 383 100.0 
3 1.7 181 100.0 

21 8.8 238 100.0 
9 2.8 326 100.0 

30 5.3 564 100.0 

3.15 4.57 
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offspring of each animal; and the harvest of the garden and orchard re

qui red as payment from the tenant. Far more common was the custom of 

splitting the produce of the farm equally between landowner and tenant. 

Combi ni ng fi xed and proport i onate el ements in the compos i t i on of the 

total rent was another frequent practice. Generally, grains, hay and 

the offspring of the animals were divided in half, while a specifie 

amount was set for the other produce -- one chicken and a dozen eggs for 

each hen, ten pounds of butter for each milch cow (only five pounds 

after the first calf), so many bushels of apples, and sa on. 

Given the close relationship between the form of the rent and the 

method used to determine its amount, it is not surprising that many of 

the trends identified in Table 2.2 are paralleled by the figures shown 

in Table 2.3. Sixt Y percent of all leases were made for a fixed rent, 

with the remaining 40% spread among the other categories. The use of 

fi xed and graduated rents i ncreased over t ime, wh il e proport i onate and 

mixed proportionate and fixed rents became less common. Three-quarters 

of the non-canadien population involved in farm leasing paid or received 

a fixed sum, a proportion very close to the 80% of non-canadien lessors 

and tenants who made their payments in money. 

Between the average l ength of a l ease and the form and amount of 

the rent there existed a strong correlation. Leases where the rent was 

set as proportionate, or proportionate and fixed, averaged three years 

in length, while those with a fixed amount averaged five years, and 

those with built in increases averaged almost seven years. Clearly, a 
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graduated rent was used in longer l eases as a means of ant ici pat i ng 

growth in the economy or more probably projected farm improvements. 

Two other forms of rent should be considered, the cens et rentes 

due ta the seigneur and the tithe paid ta the parish priest. In the 

case of the seigneurie of Montreal, the Sulpicians wore bath hats, that 

of seigneur and parish priest, and thus collected bath exactions. 14 

Only 21 leases contained a reference to the payment of these dues. In 

15 of these cases, the tenant was responsible for making the required 

payments ta the Sulpicians, while the lessor indicated that he would 

look after this obl igation in only two leases, and the two parties 

shared the burden in the remaining four contracts. The omission of any 

reference ta the cens et rentes or the t ithe in most farm l eases i s 

puzzling, but one might hypothesize that if the tenant was not obliged 

in the formal contract ta assume these payments, the responsibil ity 

remained with the proprietor of the land. 

Unfortunately, from the information contained in farm leases it is 

not possible to compare the relative value of agricultural rents over 

time. In addition to the problem of converting rents in kind ta a 

nominal money rent, too many important variables remain unknown. Infor

mation regarding the area and the quality of the land, and the value of 

all buildings, anima1s, agricultural tools and improvements to the land 

14 For a discussion of the complexities of the rate and collection 
of the tithe and the cens et rentes on the seigneurie of Montreal in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuri es, see Loui se Dechêne, "L' évol ut ion 
de régime seigneurial au Canada: le cas de Montréal aux XVIIe et XVIIIe 
siècles", Recherches sociographigues, XII:2 (mai-aoOt 1971): 143-183. 
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is inconsistent. Any comparison of rents attempted without this founda

tion of information would clearly be invalid. 

2.4 SECURITY 

Th€. security in a notari zed l ease was the guarantee to pay the rent 

and fulfill other contractual obligations which the tenant, or someone 

acting on his behalf, undertook towards the lessor. Acc(lrding to the 

form that this guarantee took, there were liable to be significant 

differences between canadien and non-canadien lessees. These di fferen-

ces were further overlaid by the shift from liens against a tenant's 

moveabl e property ta the use of performance bonds at the end of the 

period. 

Both forms of securi ty favoured by most canadien l essors and 

tenants involved a type of lien made on a tenant's possessions. In the 

more common form, a tenant agreed ta a hypothec on all of his property, 

present and future, in the event that he fa il ed to make a rent payment. 

Or, the tenant was obliged to stock the farm with moveable properties, 

usually farm animals and tools that together equalled a specified value, 

as collateral in case he defaulted on an installment of the rent. This 

form of security was also found in a number of leases involving non

canadiens. In both instances, non-compl i ûnce on the part of the 1 essee 

could result in the legal seizure of his property to settle the debt 

with the lessor. 
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Amang the majority of the non-canadien population involved in farm 

1 eases, securi ty took two quite di fferent forms. A penalty cl ause was 

often inserted binding the two parties to the contract ta fulfill their 

mutual obligations or forfeit a fixed sum. 15 The other method of offer

ing security, one that was peculiarly non-canadien in this particular 

series of notarized acts, was the naming of one, but more often two, 

guarantors. 1 n the event of a tenant' s negl i gence, these people agreed 

to assume the responsibility for any debts incurred. Of the 57 leases 

where guarantors signed the al0tarized act, all but three of the tenants 

were of a non -canadi en background and 86% of the guarantors were al so 

non-canadien. 

The reason for this ethnie division on the question of security is 

probably linked closely to both cultural traditions and community net

works. Wh;l e many canadien l essors and tenants undoubtedly knew each 

other, either directly or through shared acquaintances or rel atives, 

most of the non-canadien lessees were obviously newcomers to the region. 

As recent immigrants, these people had neither the roots in the com

munit y nor the property to offer as coll ateral 50 that the proprietor 

could be assured that the tenant would fulfill his part of the contract. 

Thus, a third party who provided backing for the tenant was introduced 

to the contract. 

15 In his study of agricultural leases in seventeenth century 
Scotl and, lan Whyte found that thi s cl ause was part of a standard for
mat. See hi s "Wri tten Leases and thei r Impact on Scott i sh Agri culture 
in the Seventeenth Century", AgHR, 27 (1979): 6. The increased use of 
this form of security in Lower Canada from the early nineteenth century 
on was undoubtedly a function of the growing numbers of immigrants from 
Scotland and England who were involved in farm leases. 
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In this chapter we have examined both the notarized lease itself, 

and some of elements common to all such agreements between 1 essors and 

tenants. The purpose, content and structure of notarized farm leases 

set limits on the types of analysis that may be made using this source. 

The most significant restriction is perhaps also the most obvious -

only the details recorded in an act can be considered, as the exclusion 

of information ~ay be the result of a variety of factors dictated in 

large part by differences in notarial practice. 

On the issues related to the legal and financial framework of the 

agreement, hawever, the 1 eases are precise. As l ega l contracts, these 

documents were concerned foremost with the deta il s rel ated to the l ength 

of tenure, the amount and form of the rent, and the security offered ta 

ful fill the terms of the contract. An exami nat i on of these three 

aspects of the formal agreement suggests differences ; n the approach ta 

farms and farming taken by proprietors, according ta the;r occupation, 

or in sorne cases ta their ethnicity. In the next three chapters, these 

differences will be examined more closely. 



CHAPTER 3 
THE FARMS: IMMOVEABLE PROPERTY -- LAND AND BUILDINGS 

TO BE LET: 
For a term of years, the first of May next, a Farm 
halfway between Montreal and Lachine, commonly 
called Mount Pensé, in excellent order, a timothy 
meadow of above 30 acres that yielded a good crop 
thi s year the second of its bei ng sowed, another 
meadow of about four acres good Grass, well stocked 
with Cattle, working Horses and farming utensiles 
etc. For further part i cul ars apply to Messrs. 
Robertson Merchants in Montreal or the Proprietor on 
the Premi ses -- None nec1 app l y but a man with a 
Family and good Character. 

TO BE LET OR SOLD: 
The Farm pleasantly situated at the Côte des Neiges 
the property of the l ate Wi 11 i am Rank in Esq., de
ceased, contain;ng about 72 acres, a valuable Or
chard, Flower and Kitchen garden, through which 
there is a continual stream of running water, to
gether wi th a Stone House, Barns, Dai ry and other 
buildings thereon erected, the whole Fenced in and 
in good and subs tant i al repa i r, for further par
ticulars application to be made to the Subscriber or 
to Mrs. Rank; n on the Premi ses. 2 

Jonathan A. Gray 
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On the surface, it mi ght appear that the authors of these two 

newspaper advertisements were attempting to lure prospective tenants to 

the land with images of a quiet idyllic rural setting. But it is ahis

torical to assume that such a notion was present in late eighteenth

century Quebec society. Glowing reports of the land, buildings, live

stock and agricultural tool s avail able for let served a far more prag

matie purpose: they hinted at the productive potential of the farm. To 

anyone who read the newspaper announcements, or 1 earned of the acreage 

1 Montreal Gazette, 5/10/1791. 

2 Montreal Gazette, 15/03/1792. 
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for rent from other sources, descriptions of the immoveable and moveable 

elements of the farm provided an idea of the capital investments already 

made in the property. For ultimately, they knew that the productive 

capacity of a farm was closely tied ta the level of capital expenditu~es 

made to maintain and improve output. 

Th i s chapter and the one to fo 11 ow wi 11 exami ne sorne of the more 

tangible aspects of capital investment on the farm. While the first two 

chapters have dealt with the people involved in agricultural leasing, 

and the form and basic provisions of their contract, we have yet ta look 

at the object of exchange - - the farm. In th i s chapter, the focus will 

be on the immoveable prClperties of a farm, principal1y the land, house 

and other buildings. Together with agricultural implements and l ive

stock, ta be considered in Chapter 4, the land and buildings constituted 

a major i nvestment for the owner, and an opportunity for the tenant to 

practice his livelihood without making significant outlays of capital. 

How then might the Jeased farms compare with other farms on the 

island of Montreal, or even in the rest of Quebec?3 Did the lessor's 

ethnicity or access ta capital have an affect upon the si ze of the 

holding and the way in which the property was maintained? Or was proxi

mit y to the growi ng urban food and l and market of more importance in 

determining the amount of the financial investment made in a property? 

3 Although it is recognized that farms around Montreal enjoyed and, 
as will be demonstrated in Chapter 5, exploited more favourable condi
tions for commercial production, a more detailed comparison with the 
rest of Quebec must await similar studies on this period. 
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3.1 THE LAND 

By the 1 ate eighteenth century, contemporary observers and travel-

lers had already recognized the land around Montreal ta be among the 

most fertile in the colony. In his comprehensive survey of lower Canada 

first publ ished in 1815, Joseph Bouchette was unequivocal in stating 

that: 

The sail of the who1e island (of Montreal], if a few 
insignificant tracks be overlooked, can scarce1y be 
excelled in any country, and is highly productive in 
grain of every species, vegetables, and fruits of 
various kinds; consequently there is hardly any part 
of i t but what i sin the most fl ouri shi ng state of 
cultivation, and may jus!ly c1aim the pre-eminence 
over any of Lower Canada. 

Along with fertile soi1, the c10seness of the expanding urban market was 

of no less importance in making the land surrounding Montreal an attrac-

tive investment. Furthermore, transportation throughout the is1and and 

into the town was achieved with relative ease by means of ~several roads 

running from north-east to south-west, nearly parallel to each other 

.•. crossed by others at convenient distances, so as ta farm a complete 

and easy communication in every direction." S Contemporary observers 

were unanimous in their praise of the advantages of the area, a11 echo-

ing in similar manner the words of an American trave11er who wrate, "if 

the vicinity of Montreal is less wildly magnificent, than that of 

4 Joseph Bouchette, A Topographical Description of the Province of 
Lower Canada, (London, 1815; repnnt Sa;nt-Lamber~, 1973): 134. For a 
more detailed description of the soil types on the is1and of t~ontrea1 
see Raoul Blanchard, Etudes ca.nadiennes. L'Ouest du Canada français: 
Montréal et sa région, (Montréal, 1953). 

5 Souchette, A Topographical Description ... , p. 134. See a1so Map 
3.1 for a visual depiction of the road network on the island in 1834. 
With minor exceptions, this system was in place between 1780 and 1820. 
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Quebec, it is far more luxuriant and smiling."6 

Locat ion 

The defi nHe majori ty of the agri cultura l lands l eased on the 

island of Montreal between 1780 and 1820 were concentrated in the im-

mediate vicinity of the town. As demonstrated in Table 3.1, 60% of the 

farms were located in the Pari sh of Montreal itse lf, wh il e a further 34% 

could be found in the neighbouring parishes of Lachine, Saint-Laurent, 

Longue-Poi nte and Sault-au -Réco 11 et. Al though th; s large percent age 

might be attributed in part to the methodologi cal deci sion to incl ude 

only those l eases passed before a Montreal notary, several other factors 

contr; buted ta the concentration. 

Many lessors explicitly reserved the right ta inspect their pro

pert y at any t ime duri ng the course of the l ease. Wh il e we have no way 

of knowing how often this right was exercised, the inclusion of such a 

provision indicates a landowner's interest in the maintenance and state 

of the property. A farm close to the city would facilitate regular 

visits, especially for the 70% of all lessors who lived somewhere in the 

Parish of Montreal (see Table 1.5). 

But in addition to keeping the distance short between principal 

residence and rental property, the proprietors of these farms may have 

6 Joseph Sanson, Sketches of Lower Canada, Historical and Descrip
tive; with the author' s recoll ections of the sail and aspect; the 
morals, habits and religious institutions, of that isolated country; 
during a tour to Quebec, in the month or July, 1817, (New York, 1817): 
231. 
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TABLE 3.1 
locat ion of leased lands In Notarized Farm leases 

on the Island of Montreal, 1780-1820 

Pari sh No % 1780-89 1790-99 180Q-09 1810-19 

Montreal 334 59.9 26 76 104 128 
lachi ne 78 13.7 la 22 23 23 
Saint-Laurent 61 10.8 2 5 16 38 
longue-Pointe 33 5.9 5 8 20 
Sault-au-Récoll et 18 2.8 2 2 14 
Pointe-Cl aire 8 1.4 1 2 5 
Sainte-Anne 8 1.4 2 2 4 
Sainte-Genevi ève 2 0.4 1 1 
Pointe-aux-Trembles 9 1.6 9 
Ri vi ère -des- Pra i ri es 1 0.2 1 

Montrea l /Lach i ne 3 0.5 1 2 
Mont rea l /Sa i nt - Laurent 2 0.4 2 
Montrea l /longue- Poi nte 1 0.2 1 

Unknown 6 1.1 1 3 1 1 

TOTAL LEASES 564 100.0 41 116 163 244 

Source: 564 notarized l eases 

owned land near the city bec<luse of the structure of 1 and use and pro

pert y values around the town. Unlike the outly;ng areas of the island, 

agriculture close to Montreal was for the most part more labour and 

capital-intensive, clearly as a result of the presence of a large mar

ket. Sorne lessors may have bought their land in order to exploit this 

potential, or possibly with a view to eventually realizing a profit when 

land values rose in response to urban pressure. 

The pattern did alter sl ightly over the course of fort y years, as 

the proportion of lands leased in the parishes of Montreal, Lachine and 
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Longue-Pointe declined by 15% in relation to those found in the more 

removed parishes. This increase in the number of farms located outside 

of the three central pari shes might best be exp lai ned as a response to a 

l ack of ava il abl e propert i es, or to a prohi bit ive i ncrease in land 

pri ces closer to the city of Montreal. 

Farm size has often been interpreted as an absolute indicator of 

the relative value of one property over another. Yet a comparisr~1 based 

only on the total area of each holding neglects crucial factors such as 

soil quality, stage of settlement, amount of land under cultivation, 

land use and location. Nevertheless, in an established settlement the 

s;ze of the i sl and of Montreal, where the soil qual ity and 1 and use 

pattern was relatively consistent across the whole of the defined re

g;on,7 an exarn;nation of farm s;ze does suggest a number of trends in 

1 andhol ding patterns. 

In Table 3.2, farm size is surveyed over time and by the occupation 

and ethnic;ty of the proprietors. The unit of measure, indicated as 

arpents on the table, requires sorne explanation. Farm sizes were given 

in arpents in 60% of all leases, while a further 11% of the acts stated 

7 The most significant exception to this statement was the area 
just outside of the town on the southern slopes of the mounta in where 
the land was used almost exclusively for orchards and gardens. See Map 
3.1 for the location of this area. 



t 

,.. 
4 • 
"-

r 

r 

82 

TABLE 3.2 
Area of Land Leased in Notarized Farm Leases 

on the Island of Montreal, 1780-1820 

Area in Argents 

Not <la la 50 100 150 200 Total Avg. Avg. 
Given <50 <100 <150 <200 la 

Period 

1780-89 18 7 2 2 6 3 3 41 94.5 134.4 1790-99 52 6 7 18 20 6 7 116 102.3 112.7 
1800-09 62 15 18 24 23 16 5 163 87.9 102.4 1810-19 56 21 48 57 36 18 8 244 81.5 91.2 

Occu[!ational 
Grou[! of Lessors 

Elites 105 24 28 30 44 23 13 267 96.3 112.4 Arti sans 20 9 11 16 14 3 2 75 76.6 91.1 Farmers 18 la 17 33 15 9 3 105 82.2 92.1 Women 27 3 12 8 4 7 1 62 80.2 87.1 Rel. Inst. 9 3 1 1 2 16 118.0 118.0 Unknown 9 3 4 14 7 2 39 77 .4 85.6 

Ethn; ci ty 
of Lessors 

Canadien 117 36 50 82 60 23 15 383 82.7 95.0 Non-cdn. 71 13 25 19 25 20 8 181 99.3 112.1 

Locat ion 

P. of Mtl. 147 37 46 46 33 20 9 338 75.2 92.4 Rest of i sl. 41 12 29 55 52 23 14 226 100.3 106.9 

Total 
Leases 

188 49 75 101 85 43 23 564 87.6 100.1 

Source: 564 notarized farm l eases 
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the area in acres and the final 29% did not specify a unit. But despite 

the use of the term 'acres', it is probable that the unit of measure ln 

all of these leases was still the arpent. 8 The island of Montreal had 

been surveyed using the linear arpent thus, for example, making a farm 

of 3 X 20 acres impossible. 9 

The explanation for this confusing use of measures lies in the 

efforts of Engl i sh notari es or propri etors to translate arpent as 

'acre' . Proof for thi s assertion can be found among the farm 1 eases 

themselves. For example, Daniel Robertson's farm Mont-Pensé at Coteau 

Saint-Pi erre was recorded as measuri ng 3 X 40 arpents by the French 

notary Pierre Mezière, while English notaries Jonathan Abraham Gray and 

John Gerband Beek described the same farm as comprising 120 acres in 

area. 10 

8 The distinction is important as 1 arpent = 36787 square feet, and 
1 acre = 43560 square fcet or neélrl y 20% more area. 

9 In his analysis of the 1851-1852 agricultural census in Lower 
Canada R.M. Mclnnis encounters the same problem with the two units of 
measurement and concludes that the "most tenable hypothesis is that, 
regardless of what respondents called their land areas, the actual units 
were those of the original surveys." See Mclnnis' "Sorne Pitfalls in the 
1851-1852 Census of Agriculture of Lawer Canada", Hs/SH, XIV:27 (May 
1981): 219-231. The same approach is taken by Serge Courville, "Vil-
1 ages and Agri culture in the Seigneuri es of Lawer Canada: Candit i ons of 
a Comprehensive Study of Rural Quebec in the First Half of the Nine
teenth Century", in Donald H. Akenson (ed.), Canadian Pa pers in Rural 
History, (Gananoque, Dnt., 1986): 130 and endnote 15. 

10 See the numerous l eases for Robertson' s farm: n. m. Mez i ère 
08/04/1782 #2672, n.m. Beek 26/07/1793 #838, n.m. Gray 15/09/1798 #246, 
16/05/1799 #341, 16/10/1800 #540, 08/03/1802 #726. The same situation 
was encountered with a number of farms whi ch appeared two or more t imes 
in the series. 
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The average size of all farms leased on the island of Montreal 

between 1780 and 1820 was 88 arpents. 11 Thi s figure r1 ses to 100 

arpent s when on l y t hose fa rms of 10 arpents or more are i ne l uded in the 

ealculation. 12 Plots of less than 10 arpents in area could not be 

viable farms, but were generally gardens and orchards located in the 

suburbs of the town or on the slopes of Mount Royal. 13 This concentra

tion of small gardens and orchards accounts in part for a lower average 

area among the farms in the Pari sh of Montreal as opposed to those 'ln 

the rest of the i s land. A gap of 25 arpents sepa rates the two averages, 

but this difference is almost halved when plots of less than 10 arpents 

are excluded. 

If only those holdi ngs of 10 arpents or more are considered, the 

average size of the leased farms declined by over fort y arpents during 

the four decades of thi s study. While this drop in the average size 

of the farms was dramatic, it is nearly impossible to evaluate its 

importance. The presence of a growing urban population would be 

expected to result in the gradual subdivision of farms close to the city 

-- an hypothesis supported by the disproportionately high number of 

11 This average is close to that of 96.8 arpents derived from the 
1781 aveu et dénombrement of the island of Montreal, although the farms 
in the southern and eastern parts of the i s land tended to be about 15% 
larger th an those in the north and west. Calculations were made from 
the information eontained in Claude Perrault, Montreal en 1781, (Mon
t rea l, 1969). 

12 R.M. McInnis also dism;sses holdings of less than 10 arpents 
when calculating average farm size in "Some Pitfalls in the 1851-1852 
Census of Agri cultuy'e of Lower Canada ll

, pp. 221-224. 

13 Louis Charland's 1801 map of Nontreal and suburbs clearly shows 
the numerous gardens and orchards surrounding the city. 
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properties between ten and fifty arpents during the decade of greatest 

suburban growth, 1810 to 1819. Nevertheless, the average farrn size in 

this ten-year period of just over ninety arpents was still quite large 

by comparison with other holdings in the District of Montreal. 14 

Pressure on 1 and may al sa have contri buted to a shi ft from extens ive 

agricultural practices to intensive ones, so that whi~e the average farm 

size decreased over time the number of arpents cultivated per farrn 

increased. 

Religious institutions and elites possessed larger farms on average 

than their fellow proprietors. As expected, properties owned by 

artisans were smaller, an indication of the number of garden or orchard 

plots and relatively small farms they owned in and around the suburbs. 

The difference in the average size of holdings among farmers, artisans, 

women and those with no known occupation was not significant, with a 

total range of little over five arpents. 

3etween canadien and non-canadien lessors, however, the difference 

in average farm si ze was much greater. Regardl ess of whether or not 

plots of less than ten arpE'nts are considered, the lands of non-canadien 

propri etors averaged seventeen arpents more than those of the; r native 

14 Using the Census of 1831, Serge Courville calculated an average 
farm size of sixt y-four arpents for the District of Montreal. This 
figure, however, does not include the island of Montreal for which the 
documentation was missing. See Courville's "Villages and Agriculture in 
the Seigneuries of Lower Canada: Conditions of a Comprehenslve Study of 
Rural Quebec in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century", in Donald H. 
Akenson (ed.), Canadian Pa pers in Rural History, (Gananoque, Dnt., 
1986): 136-140. 
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counterparts. Yet to conclude from this figure that non-canadien land

owners possessed 1 arger farms than did canadien l andowners would be 

misl eading. The occupational composition of the t\a10 ethnie groups, 

presented earlier in Table 1.6, indicated an extremely high number of 

non-canadien merchant and professional lessors -- near1y 65% of the 

total group. Thus, the larger farms of the f.on-canadien 1essors were, 

for the most part, also the properties of the el ites. 

Land Use 

The general pattern of land use on the island of Montreal as ex

hibited in the series of notarized farm leases fully corroborates the 

evidence compi 1 ed from the many contemporary descri pt ions written by 

travellers to Lower Canada. In the immediate vicinity of Montreal, 

especially northwest of the town in faubourg Saint-Laurent, faubourg 

Saint-Antoine, anl on the slopes of Mount Royal, were numerous gardens 

and orchards ranging from one to five arpents in size. The intensive 

cultivatiort of this area was unanimously praised by travellers. One 

visitor who took up residence in the province for a period of three 

years from 1806 to 1808 wrote: 

Between the Mountain and town of Montreal, there are 
a great many very fine gardens and orchards, abound
i ng with a vari et y of fru i t of the very fi rs t qua 1-
ity, and no place can be better suppl ied with vege
tabl es than Montreal ... [the] soil and cl imate [of 
Montreal] combine to produce the finest fruit 1 have 
ever seen. The apples ar~ particularly good ... 
Peaches , apricots and plums are found in the great
est perfection... Currants, raspberries, goose-
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great abundance. 
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Forty-five of the leased properties were classified principally as 

orchards, seven as gardens and fifteen as combined garden-orchards. All 

of these holdings were located within the Parish of Montreal, with the 

except i on of a plot of l and de seri bed as a six acre garden - orchard found 

in the Parish of Sainte-Anne. 16 The concentration of fruit production 

close to Montreal was also indicated by the pattern of land use on 

individual farms. The leases show a total of 217 properties with sorne 

sort of fruit cultivation, be it a small number of trees for family 

consumption or possibly enough to produce a surplus to market. A clear 

majority of these farms, 82%, were located in the Parish of Montreal. 

Gardens, on the other hand, were spread fairly evenly around the leased 

properties on the island, as would be expected from the importance of a 

jardin potager to the di et of rural fami lies. 

Also located in the area surrounding Montreal were a number of 

small pastures, used bath by butchers to fatten 1 ivestock close to the 

market and by urban dwellers without land who paid to allow their ani-

15 Hugh Gray, letters fram Canada, written dur; n9 ares idence there 
in the years 1806. 1807, and 1808; shewing the present state of Canada. 
its productions -- trade -- commercial importance and pol itical rela
tions, (London, 1809): 150-151. 

16 n. 111. Gri ffin 24/10/1816 #1621. 
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mals to graze on the grasses. l7 In one example, Phineas and Stanley 

Bagg, two Montreal innkeepers, annually rented a pasture at Côte Sainte

Catherine from the merchants Toussaint Pothier and Pierre Foret i er. 

Each year, the Baggs also hired Michel Sire, identified in some acts as 

a vacher and in others as a journalier, who was obl iged to: 

garder avec soi n .. , autant de vaches qu'il 1 ui en 
sera confié par le dit Sieur [Bagg] ... les qu'elles 
vaches il sera tenus prendre tous l es mati ns de 
chaque jour même les fêtes et dimanches durant 1 e 
temps chez chacun de ceux à qui ell es appart i endront 
dans la vill e et faubourgs, et l es remener 1 e so i r 
et faire le profit et avantage de [Phineas and 
Stan 1 ey Bagg] .•.. 18 

Leases of land identified solely as pastures were concentrated in this 

area on the outskirts of the city, with twe1ve of fifteen 10cated within 

the Parish of Montreal. Not surprisingly, however, pastures that were 

17 In his rough notes for the 1825 census, Jacques Viger iden
tifies four parcs à vaches which, at the time of enumeration, provided 
pasturage for 181 cows owned by those resident in the town. Rates for 
this service ranged from 12 shillings and six pence to 25 shillings (of 
which five shill ings went to the cowherd). Archives du Séminaire de 
Québec, fonds Viger-Verreau, untit1ed summary statistics for the is1and 
of Montreal in 1825, boîte 45, liasse 7 (1 would like to thank Alan 
Stewart for bringing this document ta my attention). In 1816, the 
charge to pasture cattle during the months of August, September and 
October on John Ch.'k' s property located near Côte Sa i nte-Catheri ne was 
ten shill i ngs per cow for inhabitants of the town, and eight shi 11 i ngs 
and nine pence for those in the suburbs. See the advertisement from The 
Montreal Herald, July 27, 1816 in Lawrence M. Wilson's This was Montreal 
in 1814, 1815, 1816 and 1817, (Montreal, 1960): 120. 

18 n.m. Cadieux 29/04/1809 #97. For the leases of the pasture land 
see n .m. Chaboi 11 ez 14/04/1809 #8660, 04/07/1810 #9359, and 09/04/1811 
#9760 and for Sire's other hiring contracts see n.m. Cadieux 09/04/1811 
#148,27/04/1813 #217, and 25/04/1815 #224. Further evidence of this 
practice can be found in n.m. Barron 26/04/1805 #860; and also in n.m. 
Barran 17/09/1813 #2266 where a prapri etor reserved the right to pasture 
"des animaux étrangers" on the land in paying half of the money co1-
lected ta the ten~r:t. 



( 

( 

( 

89 

part of a larger farm operation were found on most properties, regard

less of their situation on the island. 

Woodlots were mentioned in only 84 of the 564 leases, but signifi

cantly active timber stands were far more common on the farms outside of 

the Pari sh of Montreal. Where wood was referred to on farms close ta 

the city, the con tracts generally contained strict regulations prohibit

ing tenants from using any of the timber, either standing or fallen, for 

persona 1 fi rewood or farm maintenance. The demand for fi rewood in the 

urban market, combined with the higher value of the agricultural land 

closest to the city, had undoubtedly contributed to this decrease in the 

amount of forested land in the Parish of Montreal. 

Arable land used for the production of non-specialized crops was 

obviously located all over the island, with the aforementioned exception 

of the region of intensive market gardening in the immediate vicinity of 

the city. Aside from this one area, the tilled fields of almost all 

farms were planted predominantly in grains and pulses. Farms in the 

Parish of Montreal, however, on average were 25% smaller in total size 

than those on the rest of the isl and -- a figure that may or may not 

indicate less arable land on holdings within this parish. 

Fences and Ditches 

Fences and ditches represented one of the major capital investments 

made in farming during this period. Not only was a large amount of 

1 abour requ i red to bu il d fences and di g di tches and keep them both in 
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repair, but the costs of the materials used was also high. By the late 

eighteenth century, fences and d'jtches were essential to the mixed 

farming practised across the island of Montreal. Indeed, ordinances 

were passed in the earlier part of the century requiring all habitants 

to join with their neighbours and build a common fence and ditch on the 

property line between farms. 19 The purpose of the ditch was straight

forward, to facilitate the proper drainage of the land. Reasons for 

enclosing the land were more complex, but the essential function in 

terms of agriculture was to keep animals contained in certain areas and 

out of others, thus protect i ng crops in the fi el d and contro 11 i ng the 

use of grazing and pasture 1 ands. 

The materi al and agricul tural importance of fences and ditches to 

farms during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is at

tested to by the detailed descriptions and obligations contained in farm 

leases concerning their construction and maintenance. rrom the informa

t ion provi ded in the acts, we can ascerta i n the di fferent types of 

fences built. 

Most common was a rail and picket or boulinier fence, described in 

one case as Il fa ites .•. avec des boi s de cèdre et perches de cèdre ou de 

fresne, les piquets auront sept pieds de long -- trois pieds en terre et 

19 Louise Dechêne, Habitants et marchands de Montréal au XVII~ 
siècle, (Montréal and Paris, 1974): 314. However, as Oechêne explains, 
the practice of vaine pâture, communal grazing on the stubble left in 
the fields after harvest, continued well into the eighteenth century. 
As fences interferred with this custom, it would indicate that in many 
areas of the island there were still no fences in the mid to late eight
eenth century. 
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quatre pieds hors de terre; cheviller .... "20 In another lease the fence 

was again to be made with "cedar piquets three feet in the ground" but 

the instructions went on to specify the use of "five rail sin each panel 

of cedar or ash t imber. ,,21 Al though cedar pickets or posts were used 

a1most exclusive1y, there are a few references to the use of walnut for 

this purpose. 22 Cedar, a wood resistant to weathering and rot, was the 

most common t i mber used for the ra ils or perches, though ash was em

p10yed often and aspen was al so ment i oned in one act. 

Another kind of wood fence, generally referred to as a board or 

p1ank fence, increasing1y appears in the series of 1eases. Sorne contem

poraries believed that board fences were an improvement on the picket 

and rail fences. John Duncan, a traveller to Lower Canada in 1819, 

commended the "European" ways of the i nhabi tants of the farms on the 

road between Montreal and Lachine, writing that: "Neither stumps nor 

worm fences were to be seen, but straight enclosures of boards ll
•
23 One 

tenant, the master butcher John Clark, went 50 far as to erect a board 

fence around the 26 acres of pasture he had rented for seven years, on 

the condition that he might remove this fence at the erld of the 1ease 

20 n .m. Del isle 03/02/1800 #2907. A more detailed description of 
the construction methods of a similar fence can be found in Howard S. 
Russell, A Long Deep Furrow: Three Centuries of Farming in New [n91 and, 
(Hanover, N.H., 1982; abridged edition): 105-106. 

21 n.m. Chaboillez 22/10/1803 #6140. 

22 See for exampl e n.m. Del isle 05/10/1810 #6353 and 05/10/1810 
#6355. 

23 John Duncan, Travel s through part of the United States and 
Canada in 1818 and 1819, Vol. II, (Glasgow, 1823): 145. 
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and put back the original rail and picket fence. 24 Oespite the associa

tion of this type of fencing with 'ir.lproved' farming practices, the 

reasons for its increased use were probably far more pragmatic. Timber 

resources on the island of Montreal had bec orne more valuable, and board 

fences required less wood, although in a more refined state, than the 

traditiona 1 rail fence. 

The decreasing suppl y of affordable wood, combined with the immense 

labour costs of maintaining waoden fences bath around the perimeter of a 

farm and to separate the various fields within the farm, led sorne pro

prietors to have a more durable structure built from materials readily 

at hand -- stones. 25 One lessor required his tenants to "erect a divi

sion dry stone wallon the east line of the premises of four feet high 

and about 30 rods in l ength" ; n return for wh; ch he agreed to pay the 

two brothers 50 cents for each rod of the wall. 26 Joseph Thriol et, a 

cultivateur, simply instructed his tenant James Thorn "d'ôter toutes et 

chacunes des pierres qui se trouve sur la terre qu'un homme peut lever 

et les mettre le long des clôtures de 1 a dite terre", a practice that in 

time would lead to some sort of stone barrier. 27 Although stone fences 

24 n.m. Chaboillez 20/10/1804 #6677. 

2S Wi 11 iam Cronon cites identical reasons as the impetus behind the 
building of stone walls in the New England States around the same time. 
See his Changes in the Land: Indians. Colonists and the I:.co1ogy of New 
England, (New York, 1983): 120. 

26 n.m. Gray 30/04/1804 #1106. 

27 n. m. Desautel s 28/08/1817 #3416; simil ar instructions were gi ven 
to a tenant in n.m. Bedouin 01/09/1818 #476. As a clarification of an 
ob1 igation ta build a board or a stone fence on a property of 1 X 10 
arpents, François-Georges Lepailleur instructed his tenant, the master 
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were shorter than wooden fences, three to four feet in height as opposed 

ta four to five feet, their broader base helped ta provide as much 

security against wandering livestock as did the taller wood structures. 

Hedges, common in the long settled countryside and more favourable 

climates of France and the British Isles, but seemingly impratical in a 

Lower Canadian context, were mentioned but twice. In one case, John 

Ogilvy -- an ardent promoter of a11 things Engl ish and the proprietor of 

land at Côte des Neiges common1y referred ta as "Trafalgar" and des

cribed as comprising 20 acres in area -- gave his tenant clear instruc

tions on the care of the hedge fences. 28 C1erk of the market James 

Morri son' s orchards at Côte Sai nte-Catherine had thorn fences that the 

lessees were to cl ip and not allow to grow higher. 29 From the evidence, 

however, it would appear that other farmers in the district chose not to 

erect a '1 ive' fences. 

Fences served more than to demarcate and protect a gi ven farm 

holding. For the lessor, the fences on the property represented a large 

capital outl ay, one which continued every year unless he was one of the 

butcher John Clark, that "si elle est en pierres elle sera sans chaux ni 
mortier de trois pieds de haut, de troid pieds de paisseur par le bas 
venant à deux pieds par le haut". n.m. Cadieux 05/05/1808 #80. 

28 Elsewhere in the same lease Ogilvy included the stipulations 
that he was ta prov i de the tenant Robert Turner wi th a book on the 1 i fe 
of Nelson and a flag, which flag Turner was ta hoist above the cabin 
(also called Nelson's cabin) on the anniversary day of each of Nelson's 
victories. n.m. Griffin 24/03/1818 #2178. In addition see Ogilvy's 
biography in the DCB, Volume V, (Toronto, 1983): 635-637 for his in
volvement in the Montreal Agricultural Society. 

29 n.m. Chaboil1ez 14/04/1804 #6407. 
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relatively rare landowners who elect.ed to have stont; barriers put up. 

To the tenant, 1 abour on the fences was one of the more t ime consumi ng 

chores involved in the yearly cycle of ayricultural work. In the major

ity of the leases, the proprietor of thl2 land was responsible for the 

materials needed to repair and maintain the fences, while the tenant 

provided the labour. The timber needed might come from the land itself, 

but increasingly it carne from more distant woodlots or even, in an 

increasing number of instances, from off the island of Montreal. Rafts 

were floated ;nto the port at Montreal from the lands being cleared 

further west, and the l essor, or more often the tenant hi mse lf, was 

responsible for carting the \'1ood ta the farm. 

The labour required to keep the ditches and drains on a farm pro

perly "scoured and cleansed ll was no less strenuous th an that required on 

the fences. As with fences, most farms not only had ditches along the 

length of the land, but also crossing the land at var;ous intervals. 

Almost all l eases cl early stated that i t was the dut Y of the tenant to 

ensure that these ditches were regularly cleaned so that the land might 

drain properly. Many lessors instructed their lessees to tend to the 

common ditches and fences around each farm "à la demande des voisins". 

Occasionally, a tenant was further obligated to make new ditches during 

the course of a lease. 

In addition to their labour on the fences and ditches contained on 

the farm, tenants were generally responsible for any statutory work 

required on public roads or bridges which crossed or bounded on the 
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land. Howonerous this obligation proved to lessees is not possible to 

ascertain, yet it undoubtedly varied considerably fram one farm to 

another according to the raad frontage of the holding. 30 

3.2 BUILDINGS 

Next to the land, the cluster of buildings located on each farm 

usually represented the second most signifieant capital investment made 

in a rural property. The progress i on from erude, makeshift structures 

to a more durable, finished building of wood or stone marked bath the 

stage of sett l ement of an area and al so the l eve l of prosperi ty enjoyed 

by its inhabitants. 

On the island of Montreal, the number of houses, excluding those 

located in the town and in the suburbs, doubl ed during the peri ad from 

1780 to 1820. More s ign; fi cantly, the number of stone houses rose from 

78, or 6.8% of all hou ses counted in the 1781 aveu, ta 706 in 1825 -- a 

number that represents 30.3% of all rural hou ses on the island. 31 

Almost all of the stone houses existing in 1781 were locate~ either in 

the area surrounding Montreal, or in the few small villages scattered 

about the island. By 1825, the distribution was much more uniform, with 

30 For a full discussion of the legal obligations concerning road 
work, see Léon Robichaud, "Le pouvoir, les paysans et la voirie au Bas
Canada à la fin du XVIIIe siècle", (MA Thesis, McGill University, 1989). 

31 The fi gures for 1781 'riere calcul ated from the i nformat ion con
tained in Cl aude Perrault, Montréal en 1781; those for 1825 are from 
Perrault's Montréal en 1825. 
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over one-quarter of the houses in each par'i sh enumerated as stone .12 

The parishes in the centre of the island -- Montr"" al , Lachine, Saint· 

Laurent and Sault-au-Récollet -- had a mu ch denser concentration of 

stone houses, accounting for 63.5% of the total, but these same parishes 

also had the greatest populations. 33 

Farm leases contained short descriptions of the property being let, 

including the various buildil1qs on a farm. Sometimes this description 

was elaborate, providing an inventory of each building, its construction 

and its general state, while other leases summarily stated "la maison, 

grange et autres bâtiments". Due to the seemingly incomplete nature of 

this information, only tentative conclusions can be drawn concerning the 

occurrence, location and ownership of stone houses. 

Over the fort y years, 20% of the 502 houses i nd i cated in farm 

1 eases were described as constructed of stone. Thi s percent age did not 

rise each decade in gradual increment~ as might be expected, perhaps an 

indication that the number of stone hou ses was underrepresented in later 

1 eases. Just over 80% of these stone houses were located in the three 

central parishes of Montreal, Lachine and Saint-Laurent, a proportion 

that closely matches the representat i on of these pari shes in the 564 

leases (see Table 3.1). The same is true of the proprietorship of stone 

32 The one exception was the Parish of Saint-Geneviève where only 
22% of the houses were made of stone. 

33 For excellent photographs and descriptions of stone hou ses on 
the island during this period -- and still standing today -- see the 
Répertoi re d'architecture traditionnelle sur le territoi re de 1 a com
munauté urbaine de Montréal: Architecture rurale, (Montreal, 1986). 
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houses across the six occupational classifications, where each group 

owned stone houses in a ratio equal to their numbers in the series. 

Canadien lessors were only slightly more likely than their non-canadien 

counterparts to have stone houses on th(·; r farms. 

Aside from houses, the other structures commonly found on farms 

were barns, stables (often two -- an étable for lodging the cattle and 

an écurie for the horses) and various smaller outbuildings such as 

sheds, hen-roosts, dairies, root cellars, and ovens. The barn was the 

largest and most important of these buildings, generally used for stor

age of grains and hay, and also for threshing during the winter months. 

In the aveu of 1781, a barn had been counted on al most a 11 farms on the 

island of Montreal, and was cruci al ta the type of mixed farming widely 

practised on the island. A total of 342 barns, with few exceptions all 

constructed of wood, were enumerated in the series of 564 leases. 34 

Although the proportion of barns to leased properties seems low, it is 

explained by a couple of factors: a barn would be unnecessary on a plot 

of less th an ten arpents, and it is clear in a few cases, and possible 

in others, that the lcilld alone was rented to someone who already pos

sessed a barn in the immediate vicinity. 

Responsibility for the upkeep of the various buildings on a farm 

was often shared by the 1 essor and the tenant. Tenants were always 

34 Wood was preferable to stone as a buildi n9 mater; al for barns 
due to the accumul at i on of frost on the i ns ide wall s of a stone barn 
during the winter months. See Robert-Lionel Séguin, les granges du 
!l.Y..ébec du XVI!~ au XIX~ siècle, (Ottawa, 1963): 7. 

! 
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liable for the regular maintenance and any minor repairs needed to the 

buildings during their residence on the farm. In the balance of the 

contracts, major repairs were either the sole responsibility of the 

lessor, or were made by the lessee with material s provided by the pro

prietor. Sorne leases did not distinguish between srnall and more exten

sive restorations, but simply stated that the tenant was to perform all 

necessary repairs to any building in his keep. 

In conclusion, the effect of the urban ~arket on the agricultural 

lands close to the city is demonstrated by a number of patterns found in 

our analysis of the land and buildings in farm leases. The concentra

tion of leased properties around Montreal, many of them owned by people 

residing in the town and suburbs, suggests the i ncreased participation 

of urban elements in the economy of this region. This trend towards 

greater integration of the rural and urban economies within the Parish 

of Montreal will be further supported in Chapter 5 by evidence of inten

sive and specialized agricultural production near to the city. Compared 

ta the rest of Quebec, the island of Montreal -- especially the central 

part - - possessed not on 1 y sorne of the ri chest land, but al so more 

favourable conditions for profitable investment in rural lands, due to 

geographic, soci al and economic ci rcumstances. And these advantages 

already had been clearly recognized by the colony's el He, whose pre

sence in the countryside, and possession of farms 1 arger than the aver

age for all other rural proprietors, indicated that the possibility 

existed for greater capital investment in farming. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE FARMS: MOVEABLE PROPERTIES -- FARM IMPLEMENTS AND LIVESTOCK 

It i s perhaps a trui sm to state that a man who has l and but no 

agricultural tools or livestock is not a farmer. But it is not ùncommon 

for hi stori ans to di sregard the instruments of production in examining 

the agriculture of a region. ~/hile this is poor practice, it is under

standable on one level -- tools are broken and abandoned, their wood 

parts rot, and animals eventuall.Y die. Thus, the only record left of 

these articles is on paper, whereas the land itself remains, occasional-

ly along with some of the buildings on it. 

Roughly one-third of the agricultural leases passed between 1780 

and 1820 contained an inventory of the animals and agricultural imple

ments to be let wi th the land. Li vestock was ment i oned in more 1 eases 

and generally warranted a more detailed description than did tools. 1 

From these inventories it is possible to examine the tools and animals 

found on sorne or the farms on the island of Montreal and determine how 

patterns of ownership may have changed over time. Also, the information 

contained in the farm leases once again permits us to link the posses

sion of these articles with the occupation of the proprietor, and the 

ethnicity of both lessors and tenants, thereby indicating differences in 

the level of capital investment. 

1 In his excellent ground-breaking study of sharecropping in 
France, Louis Merle found that le cheptel vif, or 1 ivestock, was more 
important and valuable than le cheptel mort, the agricultural instru
ments and buildings. See his La métaire et l'évolution agraire de la 
Gâtinp poitevine de la fin du Moyen Age à la Révolution, (Paris, 1958): 
108-116. 
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4.1 FARM IMPLEMENTS 

Many contemporary observers deemed that the agricul tural tool s 

employed in Lower Canada in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries were wholly inadequate for the task. This view has subsequen

tly become a cornerstone of the theory concerning an 'agricultural 

malaise' during the early decades of the nineteenth century.2 Yet, 

despite the recognized imllortance of farm implements in understanding 

the agriculture of a region, there have been few attempts to determine 

exactly what tools were used by whom. 3 

2 Fernand Ouellet makes extensive use of the 1816 inquiry into the 
state of agriculture conducted by the Lower Canadian House of Assembly 
in order to support this contention. However, Ouellet mentions only the 
testimony of those 'expert' witnesses who support his own opinions and 
disregards the obvious bias displayed by many of these men in favour of 
European systems and tools of cultivation. He also disregards the fact 
that few of those called ta testify were themselves directly invalved in 
farming. With regards ta the quality and suitability of the tools of 
agriculture, five men criticized all farm implements, but three other 
witnesses did not subscribe to this view. See the testimony of Brehaut, 
LaRue and Ferguson (none of them mentioned by Ouellet) in "Appendix E", 
Journals of the House of Assembly of Lower Canada, (1816); and Ouellet's 
Economie and Social History of Quebec, 1760-1850, (Ottawa, 1980): 229. 

3 Robert-Lionel Séguin methodically recorded various notarial 
references to farm implements and toured the province compiling a vast 
photographic collection of Quebec's agriculVJral tools of the seven
teenth through ni neteenth centuri es. Wh il e Ségu in' s work i s extreme 1 y 
useful in identifying, for example, the numerous changes or differences 
in the construction of a certain tool over the course of two centuries, 
it is less useful at a more specifie level. The question of how many 
people possessed and used a particular plough or harrow is not succes
fully answered. See Séguin's L'équipement de la ferme canadienne aux 
XVII~ et XVIII~ siècles, (Montréal, 1959); La civilisation tradition
nelle de l '''habitant" aux XVII~ et XVI1I~ siècles, (Montreal, 1973; 2e 
édition) and the posthumously published L'équipement aratoire et hor
ticole du Québec ancien (XVIIe, XVIIIe. et XIXe siècles), 2 vols., 
(Montréal, 1989). Sorne recent work has addressed the probl em of the 
distribution of farm implements among rural families. See Christian 
Dessureault, Les fondements de la hiearchie sociale au sein de la 
paysanneri e ... , pp. 342-354; and Oessureault and John A. Di cki nson, 
"Farm Implements and Husbandry in Colonial Quebec, 1740-1840", unpub
lished paper, presented in summer of 1989. 

1 
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The i nformat; on conta; ned in farm l eases does present an oppor

tunity to link a set of tools to a farm, an owner, a location or a 

specific time. Agricultural implements were not included in all farm 

1eases, however; in the 564 acts passed between 1780 and 1820, only 26% 

of a1l leases contained a reference to the letting of any too1s. 4 Close 

to one-thi rd of those contracts which i nc1 uded farm impl ements did not 

give an itemized account of those instruments to be 1eft for the use of 

the tenant. Instead of the detailed inventory provided in the other 

leases, many of these documents merely contained the phrase that "tous 

les ustensiles d'agriculture nécessaire" or "les ustensiles propres à 

l'agriculture" were to be part of the rental agreement. 

What too1s were used on the other 74% of the properties leased 

during this time remains a mystery. It is not clear if the tenant was 

expected to provide all of the equipment he needed, or if the two par

ties considered the letting of the instruments of agriculture to be part 

of an informal agreement, and therefore one to which the notary was not 

a witness. Fragmentary evidence in the leases themselves indicates that 

both circumstances occurred. The question is an important one, for 

those tenants expected to furn; sh all impl ements and animal s necessary 

to cultivate the land obviously required far more resources th an those 

who 1eased a ful1y equipped farm. 

4 With few exceptions, those acts which included farm imp1ements in 
the leasing agreement were for farms and not for sma11 plots of land, 
gardens or orchards. 
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The care of farming utensils was generally left to tenants who were 

held to return the tools in the same condition as they were received. 

Sorne 1essor~ agreed to bear half the costs of any work required on the 

i ron parts of an instrument by a bl acksmith, however, tenants were 

solely responsible for repairs using wood. Indeed, it was not unusua1 

for the tenant to be provided with the iron parts of a particular tool 

or instrument with the understanding that he would then construct the 

complete article. 

From the descriptions, and occasional evaluations, of farm imple

ments contained in 99 of the leases, we can come to sorne understanding 

of the distribution and use of the various tools of agriculture on the 

island of Montreal between 1780 and 1820. 

Ploughs and Harrows 

Among the assorted implements needed to cultivate the soil, the 

p10ugh and the harrow, in the words of one contemporary observer, were 

"the most material".5 Whether David Anderson was referring to the value 

of these two instruments in terms of money or in terms of useful ness, 

the two senses could be seen as correct. A plough was obviously indis

pensable for tilling the sail and the harrow "an instrument of nearly as 

much importance as the plough, and of quite equal value in cultiva

tion."6 Both implements required draught animals to be drawn across the 

5 Testimony of David Anderson, "Appendix E", JHALC, (1816). 

6 Charles Edward Whitcombe, The Canadian Farmer's Manual of Agri
culture, (Toronto, 1874): 473. 
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soi1, thus making their operation more capital intensive than the use of 

hand tools. 

From the descriptions provided in farm leases, it appears that the 

whee1ed Canadian p10ugh with an iron cou1ter and an iron ploughshare of 

between 28 and 32 pounds was still used on many, if not the majority, of 

farms. 7 English p10ughs were used on some farms, but it is not possible 

to determine their exact numbers. 8 The lighter hoe plough appeared 

a10ng witt; a Canadian p10ugh on the farm of the Montreal merchant 

William McGillivray.9 A1so mentioned towards the end of our period, in 

7 The more complete descriptions found in several 1eases generally 
inventoried all meta1 parts of the p1ough, obvious1y the most va1uab1e 
parts of the instrument, and also gave the weight of the ploughshare. 
In Il cases, only the ironwork for a plough was provided to the tenant, 
leaving it to him to construct the necessary wooden parts and assemble 
the implement. A diagramme showing the various components of this type 
of pl ough can be found in Robert -li one 1 Ségu in' s L' égu i pement de la 
ferme canadienne ... , p.34, a10ng with two pictures in the same book, 
Pl anche V. 

8 The farm of spruce brewer Duncan Cumming on Côte de la Visitation 
had both a Canadian and an Eng1ish p10ugh -- see n.m. Lukin, 15/04/1796 
#741. An English plough was also among the tools leased by Montreal 
trader Frederick Gonnerman along with his farm on Côte Saint-Martin in 
the Pari sh of Longue Pointe -- see n.m. Gray 26/09/1806 #1653. These 
references and those found in JHALC, IIAppendix ::" and Charles Greee, 
Essays on Pratieal Husbandry ... , elearly indieate that these ploughs 
werJ used in this area well before 1823, the date Corinne Beutler cites 
as their first mention in a non-continuous series of inventories after 
death colleeted for the Montreal region. Much of the information in her 
discussion of ploughs is misleading, for examp1e Beut1er does not real
i ze that the charrue à roue 77 es and the charrue canadienne were essen
tially the same implement. See Corinne Beutler, "L'outillage agricole 
dans 1 es inventa i re'i paysans de la région de Montréal refl ète-t- il une 
transformation de l'agriculture entre 1792 et 1835?", in FrançJis Lebrun 
et Normand Séguin (dir.) Sociétés villageoises et rapports vil1es
campagnes au Ouébec et dans la France de l'Ouest XVIIe -- xxg siècles. 
Actes du colloque Franco-Québécois de Québec, (1985): 129. 

9 n.m. Gray 09/04/1807 #1792 . 
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1818, was an iron plough with a value of r9.15, an amount that was three 

times greater than that given for any other plough. 10 

Although many of the descriptions were not precise enough to iden-

tif y the kind of plough, the type of yoke and harnesses llsted, in 

addition ta the draught animals included with the l ivestock, often 

provided an important clue. The Canadian plough was usually drawn bya 

team of four oxen, with the addition of one or two horses to provide 

greater speed. ll Only two horses were required for the English plough 

-- an important advantage in the eyes of those who believed that the use 

of less draught animal s woul d benefit farmers.1 2 Although it was mu ch 

maligned by numerous contemporary commentators, the heavier Canadian 

plough was much better suited to the so11s of the island of Montreal 

than was the lighter English version. In addition, the degree of com

petence required to effectively operate the English plough, a swing 

plough without wheels, was nat possessed by the average farmer, in lower 

10 n.m. Doucet 12/08/1818 #5443. Two iron ploughs valued at CS.lO 
each al ong with fi ve dri 11 pl aughs and one wooden pl ough were among the 
agricultural implements inventoried on the properties of John Ogilvy, a 
wealthy Montreal landowner, after his death in 1819. See Ogilvy's 
estate inventory, n.m. Griffin 11/11/1819 #2837. 

11 Louise Dechêne, "Observations sur l'agriculture du Bas-Canada au 
début du XIXe siècle", in Joseph Goy et Jean-Pierre Wallot (dir.), 
Evolution et éclatement du monde rurale: Structures, fonctionnement et 
évolution différentielle des sociétés rurales francaises et québécois 
XVIIe -- XXe siècles, Actes du colloque franco-québécois d'histoire 
rurale comparée, (1982; published 1986): 196. 

12 Testimony of Dumont and Larue, JHALC, "Appendix E"; and Charles 
Greee, Essays on Practical Husbandry ... , pp. 23-25. 
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Canada, Upper Canada or in Great Britain. 13 8y virtue of their special

ized skill, ploughsmen in England occupied a privileged position in the 

hierarchical ordering of the various rural workers. 14 

Harrows in use at this time can be divided into two broad categor

ies -- those with wooden teeth and those with the more effective and 

more durable i ron teeth. The number of i ron spi kes on the 1 atter type 

of harrow was common ly put at around 25 in those 1 eases with deta il ed 

inventories. Although the shape of the implement was rarely mentioned, 

most evidence indicates that a triangular form was most popular. 15 One 

reference to a "double harrow", most probably two squares or rectangles 

jOined by short chains, was found in the yeoman James McGregor's lease 

of his farm on Côte Sainte-Catherine. 16 

For the period between 1780 and 1820, the figures in Table 4.1 

demonstrate that almost all farms leased with an itemized inventory of 

agricultural implements had a plough. Although the total number of 

ploughs counted equaled one per farm, there were eight farms that had 

13 Charles Edward Whitcombe, The Canadian Farmer's Manual of Agri
culture, p. 466. 

14 Howard Newby, The Oeferential Worker: A Study of Farm Workers in 
East Anglia, (Middlesex, 1977): 31-34. 

15 Greee, Essays on Practical Husbandry ... , pp. 27-28; Séguin, 
L'équipement de la ferme canadienne ... , pp. 31-32. A slightly different 
form, a diamond shape, was among those harrows listed in John Ogilvy's 
inventory after death, n.m. Griffin ]1/11/1819 #2837. 

16 n.m. Doucet 12/08/1818 #5443. See also G.E. Fussell, The Farm
er's Tools: A History of British Farm Implements, Tools and Machinery 
Before the Tractor Came: From A.D. 1500-1900, (London, 1952): 68. 
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.~ TABLE 4.1 
Distribution of Ploughs and Harrows by Decade 

in Notarized Farm Leases for the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

1780-89 1790-99 1800-09 1810-19 Total 

Total no. of leases 41 116 163 244 564 
(1) Leases incl. tools 10 44 38 53 145 
(as % of total) (24%) (38%) (23%) (22%) (26%) 

(2) Missing inventory 4 15 12 15 46 

Plough 3 31 21 34 89 
Ironwork for plough Z ~ l ~ 11 
Total 5 36 22 37 100 
(as % of (1) - (2» (83%) (100%) (85%) (97%) (100%) 

Harrow 1 4 4 11 20 
Harrow with iron teeth 6 4 5 15 
Harrow with wood teeth - ! l ~ l 
Total 1 14 9 18 42 
(as % of (I) - (2» (17%) (48%) (35%) (47%) (42%) 

" 
TABLE 4.2 

Distribution of Ploughs and Harrows by Occupational Classification 
of Lessors in Notarized Farm Leases for the Island of Montreal, 

1780-1820 

Rel. 
Elites Artns Farms Women Inst. Unknn Total 

Total no. of leases 267 75 105 62 16 39 564 
(1) Leases incl. tools 79 14 22 15 4 11 145 
(as % of total) (30%) (19%) (21%) (24%) (25%) (28%) (26%) 

(2) Missing inventory 34 1 4 4 1 2 46 

Plough 44 11 16 7 1 la 89 
Ironwork for plough ~ l - l 1 - il 
Total 52 12 16 8 2 10 100 
(as % of (1) - (2» (100%) (92%) (89%) (73%) (67%) (100%) (100%) 

Harrow 17 1 1 1 20 
Harrow with iron teeth 10 1 2 2 15 
Harrow with wood teeth ~ l l - - - l 
Total 32 3 4 1 0 2 42 
(as % of (I) - (2)) (71%) (23%) (22%) (9%) (0%) (22%) (42%) 

. .,.. 
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TABLE 4.3 
Distribution of Ploughs and Harrows by Ethnicity of Lessm"s and Tenants 

in Notarized Farm Leases for the Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

lessors Tenants 

cdn non-cdn cdn non-cdn Total 

Total no. of leases 383 181 238 326 564 
(1) Leases incl. tools 97 48 73 72 145 
(as % of total) (25%) (27%) (31%) (22%) (26%) 

(2) Missing inventory 23 23 18 28 46 

Plough 66 23 55 34 89 
Ironwork for plough 1Q 1 2 ~ 11 
Total 76 24 64 36 100 
(as % of (1) - (2)) (100%) (96%) (100%) (82%) (100%) 

Harrow 7 13 4 16 20 
Harrow with iron teeth 13 2 10 5 15 
Harrow with wood teeth l - l - l 
Total 27 15 21 21 42 
(as % of (1) - (2)) (36%) (60%) (38%) (48%) (42%) 

two pl oughs. The ra te of ownersh i p of th i s i mp 1 ement was rough l y con

sistent across the fort y years of this study. On the other hand, the 

number of farms which included a harrow or harrows with the working 

tools of the land rose during this period, from only 17% of all proper

ties in the first decade to almost half in the last decade. As harrows 

were used on all farms, this increase most probably indicates that more 

expensive materials, namely iron teeth, were increasingly used in the 

construction of this instrument. 17 

17 Sylvie Dépatie finds few references to harrows in inventories 
after death for île-Jésus, and hypothesizes that the instrument was 
crude, and therefore of little value, thus accounting for its omission. 
See "l'évolution d'une société rurale: l'île-Jésus au XVIIIe siècle", 
(PhD dissertation, McGill University, 1988): 243-249. Harrows made with 
iron teeth were obviously of greater value than those with only wooden 
prongs. 



...... 

-

108 

Turning to the question of which proprietors owned ploughs and 

harrows, the numbers contained in Table 4.2 indicate sorne interesting 

trends. Farm leases made by the él ite were more l ikely than those of 

all other proprietors to include agricultural implements. In addition, 

from the inventories made in the 99 leases, the merchant and profes

sional lessors clearly had the most capital invested in their ploughs 

and harrows. The farms of élites had an average of 1.2 ploughs and .7 

harrows per farm, figures that, especially in the case of harrows, were 

well above those for all other occupational categories. Not only did 

these farms have a greater number of these implements, but they clearly 

also had more of better construction -- ten of the 15 harrows identified 

as possessing iron teeth were found on properties owned by merchants and 

profess i on al s. 

The ethnic distribution of ploughs and harrows among canadien and 

non-canadien lessors and tenants as shown in Table 4.3 reveals few major 

differences. Aside from the greater propensity of canadien tenants to 

engage in leases which included farm imp1ements, the only other dis

similarity between the two ethnie groups was in their possession of 

harrows. A larger proportion of the properties owned by non-canadien 

1 essors, 60% as opposed to 36% of canadien propri etors, had a harrow 

inc1uded among the working too1s of the farm. Between the two groups of 

tenants a simi1ar but less pronounced gap existed, with the non-canadien 

l essees once aga in ahead of thei r canadien eounterparts. Despite thi s 

apparent proe1 ivity of the non-canadien population invo1ved in farm 
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leasing to possess harrows more than other farmers, any conclusion 

regarding better agricultural practices wou1d be unfounded, due ta the 

poss i b 1 e exclus i on of crude wooden harrows, fash i oned by the tenant, 

from many leases. The difference was not significant enough ta make any 

judgment, but more importantly 13 of the 15 harrows with iron teeth were 

owned by canadien lessors and two-thirds of these same implements were 

on farms 1eased by canadien tenants. 

Hand Too1 s 

The hand tools found on most Lower Canadian farms can be divided 

into three broad categories -- instruments required for cultivation, for 

harvesting and for threshing. A1though certain basic tools from each of 

these groupi ngs were needed to perform the common and repet it i ve tasks 

of farming, these smalle~ implements were often not included in the list 

of agricultural instruments leased to the tenant. Possible reasons for 

the exclusion of the se tools are likely linked ta their value in rela

tion ta the more expensive ploughs, harrows and carts. Hand tool s may 

nat have been inventoried with the larger implements simply because they 

were not as valuab1e, and were therefore included through an informa1 

agreement between 1 essor and tenant. Or, perhaps the l esser cost of 

these various sma11 tools meant that many tenants possessed their own, 

and required only that the more substantia1 farm implements be provided 

on the farm. 

A variety of hand too1s used in cultivation or in other closely 

related tasks were found in 28 leases. Shovels and spades were common, 
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as were hoes, both genera 11 y descri bed as havi ng b 1 ades made of i ron. 

Different types of hoes were 1 i sted -- a garden hoe, a dutch hoe, a 

grubbing hoe (probab1y a mattock or pick axe), and a 'large' hoe. In 

addition to these too1 s were a number of rakes and a variety of iron 

forks -- pitchforks, hay forks and dung or manure forks. 

Too1s used in harvesting were mentioned even 1ess frequent1y than 

those emp 1 oyed in the earl i er stages of plant i ng and growi ng a crop. 

Only ten 1eases contained any reference to sickles, scythes or reaping 

hooks, and eight of these 1eases were made between 1810 and 1820. The 

two other leases, passed i~ the 1790's, referred to a scythe on one farm 

and "six grandes faucilles" on the second farm.l 8 After 1810, however, 

only one sickle is mentioned, while 14 scythes are counted along with 

eight reaping hooks. Snaths, the wood pol e or shaft of a scythe, were 

also enumerated in one lease. 

The instrumente; required for threshing and preparing the grain for 

consumption or for sale were indicated but six times. Five leases made 

prior to 1800 contained references to a van or winnowing-basket, in 

addition to a number of mentions of metal measures of a demi-minot or a 

minot. A lease passed in 1810 described "one fanning mill or crib for 

wheat" valued at E6.10 on a farm owned by George Clark, a Montreal 

furrier.I 9 Sever al 1eases also made reference to half-bushel and full 

bushel measures. 

18 n.m. Chaboillez 29/01/1790 #269; n.m. Oelisle 26/10/1795 #1158.5 

19 n.m. Gray 17/12/1810 #2942 . 
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Other small tools mentioned included iron implements sueh as axes, 

erowbars and hammers. A grindstone to keep certain tools sharp, es

peeially siekles and scythes, appeared in a few leases. Reference was 

also made to a pruning hook, probably for use in an orehard, and shear

ers to trim the fleece from sheep. Sueh tools were undoubtedly of the 

same sort as those referred to simply as "and other sundry utensils" at 

the end of the inventories contained in some leases. 

Specialized Implements 

The numerous eider-presses loeated in and around Montreal yielded a 

produet that was the envy of many vis;tors to the town. 20 Seven presses 

were counted among the implements included in leases of agrieultural 

lands, and except for two found in Lachine, the rest were loeated very 

close to the city on the slopes of the mountain, on Côte Sainte-Cath

erine and on Côte Saint-Anto;ne. 21 Equal numbers of canadien and non-

canadien lessors owned 1\ press, but in terms of their socio-economic 

statu~, the six owners could not be termed representative of the general 

population. Three men cl assified in the merrhant and J:rofessional 

category possessed four of the eider-presses, while two more were owned 

20 In 1818, Jacques Viger identifies four major eider-presses in 
the immediate viein; ty of Montreal, and in the census of 1825 three 
others are mentioned in the outlying côtes, "Statistique: Montréal en 
1805 et Montréal en 1818", Archives du Séminaire de Québec, fonds Viger
Verreau, boîte 69, liasse 1; untitled summary statisties for the island 
of Montreal in 1825, boîte 45, liasse 7. Two writers who believed 
Montreal 's eider to be of the finest quality were Joseph Bouchette, 
Topographical Description of the Province of Lower Canada ... , p.160; and 
Hugh Gray, Letters from Canada ... , p. 151. 

21 n.m. Sanguinet 07/02/1782 #1940; n.m. Foucher 12/01/1790 #6736; 
n .m. Chaboi 11 ez 14/07/1792 #575, 14/04/1804 #6407, 12/09/1808 #8363, 
09/02/1809 #8527. 

l 
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by the Soeurs Religieuses de Saint-Joseph (Hôtel-Dieu) and the last was 

on the land of a widow. For the most part, the descriptions of this 

device were brief, however, in one case a "horse mill" was given as the 

power behind the mechanism, while in another the press was recorded as 

"un pressoir en pierres avec tous ses ustensiles".22 

Dairy production was also very important to the local market. Ten 

leases contained inventories of the equipment needed to collect and keep 

milk and to manufacture butter and cheese. 23 This activity was far less 

centra 1 i zed than was the production of ci der, as the ten farms were 

scattered among five parishes -- Sault-au-Récollet, Montreal, Lachine, 

Saint-L~urent and longue-Pointe. Nevertheless, a defin\te occupational 

concentration was encountered among the owners of these Len properties. 

Except for an artisan and a widow, the remaining eight lessors were all 

part of the merchant and professional grouping. In terms of ethnicity, 

there was once aga;n an ev en split, five canadien and five non-canadien 

lessors. Numerous articles used in dairy production were listed, among 

them flared pails for milk, large brass kettles for boiling milk to make 

cheese, cauldrons, vats and terrines of many sizes, strainers, metal 

hoops and presses necessary for cheese making, and churns for butter. 

22 n.m. Chaboillez 14/04/1804 #6407, 12/09/1808 #8363. 

23 n.m. Delisle 15/12/1789 #177, 04/10/1790 #276, 26/10/1795 
#1158.5; n.m. Foucher 12/01/1790 #6736; n.m. Barron 16/08/1814 #2419, 
17/10/1814 #2449; n .m. Bedoui n 12/04/1817 #230; n. m. Doucet 02/10/1816 
#3845, 12/08/1818 #5443; n.m. Jobin 30/01/1818 #1013. 
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Carts and Other Means of Transport 

From the valuations of farm equipment made in several farm leases, 

it i s cl ear that carts were among the most costly items found on a farm. 

Descriptions found in many of the leases containing inventories em

phasized the wheels of these vehicles, obviously an expensive and cru

cial part of the cart. Once again, it was undoubtedly the iron portion 

of the wheels that contributed a substantial portion of their cast. 

Most wheels were described as either ferrée, frettes et bottes, iron 

shod or iron bound, although a small number of the wheels were reported 

as non-ferrée. In sorne cases, the carts were given over to the tenant 

without any wheels at all, leaving it to the farmer ta make them him

se 1 f, or more probab l y obta in the necessary number of pa i rs from a 

whee l wri ght. 24 

Because of the relative value of carts and their importance in the 

work of a farm, just over three-quarters of all leases which included an 

inventory of farm tools made mention of at least one transport vehicle 

used in the work of the farm. The majority of these farms contained a 

selection of the different means of transport, but at least one cart was 

found on almost all of these properties. Some carts were categorized by 

their size, with numerous references ta une grande charette and une 

petite charette, while others such as hay carts, dung carts and water 

carts were classified by their function, and oxwain carts and horse 

carts were named after the draught animals used ta pull them. A smaller 

24 Robert-Lionel Séguin, L'éguipement de la ferme canadienne ... , p. 
53. 
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cart, commonly referred to as un tombereau or a t i pcart, or the wheel

barrow which did not require draught animals, was also used on many of 

these farms to transport heavier items such as stones, earth or 

manure. 25 During the winter, sledges or traînes were employed to haul 

the numerous cords of wood required as fuel in the farmer's household. 26 

Wood canoes were i nc 1 uded in severa 1 leases where part of the land let 

was an i s land off the shore, probab l y used as a pasture for the li ve

stock. 

4.2 LIVESTOCK 

Animals were an integral part of agricultural production. Not only 

were they an important part of the diet, but in an era long before the 

mechanization of farm work, draught animals were an essential source of 

power to perform many tasks, chief among them ploughing and carting. 

Furthermore, their manure provided an indi spensabl e source of fert il izer 

for the soil. 

Li vestock was i nc 1 uded in a th i rd of the 564 farm 1 eases passed 

between 1780 and 1820. Of the 183 1 eases wh i ch i nvo l ved sorne an i ma l s, 

12.6% did not contain a description of the number and kinds of livestock 

let. In the majority of the leases without descriptions, reference was 

made to an i nventory al ready drawn up, or ta be taken, but the document 

e; ther was never annexed to the act or was lost. Those acts wi th an 

25 Ibid, p. 62. 

26 Charles Chaboillez, a Montreal merchant, had a toboggan de-
scribed as "une grande tra fne Bostonnai se" on hi s land. See n .m. 
Del isle 26/10/1795 #1158.5. 
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inventory of l ivestock often included details about each ox, cow or 

horse, notably the age and value of the animal. 27 Most of the contracts 

in which livestock was included also contained agricultural implements, 

thus meaning that the farm was fully equipped for the tenant. 

From the information displayed in Tables 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6, few 

clear trends are revealed in the distribution of livestock. In the four 

decades extending from 1780 ta 1819, no pattern was found of either 

i ncreased or decreased incl usion of 1 ivestock in farm 1 eases. Sorne 

fairly significant differences could be found among the different oc

cupationa l cl assificat ions, however, where those proprietors in the 

elite and unknown categories were more likely to include animals in 

their agricultural leases. Artisans and the rel igious institutions 

displayed less of a tendency to make livestock part of the property let 

by agreement. Among canadien and non-canadien lessors, roughly equal 

proport i ons of each group i nc 1 uded l i vestock in the i r l eases, but among 

the tenants, a greater percentage of the canadien popul at ion received 

animal s through their formal contract. 

27 Occasionally, the description contained even more information. 
For example, sorne oxen were described as "boeufs anglais" and others as 
"boeufs canadiens". See n.m. Chaboi llez 31/03/1788 #69; n.m. Del isle 
26/10/1795 #1158; 09/05/l794 #850. Al sa, cows were often divided into 
mil ch cows, those ready to cal ve and the younger cat t le. 
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.'01- TABLE 4.4 
Di str; but i on of li vestock by Decade 

in Notar; zed F arm leases for the 1 s l and of Mont rea l, 
1780-1820 

1780-89 1790-99 1800-09 1810-19 Total 

Total no. of 1 eases 41 116 163 244 564 
*Leases incl. 1 ivestock 10 49 53 71 183 

(as % of total) (24%) (42%) (33%) (29%) (32%) 
Missing inventory 2 8 8 5 23 

OXEN 
Leases wi th oxen 7 27 23 32 89 

(as % of *) (88%) (66%) (51%) (49%) ( 56%) 
Average per farm1 3.9 3.4 3 2.6 3 
Range 2-6 1-10 2-6 1-6 1-10 

CATTLE 
leases with cattle 8 39 41 59 147 

(as % of *) (100%) (95%) (91%) (89%) (92%) 
Average per farm 7.3 7.6 4.8 7.5 6.7 
Range 2-12 1-18 1-20 1-25 1-25 

~ HORSES 
,\~ leases wi th horses 7 31 27 43 108 

(as % of *) (88%) (76%) (60%) (65%) (68%) 
Average per farm 2.1 2 1.6 1.a 1.8 
Range 1-3 1-4 1-4 1-4 1-4 

PIGS 
Leases with pi gs 5 14 6 13 38 

(as % of *) (63%) (34%) (13%) (20%) (24%) 
Average per farm 5 5 4.3 4 4.6 
Range 3-6 2-9 2-7 1-8 1-9 

SHEEP 
Leases with sheep 3 24 22 17 66 

(as % of *) (38%) (59%) (49%) (26%) ( 41%) 
Average per farm 8 14.9 11.8 13.5 13.2 
Range 6-10 2-40 1-33 6-30 2-40 

POULTRY 
leases wi th hens 6 19 9 23 57 

(as % of *) ( 75%) (49%) (20%) (35%) (36%) 
Average per farm 27 29.6 21.3 20 24.3 
Range 18-48 12-48 6-36 3-48 3-48 

1 Averages are based only on the number of farm leases which 
include a particular animal. -... 
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( TABLE 4.5 
Distribution of Livestock by Occupational Classification 

of Lessors in Notarized Farm Leases for th~ Island of Montreal, 
1780-1820 

Rel. , 
Elite Artns Farms Women Inst. Unknn Total 

j 
~ 
~ , 

Total no. of leases 267 75 105 62 16 39 564 ! -, 
1 

*Leases incl. livestock 96 19 32 20 2 14 183 1 , 
(as % of total) (36%) (25%) (31%) (32%) (13%) (36%) (32%) , 

Missing inventory 16 2 3 l 1 23 î , . , , 
OXEN 1 

J 

Leases wi th oxen 43 10 18 6 1 11 89 
, , 
J 

(as % of *) (54%) (53%) (58%) (35%) (100%) (85%) (56%) ! 

Average per farm1 3.5 2.9 2.8 3.6 2 2.9 3 
J 
1 

Range 1-10 2-6 2-4 2-6 2-4 1-10 

CATTLE 
Leases wi th catt 1 e 76 lB 27 15 l 10 147 
(as % of *) (95%) (95%) (87%) (88%) (100%) (77%) (92%) 

Average per farm 7.3 7.4 5.1 6.5 5 5.1 6.7 
Range 1-25 1-21 1-10 1-18 2-8 1-25 

(, HORSES 
Leases with horses 61 12 14 11 1 9 108 
(as % of *) (76%) (63%) (45%) (65%) (100%) (70%) (68%) 

Average per farm 1.9 1.6 1.6 1.9 2 1.6 1.8 
Range 1-4 1-3 1-2 1-4 1-2 1-4 

PIGS 
Leases wi th pigs 28 2 5 3 38 
(as % of *) (35%) (7%) (29%) - (23%) (24%) 

Average per farm 4.7 5.5 4.5 3.3 4.6 
Range 2-9 5-6 4-6 3-4 2-9 

SHEEP 
Leases with sheep 30 4 17 6 1 8 66 
(as % of *) (38%) (21%) (55%) (35%) (100%) (62%) (41%) 

Average per farm 16.2 13 8.6 10.3 12 13.9 13.2 
Range 5-40 12-15 1-30 6-14 5-30 1-40 

POULTRY 
Leases wi th hens 26 5 12 9 1 4 57 
(as % of *) (33%) (26%) (39%) (53%) (100%) (31%) (36%) 

Average per farm 26.9 20.4 18.8 16.8 30 22.5 24.3 
Range 3-48 12-24 12-48 6-30 - 18-24 3-48 

1 Averages are based o"lly on the number of farm leases which in-

( 
clude a particular animal. 

l 
j 
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... ",. TABLE 4.6 

Distribution of Livestock by Ethnicity of Lessors and Tenants 
in Notarized Farm Leases for the Island of Montreal, 

1780-182~ 

Lessors Tenants 

cdn non-cdn cdn non-cdn Total 

Total no. of leases 383 181 238 326 564 
*leases incl. livestock 121 62 87 96 183 

(as % of total) (32%) (34%) (37%) (29%) (32%) 
Missing inventory 11 12 12 11 23 

OXEN 
Leases with oxen 73 16 62 27 89 

(as % of *) (66%) (32%) (83%) (32%) (56%) 
Average per farm1 3.4 2.3 3.4 2.6 3 
Range 1-10 1-4 2-10 1-6 1-10 

CATTLE 
Leases with cattl e 99 48 65 82 147 
(as % of *) (90%) (96%) (87%) (97%) (92%) 

Average per farm 6.3 7.5 5.5 7.6 6.6 
Range 1-24 1-25 1-20 1-25 1-25 

<ft-

~ HORSES 
Leases with horses 76 32 54 54 108 

(as % of *) (69%) (64%) (72%) (64%) (68%) 
Average per farm 1.7 1.9 1.8 1.8 1.8 
Range 1-4 1-4 1-4 1-4 1-4 

PIGS 
Leases with pigs 22 16 15 23 38 

(as % of *) (20%) (32%) (20%) (27%) (24%) 
Average per farm 5.1 3.9 4.7 4.5 4.5 
Range 2-9 2-7 2-6 2-9 2-9 

SHE[? 
Lea!,es with sheep 58 8 45 21 66 
(as % of *) (53%) (16%) (60%) (25%) (41%) 

Average per farm 13.3 12.1 10.9 18 13.2 
Range 1-40 1-30 1-40 1-40 1-40 

POULTRY 
Leases wi th hens 47 10 40 17 57 

(as % of *) (43%) (20%) (53%) (20%) (36%) 
Average per farm 26.1 14.1 28 13.4 24.3 
Range 3-48 6-24 3-48 6-18 3-48 

1 Averages are based only on the number of farm leases which ..,.. 
include a particular animal . .... 
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As wi th the properti es that were 1 eased without any farm tool s, it 

i s not known what animal s were kept on the 68% of the farms which ap

parently were leased without livestock. Animals were not necessarily 

required on all of the leased lands, especially the many smaller garden 

and orchard plots -- but what of the numerous properties which required 

draught animals in order to cultivate the arable land? In a few cases, 

provi sions were made for the tenant to have the use of a team of oxen 

on1y during ploughing time. Several lessors obliged the tenant to 

provi de a speci fic number and var; et y of animal s, or more commonly, to 

furnish the farm with sufficient moveable property, consisting primarily 

of 1; vestock and too 1 s, as security for the payment of rent. 28 How many 

tenants were without the necessary draught an; ma l sand were therefore 

required to borrow or hire oxen or hors es cannot be accurately deter-

mined from farm leases. 

Occasionally, the lessor and tenant supplied equal numbers of 

draught an i mal s, as in the case of Char·' es Laporte and Franço i s 

Dubreuil, two cultivateurs from the Pari sh of Pointe-aux-Trembles who 

were both obl iged by the terms of their contract to leave two oxen on 

the farm. 29 Similarly, James McGregor, a yeoman living on Côte Sainte

Catheri ne, agreed to supply one draught horse and hi s tenant John Hamil

ton Borl and the other work horse necessary for 1 abour on McGr-egor' s 90 

28 For exampl e, see n .m. Doucet 04/01/1817 #3985 and n .m. Jobi n 
07/10/1818 #1298. 

29 In addition to the two oxen, Dubreuil was also required ta put 2 
hor'ses, 3 cows and 3 sheep on the land. See n.m. Cadieux 04/02/1813 
#54. 
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arpent farm. 30 Pierre Plessis-Belair and Charles Côté, also culti

vateurs, were ta furni sh at shared cast a pai r of oxen and a horse 

"seulement pour les travaux de la terre". 31 What is most interesting is 

that in each of the three cases, the two part i es ta the 1 ease were 

farmers. Thi s trend 1 ends support ta the hypothes i s that those 1 essors 

in this occupational category had less capital resources available to 

fully stock a farm than did the merchant and professional lessors. 

The daily care of the anima1s was 1eft to the tenant, although he 

did not always assume complete responsibility for their well-being. If 

an animal was lost through negligence on the part of the lessee, he was 

solely responsible for the cost of replacement. The costs of replacing 

1 ivestock whi ch di ed as the resu1 t of natural causes or an act of God 

were g._nerally shared by the lessor and tenant, or in fewer cases borne 

by the owner al one. 

Draught Animal s: Oxen and Horses 

Of all the animals kept on a property, the draught animals were 

clearly the most important for the operation of a farm. During the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, opinions were divided about the 

suitabi1ity of the ox or the horse as the draught animal of choice in 

Lower Canada. Reports of the agri cultura 1 soci et i es, test imony before 

the Legislative Assembly, and writings by travellers and residents of 

30 n.m. Doucet 12/08/1818 #5443. 

31 Separately, Plessis-Belair provided 2 cows and Côté 2 cows and 1 
horse. See n. m. Trudeau 06/08/1816 #426. 
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the island all offer opinions on the superiority of either the horse or 

the ox as the work animal on the farms of the region. 32 The debate was 

closely 1 inked to which plough, the l ighter English type or the heavier 

Canadi an sort, a parti cul ar commentator favoured. As di scussed in the 

previous section, the Canadian plough was better suited to the denser 

so il s on the i s 1 and of Montreal. A team of oxen, genera 11 y l ed by one 

horse, was required to pull this implement across the fields, and al

though their progress was considerably slower than two horses with the 

l ighter plough, the resulting furrow was deeper than would otherwise 

have been possible, contributing to better soil aeration, moisture, and 

mixing. Harrows could be easily drawn across the fields by one horse. 

The figures shown in Table 4.4 indicate that the number of farms 

with axen included in the inventoried 1ist of livestock declined stead-

ily between 1780 and 1820. Not on l y were oxen ment i oned in fewer 

leases, but on the properties that did house these animals, the average 

number per farm dropped from al most four to j ust over two and a ha l f. 

Even if possible problems with the source are considered, these trends 

clearly indicate that proportionally less oxen were found on farms by 

the end of this period. Did this mean that oxen were used less as 

draught animals or that the oxen in the region were concentrated in 

32 See for example Grece, Essays on Practical Husbandrv, pp. 23-
24, and JHALC, "Appendix E". Most of those who advocated the use of the 
English plough with a team of two hors es were from Great Britain them
selves, and clearly felt that the wholesale transfer of English imple
ments, techniques and approaches to agriculture wauld result in great 
improvements to lower Canadian farming. What these critics failed to 
recognize was that wh il e the fundamental pri ncipal s of agriculture are 
constant, the pract i ce of agri culture must be adapted ta the spec ific 
circumstances of a given region. 
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fewer hands? The fact that there was a decl i ne in the average number of 

oxen per farm suggests the dwindling importance of oxen as work animalsi 

however, further evidence in Tables 4.5 and 4.6 also indicates definite 

concentrations in the ownership of these animals. 

If the use of oxen seemed to be decl i ni ng, was there a concurrent 

rise in the employment of horses for draught purposes? According to the 

figures in Table 4.4, such an increase does not appear to have occurred. 

In fact, both the number of properties which included horses among the 

animals being let, and the average number of horses on these farms, also 

declined during this forty-year period. Two possible exp1anations for 

the appearance of fewer draught animal s in farm l eases must be con

sidered. A switch from the English plough would eliminate the need for 

oxen, but not necessaril y i ncrease the numbers of horses, as on l y two 

draught horses were required. Or, the growing numbers of smaller, spec

ialized agricultural properties in the area around Montreal may have had 

less use for draught animals, making it more viable to hire work horses 

or oxen only wh en needed. 

Tables 4.5 and 4.6 show a couple of significant trends in the 

distribution of draught animals according to both occupational and 

ethnic classifications. As would be expected, those leases made by 

el ite and female (in many cases the widows of merchants or profession

als) proprietors contained on average more oxen and hors es than did 

those made by the other lessors. What is of ev en greater interest, 

though, is that significantly more axen were both awned and used by 
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canadi en 1 essors and tenants. Proport i ona 11 y twi ce as many properti es 

possessed by canadiens included axen in their inventories, and on these 

farms the average number of oxen was 3.4, as opposed to on 1y 2.3 on the 

1 ands owned by non-canadiens. Thi s pattern was repeated among tenants, 

where 83% of the farms leased by canadiens and containing livestock 

inventories had oxen, whi1e only 32% of those rented by non-canadiens 

included this animal. Once again, the average number of oxen per farm 

was considerably higher among the canadien tenant population. C1early, 

the stronger presence of oxen on canadien farms indicates that the 

canadien population favoured the use of the Canadian plough, while many 

of their non-canadien counterparts employed the Eng1ish plough. 

The obvious explanatian for this discrepancy between the two ethnic 

groups in the possession and use of oxen is that the non-canadien pop

ulation favoured the use of the horse as u work animal on their farms. 

But the pattern of horse ownershi p among the non-canadiens di ffered 

1 ittle from that found for the canadiens. Indeed, horses were present 

on prop~rtionally more canadien than non-canadien farms. Could this be 

an indication that non-canadien lessors and tenants expected that the 

lessee should be responsible for providing a sufficient number of 

draught animals? Or does this support the view of sorne conternporaries 

that a farm required only two good work horses, thereby saving valuable 

feed by eliminating the need ta rnaintain oxen? 
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Other Livestock: Cows, Sheep. Pigs and Poultry 

The cows, sheep, pigs and various kinds of poultry found on farms 

on the island of Montreal during this period were kept both for personal 

consumpt i on and to be sol d on the l oca 1 market. Most cows were bred and 

calved each year, both to ensure the replacement of the draught team and 

to produce milk. While many farms had on1y one or two milch cows to 

provicie the dai ry produce consumed by those peopl e resident on the 

property and possibly the lessor living in town, a number of other farms 

kept herds ranging upwards to 25 animals in order to supply the local 

market with milk, cream, butter and cheese, as well as young calves, 

meat and hides. One gets the sense from contemporary documentation that 

sheep were considered more important for their fleece than for their 

flesh, although mutton was certainly consumed by some. It is indis

putable, however, that pork was an important part of the diet for the 

majority of the population during this periode Poultry, especially 

chickens, but also turkeys, ducks and geese were kept in large numbers 

as a source of eggs and feathers as well as meat. 

Between 1780 and 1820, the number of farms which included cows in 

their inventory of 1 ivestock decreased sl ightly, from all of the proper

t i es in the fi rst decade to 89% by the 1 ast decade. Except for a drop 

to below fi ve cows per farm from 1800 to 1809, the average number of 

cows on these properties remained at around seven and a hal f throughout 

the rest of the periode The slight drop in the proportion of farms 

keeping cows, combined with a steadi1y increasing range in the size of 

herds -- the maximum number of cows kept on a single farm doubled in the 
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forty-year timespan -- hints at some movement towards specialization. 

Among the different occupations, ownership of cows was strongest ; n both 

the merchant and profess ional and artisanal groupings, wi th these pro

prietors being more likely to keep cows and to have larger herds than 

the other lessors, especially farmers and those with no known occupa

tion. The distribution of cows between ethnie groups also yielded a 

clear pattern, as the non-canadien population involved in farm leasing, 

both lessors and tenants, had cows on almost every property and on 

average maintained larger herds than their canadien counterparts. 

The percent age of farm leases which included pigs among the live

stock being let had, by 1810-1819, dropped to less than a third of the 

level registered between 1780 and 1789. Parallel to this reduction was 

a gradual decl ine in the average number of pigs per farm. El ite lessors 

once again were more likely to have pigs on their farms, although the 

number they kept was on 1 y sl i ghtly above the average for the farms of 

all other proprietors. A larger proportion of the farms owned or rented 

by non-canadiens included pigs among the livestock, but canadiens who 

possessed or tended these animal s generally kept more. 

The inclusion of !)heep -- the animal best adapted to the grazing 

practices of tradit ional subsi stence agriculture -- among farm l ivestock 

inventoried in l eases did not follow the same downward trend taken by 

pigs between 1780 and 1820. Instead, the percentage of properties which 

housed sheep went up and down over the four decades, whi 1 e the average 

size of the flock kept on those farms increased. Proportiona11y more of 
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the farms owned by farmers, religious institutions and those without a 

recorded occupation had some sheep, however, the average size of the 

flocks maintained by merchants and professionals was greater than that 

for all other occupational c'esignations. The likelihood of a property 

owned or leased by a canadien containing sheep was far greater than it 

was for the non-canadien population involved in these contraets. 

The smallest, and generally most numerous, animals kept on a farm 

were domestic fowls. Despite the inclusion of turkeys, ducks and geese 

in a numbey' of leases, only chickens appeared on a regular basis. With 

few exceptions, the number of hens kept on a farm was a multiple of 12, 

with the addition of one rooster for every dozen fowl. Similar to the 

pattern encountered with most of the other kinds of 1 ivestoek, both the 

proportion of farms with chickens, and the average size of those flocks, 

declined over the fort y years. As with almost all varieties of live

stock, elite lessors who had chickens maintained the largest flocks. A 

clear division was once again made between ethnie groups, with propor

tionally more canadien lessors and tenants possessing chickens in flocks 

that were on average double the si ze of those found among the non-cana

dien lessors and tenants. 

One final question should be addressed before summarizing the major 

trends in the distribution of the livestoek included in notarized farm 

leases. Is it possible that many more animals, owned by either the 

1 essor or the tenant, were kept on the 160 propert i es anal ysed here but 

not mentioned in the inventory included in the contract? If so, the 
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value of the preceding comparison of the farm animal inventories found 

would be questionable. But the fact alone that listings and evaluations 

of the dnimals were made in these particular leases eliminates much of 

the possible support for this theory. Livestock constituted an impor

tant part of the working capital of a farm, dnd therefore all were 

worthy of protection by the 1 essor in the forma l agreement. Further

more, since animal s consumed the resources of the farm, it would not be 

in the best interests of the proprietor to allow the tenant to keep his 

own livestock unless the produce of these animals was shared. Several 

leases did state expl icitly that the tenant was not to keep any other 

animals on the property. Thus, the listings of livestock made in the 

160 farm leases represents a reasonably accurate profile of the animals 

kept on these particular properties. A different approach to livestock 

was possibly at work in many of the contracts that did not include 

an1rndls as part of the leasing agreement, especially those where a flat 

money rent was paid and the lessor had no direct share in th~ profits 

and produce of the farm. 

In sum, the pattern of animal ownership on the farms with leases 

that included an inventory of livestock showed several definite trends. 

Overa 11, duri ng the four decades exami ned, both the rate of ownersh i p 

and the average number of each ki nd of 1 i vestock kept on these proper

ties declined. While merchant and professional lessors consistently had 

more animals on their farms than did any of the other proprietors, such 

a clear-cut distinction was not evident between the two ethnie groups. 

Regardless of whether they were lessors or tenants, proportionally more 
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canadiens kept greater numbers of oxen and poultry and more non

canadiens had larger herds of eows. Ownership of the other kinds of 

animals did not follow a specifie pattern, but indicated that in no way 

could one ethnie group be considered to possess better stocked farms 

than the other. 

The strongest conclusion to be drawn from this examination of the 

distribution of farm animals and tools in notarized agricultural leases 

is perhaps not surprising -- the occupational classification of pro

prietors was the single most important variable influeneing the level of 

capital expenditures made in the moveable properties of a farm. 33 How 

these investments affected the production and techniques on the farms of 

the élite is the subject of the next chapter . 

33 Syl vi e Dépat i e al so found the few farms owned by merchants on 
îl e Jésus in the ei ghteenth century ta be better stoeked th an those of 
the other proprietors. See "La structure agraire au Canada: Le cas de 
l'île Jésus au XVIIIe siècle", CHA Historical Pa pers / Communications 
historiques, (1986): 68. 
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The subject of Lower Canadi an agri cultural production and tech

niques has fuelled a continuing debate in Quebec history. Early visit

ors decried what they saw as the misguided efforts of the native 

canadien population, but at the same time missed no opportunity to exalt 

the efforts of their transplanted fellow countrymen. 1 To these travel

lers, the major problem was obviously one of cultural ignorance -- a 

view taken up by subsequent generations of historians. 2 

But there are t'lia major problems with this assessment. In the 

first place, the evaluation of which agricultural methods and crops were 

best suited to the particular circumstances of the province is ignored. 

1 In addition to the authors cited in the Introduction, see also 
John M. Duncan who prai sed the neatness and order of sorne farms he 
journeyed past with the comment that "the fields which 1 passed on the 
road to Montreal [from Lachine], betokened that their cultivators had 
brought their ideas of farming from a European school." Travels through 
part of the United States and Canada in 1818 and 1819, 2 Volumes, (Glas
gow, 1823): 145. A decade later, George Henry Hume wrote of "the popu
lar errors which were persevered in, simply because they had been trans
mitted from a past to a present generation, the prejudices retained by 
ignorance, or the capri ces di ctated by fo 11 y" in characteri si ng Lower 
Canadian agricultural practices. Hume further commends farmers in Upper 
Canada and those in the v;c;nity of Montreal who "have adopted the 
provisions of an English system in the cultivation of the soil, and they 
need only ask comparisons with the agriculturalists of Lower Canada, to 
prove their infinite superiority." The Emigrant's Guide: or, Canada as 
it ;s. Comprising Details relating ta the damestic policy, commerce and 
agriculture, of the Upper and Lower Provinces ... , (Quebec, n.d.; circa 
1832): xi;' 

2 Perhaps the most b 1 atant examp le of th i s approach, based on a 
compil at ion of numerous contemporary commentators' cri t ici sms of the 
archaic and inefficient practices of the habitants, is found in R.L. 
Jones, "French-Canadian Agriculture in the St. Lawrence Valley, 1815-
1851", Agricultural History, XVI:3 (July 1942): 137-149. See also the 
other writings of Jones and those of Fernand Ouellet. 
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Even within the arable territory covered by the colony there existed a 

variety of different conditions, all of which warranted modifications on 

the general approach taken ta agricultural production. Writing in 1874, 

H. McCandless, principal of the Ontario School of Agriculture, directly 

addressed this long standing issue: 

In all countries, and under all circumstances, the 
principles that underlie the art of husbandry are 
identical, but the practice through which they are 
brought to bear upon the cult i vat i on of the soil 
must necessarily vary, owing to the modifications 
that are indispensable to bring that practice into 
harmony with surrounding circumstances. 

Hence, while the scientific or theoretical 
literature of agriculture is of universal applica
tion, and may with success be imported, that relat
i ng to the pract i ce of the farm shoul d, to be of 
substantjal use, be a home, and not a foreign pro
duction. 3 

McCandless' observations strike also at the heart of the second 

problem with the interpretation of the 'backward' habitant -- that of 

the sources used as evidence. A lack of good quantitative information 

concerning agricultural production in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries has, in sorne cases, led to an uncritical and highly 

selective use of travellers' accounts and other contemporary commen-

taries. But it must not be forgotten that these impressionistic 

accounts were 1 eft by people who for the most part were not engaged in 

agricultural production, and whose knowledge of the matter was generally 

3 from the Introduction of Charles Edward Whitcombe, The Canadian 
Farmer's Manual of Agriculture: The Principles and Practice of Mixed 
Husbandry as Adapted to Canadian Soils and Climate, (Toronto, 1874): 
vi 1. 
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confined to the current farming practices of their homeland. Thus, when 

it came to "the practice of the farm", the advice and admonitions di

rected at the province's farmers were often of lia foreign production", 

and of little use in a lower Canadian context. 

While the various tracts and other commentaries concerning agricul

ture are not to be di scounted as an important source for the study of 

early Quebec farming, one must be judicious in their use. 4 For it has 

been on the basis of the descriptions in these accounts that the rnyth of 

the culturally inferior canadien farmer has been built. 5 Riding past in 

their carriages, these writers assumed that the well-operated farms were 

owned by the non-canadien population, while the poorly managed proper

ties were all those of the canadiens. The difference was portrayed as 

being cutural, other factors such as location or access tn capital were 

rarely considered. 

4 For a more complete discussion of these sources, see Louise 
Dechêne, "Observations sur l'agriculture du Bas-Canada au début du XIXe 
siècle", in Joseph Goy et Jean-Pierre Wallot (dir.) Evolution et 
éc l atement du monde rurale: Structures, fonct i onnement et évo lut i on 
différentielle des sociétés rurales françaises et québécois XVIIe -- xxg 
siècles. Actes du colloque franco-québécois d'histoire rurale comparée, 
(1982; published 1986): 190-192. 

5 In opposition to this view, two economic historians, analysing 
census materi al from the mid-nineteenth century, have concl uded that 
variations in agricultural production in Lower Canada cannot be attri
buted to ethnicity. See the two articles by Frank D. Lewis and R. 
Marvin Mclnnis, "The Efficiency of the French-Canadian Farmer in the 
Nineteenth Century", Journal of Economic History, XL:3 (September, 
1980): 497-514; and "Agricultural Output and Efficiency in lower 
Canada, 1851", Research in Economic History, IX (1984): 45-87. 
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The most significant advantage of farm leases over travellers' 

accounts and other contemporary CO'llmentari es i s that any ; nformat i on 

concerning farm management can be directly linked to a number of factors 

which may have influenced the approach taken to agricultural production 

-- namely the capital resouces of the proprietor, proximity to market 

and cultural background. In addition, any commentary regarding agricul

tural practices and production found in these documents was made by the 

people directly involved in the affairs of that particular farm, and not 

on the basis of casual observation. Farm leases allow us to pxam;ne 

agri culture through a source produced by those act ive 1 y engaged in 

farming. 

These advantages aside, there are limits to this source, alluded to 

in Chapter 2, that are of di rect rel evance to the questions posed in 

this chapter. Informatio .. concerning farm methods and production was 

not necessarily considered relevant, or of sufficient importance to be 

incl uded in the formal l egal contract. Therefore, we must l imit our

selves to discussing only the details recorded, and not make assumptions 

based on the omission of similar information in other leases. The 

resulting portrait will by no means be complete, but it should be more 

accurate. Although the farm was a single unit of production combining a 

number of elements (including, for example, fields for crops and pastur

age, 1 ivestock, a henhouse, an orchard, and a kitchen garden), for the 

purposes of anal ys i s, the segments compri si ng farm product i on wi 11 be 

treated separately. 
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5.1 FIELD CROPS 

Production 

Despite the aforementioned s~ortcomings of sorne farm leases on the 

subject of agricultural production and techniques, this source does 

contain a great deal of information on what was grown on the land. Just 

over one-third of all leases include a listing of the rent to be paid in 

kind -- an excellent indicator of sorne or all of the produce raised on 

the farm. In approximately another third of the leases, instructions 

are given concerning what crops are to be grown on the farm, or a clause 

regarding who i s ta provide how much seed forms part of the agreement. 

From an of this information, we can compose an excellent picture of 

agricultural production around Montreal. 

Wheat, peas and oats, the traditional combination in eighteenth

centur.v Quebec agriculture, remained the principal field crops during 

this period. With the obvious exception of the smaller garden and 

orchard plots, the majority of the farm l eases whi ch menti oned either 

the seed to be sown or the rent in kind referred to these three crops. 

The general pattern was to sow an equal number of minots of wheat and 

oats and approximately one-half ta two-thirds the same number of minots 

in peas, although not all farms adhered to this practice. 6 This propor-

6 For example, a large farm of 12 X 21 arpents to the east of the 
city on Côte Saint-Michel, owned by the estate of the late merchant 
Gabriel Cotté, was sown in 80 minots of wheat, 30 minots of peas and 36 
minots of oats. This concentration on wheat production was unusual, but 
50 also was the situation on the military officer, Daniel Robertson's 
farm at Côteau Saint-Pierre where only 6 minots of wheat were sown along 
with 20 minots of peas and 40 minots of oats. See n .m. Papineau 
04/05/1795 #2259 for Cotté's lease and n.m. Mezière 08/04/1782 #2672 for 
Robertson's lease. 
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tian of oats relative to wheat was high, a clear indication that a large 

part of this crop was destined for sale as horse feed on the urban 

market. 7 

Wheat was the most important grain grown on Lower Canadian farms, 

due both ta the significance of bread as a staple part of the diet and 

ta the relatively easily converted value of the grain as a marketable 

commodity. Peas, a term used ta include several varieties of leguminous 

pl ants, were cul t i vated for both human consumpt ion and as feed for 

swine. Oats were raised almost exclusively as fodder. 

All evidence indicates that by 1820 the cultivation of fall or 

winter wheat on the island of Montreal had been abandoned, for the most 

part, and repl aced by the use of spring wheat. Although the yield and 

quality of winter wheat ;s generally superior to that of spring wheat, 

the arrival of the Hessian fly combined with a number of winters where 

the ground did not receive an insulating cover of snow, thereby exposing 

the newly spfouted wheat to destructive freezing temperatures, resulted 

in the shift to spring wheat. 8 

7 Cole Harris estimates that wheat accounted for 75% of all grain 
and pulse production in New France. See The Seigneurial System in Earlv 
Canada: A Geographical Study, (Madison, Wise., 19G8): 151. In her study 
of eighteenth-century île-Jésus, Sylvie Dépatie used inventories-after
death to calculate that approximately 60% of the arable land was planted 
in wheat, 23% in oats, and 17% in peas. See "L'évolution d'une soci~té 
rurale: l"le Jésus au XVIIIe siécle", (Phd dissertation, McGill Univer
sity, 1988): p.213. 

8 Dechêne, "Observations sur l'agriculture du Bas-Canada ... ", pp. 
197-198. 
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Farm leases lend support to the timlng of this change in two dif

ferent ways. Explicit mention of the variety of wheat to be sown is 

made in five leases, and in only one of these contracts, passed in 1796, 

i s there a reference to Il blé d' automne Il .9 The other four 1 eases, a 11 

made two decades later between 1814 and 1819, contain instructions that 

a red bearded spring wheat is to be sown -- identified more specifica11y 

as either "blé rouge de trois mois" or "blé barbarie".10 

Another indicator of the shift from winter ta spring wheat might be 

found in the season of the commencement of the 1 ease. In a study of 

leasing practices in France, Louis Merle found that the sowing time of 

the region's main cereal crop established the date on which a lease 

began .11 The major; ty of the l eases passed before 1800 were made be

tween August and November, but increasingly after this time the lessee's 

tenure began in the spring, generally somewhere from March to the begin

ning of May.12 Clearly, the autumn dates correspond with the sowing of 

a winter wheat, while those commencing in the spring indicate the use of 

spri ng wheat. 

9 n.m. Delisle 17/10/1796 #2302. 

10 n.m. Barron 26/09/1815 #2702; n.m. Cadieux 25/06/1819 #331, and 
09/07/1819 #354; n.m. Desautels 10/06/1814 #1098. This variety of wheat 
was also referred to as blé de Jourdain in lower Canada at this time. 
See the testimony of Desbarats and La Rue in "Appendix E", JHALC, 1817. 

11 Louis Merle, La métaire et l'évolution agraire de la Gâtine 
poitevine de la fin du Moyen Age à la Révolution, (Paris, 1958): 27. 

12 The most popular date of commencement in the fall was the 29th 
of September, known al 50 as the jour de Saint-Michel. In the spring, 
May Ist was the most common. 



136 

Three secondary grains were cultivated on the island of Montreal in 

addition to wheat, peas and oats. Indian corn, barley and buckwheat 

were all mentioned, although the quantities of these grains sown in 

relation to the others was low, and many farms with inventories of 

produce or seed did not refer to any of these crops. Of the the three 

grains, Indian corn or 'blé d'Inde' was most common. No mention was 

found of rye, a grain suited te poor, acidic soils which would not 

support the growth of other cereals. 

The increasing significance of the potato to agriculture on the 

island of Montreal was demonstrated by the mention of this root crop in 

proportionally more leases made after 1800 than in the two decades pre

vious. 13 Sorne con tracts included this vegetable among the garden pro

duce, while other acts indicated that the potato was an important field 

crop, grown in large quantities. According to Charles Greee, an Eng-

lishman living on a farm in the Parish of Longue-Pointe, who after seve-

ral years of applying and adapting his farming knowledge to his new sur

roundi ngs, wrote a treat i se on agri cul ture addressed to Lower Canad i an 

farmers: 

Potatoes ... after their util ity for the table ... 
are very good food for horses, when cut sma 11 and 
mixed with bran o~ oats. Cattle fat with them, they 
increase milk in cows; but do not appear suitable 
for sheep ... For fattening pigs in the autumn, they 

13 Only six leases 
to potato cultivation, 
produce from the farm. 
leases were canadien. 

made between 1780 and 1799 contained references 
but 30 1 eases after 1800 named the potato as 
All but 25% of the lessors involved in the se 
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are the cheapest and most effi caci ous food that can 
b · 14 e glVen .... 

The approach to the cultivation of flax and hemp, two plants grown 

for bath their fibres and the oil produced from their seed, differed 

dramatically. Among those leases with an account of farm production, it 

was common to see references to sma 11 amounts of fl ax. Usua lly one

half to one minot of linseed (the seed of flax) was sown, and the har

vest was reserved for the exclusive use of the tenant. 15 This pattern 

of production indicates that flax was grown primarily for the use of the 

farm family in making homespun clothing and 1 inens. The surplus seed 

from the crop mi ght be fed to the 1 i vestock in the form of 1 i nseed 

cakes, or could be sold to a 1 inseed oil manufacturer who would then 

process the seed to obtain an ail used as a base for paints and var

nish.1 6 

14 Charles Frederick Greee, Essays on Practical Husbandry, 
Addressed ta the Canadian Farmers ... , (Montreal, 1BI7): 64. 

15 According to Charles Grece's figure of 2.5 m;nots of seed per 
arpent, this would mean that only 1/4 to 1/2 of an arpent would be used 
for flax production. Grece's yield estimates of two hundredweight of 
flax and eight minots of l inseed per arpent were probably higher th an 
those attained by most farmers on the island. Essays on Practical 
Husbandrv, Addressed to the Canadian Farmers ... , p. 74-76. 

16 A linseed ail mill was established by James Goodman, manufac
turier d'hu;7e de 7;n, in the Faubourg Saint-Laurent in 1803. See n.m. 
Delisle 13/05/1803 #3337 for Goodman's lease of the land on whicl~ he 
planned to erect the mill. Jacques Viger also identified two linseed 
oil manufacturers in Montreal in the 1825 census. See Jean-Paul Ber
nard, Paul-André linteau and Jean-Claude Robert, "La structure profes
sionnelle de Montréal en 1825", RHAF, XXX:3 (décembre 1976): 411. 
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Hemp cultivation was far less common than that of flax, despite the 

efforts of the government to stimulate the production of this crop in 

Lower Canada. As a resul t of the renewed demand in the sh i pyards of 

Great BritaH\ for a colonial source of the hemp fibres used ta make 

rope, the Lower Canadian government passed an act in 1802 pledging a sum 

of C12GO "to enable the Inhabitants to enter on the culture of hemp, 

with facility and advantage". Two years later, a further fl200 was 

promised for the same purpose. 17 But the money and the use of 'agents', 

farmers paid by the government to encourage hemp production through both 

example and an active campaign to dissenlinate the knowledge needed to 

grow this crop, met with little success. In his testimony before the 

committee called ta inquire into the state of agriculture in Lower 

Canada in 1816, David Anderson spoke of the failure of this programme: 

The Canadians also very naturally declined taking 
the advice of one employed by government to instruct 
them in the mode of cultivating hemp: he having 
recommended the sowing of hemp instead of wheat -
an advice which must appear equally absurd, both to 
Canadian and British farmers. They also treated 
with equal indifference, the advice of another agent 
.•. [who] informed them he had sown his whole farm 
with hemp, and invited them ta come and see his 
operations, and 7earn the art of cultivating that 
crop from his example .... 18 

17 "An Act for the encouragement of the Culture of Hemp in this 
Province", Provincial Statutes of Lower Canada, (1802), 42 Geo. III, 
Chapter 5; "An Act for the further encouragement of the Cul ture of Hemp 
... ", Provincial Statutes of lower Canada, (1804), 44 Geo. III, Chapter 
8. 

18 "Appendix E", JHALC, (1816). Only a decade earlier, Hugh Gray 
had written positively of the government's early attempts ta stimulate 
hemp production, stating that "example in aid of precept is most likely 
to be efficient. 1I See his contemporary account, Letters from Canada, 
written during a residence there in the years 1806, 1807, and 1808 ... , 
(London, 1809): 205-206. 
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Clearly, the cultivation of a crop solely for exportation to the 

imperial market held little appeal for most rural producers. It was not 

only that hemp was of no direct use to the largely self-sufficient farm 

family, but also that an excessive amount of labour was involved in the 

cultivation and preparation of the fibres for sale. 19 

In view of the difficulties posed by hemp production, it is not 

surprising that mention of this crop was limited tD only a couple of 

farm leases where the proprietor was a member of the merchant and pro

fessional class. Indeed, the labour demands created by the cultivation 

of this crop are well illustrated by Isaac Winslow Clarke's additional 

hiring of a labourer, Thomas Fi ng 1 and, for a full year in 1801, to "do 

the work of pulling, rotting, breaking and dress i ng hemp under the 

di rection of Nathaniel Stimpson" , the tenant on the small plot of be-

tween eight ta ten arpents. 2O 

19 Charles Greee, a promater of hemp cultivation, gives a lengthy 
description of the steps involved in this process. Essays on Practical 
Husbandry, Addressed to the Canadian Farmers ... , pp. 68-74. Although 
the crop was not popul ar wi th most farmers, Grece persi sted in its 
culture. In 1816, Grece placed an advertisement in The Montreal Herald 
requesting "A few bushels of HEMP SEED, the growth of 1815 [for which] 
Fifteen Shillings per bushel will be given ... " See Lawrenc~ M. Wilson, 
This was Montreal in 1814. 1815, 1816 and 1817, (Montreal, 1960): 85. 
Newton Bosworth, in his description of a rope manufactory in Montreal in 
1839, mentions that the hemp used was of Russian origin and imported 
from England. He attributes the failure ta encourage the cultivation of 
hemp ta the misguided attempts of the government, who did not recognize 
that the barrier ta the success of this crop lay in the complicated and 
time-cansuming ta!;ks of preparing the plant for market. Sec Hochelaga 
Depicta: The Early History and Present State of the City and Island of 
Montreal, (Montreal, 1839; reprint Toronto, 1974): 179-180. 

20 Il.m. Beek 08/07/1801 #1602; n.m. Chaboillez 13/07/1801 #4802. 
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Another commercial crop which met with mu ch greater success on the 

island of Montreal was hops. During his stay in Canada between 1806 and 

1808, the Englishman Hugh Gray praised the quality of this crop: 

The Canadian soil and cl imate are friendly to the 
growth of hops, of which enough is raised to suppl y 
the wants of brewers. They grow very l uxuri ant 1 y, 
and the flowers are very large; larger indeed than 1 
ever remember to have seen in Kent. They are likely 
to become an article of consequence for exportation. 
Small ~ïantities have already been sent. to 
Engl and. 

like hemp, hops production was labour intensive -- the plants needed 

pruning, fertil izing, weeding and harvesting by hand, and once gathered 

had to be care~uily dried and cured. In addition to labour, the cul

tivation of hops also required a significant outlay of capital, for 

fertilizers, for the hop poles on which to train the plant's vines, and 

for the storage facilities used to dry and cure the hop cones. 22 

With the founding of his brewery in Montreal in 1787, John Molson 

created a local demand for hops that was initially met only by American 

producers. Throughout the 1790's, Molson annually purchased about 5000 

pounds of hops from traders in New Hampshire and Massachusetts. 23 By 

21 Hugh Gray, Letters from Canada. written during a residence there 
in the years 1806. 1807. and 1808 ... , p.20S. 

22 Herman Seaver, suppl ier of hops to John Mol son, purchased 6000 
hop poles for f22.10 in 1819. n.m. Griffin 26/10/1819 #2819. For a 
di scussi on of hop cul t i vati on and post-harvest processi ng see Thomas 
Rumney, "The Hops Boom in Nineteenth-Century Vermont", Vermont History, 
LVI:1 (Winter 1988): 36-37. 

23 For the contracts related to Molson's purchases of hops fram the 
United States in this period see n.m. Beek 01/04/1796 #1044, 05/04/1796 
#1049, 18/04/1796 #1053, 01/03/1797 #1116, 22/06/1797 #1148, 26/02/1798 
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1802, 1 oca 1 production of hops was assumed by Herman Seaver, a hop 

merchant and gentleman-farmer originally from Massachusetts. From 1802 

ta 1810, Seaver leased the farm of Montreal surgeons Charles Blake and 

Henry Loedel at the Courant Sainte-Marie, in the immedi ate vi cinity of 

Mol son' s brewery. Initially in partnership with another native of 

Massachusetts, Thomas Barlow, and saon on hi s own, Seaver tended a hop

yard of some 8000 hills on which an average annual production of 8000 

pounds was expected. By 1812, Seaver had bought his own farm in this 

are a and continued to cultivate 8000 hills of hops, frequently relying 

on tenant farmers to tend the hop vines under his supervision. Seaver 

had a guaranteed market for the produce of hi s hop-yards: a series of 

contracts with John Molson starting in 1802 promised a minimum sale of 

8000 pounds of hops at a fixed pri ce each year. 24 In 1802 and 1803, 

#1185, 05/03/1798 #1191. In his earlier dealings, Molson dealt with 
Montreal merchants who in turn contracted for the hops from the American 
traders; however, beginning in 1797 Molson eliminated the middlemen and 
purchased di rectly from the traders in New Hampshi re and Massachusetts. 
Two contracts concerning the sale of hops produc:ed in the United States 
ta Montreal merchants cannot be linked to Molson, although it is con
ceivable that the produce eventually found Hs way to his brewery -
n.m. Beek 01/03/1797 #1115, 16/02/1799 #1264. 

24 Seaver and Barlow were both included in the "Register of Amer
ieans Admitted to Take the Oath of Allegiance in the District of Mon
treal", Archives du Séminaire de Ouébec, Fonds Verreau 46, liasse VII. 
This document, composed during the war with the United States in 1812-
1814, 1 isted the occupation, state of origin and any lands held by these 
American emigrants. The farm lease with Blake and Loedel is found in 
n .m. Beek 29/05/1802 #1657, with a two-year extension made on 
14/11/1808. -he partnersh i p agreements between Seaver and Barlow are 
n.m. Beek 01/06/1802 #1658 and n.m. Gray 23/06/1802 #782. In the "Re
gister of Americans Admitted to Take the Oath of Allegiance ... ", Seaver, 
who took the oath in 1812, i s recorded as owning a farm at the Courant 
Sainte-Marie. This farm is leased to two farmers for three years in 
1815, and at the end of thi s 1 ease to another farmer for a year. In the 
first lease, the tenants Smith and Pattie are to tend the hop-yards 
under the supervision of Seaver, however, the act passed in 1818 re
serves a 11 aspects of hops product i on for Seaver, 1 eavi ng the standard 
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Seaver also sold a total of 8000 pounds of hops to the Quebec brewer 

James Mason Goddard. 25 

Although Herman Seaver was not the only hops producer in Montreal 

in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, his story;s a we11-

documented example of one immigrant who recogni zed a ready market for a 

crop and possessed the capital required to exploit this opportunity. 

Five other acts related to hops production, three farm leases and two 

sales contracts, were recovered for the period from 1810 to 1814. The 

information in these documents conforms to the general pattern of 

Seaver's experience. The farms on which the hops were cultivated were 

very close to the city -- on Côte de la Vi sitation, Côte à Barron and at 

the Tannery -- with the exception of one yard at longue-Pointe. Many of 

the people invo1ved in the production of hops had recent1y emigrated 

from the northeastern United States. And finally, producers ensured 

themselves of a guaranteed market for their harvest through the use of 

sales agreements, extending in two cases for as long as eight years, 

farm duties to the tenant: n.m. Jobin 28/03/1815 #116 and 30/01/1818 
#1013. For the sales agreements with Molson see n.m. Gray 19/07/1802 
#791~ n.m. Jobin 28/03/1815 #116, n.m. Griffin 13/01/1818 #2085. Seaver 
init i ally undersold the American traders, chargi ng on1y one shi 11 ing per 
pound of hops del i vered ta Mol son' s brewery in 1802, however, he sub
sequently raised his price ta the same level of one shilling and three 
pence per pound. 

25 n.m. Beek 12/07/1802 #1669, 07/07/1803 #1744. Until 1801, 
Goddard operated Quebec City's large St Roc Brewery in partnership with 
John Young. The association with Young was terminated early in that 
year as Goddard joined with the firm of Lester and Morrogh to set up the 
Cape Di amond Brewery. See the bi ograph i es of Robert lester and John 
Young in the DCB, Volume 5, (Toronto, 1983): 492-497 and 877-883. 
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made with brewers or merchants in Montreal or in Quebec City.26 Thus, 

the capital and labour intensive production of this commercial crop was 

carried out close to the urban market, 1 argely by Ameri cans who pos

sessed the capital resources and the specialized knowledge required to 

successfully grow and process this plant, but did not own land. Pro

pert y did not present an obstacle, however, as they were able to lease 

farms near the city. 

Pasturage is the last element of production to be considered. The 

importance of hay to both lessors and tenants was clearly evident in the 

sections of farrn leases which deal t with this crop. A common clause 

found in numerous con tracts called for the division of all hay, straw 

and fodder after the winteri ng of the 1 i vestock housed on the farm. 

Converse l y, if the hay and forage produced on the farm ran out before 

the animal s coul d be put to pasture in the spring, the two parties were 

generally held responsible to each provide half of the required feed. 

Despite this provision, it was anticipated that there would usually be a 

surplus of hay and fodder produced on a farm which could meet a ready 

demand on the urban market. 27 Indeed, in many l eases wi th a combi ned 

26 The three leases are n.m. Gray 17/12/1810 #2941; n.m. Guy 
21/12/1811 no #; n .m. Lukin 06/02/1811 no #; and the sales contracts 
n .m. Gri ffin 27/01/1814 #406, 13/10/1814 #659. From either information 
recorded on the notarial document, or from cross-referencing with the 
"Register of Americans Admitted ta take the Oath Of Allegiance ... ", the 
majority of the hops producers in these documents were i dent i fi ed as 
native Americans. 

27 By 1803, a separate hay market had been establ i shed in the town; 
fourteen years l ater it had been moved to a l arger venue on Commis
sioner's Square on McGill Street. See ANQM, "Lois et Réglements de 
Montréal", PIOOO/44-871; and Cour de Session de Quartier, District of 
Montreal, {1817}, Chapter 3, "Regulations Respecting the Hay Market", 
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money and kind rent, the proprietor specified a portion of hay as the 

only rent in kind. 28 For the many lessors residing in the city, rural 

propert i es obvi ously represented an important source of hay and forage 

for their horses stabled in town. 

It i s di ffi cult to determine what types of grasses were grown for 

either summer pastures or to be cut and dried as hay. As there are few 

mentions of grass seed, we must assume that there was considerable use 

of natural grasses. Charles Greee described the native grasses of the 

region: 

The white honey suckle clover is a native of the 
country, and cornes in on all lands that are cleared, 
and suffered to lay fallow. Hop clover does the 
same as the white, the sheep fescue i s a native and 
cornes in on cleared land: those are upland grasses. 
The low meadow grasses which are natives and easy to 
introduce, are the great meadows, known by the name 
of franc-foin. The silvE:r hair grass, foinfol, the 
cyprus or bl ue joint, which is to be found in mea
dows forF~d by the beavers, before the Country was 
settled. 

The cultivation of artificial meadows has long been accepted as an 

important element of agY'icultural innovation. Farm leases definitively 

indicate the cultivation of artificial grasses on 34 of the properties 

Article 3, pp. 86 and 88. 

28 See for example n.m. Barron 17/10/1814 #2449; n.m. Chaboillez 
15/09/1795 #1493, 12/10/1798 #3213, 27/03/1810 #9233, 27/10/1812 # 10445 
-- all leases where the lessor received rent payment in money and in a 
specifi ed number of bundl es of hay. 

29 Charles Greee, Essays on Practieal Husbandry, Addressed to the 
Canadian Farmers ... , p. 51. 
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i ncl uded in the series. 30 Two-thirds of these farms were owned by pro-

prietors in the merchant and professional category, a proportion in 

excess of thei r representat i on in a 11 564 l eases. Just over ha l f of 

these lessors were canadien, but the overwhe1ming majority of the ten

ants involved, 85%, were non-canadien. Twenty of the 34 references to 

an artificial meadow were made after 1810, while the remaining 14 were 

made between 1790 and 1809. Timothy was the most common grass men

tioned, followed by millet and sorne mixtures of the first two grasses 

with clover or rye-grass. 

Crop Yields 

Historians have generally measured the success of grain production 

by either the amount harvested per acre or arpent, or more commonl y by 

the seedjyield ratio. 31 A11 of the information needed to calculate this 

ratio -- namely the exact amount of seed sown on a defined area of land, 

and the volume of the harvest from this sowing -- is notoriously dif

ficult to obtain from the available sources. 32 One exceptional farm 

30 These 34 l eases contai ned exp l i c it reference to the sowi ng of 
grass seed (usually the variety was also specified). As seed grain was 
mentioned in only a small number of acts, references to grass seed too 
were probably not always made, making it probable that there was a much 
more widespread use of cultivated grasses. 

31 David Grigg, The Dvnamics of Agr;cultura1 Change: The Historical 
Experi ence, (London, 1982): 173. 

32 It is partly for tnis reason that sorne historians have resorted 
to sorne rather far-fetched comparisons in order to fi11 in the missing 
data. In Quebec historiography, perhaps the most glaring example ;s 
Cole Harris' use of an estimate made by the European agricultural his
torian B.H. Slicher van Bath of the amount of wheat sown per acre during 
the Middle Ages in France as a base for calculating seed/yield ratios in 
New France. See The Seigneurial System in Early Canada: A Geographical 
Study, p. 153. 
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lease, made in 1817 by the merchant Thomas McCord and a farmer, Ira 

Whitcombe, contains all of the data necessary to figure both the crop 

yield per acre and the seed/yield ratio. 33 The farm, consisting of the 

unsold area of fief Nazareth, land which McCord held under a 99-year 

emphyteutic lease from the Hôtel-Dieu, had 24 acres ploughed and seeded 

and another six acres in hay.34 In 1818, one year into the lease, while 

the crops were still standing in the fields, McCord and Whitcombe de

cided to cancel the lease. To deal with the matter of dividing the 

produce of the farm accordi ng to the proportions agteed to in the 1 ease, 

an estimation was made of the forthcoming harvest. Along with thi s 

estimated yield per acre -- for wheat, oats, potatoes, barley and hay -

the pencilled calculations included the amount of each seed sown and its 

cost, the area under that crop, and the presumed val ue of the harvest. 

The yield per acre admittedly was based on an estimation, and not on an 

actua 1 measuri n9, but i t was made l ate in the season and most probab l y 

by two experi enced eva l uators as was the custom of the t ime. 

On the basis of the information found in McCord's lease, a yield of 

15 bushels per acre and a seE:~/yield ratio of 1:10 was calculated for 

the ten acres sown in wheil. For oats, the expected harvest was 20 

bushels per acre and the seéi!yield ratio was also 1:10. The four acres 

seeded in barley were expected ta produce 25 bushels per acre with a 

seed/yield ratio of 1:16.7; while a harvest of 200 bushels per acre was 

33 n.m. Jobin 09/07/1817 #876. 

34 See n. m. Chaboi 11 ez 23/07/1792 #579 for McCord' s emphyteut i c 
lease of the Hôtel-Dieu's Terre des Pauvres, or Fief Nazareth. 
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anticipated on the five acres reserved for potato pLJ::!uction. Once eut, 

the estimators bel ieved that the six acres of hay would produce 6,000 

bundles, a yield more commonly expressed as just over seven tons per 

acre.35 For wheat and oats production, these figures were neither 

except i ona l nor were they out of li ne with those in the northeastern 

United States, but for the three remaining crops these yields do appear 

high, especially in the case of hay.36 McCord, it must be remembered, 

was a man of considerable wealth who promoted agricultural advancement 

through his leadership in the local Agricultural Society.37 

35 Accordi ng to the market regul at ions estab1 i shed by the Just; ces 
of the Peace for Montreal, 1 bundle of hay was ta we;gh 16 pounds; see 
the Rul es and Regul at i ons of Poli ce, for the City and Suburbs of 
Montreal, (Montreal, 1810): 46, article 50; these regulations were 
renewed and expanded in 1817, by which time a separate hay market had 
been set aside, Rules and Regulations of Police, for the City and 
Suburbs of Montreal, (Montreal, 1817): 80-88. When sold by the ton, hay 
was to weigh 2240 pounds, equivalent to 20 hundredweight or 1 long ton. 
This scale of measures ;s also cited in William Evans, The Theory and 
Practice of Agri culture, (Montreal, 1835): X; used by lewi sand Mclnnis, 
IIAgricultural OutpU. and Efficiency in Lower Canada, 1851 11

, p. 83, note 
4. 

36 The yiel ds per acre for wheat and oats were very close to those 
calculated for a period three decades later by R.M. Mclnnis in "Sorne 
Pitfalls in the 1851-1852 Cens us of Agriculture of Lower Canada'" Hs/SH, 
XIV:27 (May 1981): 226-227. James T. Lemon's The Best Poor Man's Coun
try: A Geographical Study of Early Southeastern Pennsylvania, (New York, 
1976): 152-160, provides figures that enable a comparison with yields in 
late eighteenth-century Pennsylvania. While lemon's average yield for 
wheat was also ten bushels per acre, McCord's yields for oats were 
slightly higher, those for barley were 66% greater, and the anticipated 
yield for potatoes was double. Perhaps what is most surprising, how
ever, is the extreme difference between Lemon's estimate of an average 
of 1.5 tons of hay per acre and the figure from McCord' s farm of 7.1 
tons per acre. Despite this massive di screpancy, it must be remembered 
that hay yields can vary greatly according to both the qual ity and 
variety of the gr-ass and that of the soi 1. 

37 See McCord's biography in the DeB, Volume VI, (Toronto, 1987): 
432-434. 
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The numbers recorded at the time McCord and Whitcombe settled their 

accounts also provide the basis for a glimpse at agricultural income and 

the rel at ive val ue of the di fferent crops on th i sone property. A'
though they occupied only half of the 30 acres considered, wheat and 

potatoes accounted for 80% of the expected revenue. The ant ici pated 

harvest of 1000 bushe 1 s of potatoes from the fi ve acres seeded was 

valued at L125, while the 150 bushel s of wheat produced on ten acres 

were expected to bri ng in r75 at the market. Si x thousand bundl es of 

hay were val ued at r25 and 100 bushel s of oats and the same amount of 

barley were to bring rI2.IO and [20 respectively. Thus, the estimated 

value of the five crops total1ed f:257.10, from which costs of f:S2.15 

(Ll2.5 for seed and r40.10 for extra labour) were deducted to arri ve at 

a farm income for the year of r204.15. Whitcomb's share of one-third of 

the neat produce after expenses, agreed ta in the initial lease, worked 

out ta f:68.5; thereby 1 eaving McCord with the sum of L136.10 from which 

to pay the annual rent of f:2S ta the Hôtel-Dieu. This 1eft McCord with 

a clear profit of [111.10, a sizable sum in 1818. 

In their summary report made to the House of Assembly, the Commit

tee formed to inquire into the state of agriculture in Lower Canada in 

1816 stated that the uinhabitants pay too little attention to the qual

ity of their seed wheat. .. "38 The choice of seed was long recognized as 

a fundamental element of successful grain production, affecting both 

yields and the qual ity of the harvest. Charl es Grece advi sed that seed 

grain should be free of weeds and shauld be changed at least every three 

38 "Appendix En, JHAlC, (1816). 
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years, preferably for seed procured from a regi on with a sl ightly short

er growing season, thereby ensuring that the grain would ripen in time 

for harvest. 39 For the educated and wea 1 thy mi nority, the newl y formed 

agri cultural societ i es and newspaper adverti sements woul d have provided 

two sources for new seed grain. 40 

The source of seed for the cultivation of wheat and the other 

grains was not made clear in most leases, but the traditional practice 

of saving a portion of the farm' s harvest from one year to sow in the 

next persisted, probably cm the majority of the farms. In those leases 

where the lessor and tenant were to provide seed for the first year's 

sowing, one might assume that at least half of the seed would be pur

chased or brought from another farm. When the proprietor specified that 

he would suppl y the grain to be sown, it was possibly a new variety or 

pUï'chased seed grain, but more probably part of the previous season's 

harve~t. The switch from a fall wheat to spring wheat, however, un

doubtedly caused farmers to seek new seed grain in at least one, if not 

more instances. 

Methods of Cultivation 

When discussing agricultural techniques, crop rotation is one of 

the best subjects to begi n with as it considers the longer term opera-

39 Grece, Essays on Practical Husbandry, Addressed to the Canadian 
Farmers ... , p.32. 

40 See for example the advertisement fo'" "Choice English Seed Oats 
... worthy the attention of farmers ll in the September 7, 1816 edition of 
The Montreal Herald, reproduced in Lawrence M. Wilson's This was 
Montreal ... , p. 137. 
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tions of the farm. Evidence in farm leases indicates that it is not 

possible to speak of a common approach ta crop rotation among farmers on 

the island of Montreal, for practices ranged from the most rudimentary 

biennial system to complex rotations which required years to complete 

only one cycl e. Many leases contained a standard cryptic phrase 

obliging the tenant to cultivate the land "par soles et saisons con

venables sans les dessoler ni dessaisonner ni détériorer". But this 

clause tells us nothing about the actual crop rotation being followed on 

a farm, it merely instructs the tenant ta maintain the existing order of 

planting, ploughing and leaving fields in fallow. Nevertheless, while 

the clause is silent on the form of crop rotation practiced, its in

clusion in a lease indicates that the proprietor of the land saw it as 

important to protect the system of cropping employed on his farm. 

ln 1 eases wi th a more exp 1 i cit reference to systems of crop rota

tion, a multitude of approaches ta cultivation were found. Seven leases 

contained direct references to a biennial rotation with minor variations 

on the simple instruction to "ensemencer un côté de la terre et pacager 

l'autre".41 But it is not possible on the basis of a handful of leases 

to determine the prevalence of this rather primitive cropping system of 

alternating a year of cultivation with a year of bare fallow. 42 None of 

41 n .m. Del i sl e 16/08/1793 #740, 14/12/1793 #800, 10/12/1794 #927, 
22/09/1795 #1143; n .m. Desautel s 10/07/1818 #3919; n .111. Prévost 
28/07/1806 no #; n.m. Sanguinet 28/11/1780 #1713. 

42 Although primitive, the biennial rotation made sense where there 
was a short age of 1 abour and an abundance of land. See All an Greer, 
Peasant, Lord and Merchant: Rural Society in Three Ouebec Parishes 1740-
1840, (Toronto, 1985): 31. 
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the contracts wi th more compl ex rotations el aborated on the number of 

fields the farm was divided into and what crops were to be grown on the 

individual fields each year. A nine-year contract made on a farm of 1.5 

X 14 arpents in the Pari sh of Saint-Laurent di rected the tenant to 

"pacager [la terre] entièrement deux années des dites neuf années en 

sorte que la locataire ne semera et recoltera que le produit de sept 

années".43 Did this mean that the tenant farmer could cultivate the 

whole farm for seven of the nine years of the 1 ease, or were there 

further unwritten restrictions on how much land could be seeded annual-

ly? 

What is more clearly elaborated is the place of artificial meadows 

in the different systems of crop rotation. Etienne Nivard St-Dizier, a 

Montreal merchant, instructed his tenant to plough in an existing field 

of timothy grass at the start of his lease, and to sow the same field in 

timothy during the fourth year of the five-year lease. 44 In this rela-

tively rare case, the artificial grass clearly was used as a green crop 

to improve the soil. It is probable that this was also the intention 

behind Montreal trader Frederick Gonnerman's directions to his tenant 

that for any meadows ploughed up during the tenure of the lease, "others 

in their stead [are] to be enclosed and laid down in grass. ,,45 Similar 

instructions were found in five other leases, farms owned by both 

canadien and non-canadjen lessors, indicating that the use of artificial 

43 n.m. Barron 17/03/1809 #1510. 

44 n.m. Bedouin 01/09/1818 #476. 

45 n.m. Gray 26/09/1806 #1653. 

J , 
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meadows ; n the crop rotat; on was pract; ced on the ; s 1 and of Montreal, 

from about 1800 on, by a small minority of agricu1tural producers. 

More common, however, was the isolation of artificia1 meadows from 

the arable lands en a farm, whereby th2 cultivated grasses were used 

solely ta improve permanent pastures and meadowlands. Many leases 

required tenants ta cultivate and maintain artificial grasses for the 

consumption of l ivestock, and under no circumstances was the lessee 

permitted ta pl ough these meadaws. 46 In some cases the tenant was ex

pected not only to maintain the existing meadows, but he was a1so ex-

orted ta increase the acreage under grasses. 

All of the above instructions ta tenants concerning elements of the 

crop rotation fo1lowed on a farm provide only partial gl impses of what 

was an e1aborate procedure. With the diversity of crops grown on many 

of these farms, it would make sense that a secondary grain, a nitrogen

fixing pulse crop or perhaps potatoes, follow wheat and precede fallow, 

resulting in a basic triennia1 rotation. As discussed in Chapter 2, the 

1ease 1ength in 40% of all acts was a number divisible by three -- a 

recognized indicator of a triennia1 rotation. In the final analysis, 

generalizations concerning crop rotation on the farms of the island of 

Montrea l cannot be made from the i nformat ion found in farm 1 eases, for 

46 See for example n.m. Desautels 4/11/1815 #2045 and n.m. Griffin 
23/11/1815 #1192, bath nine-year leases where the lessee was prohibited 
from ploughing the meadows during the course of the lease. In n.m. Beek 
02/12/1795 #1010, the tenant was subject ta a fine of ES per acre if he 
ploughed any part of the meadows without the consent of the lessor. 
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the evidence poi nts most concl usively to the exi stence of a wide range 

of approaches taken to thi s most important element of farm management. 

Aside from crop rotation, the other proven method for maintaining 

the productivity of the soil is the use of fertilizers. Manure was the 

only fertilizer used on the majority of farms. 47 A ludicrous story, 

copied from one traveller's account to another and eventually repeated 

by some hi storians, had the habitants carting the dung from their sta

bles to the river so that it might be washed away.48 But the evidence 

in the farm leases points to widespread recognition among a11 lessors --

merchants and farmers, canadien and non-canadien -- of the importance 

and value of the manure on their farms. 49 The Montreal merchant Charles 

Lusignan reserved the right to instruct his tenant where to spread 

manure, but most proprietors simply commanded the lessees to use the 

manure on those parts of the land that were most in need. 50 Other 

47 Straw was often composted for use as manure. Many 1 eases con-
tained a clause instructing the tenant to "convertir en fumier toutes 
les pailles qui ne seront pas mangées par les animaux .•• u • 

48 R.M. Mclnnis has demonstrated the fallacy of this myth in 
attributing its source to a misreading of a comment, made in the mid
eighteenth century, that nightsoil from the cities was not usee' the 
countryside, but was disposed of in the rivers. See liA Reconsideration 
of the State of Agri culture in Lower Canada in the Fi rst Hal f of the 
Nineteenth Century" , in Donald H. Akenson (ed.), Canadian Papers in 
Rural History, Volume 3, (Gananoque, Ont., 1982): 21. 

49 Indeed, two farmers to the west of the city, James Fisher and 
Al exander Sommervill e, cons idered their di sagreement over the evaluat ion 
of dung which Sommerville was to pay Fisher of sufficient magnitude to 
appoint judges and have a notarized Arbitration Bond drawn up. The two 
parties were bound ta abide to the final award under penalty of (50. 
n.m. Lukil'l 13/12/1810 #4629. 

50 n.m. Oelisle 11/02/1793 #615. 
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l essors requi red thei r farmers to manure the land by equa l parts each 

year. 51 In any lease mentioning manure, lessees were always prohibited 

from removing any of this substance fram the property and were to leave 

the same amount on the farm at the end of the l ease as they found at the 

start. The tenant on the farm of hops producer and merchant Herman 

Seaver was further obl igated to go to market and draw dung from the 

town, undoubtedly for use on the hop hi 11 s. 52 Some parts of the farm, 

most notably the gardens and the pastures, undoubted1y received m!)re 

man ure than did the fields. Nevertheless, if the fields did not receive 

sufficient manure, it was not the result of mi smanagement or ignorance, 

but of a l ack of resources. Farmers were generally l imited ta the use 

of the man ure produced on thei r own land, thus if they had on1y a small 

number of li vestock, they wou1 d have 1 i tt1 e manure to put back i nto the 

land. 

Wh il e the use of manure as a fertil i zer was common to all fi\rms 

throughout the forty-year span of this study, two other methods -

artificia1 meadows and 1 ime -- were emp10yed only on a few farms, gener

a11y those of the élite. As discussed previously in this chapter, the 

p10ughing under of artificia1 meadows as a technique to improve sail 

fert il i ty was fo 11 owed on a sma 11 number of farms on the i s 1 and of 

Montreal. On1y three 1eases made direct reference to lime or mar1 to be 

51 See for example n.m. Desaute1s 10/01/1815 #1398; n.m. Chaboillez 
20/04/1811 #9785 

52 n .m. Jobin 30/01/1818 #1013. 
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used to enrich the soil. 53 A handful of other leases referred to lime-

stone quarries and lime kilns on a property, however, it was not stated 

if the lime produced was intended for use as fertilizer or for mortar or 

whitewash. 

Ploughing and harrowing were crucial tasks in the yearly agricul

tural cycle. Lower Can.:idian farmers were often criticized for not 

ploughing their fields more than once a year, but the shortness of the 

growing season left little time to complete even one pass over the land. 

Lessors commonly instructed their tenants to plough the fields in the 

autumn, turning in stubble to provide higher water absorption during the 

end of winter thaw, clearly as preparation for spring sowing. Once the 

snow had me lted and the fi el ds were ready, the ground woul d be harrowed 

and the crop put in. One proprietor, making a lease in the middle of 

October, recognized that little time remained in the season and there

fore commanded the farmer to plough as much as he could in the fall and 

finish the rest in the spring. 54 Another common requirement of tenant 

farmers was the obligation to leave the same amount of ploughed land at 

the end of the lease as they received at the start of their tenure. 

The presence of weeds and thistles in the fields and pastures was a 

continuing problem on many Lower Canadian farms. In 1805, the Lower 

53 Two of the lessors were Montreal élites while the other farm was 
the ; nheri ted property of a family of urban artisans. n .m. Chaboill ez 
05/05/1810 #9290; n .m. Del i sl e 23/08/1793 #742; n .m. Doucet 28/10/1817 
#4646. 

54 n.m. Desève 18/10/1786 #121. 
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Canadhn Assembly debated clnd pa$sed "An Act for the Improvement of 

Agriculture by the destruction of thistles", but the bill never received 

Royal assent and the full content of the act was not revea l ed. 55 A 

decade later, in their final report, the Committee formed in 1816 to 

study the state of agriculture recommended the establishment of "Regula

tions for preventing negligent persons from causing damage to their 

neighbours, by their Thistles and Weeds."56 According to the instruc

tions in farm leases, the most common method of dealing with the weeds 

and thistles was to mow them "in the proper season", presumably before 

the seeds matured and could be spread. 57 

5.2 ANIMAL HUSBANDRY 

Production 

The importance of livestock as draught animals and as a source of 

manure for fertilizing the fields has been discussed earlier in this 

chapter and in Chapter 4. In the traditional system of peasant agricul-

ture, whi ch concentrated on cerea l production for subs i stence, ani ma l s 

had performed these functions for centuries with little change. One of 

55 JHALC, (1805). 

56 "Appendix E", JHALC, (1816). 

57 For example, Barthelemy Billon, a Montreal merchant, directed 
his tenant Pierre Hurtubise fils to "faucher les chardons dans les parcs 
et les herbes St-Jean dans les prairies et vergers et ce en temps et 
saison convenables" on his farm on Côte Saint-Antoine. See n.m. Barron 
03/06/1803 #445; and for similar instructions n.m. Cadieux 28/09/1811; 
n.m. Chaboillez 14/03/1794 #1011, 28/03/1803 #5816; n.m. Delisle 
09/09/1805 #5107; n.m. Mondelet 09/07/1804 #2717. 
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the most significant transformations in agriculture was signalled by a 

change in the perception of the rôle of animal husbandry. The decision 

to raise livestock for meat and dairy production brought about, and was 

also partly the result of, a restructuring of the basic approach to 

agriculture in a given region and time. Less emphasis was placed on 

grain production for human consumption, while more land was employed to 

cultivate forage crops and the use of bare fallow decl ined. Animal 

husbandry requ i red a more capital and 1 abour i ntens i ve approach to 

farmi ng. Thus, the i ncreased consumpt i on of animal products i s gener

ally taken to signify a rise in the standard of living of a society. 

From those farm 1 eases wi th an i nventory of the 1 i vestock or an 

account of the rent to be paid in kind, we can gain an idea of the scale 

of animal husbandry on the island of Montreal between 1780 and 1820. 

Patterns of ownership and the distribution of livestock have been dis

cussed in Chapter 4, but little has been said of the produce of these 

animals. Some cattle were kept on almost all farms, and aside from 

their use for traction, these animals -- once butchered -- were a source 

of meat, ta 11 ow and hi des. The mil k of the mil ch cows was undoubtedl y 

consumed in an unprocessed state on the farm but, more importantly, it 

was made into butter and cheese, products that were easier to preserve 

and market. Sheep were valuet. for their mutton, fleece, and skins, 

while pigs were raised for park and lard. The relatively large numbers 

of poultry kept suppl i ed a steady source of eggs, and once sl aughtered 
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their down was used as well as their meat. A few farmers maintained bee 

hives. 58 

How much of thi s produce was consumed on the farm and how mu~h 

found its way to the urban market? Although there was undoubtedly sorne 

commercial production involving an of these animals, dairying is the 

only clear case of specialization during this period. Twenty-four herds 

of ten or more milch cows were inventoried in the series of farm leases. 

In bath real and absolute terms, the number of herds of this size in

creased between 1780 and 1820, from none in the first decade, five each 

in the second and third, to 14 in the final ten years. 59 These herds, 

large by contemporary standards, represented a cons i derab 1 e i nvestment 

of capital. Considering the expense involved, it is not surprising that 

18 of the 24 proprietors were members of the urban élite. Although non-

canadi en 1 essors were di sproport i onately represented among farms spe-

cialized in dairy production, outnumbering their canadien counterparts 

by a margin of 13 to Il, it was only in the final decade of this period 

that the newcomers came ta dominate. 

Care of Animals 

Despite the importance of animals ta agricultural production, farm 

leases contained surprisingly few guidelines related to the care of 

58 n.m. Deli51e 16/07/1814 #6981; n.m. Griffin 13/06/1818 #2287. 

59 The average size of these dairy herds also increased, rising 
fram Il.2 in the 1790'5, ta 13.6 in the 1800's and 14.5 in the 1810's. 
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1 ivestock. 60 A standard, vague clause directing the tenant to take 

proper care of all animal s on the farm was found in most 1 eases, but 

further instructions were relatively infrequent. Most of the additional 

instructions concerned the hay and fodder required by the farm animals 

during the winter months. For instance, the habitant François Bleignier 

dit Jarry l eft "23 voyages de foin nette, l a paille de 600 gerbes 

d'avoine, le péza de 8 voyages de pois, la paille de 180 gerbes de bled" 

on his farm in the Parish of Sainte-Geneviève ta feed his livestock over 

the winter. 61 An adequate suppl y of fodder was crucial to successful 

animal husbandry. If a farmer ran short of feed befare the animal s 

cauld be put out ta pasture in the spring, he was forced to either buy 

more fodder, at inflated priees, or ta slaughter or sell the animals. 62 

The rema in i ng clauses wh i ch referred ta 1 i vestock management were 

concerned less with the animals and more with protecting other aspects 

of farm production. Several leases contained directions ta the tenant 

restricting the areas in which the animals, especially cattle and pigs, 

could graze. Orchards were generally out of bounds ta all livestock, as 

60 Louise Dechêne found the same pattern in her analysis of farm 
leases on the island of Montreal in the seventeenth century. Habitants 
et marchands de Montréal au XVII~ siècle, (Montréal, 1974): 316. 

61 The tenant in this lease, Jean-Baptiste Charron, was obligated 
ta leave sufficient fodder for wintering the animals at the end of his 
tenure. n.m. Chaboillez 04/10/1805 #7171. 

62 In many leases the lessor and tenant agreed to split the cast of 
additional fodder if it was needed. But not all praprietars and tenants 
were prepared or able to assume this cast. Marguerite Vallée instructed 
the tenants on her farm in the Parish of Lachine to sell the farm ani
mals if the fodder did not last thraugh the winter. n.m. Foucher 
16/08/1784 #5576. 
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were meadows that were to be cut for hay. The pract i ce of a 11 owi ng 

animals ta graze on the straw stubble left after the harvest was men

tioned in only two leases. 63 

5.3 ORCHARDS AND GARDENS 

Production 

Fruit and vegetabl e production took two different forms on the 

island of Montreal. As part of a larger farm operation -- the kitchen 

garden and a few fruit trees the produce was consumed mainly by the 

family, with sorne surplus being sold. On the other hand, the garden

orchard plots in the immediate vicinity of the city, generally the 

properties of the urban elite (canadien and non-canadien), produced for 

the urban market. Fruit and vegetable production on the large gardens 

and orchards in the vicinity of Montreal was well-documented by travel-

lers. No matter how derogatory their general comments concerning agri

culture in lower Canada, contemporary commentators had only pra;se for 

Montreal' s gardens and orchards. 64 Whil e the garden-orchard plots 

produced a vari et y of crops, the one most frequent l y ment i oned and 

commented upon was apples, for both eating and cider. In addition to 

apples, pear and plum trees were relatively common) as were melons and 

63 n.m. Beek 18/06/1804 #1793; n.m. Huguet-Latour 12/04/1815 #1024. 

64 Refer ta Hugh Gray's laudatory description of this produce in 
Chapter 3; see al 50 Joseph Sanson, Sketches of Lower Canada ... , (New 
York, 1817): 231; and George Henry Hume, The Emigrant's Guide ... , 
(Quebec, n.d.): xii. 



i ... 

; .. 

( 

161 

variaus kinds of berries.6~ Sorne more exotic fruits were mentioned -

grape vines imported from France, and cherries and raspberries from 

Europe - - but they were found on l y on a few farms, genera 11 y those of 

proprietors interested by and able ta experiment with different 

plants. 66 The vegetables most regularly cultivated in gardens were 

onions, carrots, beets, cabbage and potatoes along with a small patch of 

tobacco. 

Methods 

Farm leases contained little information concerning the maintenance 

and cultivation of garden plots. Most garden leases included directions 

to the tenants to properly manure the soil and keep the paths clear, but 

that was often the sum total of the i nstruct ions. In the case of sorne 

larger gardens, like that of louis Partenais 'bourgeois' residing at 

Côte Sainte-Marie, more complicated and explicit guidelines were given. 

Among the tasks Partenais' tenant gardener Pierre Desjardins was obliged 

to perform, in addition to weeding, manuring, and mounding earth (chaus

ser), was to pick all ripe vegetables in the proper seasons and trans

port them to market where he could sell them. After each session at the 

65 Fruit trees were occasionally brought from England or from the 
United States. See the excellent detailed description of Isaac Todd's 
large orchard in the faubourg Saint-Antoine, n.m. Gray 10/09/1808 #2156; 
and the advertisement in The Monty'eal Herald, May 4, 1816 for the sale 
of "FRUIT TREES ... Just arrived from New York, a large collection of 
the choicest FRUIT TREES, consisting of Apples, Pears, Cherries, Peach
es, &c." Wilson, This was Montreal in 1814, 1815, 1816 and 1817, p. 93. 

66 n.m. lukin 27/10/1807 #4068; n.m. Delisle 10/05/1808 #5961. 
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market, Desjardins was to furnish Partenais with an account of the sales 

and one-half of the proceeds. 67 

While instructions concerning the cultivation of gardens appear 

sparse, those referring to the management of orchards are abundant. All 

leases of orchards contained explicit instructions concerning the tar-

ring of the trees and the removal of caterpillars, while the majority of 

the acts also had clauses dealing with the application of manure around 

the base of the trees, pruning and the care of the nursery. Insistence 

on these aspects of orchard care was in part a function of the lessdr's 

desire to protect his investment from the destruction that would result 

from an infestation of insects. But an ev en more basic reason existed 

for the consistent inclusion of these obligations. In 1805 a petition 

of "sundry proprietors of lands cultivated as orchards in the neighbour-

hood of the city of Montreal" detailing the problems caused by the 

caterpillar arpenteuse was put before the lower Canadian Assembly.68 As 

a result of this action, an act concerning the preservation of apple 

trees in the Parish of Montreal was passed in March of 1805. The pre

amble to this act chronicled the extent of this problem in the orchards 

around Montreal, and while noting that the caterpillar could be stopped 

by the application of a bandage smeared with tar around the base of the 

tree, noted that: 

the labour of industrious persons who employ the 
said means to preserve the said trees, may be ren
dered endless, and in a great measure useless by the 

67 n.m. Cadieux 31/10/1816 #488. 

68 JHALC, (1805): 216-218. 
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To force all proprietors of orchards to deal with the caterpillar pro

blem, fines of between five shillings and ES per tree were to be imposed 

on all persons who did not follow the detailed instructions to apply tar 

to the base of the tree four t ir.1es in the spri n9, four t imes in the 

summer and three times in the fall. 

Oetailed instructions concerning the care of orchards were there

fore a lessor's protection against both the damage caused by caterpil

lars and the fines levied against those who did not comply with the 

law. 70 In one lease made in 1806, the tenant was simply instructed to 

"arranger [the orchard] de la manière la plus convenables et suivant la 

loi maintenant en force dans la province".71 Clearly, the proper man

agement of an orchard required a significant input of labour. 

69 "An Act for the preservation of Apple Trees in the Parish of 
Montreal", Provincial Statutes of Lower Canada, (1805), 45 Geo. III, 
Chapter 15; and see also the extension "An Act further to continue for a 
limited time, an Act passed in the forty-fifth year of His Majesty's 
Reign, intituled, 'An Act for the preservation of Apple Trees in the 
Parish of Montreal'", Provincial Statutes of Lower Canada, (1808), 48 
Geo. III, Chapter 17. 

70 Several lessors reserved the right to work in the orchards 
themselves, or to inspect the work of the lessee. 

71 n.m. 29/09/1806 #147. 
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Th i s exami nat i on of farm product i on and methods on the i s 1 and of 

Montreal indicates the diversity of strategies employed on the agri

cultural properties surrounding the city. In addition to production 

intended mainly for consumption on the farm, farm leases chronicle a 

wide range of crops raised for commercial purposes. Hay and fodder, in 

particular oats, were in constant demand to feed the many hors es kept in 

the city.72 Sizeab1e dairy herds were kept on a few farms, presumably 

to fulfil1 the need for dairy products among urban dwellers. Large

scale garden and orchard production was concentrated on the lands just 

outside of the city, and hops were cultivated within a stone's throw of 

the brewery where they were processed to make beer. With the exception 

of hay and fodder, the production of all of these commercial crops was 

both capital and labour-intensive. 

But not all farmers cultivated these cash crops. Among the proper

ties included in the farm lease series, it was the farms owned by the 

urban élite that were more 1 i ke 1 y to be i nvo 1 ved in spec i al i zed agri

cultural production. Only hops cu1tivation, limited to a small number 

of American emigrants, was dominated by one ethnic group. Overall, the 

proportional representation of canadien and non-canadien proprietors 

among those who employed more intensive agricultural practices was 

roughly equal. Thus, capital was the most important single factor in 

determining the approach taken to farming on a particular property. 

72 The "Rôles Générales des Contribuables aux Chemins et Ponts de 
la Vill e et Paroi sse de Montréa 1" for 1796 and 1797 enumerate 602 and 
871 horses, respectively, within the city limits. Archives de Séminaire 
de Québec, Fonds Viger-Verreau, boîte 51, liasse 4. 
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis has examined approaches to agriculture on the island of 

Montreal between 1780 and 1820. Although limited to those farms let 

through a formalized notarial contract during this period, we have found 

much evidence that points to a diversity of strategies employed by those 

involved in agricultura1 production, either indirect1y as lessors, or 

directly as tenants. The single most important factor in determining 

which farms would engage in the raising of specialized crops for the 

urban market was the capital resources of the proprietor. 

A variety of circumstances made the island of Montreal dn ideal 

case study for a study of lower Canadian farming. The soil, climate, 

and situation of the island had made the area one of the most important 

agricultural regions in the province by the late eighteenth century. 

All of these natural advantages were in part responsible for the crea

tion and development of what was perhaps the greatest benefit enjoyed by 

the rural producers around the city -- the growth of a significant urban 

market. Of course, the opportunities presented by this situation were 

not open to most farmers in Lower Canada, but it is only through an 

evaluation of the strategies employed under this particular set of 

ci rcumstances that we can compare wi th agri culture in other areas and 

identify the reasons for any significant differences. 

The information contained in the 564 farm leases passed before 

Montreal notaries between 1780 and 1820 permits us to identify sorne of 
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the people involved in farming around Montreal, to examine their capital 

investment in the farm and the tools and animals used to exploit it, and 

to understand aspects of agricultural production and techniques. This 

source allows only partial glimpses into the operation of a few lower 

Canadian farms, and in some cases raises more questions than it answers; 

nonethe 1 ess, it contri butes new ; nformat ion to the much greater pi cture 

of farming throughout early Quebec. 

The proprietors and tenants involved in farm leases represented a 

cross-section of Lower Canadian society in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, although certain el ements of the popul at ion were 

present in disproportionate numbers. Merchants and professionals resid

ing in Montreal demonstrated an active interest in agricultural produc

tion through their ownership of rural properties, as they accounted for 

almost half of all lessors. Several urban artisans also held agricul

tural properties, as did widows, and of course the religious institu

tions. A small, but increasing number of farms let during the fort y 

years studied were owned by farmers who, for reasons not known, leased 

their land instead of tending it themselves. 

Over the course of the four decades, the most significant change in 

the composition of the population involved in farm leases was the sharp 

increase in the numbers of non-canadiens, especially in the capacity of 

tenant. By the last decade of the eighteenth century, early emigrants 

from the British Isles and the northeastern United States had begun ta 

settle in Lawer Canada. Those who came to the island of Montreal tended 
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to cluster around the city, remaining within the parish. Many of these 

newcomers experienced their introduction to Canadian farming on leased 

propert i es. The mot i vat i ons of sorne of the people i mp li cated in farm 

leases appeared relatively straightforward, for instance in the case of 

merchants who maintained rural properties, but a combination of finan

cial and familial reasons undoubtedly contributed most to the decision 

made by the majori ty of l essors and l essees. 

Most agricultural propertip.s, 60%, leased on the island of Montreal 

between 1780 and 1820 were concentrated around the city, in the Parish 

of Montreal. A further 34% of the farms were scattered among the four 

parishes that bordered the island's central and most populated parish. 

On average, the religious institutions, merchants and professionals 

owned the largest farms. But more importantly, the élite possessed many 

of the garden and orchard plots situated just outside of the city, to 

the northwest and on the slopes of Mount Royal. The produce of this 

intensively cultivated land enjoyed a captive market within the city 

limits. In addition to the concentration of gardens and orchards in the 

vicinity of Montreal, several pa~tures were maintained close to the city 

for the purpose of providing grazing, at a set fee, for the horses and 

cows kept by the i nhabi tants of the town and the suburbs. 

About 30% of the farm leases contained inventories of agricultural 

implements and livestock included as part of the leasing agreement. The 

most significant pattern identified in an analysis of these listings is 

that merchant and professional proprietors invested more capital in the 
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moveable properties of their farms than did any other lessors. Also of 

interest was the decl ine in the use of the oxen as a draught animal, 

most probably tied to an increasing use of the English swing plough by 

the non-canadien tenants. 

Severa; different approaches to agricultural production were iden

tified on the leased farms. While a number of farms continued to cul ti-

vate, almost exclusively, the traditional combination of wheat, peas and 

oats; there was also a diverse range of specialized production. The 

cultivation of sorne cash crops -- for instance fruit, vegetables, hay 

and fodder -- did not originate in this period. but had been practised 

on a lesser level on the island of Montreal for many decades. What did 

inerease was the seale of this production. 

Two new specializations -- dairying and hops production -- started 

during these fort y years. Although small numbers of cows, no more than 

two or three, had been kept by most cultivateurs before this time, the 

primary purpose of these animals had been ta reproduce the oxen required 

for draught purposes, th~reby relegating milk production to a secondary 

funetion. Hops, required by the newly established and expandir,g brewer

i es, were grown by a sma 11 number of farmers, for the most part I\meri

cans experienced in the difficult cultivation and preparation of this 

crop. 

The unifying factor in the use of capital and labour-intensive 

methods of production was the eeonomic resources avail abl e to the pro-
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prietor of the land. With few exceptions, the large-scale production 

for the urban market detailed in farm leases was found on the properties 

of the élite lessors. These proprietors cou1d afford ta invest more 

capital in their properties and could also afford ta experiment with new 

crops or agricultura1 techniques. The ethnicity of the lessors did not 

appear ta have a significant affect on thei r approach to farming. 

The information contained in this series of farm leases has per

mitted us to gain sorne insight into agricultural production on the 

i sl and of Montreal, but it i s only a very small part of a much greater 

whole. A more complete context for this study awaits further investiga

tions into the people, farms, agricultural production and techniques of 

other regions in lower Canada. Only then can we assemble a truly com

posite picture of agriculture in early Quebec. 
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