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Who We Were: Asahel Scott 
American Roots
I was a lad of 16 years when my parents brought our family to Upper Canada from the United 
States where we were all born. We meant to make this land our home. I joined the York Militia to 
defend my new colony. So did my father, and my older brother Colin. We were all willing to take up 
arms against the Americans if they decided to attack. You see, many Upper Canadians were still 
worried about invasion. �ey hadn't forgotten the War of 1812.

We were not United Empire Loyalists. (We didn't come straight to Upper Canada after the 
American Revolution). �at meant we weren't entitled to free land. My father couldn't a�ord to buy 
land right away, so he rented and farmed. He registered his branding mark with Pickering Township 
in 1828. He was even elected to Township Council as an overseer of highways in 1831.

I took a bride in 1832. Azubah and I lived on my parents` farm while I worked the land and tended 
the livestock. In 1834, my father had enough money to buy his land from a long time settler in this 
area, Azor Wixson.

Discontent
�ere were no established churches in Pickering Township. Colin, my sister Electra, and I were 
founding members of the Brougham Christian Church. �ere was no church building as such, but 
we met in houses for fellowship once a week. Travelling Methodist Elders passed through rarely. We 
followed the new and old testaments as we believed right. �e Church of England was the only 
recognized church in those days. One seventh of all land belonged to the Anglican Church. �ese 
"Clergy Reserves" were for leasing and building churches. �e Anglican churches were never built in 
my lifetime.

At fellowship meetings I got to know neighbours such as the Willsons and the Hubbards. Talk 
sometimes turned to the Government. We shared our frustrations. Taxes were high, it was hard to 
see were the money was going. Roads were terrible. �ere were not enough schools. �ere was no 
support for our religion. We worked hard to improve our land, and we expected and wanted support 
from our government. It seemed that if you were Church of England, you were privileged.  

Reform?
Like us, the Willsons and the Hubbards were on the side of reform. Sometimes we met at local 
taverns to discuss matters of politics. �ompson`s on the Brock Road, at the 5th Concession was a 
popular haunt . Some even travelled to Stou�ville to hear William Lyon Mackenzie speak about 
reform. Elder George Barclay and Peter Matthews of Pickering followed his beliefs.

Clearing Land About 1830. LAC,Acc. No. 1972-26-730, C.W. Je�reys, 1945.
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Who We Were: Azubah  Baker
Isolated 
I came to Pickering Township from Peel County where my parents had settled. Asahel and I 
married in Churchville. Pickering was sparsely populated. �ere were no more than 20 
families in the northern part of the township where we lived. �ere was scarce company for 
womenfolk. My companions were my mother-in-law, Lydia, and my sisters-in-law Rhoda, 
Electra and Jemima. Jemima was little company, poor lamb, because she was both deaf and 
mute. 

Asahel and I were blessed with a daughter in 1833, and we named her Mahala. Two years 
after, Mahala was joined by a brother, Ira. 

Worn Out
�e children kept me busy. Farm chores changed by season. Spring was the time to break the 
earth and sow the seeds for our crops. Summer was full of the harvest, and setting by of 
stores for the coming winter. Work bees meant lighter work. I helped to prepare the food for 
the men when they came to meals hungry from raising barns or threshing grain. Washing 
and churning, baking bread, and sewing and mending clothes never ended. I had to teach 
the children their letters and numbers as there was no school for Methodist children. 

Worried
Frustrating though I found the lack of schools, talk of politics worried me. Asahel, Colin, 
and my father-in-law were speaking more and more of reform. William Lyon Mackenzie 
asked Peter Matthews to be a captain in his movement. �ey began asking the local men to 
pledge to take up arms at a moment`s notice. Elder Barclay began holding "turkey shoots" 
on his farm. We all knew it was shooting practice to get the men ready. 

A Political Meeting at "�e Corners", 1837. LAC, 1972-26-588, Charles W. Je�erys, 1920s or 1930s.
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�e Rebellion in Pickering
Ordinary People
�e men of the rebellion came from all walks of life. Asahel was a labourer. �is meant that 
he worked on a farm. His brother Colin was a carpenter. Peter Matthews was a yeoman, or 
farmer who possessed his own land. Randall Wixson was a school master. Wixson was also an 
editor of William Lyon Mackenzie's newspaper, �e Colonial Advocate. Mackenzie collected 
a list of 1000 men across Upper Canada who would take up arms at a moment’s notice. He 
appointed “captains” from many townships. Others were blacksmiths, millers, storekeepers. 

�e “Farmer’s Revolt”
Some men, like Peter Matthews, had military training and had fought in the War of 1812. 
Others, like the Scott brothers, volunteered in the local militia. Many of the men who 
pledged to take up arms and join Mackenzie did not even own a gun. Instead, they marched 
to Toronto to take over the Government with pitchforks. For this reason, it became known 
as the "Farmer's Revolt".

Mackenzie’s plan was to gather his men at Montgomery’s Tavern in Toronto. From there, 
they would march down Yonge Street and seize the parliament building and the stand of 
arms.  

Opportunity Strikes!
Lower Canada was as discontented as Upper Canada. Rebellion broke out there �rst. 
Lieutenant-Governor Bond Head sent troops from Fort York to quell the uprising. 
Mackenzie saw his opportunity. He used the absence of military in Toronto to call his 
rebellion. �e call was earlier than planned. Peter’s men made their way to Montgomery’s 
Tavern on December 6. Asahel and Colin Scott were among the men of the “Pickering 
Contingent”. Once there, Mackenzie ordered Matthews to take his men and burn the Don 
Bridge. �e purpose of his mission was to prevent the militia from returning to Toronto. 

Failure
�e operation failed. �e Guildwood Militia was able to cross the river. �ey scattered Peter 
Matthews' group, including Asahel and Colin Scott. �e rebels sought refuge in the woods 
and the homes of friends and sympathizers. During the remaining weeks of December, 
Militia arrested the rebels. �e charge was High Treason. 

It came with the penalty of death.

C.W. Je�ries sketch of the March of the Rebels
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Neighbour vs Neighbour 
Reformer Beliefs
Many of the reformers considered themselves loyal to the King. �ey had no desire 
to separate from the British Kingdom. �ey were not intending to gain 
independence as the United States had. �ey wanted what they considered their 
equal rights. �ey wanted the right to education for the children. �ey wanted 
liberty to practice their religion freely, with privileges equal to Anglicans. �ey 
wanted their elected representatives to the Legislative Assembly to have authority. 
�ese reformers did not consider their actions treasonous or traitorous. �ey took 
up arms against a governing body that was corrupt, not their King. 

Tory Supporters
Opinions in Pickering Township were opposing. Some communities such as 
Greenwood remained stalwart supporters of the Tory Government. �ose who 
supported the Conservatives remembered the strife of the American Revolution. 
�ey had come to Upper Canada to avoid taking up arms against their 
Government. 

Paci�sts
Others in Pickering had received religious asylum in Upper Canada and took no 
sides. �e Quakers, Huegenots, and Mennonites had not sworn to defend the 
colony. �e government had accepted their refusal to bear arms. 

Division
�e act of open rebellion separated reformers from friends and neighbours. It even 
drove a wedge between family members. Tory supporters informed against their 
rebel neighbours, helping to ensure quick arrests. Friends who had helped one 
another to raise barns and build homes now turned �ngers on one another. Siding 
with the Government had its rewards. Helping to identify traitors was said to result 
in gifts of land con�scated from the rebels. It certainly provided protection from 
scrutiny. 
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Prison Life: Asahel 
Terrible Conditions
�e Militia arrested me on December 15, 1837 and held me at the Toronto Gaol 
(jail). We were con�ned to two rooms on the third �oor. Conditions in the jail were 
terrible. 
Quarters were close with little room to move. We could not read the newspapers, 
worship on Sundays, exercise, nor see our children and wives. Sickness was 
unavoidable, and quickly spread. Female prisoners across the hall swept and cleaned 
our rooms once a week. 

“How sad it was also for so many rich farmers to be so con�ned behind iron bars, with turnkeys 
watching them, frowning guards with bayonets marching around their gaol….�e two rooms in 
which we were imprisoned were very small for so large a party.  One was probably twenty-�ve feet 
long by 12 wide, the other twenty-�ve feet wide by twenty-�ve in length, as near as I can 
remember.  In the morning we arose as soon as possible, that is, as soon as daylight would permit.  
�ereupon the beds were neatly piled up around the rooms against the walls, and chairs, small 
seats, benches, and tables arranged, so that breakfast could be taken.”

-- Charles Durand, prisoner 

Secret Messages
We created a system of communication by boring small holes in the brick walls 
between the rooms. �rough these holes we passed secret messages on paper. Or 
perhaps the gaolers turned a blind eye. But it allowed us to speak with one another. 
Our families were also clever and sent messages to us in the food packages they 
brought to the gaol. 

Sentences
On July 13, 1838, I was "pardoned on �nding security to keep the peace, and be of 
good behaviour for 3 years." Our crimes were identical: we had both gone with 
Peter Matthews to the Don Bridge. Yet our punishments were di�erent. �ey 
sentenced my brother to be “sent to the penitentiary, Kingston for 3 years, and then 
to be banished from the province for life.
Azubah could not a�ord the £250 bail as my "security".  Like my brother, they 
transferred me to the Kingston Penitentiary until my bail could be raised. 
�ey hanged Peter Matthews on April 12, 1838. 

Tuberculosis
I was ill. 
�e physician at Kingston called it "debility".  �ey con�ned me to the in�rmary. 
No prescribed treatment helped. I was tired, listless, feverish, and weak. I had 
trouble breathing. 
I longed for my home and my family.
At last Azubah raised my bail and I left prison on August 24, 1838.



Messages from Prison 
Asahel 
To pass the time, many of my companions made trinkets out 
of paper, sang songs, told stories, and even carved boxes. We 
inscribed the wooden boxes with notes to our loved ones, or 
mottoes of our cause. Some wrote scripture, others poetry. 
�ere were even those who drew pictures of their homes on 
the top. I inscribed my box to my little girl: 

  

A Present to Mahala 
Scott From her Father while 
Con�ned in toronto Gaol for 
High treason July 6th 
1838 

On one end I wrote "Liberty", and on the other, "Equal 
Rights". I wanted her to know I wasn’t ashamed of what I had 
done. I took a stand to help create a better world for her.

pickeringmuseumvillage.ca
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�e Box 
It is evident the gaolers allowed the prisoners tools. �e 
government arrested rebels throughout Upper Canada. 
Prisoners of the Toronto Gaol were the only ones to carve 
boxes like these. 

Darryl Withrow is a Pickering Museum Village volunteer . He 
has carved over a dozen replica Rebellion boxes. Having made 
so many, he has a theory. He believes chisels were necessary to 
carve the boxes. He also believes that only a few men would 
have had the skills to carve boxes. �e ability to make a 
perfectly square box with dove-tailed corners, sliding lids and 
inlay was a specialized skill.   

We may never know if Asahel Scott made the box he sent to 
his daughter. We can speculate that if he did not, his brother 
Colin, a carpenter by trade, might have carved it. But the box 
contains no markings to distinguish its maker. By the time 
Asahel wrote upon it, he was already ill with the beginning 
stages of tuberculosis.

Chris Raible is an historian and writer. His research has 
brought these unique mementoes of Canada's past to light. 
�e existence of over 100 boxes is now documented. 

John Carter is a rebellion historian and museologist. He 
collaborated with Withrow and Raible to research these boxes.  
Together they wrote From Hands Now Striving to Be Free 
(2009). �is project led to the donation of Asahel's box back 
to our community.  �eir work continues to reveal more 
boxes, now spread throughout the world.
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Azubah 
Alone
My worst fears came true. Asahel did not return from his march with Peter 
Matthews. He was arrested soon after the Rebellion, and sent to prison. When we 
heard that Peter was to be hanged as a traitor I was terri�ed.. My Asa had been 
there-- he was one of Peter's men. Would I ever see my husband again? Would my 
children see once more the smiling face of their father? Would my unborn child 
ever know its father?

Keeping the farm going without Asahel was no small feat. My husband's family 
helped, but my father-in-law was an aging man. Help from neighbours was not so 
easy to come by as it once had been. We learned who our friends were, and who 
were not. I didn't even have the comfort of our church fellowship. We had ceased 
meeting some months since. If I complained before that I was weary, I did not yet 
understand the meaning of the word. 

Hope
Asahel sent our daughter a small box for her precious things. It was the �rst sign of 
hope, and we learned soon after that the government pardoned him. He was free to 
return home. But we didn't have the money for his release. It was di�cult enough 
to raise the money for taxes every year. Bail money was a luxury we did not have on 
hand. 

United
When at last I could a�ord Asahel's release, we were united with him. He was so 
changed. He was not strong enough or well enough to hold our infant son, James, 
born while he had been so long in prison. 

He departed this earth and found his own liberty on September 19, 1838.
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Aftermath 
�e wounds of the Rebellion of 1837 took time to heal. Pickering had sent 
dozens of men to �ght for a say in government at a time when democracy was 
feared. �eir leader, Peter Matthews, was hanged. �e government sent many 
others to the penal colony of Van Diemen's Land. �ey banished others from 
ever living or holding land in the British Empire again. 

Azubah took her young family and settled in Sanilac County, Michigan. 
She remarried. �e government pardoned Colin Scott. �ey released him 
from prison a year after his 
brother. 
He also moved his family 
back to the United States. In 
the end, most of the Scott 
Family returned to the U.S., 
and died in and around 
Sanilac County. 

Retreat
To look at a map of Sanilac County, Michigan, USA in 1850 is to look at a 
map of Pickering Township in 1836. Many of the families that built farms, 
churches and communities, and intermarried here, did the same there.

Healing
Not all the rebels left. �ose who stayed continued to build a strong 
community.  Chasms between families on either side of the Rebellion closed 
as the next generation courted and wed.   Pickering was, after all, a small 
community. 

Change
�e Rebellion of 1837 left a signi�cant mark on Pickering, and on Canada. 
�e attempt to take control of the Government failed. �e Rebellion did 
bring about political reform in Canada. We owe our voice in government to 
the sacri�ces of our founding fathers. We now have the freedom to enjoy our 
religion of choice, and the right to have our children educated. 

Consider this: How much longer would change have taken had the farmers 
with their desire for a better life been less noble and brave?
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artifact collection today.

pickeringmuseumvillage.ca/virtual. 

Follow Pickering Museum Village 
on Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest 
Youtube. 

�e Pickering Museum Village would like to thank the following 
for their assistance with the development and research of A Family 
Story: University of Toronto Masters of Museum Studies Program, 
John Edmonds, Julie Oakes, Maryanne Barker, Darryl Withrow, 
John Sabean, Chris Raible, John Carter and Ron Van Horne.


