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“...you can beat us in the House of Assembly
but you can’t beat us in the street”: The
Symbolic Value of Charlettown’s Orange

Lodge Riot'

Ryan O’CONNOR

While Canadians are accustomed to life in a secularized society, such was
not always the case. As historians have established, in the nineteenth century,
adherence to Christianity was the norm. This fact is articulated by W.L. Morton,
who notes that “religion — not wealth, and not politics — was the chief concern,
the main ideal occupation of Canadians.”

Although the hegemony of Christianity in nineteenth-century Canada had
positive effects, such as common cultural values for the population, it also had
its downside. Chief among these was denominational conflict. Despite
worshipping the same God, and obeying the same commandments, the various
denominations differed in their interpretations and practices. The clearest divide
in this regard was between Protestants and Roman Catholics. Although
Protestant Canada was made up of a wide array of worshippers who maintained
distinct identities, its adherents tended to unite against their papist adversaries.
The ensuing misunderstandings and prejudices resulted in a preponderance of
clashes between the two groups throughout British North America during the
nineteenth century.

Such violence long bypassed Prince Edward Island. While the neighbouring
colonies had all suffered through similar experiences, the diminutive colony of
94,021 entered the 1870s relatively unscathed by such eruptions.’ This absence
of denominational violence is especially intriguing given the colony’s religious
makeup: fifty-five per cent Protestant, forty-five per cent Roman Catholic.* Such
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who provided valuable advice in the early stages. As well, I would like to thank George
O’Connor and the anonymous reviewers for reading the various drafts of this paper and
providing many helpful comments.

% “Victorian Canada,” in The Shield of Achilles: Aspects of Canada in the Victorian
Age, ed. W.L. Morton (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1968), 314.

3 Census of the Population, and other Statistical Returns of Prince Edward Island,
Taken in the Year 1871 (Charlottetown: Reilly & Co., 1871), 7.

* Ibid. According to 1871 census figures, the largest single denomination was the
Roman Catholics, with 40,442 adherents. The next two groups were the Presbyterian
Church “of lower Provinces,” with 18,603, and the Kirk of Scotland, with 10,976. There
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an evenly matched population, one might suspect, would lend itself to the
violence endemic elsewhere. However, notes historian Ian Ross Robertson, the
“surprising circumstances for a colony so evenly divided was the dearth of
religious hostilities.”

Such a peaceful co-existence would not last. On 12 July 1877 the Island’s
record of religious non-violence came to a dramatic end when the Charlottetown
headquarters of the Loyal Orange Order, its members just returned from a day of
recreation, bore the brunt of an angry mob. Why did this unfortunate action
occur? Why, thirty years after the peak of Orange-Green conflict in British
North America did such an event transpire in Charlottetown? As this study
reveals, the incident in question is fraught with symbolism that reflects the
realities of the religio-political discourse that had come to dominate life on
Prince Edward Island over the previous twenty-one years. When bitter debate
over the place of religion in the education system began to split the Island
community along denominational lines in the mid-1850s, the Roman Catholic
minority inevitably found themselves on the losing end. Alienated and suspected
of Romanist plots, they were blocked from holding power in government, and
were unable to implement their desired policies. As tensions mounted, frustrated
members of the Roman Catholic population came to view the Orange Order as a
symbol of their opposition, culminating in the 12 July 1877 attack of the Order’s
Charlottetown contingent.

Although the 1877 riot was a significant event in the history of Prince
Edward Island, it has long been overlooked. A survey of relevant literature
reveals only four items that discuss the riot. The first published was Reverend
John C. Macmillan’s History of the Catholic Church in Prince Edward Island
from 1835 to 1891.° While it provides useful insight into the Church’s response
to the violence, this partisan account of the riot contradicts contemporary
testimony. Andrew Robb’s “Rioting in 19" Century P.E.I,” summarizes the
events of 12 July 1877 in three paragraphs.” Likewise, Boyde Beck’s light-
hearted Prince Edward Island: An Unauthorized History handles the event in a
similarly superficial manner.® Anecdotal rather than academic, these works
explain what happened on the day in question, but fail to provide insight into
why the riot occurred. More significantly the leading academic text on
nineteenth-century Prince Edward Island, the Francis W.P. Bolger edited
Canada’s Smallest Province, does not mention the Orange Order’s existence.
Nonetheless, the book does help shed light on the religio-politico tensions that

were 8,361 Methodists, 7,220 Anglicans, 2,709 Bible Christians, 77 Universalists, 8
Quakers, and 931 of “Other Denominations.”
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Acorn Press, 1996), 117-120.
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dominated Island society between 1856-1877, especially as they impacted local
elections. However, coverage of “the elemental animosity [that emerged]
between [the] Protestant and Catholic™ population is largely a backdrop to the
book’s central focus — Prince Edward Island’s entry into Canada in 1873."° The
riot at the Orange lodge is not mentioned in an academic text until Brendan
O’Grady’s Exiles and Islanders: The Irish Settlers of Prince Edward Island was
released in 2004. Handling the event in three pages, O’Grady connects the event
to the tensions between Irish Catholics and the Orange Order elsewhere, but
does not establish a local context that explains why the riot occurred."'

Given the lack of coverage of the Orange Order in Prince Edward Island
histories, an examination of studies specific to the organization is warranted.
One of the leading studies on the Order in central Canada is Gregory Kealey’s
“The Orange Order in Toronto: religious riot and the working class.”'? Primarily
focussed on the Order’s class composition in the late nineteenth century, it also
provides some insight into the city’s religious conflict. As Kealey notes, riots
were rooted in symbolism during this period. The two riots that occurred in the
relatively calm 1870s were the result of Irish Catholics overstepping “informal
limits” that the Orangemen deemed “could not be allowed to pass
unchallenged.” In the first example, the boundary was violated when a
prominent Fenian leader was invited to speak at a St. Patrick’s Day gathering,
while the other was infringed when papal symbols were featured during a
Sunday street procession. As Kealey indicates, St. Patrick’s Day speakers were
acceptable, as were marches featuring green regalia and Hibernian slogans.
However, employing a revolutionary speaker in the former instance, and
promoting their Roman Catholic allegiance in the latter, was considered a
symbolic affront to Toronto’s Protestant hegemony.*

® W.S. MacNutt, “Political Advance and Social Reform, 1842-1861,” in Canada’s
Smallest Province, ed. Francis W.P. Bolger (Charlottetown: The Prince Edward Island
1973 Centennial Commission, 1973), 130.

19 Tan Ross Robertson’s “Religion, Politics, and Education in Prince Edward Island
from 1856 to 1877,” (MA thesis, McGill University, 1968) discusses the tensions that
Bolger did not address. It also notes the emergence of the Orange Order on Prince
Edward Island; however, it does not address the focus of this paper, the 1877 riot. The
author would like to acknowledge that his contextual understanding of the politico-
religious situation on Prince Edward Island during the 1850s-1870s is largely attributable
to Robertson’s authoritative thesis, as well as the journal articles that emerged from his
research.

"' Brendan O’Grady, Exiles and Islanders: The Irish Settlers of Prince Edward
Island (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2004), 240-242.

12 Gregory Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism, 1867-1892
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980. “The Orange Order in Toronto” is the
seventh chapter in Kealey’s book.

" Ibid., 119.

" Ibid.
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In Scott See’s Riots in New Brunswick: Orange Nativism and Social
Violence in the 1840s,” the author provides a contrasting interpretation of
Orange-Green riots. Economic factors, according to See, were the primary cause
of these disturbances, which occurred with regularity in the colony during the
1840s. During this decade, New Brunswick’s economy was experiencing a
recession. This coincided with the large-scale immigration of Irish Roman
Catholics who were escaping famine in their homeland. Fearing these
immigrants would lower wages and steal what jobs were available, the “Orange
Order embarked on a comprehensive vigilante campaign against Irish-
Catholics.”"

An important consideration when examining the context of the
Charlottetown riot is the ethno-religious composition of Prince Edward Island.
The Island’s population was composed of four major ethnic groups. The French,
at approximately ten per cent of the 1881 population of 108,891, were Catholics.
The English, at twenty per cent, mostly belonged to the Methodist and Anglican
Churches. The largest group, the Scots, comprised forty-five per cent of the
population. Of these, the majority were Presbyterian, while the remainder were
Roman Catholic. The most relevant group to this study, however, were the Irish.
The second largest ethnic group, with twenty-three per cent of the total
population, an estimated ninety per cent of the province’s Irish were Roman
Catholic."’

It is also important to establish what the Orange Order was. Originally
formed as a Protestant paramilitary organization, they emerged from a climate of
religious violence that riddled Ireland during the late eighteenth century. Named
after King William of Orange, the Dutch prince who solidified Protestant control
of Great Britain in 1690, the Order rapidly spread throughout much of the
English-speaking world. Shortly after its 1795 founding, Orange lodges were
located across Ireland, England, and the British colonies.

British North America proved conducive to the growth of Orangeism.
Introduced by British soldiers garrisoned in the colonies, the first lodge was
officially opened in 1818. Buoyed by a heavy influx of Irish Protestant
immigrants," within twenty years there were close to three hundred lodges in

15 Scott See, Riots in New Brunswick: Orange Nativism and Social Violence in the
1840s (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993).

"% Ibid., 84.

"7 Census of Canada, 1880-81 (Ottawa: MacLean, Roger & Co., 1882), 206-209;
Andrew Hill Clark, Three Centuries and the Island: A Historical Geography of
Settlement and Agriculture in Prince Edward Island, Canada (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1959), 207; O’Grady, Exiles and Islanders, 232.

8 Cecil Houston and William Smyth, The Sash Canada Wore: A Historical
Geography of the Orange Order in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980),
8-20.

' The Irish were the largest immigrant group to British North America during the
nineteenth century. While it is often thought that the majority of these immigrants were
Roman Catholics who fled the famine between 1845 and 1850, Cecil Houston and
William Smyth have established that the majority of Irish immigrants were part of a wave
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British North America. While these lodges retained the key tenets of Orangeism,
a loyalty to the British Crown and Protestantism, different social, economic, and
religious conditions meant that the British North American Order developed into
an indigenous institution. Rather than focussing on religious warfare, as was the
case in the British Isles, the British North American Order emphasized fraternity
and immigrant aid. Brian Clarke notes that from its humble origins, by the 1850s
the order had become “...a mainstream association devoted to maintaining
Protestant hegemony in the United Canadas and upholding the colony’s British
character.”®

Orangeism had a slow start on Prince Edward Island. The warrant for the
colony’s first lodge, Charlottetown’s Boyne Lodge No. 14, was issued in 1851.
It took eight years before the second lodge, Pinette’s Thistle Lodge No. 917, was
established. This delayed growth can be explained, at least partially, by the fact
that Prince Edward Island did not have a sizeable Irish Protestant population. By
1866 the Orange Order had overcome this hurdle and had established thirty-six
lodges Island-wide. Their growth, as the name of the second lodge suggests, was
achieved by appealing to the sizeable Scottish Protestant population.*'

The events of 12 July 1877 began in a relatively low-key manner. As part of
their annual commemoration of King William of Orange’s victory at the Boyne,
Orangemen from Charlottetown and the surrounding area arranged for a day of
celebrations up the West River. Since this trip required a steamship, it was
decided that the men would first meet at the capital’s Boyne Lodge, located on
Queen Street between Grafton and Kent. At 11:00 AM approximately 150
Orangemen marched in procession to the waterfront, where they boarded the
Southport.

By all accounts the ensuing festivities went smoothly, as did the
Orangemen’s return to Charlottetown at approximately 8:00 pm. Returning to
their lodge for closing remarks, the group once again formed a marching
procession. Queen Street was lined with spectators, who formed “one dense

0f 450,000 that arrived during the previous thirty years. These Irish were primarily of the
Protestant faith. Houston and Smyth, Irish Emigration and Canadian Settlement:
Patterns, Links, and Letters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 4, 8, 21.

2 Brian P. Clarke, Piety and Nationalism: Lay Voluntary Associations and the
Creation of an Irish-Catholic Community in Toronto, 1850-1895 (Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1993), 154. By 1864 the Order would have an estimated
200,000 members across British North America, including such high-profile individuals
as Sir John A. Macdonald. Likewise, they assumed considerable political control of the
colonies. This was most pronounced in the municipality of Toronto, where twenty-one of
the twenty-four mayors that served office between 1845 and 1900 were members.
Houston and Smyth, The Sash Canada Wore, 86, 156-157.

2! Grand Provincial Orange Lodge of Prince Edward Island, “Report of the Sixth
Annual Session of the Provincial Grand Lodge” (Charlottetown: 1866), 38. [Prince
Edward Island Provincial Archives, Accession No. 2420]; Houston and Smyth, The Sash
Canada Wore, 76.
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mass of people” on the block surrounding the hall.* While the majority of the

estimated three hundred people in attendance were present for the march, and as
such can be labelled “spectators,” mixed in with the crowd was a group of
agitators. The “rowdies,” estimated at fifty young men, attempted to obstruct the
Orangemen as they returned to their lodge. Able to push their way through the
crowd, the Orangemen rushed indoors, while the aggressors attempted to incite
others on the street.

As it turns out, the agitators had one thing in mind. Flying above the Orange
lodge was the group’s flag, a rectangular cloth one-half yellow and one-half
Union Jack. As the Orangemen made their way inside their building, a volley of
stones were thrown at the lodge amidst calls to lower their flag. As the windows
shattered around them, the Orangemen retaliated by aiming a series of revolver
shots into the crowd, hitting two bystanders. As this transpired the Orange
leaders, Senator Heath Haviland and Dr. John T. Jenkins, yelled at their brethren
to quit firing their weapons. A number of men on the street ran into a
neighbouring yard, and emerged moments later with a ladder. Intending to scale
the hall and bring the flag down, they were halted by city marshal Thomas Flynn
and two other members of the crowd. As the authorities attempted to instil order
to the situation, members of the crowd continued volleying stones at the
building, demanding that the flag come down.

At this point the city’s stipendiary magistrate, Rowan Fitzgerald, arrived on
the scene.” Dismayed by what was unfolding before him, he assumed the role of
negotiator. Aware that the crowd would only disperse once the Order’s flag was
lowered, the Orangemen grudgingly accepted. Sensing triumph as the flag
descended, a great cheer emerged from the street. This incensed the Order, and
the flag was promptly returned to full mast. With intensity once again reaching
fever pitch, and another volley of stones thrown, the authorities pleaded with the
involved parties. Finally, the Orangemen agreed to lower the flag in exchange
for an end of the stone barrage. However, the incident was not quite over. As the
flag made its final descent, members of the crowd seized the symbolic item.
This was met with a flurry of gunshots from inside the lodge, which struck one
man above his left ear. With the flag down, the authorities regained order, and
the crowd dispersed.

22 «The 12™ of July,” The Examiner, 13 July 1877, 3. The reconstruction of the
events of 12 July 1877is taken from coverage found in The Examiner, The Herald, and
The Presbyterian and Evangelical Protestant Union.

2 The job of stipendiary magistrate was created in 1875. Primarily designed to
function as an impartial supervisor of the Charlottetown police court, Fitzgerald “was
also empowered to direct and discipline the police force.” His priority in this respect was
combating “public drunkenness and rowdiness.” See Greg Marquis, “Enforcing the Law:
The Charlottetown Police Force,” in Gaslights, Epidemics, and Vagabond Cows:
Charlottetown in the Victorian Era,” eds. Douglas Baldwin and Thomas Spira
(Charlottetown: Ragweed Press, 1988), 92.
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With at least three members of the crowd suffering from bullet wounds, an
Orangeman suffering from a stone-inflicted head injury,** a building full of
shattered glass, and a wellspring of animosity, it seemed unlikely that events had
reached a conclusion. Amidst rumours that the two parties would recommence
hostilities the next day, the defiant Orangemen returned to their battered hall the
following morning. Fearing further disturbances, the city police took drastic
action. Augmented by approximately one hundred hastily sworn-in constables,*
the city police took to the streets en masse, issuing twenty-eight warrants from
the night before and arresting twelve. As the arrested were transferred to the
local jail under heavy security provided by the constables, an additional fourteen
deputies provided a precautionary night guard at the lock-up. The remaining
constables were assigned to patrol “the [Orange] lodge, and all places they
thought necessary, in order to preserve quiet in the city during the night.”* In
the interest of maintaining peace, the constables were joined by an additional
“body of volunteers,” amounting to another one hundred uniformed and armed
men, who paraded the streets. Such dramatic precautionary measures apparently
quelled any further plans of upheaval, as the night, and the coming days, passed
without incident.

While the religious climate on the Island was unmistakably tense in the late-
1800s, such had not always been the case. Religious relations may not have been
entirely cordial heading into the 1850s, but neither were they at a breaking point.
In general, the population co-existed in a peaceful manner, unlike the
neighbouring British North American colonies, which suffered frequent
interdenominational clashes. In this respect it is noteworthy that many of Prince
Edward Island’s most successful social and service organizations at mid-century
were nondenominational.”’

Part of the reason Islanders of different faiths had lived together peacefully
is that they had been united in a common fight. In 1767 the British government
divided the nascent colony into sixty-seven lots, which in turn were transferred

# According to contemporary accounts, two of the gunshot victims, “a man named
Lafferty and a boy named Higgins,” were innocent bystanders. Although one was struck
above the temple, and the other in his left arm, both were reportedly “slightly wounded.”
The man shot in the final flurry, Patrick Brenan, was hit above his left ear. The injured
Orangeman was John Moore. “The 12" of July,” The Examiner, 13 July 1877, 3.

3 The Charlottetown police department was established in 1855 in conjunction with
the municipality’s incorporation. Originally consisting of six permanent constables, it is
possible that the force was slightly larger in 1877. To save costs, however, the majority of
the work was fulfilled by seasonally employed night watchmen and deputized constables.
Marquis, 89-91.

26 «In The City Yesterday,” The Examiner, 14 July 1877, 2.

2 These organizations included the Mechanic’s Institute, which sponsored
community lectures and educational initiatives, and the Benevolent Irish Society, which
was established in 1825 to aid the colony’s Irish immigrants. Robertson, “The Bible
Question in Prince Edward Island from 1856 to 1860,” 22; Robertson, “Party Politics and
Religious Controversialism in Prince Edward Island from 1860 to 1863,” 55; O’Grady,
Exiles and Islanders, 177-179.
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to a group of minor dignitaries, merchants and military officials.”® Charged with
overseeing their land’s development, the primary responsibility of these
absentee landlords was to settle the colony. As such, the Island was quickly
populated with tenant farmers, who resented the fact that they did not own the
land they cultivated. An escheat movement developed by the eighteenth-
century’s end, and by the 1830s the Island’s dominant political party was
dedicated to this cause. Although the escheat movement had faded in the 1840s
after it became clear that the British government would not cooperate, its ability
to unite Protestant and Catholic tenants for a common good was significant.”

Another factor behind the colony’s relatively peaceful existence is the
general sense of progress Islanders felt in the mid-nineteenth century. Described
by Ian Ross Robertson as “a vital, aggressive society, full of energy and self-
confidence,”’ the colony was economically successful during the 1850s. Self-
sufficient, it provided a ready supply of food, timber, and sailing ships to
Britain, and following the 1854 Reciprocity Treaty, the United States.”' Annual
colonial revenue rose from £22,000 in 1850 to £35,000 in 1854; more
impressaizvely, during the same period the public debt shrank from £28,000 to
£3,000.

In addition to the positive economic situation, Islanders were living in a
colony that was undergoing considerable political reform. In 1830 legislation
that had prevented Roman Catholic males from voting and holding office was
repealed.” Following this, a push by the Liberals to implement responsible
government was undertaken, with the appropriate legislation gaining royal
assent in 1851. Finally, in 1853 the Franchise Bill was passed, which eliminated
existing land requirements and established universal adult male suffrage.*

Before one assumes an overly idyllic view of the Island, it must be noted
that its history was not devoid of violence. Prior to the introduction of the secret
ballot for provincial elections in 1913, voters were required to state their

28 Francis W.P. Bolger, “The Beginnings of Independence, 1767-1787,” in Canada’s
Smallest Province, 38.

» Bolger, “The Demise of Quit Rents and Escheat, 1824-1842,” in Ibid., 99, 114.
For more information on the Island’s sense of achievement and prosperity during this
period, see David Weale and Harry Baglole, The Island and Confederation: The End of
an Era (Charlottetown: Williams & Crue, 1973), 79-98.

3 Robertson, “The Bible Question in Prince Edward Island from 1856 to 1860,” 3.

' MacNutt, “Political Advance and Social Reform, 1842-1861,” in Canada’s
Smallest Province, 136.

2 1bid., 128.

33 Journal of the House of Assembly, 1830 (Charlottetown: George T. Haszard,
1830), 5.

3 MacNutt, “Political Advance and Social Reform, 1842-1861,” in Canada’s
Smallest Province, 114, 118, 124, 126. The Island featured a bicameral legislature until
1892, at which point its two houses were abolished and the current Legislative Assembly
was created. Frank MacKinnon, The Government of Prince Edward Island (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1951), 210-214.
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preference in public.” In the heady days of escheat and electoral reform it was
not uncommon for supporters of either side to attend the election grounds in
order to provide a degree of intimidation. Such tactics often erupted into brawls.
The culmination of these events was a 1 March 1847 by-election in Belfast.
Contested by a land reformer and a former agent for the local absentee
proprietor, the event was overseen by upwards of four hundred onlookers. A riot
ensued, in which three men were killed, and many more injured. This proved the
high-water mark of electoral violence, as legislation designed to reduce physical
intimidation at the polls was passed in 1848. Explaining the root cause of this
riot has proven difficult. The traditional explanation has been that this was a
battle between Scottish Presbyterians and Irish Catholics, although H.T. Holman
notes that the two sides were also split between “landowners and tenants, and
Tories and reformers.”*® While Holman fails to pinpoint a precise catalyst,
Brendan O’Grady is more assertive. Although there were various factors at play,
he attributes tensions over land reform as the ultimate springboard to violence.*’

If the Island was in such positive shape heading into the 1850s, what had
happened to provoke the riot in 1877? Simply stated, the place of religion in the
education system emerged as an issue in 1856, and ignited a firestorm of
controversy that would continue for two decades. As the politician-journalist
Edward Whelan noted in retrospect, at its root was a “serious and most
unaccountable misunderstanding.”®

Island Liberals, under the tutelage of Premier George Coles, were a
formidable political force in the early 1850s. Popular because of the attainment
of responsible government and their support for land reform, they maintained
control of the colony, with the exception of two brief lapses, throughout the
decade. In office at the decade’s onset, they won the 1854 election 18-6.

While the Liberals’ fortunes were high, prospects for the Conservative Party
were correspondingly low. Representing the interests of the colonial elite, they
did not benefit from the ongoing democratization occurring on Prince Edward
Island. Desperate to resume power, they eagerly awaited an issue that they
believed could rally support around the party. Education would become the
Conservatives’ issue.

The Liberal’s legislative agenda in the early 1850s emphasized
standardizing the colony’s education system. In 1852 the Free Education Act
was passed to ensure all areas of the Island could attract qualified
schoolteachers.” The following year a school visitor, John M. Stark, was hired.
A stern Scotsman with little patience for substandard achievement, he was not
impressed with the state of education he encountered. As he noted in his second

35 MacKinnon, 218.

3¢ Holman, “The Belfast Riot,” Island Magazine (Fall-Winter 1983), 7.

7 0’Grady, 203-230.

38 Debates and Proceedings of the House of Assembly, 1857 (Charlottetown: Herald
Office, 1857), 61.

% See “Report of the Visitor of Schools” in Journal of the House of Assembly, 1858
(Charlottetown: George T. Haszard, 1858), Appendix T.
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annual report, “I could scarce have believed that there could have been in any
part of the world so numerous a staff of teachers who so few had even the
shadow of a qualification for their important office.”*’

Another education reform was the creation of a provincial Normal School,
which was designed to provide uniform teacher training under the careful
guidance of Stark and the government-appointed Board of Education. Opened in
Charlottetown on 1 October 1856, the school visitor found one major flaw — its
secularism. A devout Free Churchman, he feared that the absence of religion in
the curriculum would result in moral depravity among the students. In order to
rectify this, he recommended:

a daily Bible lesson (the first lesson of the day after opening) in which
the truths and facts of Scripture will be brought before the children’s
minds by illustrations and picturing out in words, in language simple and
easy to be understood, from which everything sectarian and controversial
shall be carefully excluded.*!

Two days later a special meeting was held by the Board of Education,
which upheld a previous decision that only approved books could be utilized in
the Normal School. Since the list of approved books did not include the Bible,
Scripture readings and lessons were effectively prohibited in the classroom.*?

When the Roman Catholic Bishop of Charlottetown, Bernard Donald
MacDonald, heard of Stark’s attempt to include religion in the Normal School,
he expressed his opposition. Fearful that the introduction of religion in the
school would propagate the faith of the Protestant majority, he wrote to Premier
Coles, saying, “nothing favourable or unfavourable to any religious
denomination must be inculcated.” Oblivious to the fact that the matter had
already been handled, on 7 November 1856 he also sent a letter to the Board of
Education, stating:

This introduction of religious matters into our public mixed schools is the
Rock of Scandal....[I] earnestly beg of the Board to reconsider the evil
tendency of introducing religion in any shape into our mixed
schools....prayers and all religious exercises, as well as the reading of the
Scripture from any version not approved by all, must be
discontinued....If the friends of education wish our

0 Quoted in Robertson, “The Bible Question in Prince Edward Island from 1856 to
1860,” 4.

*! Robert Blake Irving, Normal School Soiree: Report of the Speeches and
Proceedings at the Inauguration of the Normal School (Charlottetown: Whelan, 1956),
27.

42 Ibid., 18. The Board of Education did not oppose the inclusion of religion in the
classroom, per se. Rather, there was a clear line drawn between religious education in a
school dominated by a particular denomination, which was acceptable, and religious
education in a mixed classroom, which was not. Since the Normal School attracted both
Protestants and Roman Catholics, it was generally felt that it should remain devoid of
religious lessons.

3 Letter reprinted in Macmillan, 123-125.
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mixed schools to prosper, their wish can only be realized by allowing
those schools to be godless, under the present circumstances of the
country. The Catholics, I am bound to say, will be satisfied with nothing
else.*

The Premier moved quickly to ease the bishop’s fears, assuring him that
Stark’s recommendation had been soundly rejected. The Board of Education,
meanwhile, ordered Stark to investigate the state of Bible reading in the Island
school system. His report concluded that it was in decline, and was largely
absent in classes of mixed faith.*’

The 1800s had seen a dramatic rise in evangelical Protestantism in North
America. An interdenominational movement that aimed to create a Christian
society “through the reformation of life and habits,” by mid-century it had
become a culturally dominant force throughout the United States and much of
British North America.*® Well-organized and unafraid to exert their political
power, these militant Protestants aimed to remake society in their image. Part of
this restructuring included a rejection of “ritualist” religion, and the inculcation
of Biblical values wherever possible.

While evangelicals were not as culturally dominant in Prince Edward Island
as in the neighbouring colonies of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, the
movement was nonetheless a powerful force. When Stark’s report was released,
indicating a decline in the Bible’s public school presence, the evangelicals were
appalled. A copy of the Bishop’s letter to the Board of Education was obtained
by a group of concerned ministers, who in turn interpreted the letter as proof the
Catholic Church was behind the Bible’s decline.”” In this, they conveniently
overlooked the fact that the letter was drafted after the Board upheld its existing
religious 