The People and Everyday Life during the War of 1812
War naturally makes us think about soldiers and generals, about guns and battles and killing; that is, about military facts and images.  Sometimes we forget about the rest of the people and the effects of war on their everyday lives.  The following quotations reveal something of the more human side of the war:
Farming in Upper Canada

Every family saw its able-bodied men go off to fight in the militia.  As the entire colony of Upper Canada was mainly agricultural, most of the volunteers came from farms.  They were constantly worried about their crops and livestock back home. While the men were away, the women had to manage the farms on their own.  Besides the farm work, they had to deal with raids by soldiers, with visits from Natives who demanded food and accommodation for the night, and with any other unexpected troubles.


Whenever there was a lull between battles, the militiamen were allowed to go home to their farms.  Many went home without permission to plant and harvest their crops. Food was important to the war effort, so who could blame them?

(Based on Laura Secord:  The Lady and the Legend by Ruth MacKenzie)
Halifax:  Rich and Rowdy

Halifax at this time was firmly under the influence of the British navy. For one thing, the town was well-protected against attacks from the United States.  Besides, the navy spent a great deal of money in Halifax.  Leading business people made fortunes, built expensive homes and enjoyed active lives.  Farmers, fishermen, woodsmen, and skilled craftspeople from all over the province sold their products in this prosperous town.


But there was another side to life in Halifax.  Because the navy wanted complete control of the town, Haligonians were not allowed to have their own police force.  Day and night, drunken sailors and soldiers reeled about the streets. Townspeople took their lives in their hands if they ventured into certain parts of town.  A section of Barrack Street was known as “Knock Him Down Street” because of the fights, and even murders, that were common there.   The press-gangs, looking for able-bodied men for the navy, added to the danger.


Halifax was indeed a town of contrasts at the time of the War of 1812.  Ugly slums sprawled a bottle’s-throw away from mansions and fancy flower gardens.  Taverns-which already looked as if they should be torn down – stood not far from Province House, built to last for centuries.

(Based on Halifax:  Warden of the North by Thomas Raddall.)


1.  Life in both Upper Canada and Halifax was affected by the War of 1812.  However, they were affected in different ways.

a. Describe how the War of 1812 brought changes to each place.

b. In which of the two places do you think that the lives of ordinary people were changed most by the war?  Give reasons for your answer.

