Twitter 1812: communications that count
Character Education
• Analyze methods of communications
• Compare impact of communication technologies
• Evaluate impact of communications in personal life

Facts
• June 16, 1812 the British government stated it would
repeal the trade laws which were the main reason for
the USA to go to war; the USA didn’t get the news on
time
• The American Declaration of War, June 18, 1812,
reached the west coast five months later
• The War of 1812 spanned from the Maritimes on the
east to Spokane House on the west and from the Sault
Ste. Marie area in the north, south to New Orleans—a
vast theatre of war

Shooting the Rapids by Frances Anne Hopkins

• If you came across a spectacular piece of information, what would you do with it?

Reading
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From sentinels letting off muskets, to fire beacons and
intercepted mail, to bugle and drum, river routes and the
express canoe, communications were key in the War of
1812. Battles were lost and won on communications
issues. The trouble was—communications were slow and
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• “Communication is power.” Explain how this could be
true in war, economics and even male/female relationships
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• How have Twitter and other social media changed
communication? How did your parents and grandparents communicate? List at least three different ways past
generations communicated

When General Brock learned of the outbreak of war,
he called on North West Company fur trader William
McKay (or MacKay). Brock knew that McKay could
organize the 12 elite voyageurs needed to take an
express canoe the nearly 2000 km trip from Montreal
to St. Joseph Island in record time. Brock wanted his
commander Captain Charles Roberts to capture the
fort on Mackinac Island before the Americans realized the war had started. The trip to St. Joseph Island
routinely took four to six weeks in a fully loaded
canoe. A lightly loaded canoe with expert paddlers
could make it in as few as 18 days. McKay set off
late June from Lachine. The voyagers paddled the
Ottawa River for 563 km to its junction with the
Mattawa River, making eighteen portages. The 56 km
Mattawa River required poles as well as paddles
against the swift currents. The usual speed of the
express canoe on lakes was about 80 strokes a
minute, which propelled the craft at about 16.9 km

AND

• What are the only limitations on the speed with which
news is released in today’s world?

2012 ~ Twitter 1812: communications that count

The Express Canoe
Before the Reading

Lieutenant F. Rolette a sharp-eyed French Canadian officer
of the Provincial Marine knew the war was on when he
spotted the American schooner Cuyahoga Packet the ship
Hull sent ahead. Rolette got permission to board the ship
with a party of six men. The ship’s 30 Americans obligingly
allowed the boarding party. They were mightily surprised;
then they were disarmed and put below deck.

Musical instruments as signalling devices seem primitive
by comparison to today’s spy satellites and phones but
communications generally were rougher in 1812. Brock
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To rub salt in the wounded pride of the Americans on the
Cuyahoga, Lieutenant Rolette found musical instruments
on board and forced the Americans to play “God Save
the King” as they approached their destination.

The captured Cuyahoga’s musical instruments mentioned
above were not on board for entertainment. They were
military communications devices. Drum Majors had books
of regulations with standard calls for advance, fire, retreat.
The bugle could also be used for subterfuge as at the
Battle of Chateauguay and the Battle of Longwoods. In
both cases buglers were posted to signal commands
whose purpose was to throw off the enemy. With buglers
or drummers down, battlefield communications became
difficult.
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The postal error of the American Secretary of War had
another chapter. American General Hull en route to
Detroit also didn’t know the war was on. He sent provisions and personal correspondence ahead to Detroit on a
ship—including information on his plans to attack Fort
Amherstburg once hostilities were official.

General Hull’s personal correspondence on the Cuyahoga
was studied and its ample military intelligence conveyed to
General Brock. Brock used the data to plan an attack on
Fort Detroit with all the tactics he knew would frighten
Hull—another battle won with the help of communications.
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It had been a month since war was declared but the
American commander at Mackinac didn’t know. The U.S.
Secretary of War made the mistake of using ordinary rate
post to communicate with his commanders. The express
canoe travelling on the Trans Canada river highways of
the day beat the post. With one cannon shot and the fear
of a massive First Nations force at their rear, the surprised
American garrison of 61 men surrendered. A Canadian
coalition made up predominantly of voyageurs, Métis and
First Nations won first battle of the war—a victory built on
communications.
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Brock sent news of the American declaration of war to
Captain Roberts at Fort St. Joseph by express canoe. After
some hesitating, Captain Roberts made an assault on the
American fort on Mackinac Island on July 18th. The fort
was the key to the northern trade routes.

AND

The first battle of the war was ample proof of the power of
1812 communications. When the American declaration of
war went public June 18th John Jacob Astor of the South
West Fur Company wrote to all his agents and partners.
He was determined to protect his cross-border business.
The profit-motive of the American entrepreneur allowed
General Brock to learn of the war even before the
American commanders in the field.

per hour. The 14 hour
days took the crack team
of French-Canadian,
Mohawk and Metis paddlers along the Mattawa
to Lake Nipissing, and
then down the French
River leading to
Georgian Bay and from
thence through Lake
Huron to St. Joseph
Colonel William MacKay, 1816
by Levi Stevens Island. McKay and his
www.mccord-museum.qc.ca/
en/collection/artifacts/M17684/ crew arrived at St.
Joseph Island July 8th—
in a mere eight days! An express canoe was about
11 metres in length and 1.8 metres wide. Empty, it
weighed around 270 kg. It carried only light provisions to ensure speed. From years of paddling heavily-laden canoes that carried up to 3600 kg of freight,
the voyageurs had the capacity to get the next leg
from St. Joseph Island to Fort Mackinac in just 17
hours. The successful surprise attack on Fort
Mackinac took place on July 18th. As well as the
North West Company’s schooner Caledonia, and 10
bateaux, 70 war canoes took part in the assault—
many no doubt manned by McKay’s astounding
express canoe paddlers.
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fragile. A letter posted from Montreal to York (Toronto)
could take a month; a military drummer could be picked
off by a sharpshooter.

Sitting as you do in the 21st century it is difficult to imagine a period when it took months to communicate information. It is even more difficult to appreciate the speed
with which communications changed in the 200 years
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The slowness of 19th century communications affected the
end of the War of 1812 as well. Although the Treaty of
Ghent was signed and ratified by the British by December
27, 1815, it didn’t arrive in the U.S. in time to stop the
senseless loss of life at the Battle of New Orleans, a battle
fought after the end of the war. Naval battles took place
after the war as well. The British took the USS President in
the North Atlantic and the U.S. captured the HMS Penguin
in the South Atlantic. News of the end of the war simply
hadn’t reached the vessels involved.
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The clumsiness of such communications –drums, signal
fires, sentries, church bells—is difficult to believe in
today’s climate of instant messaging devices and programs. It took five months for news of the war to reach
Spokane House near the Pacific Coast. Fur trader John
McTavish of the Northwest Company had to bring the
news overland. When a British warship finally arrived via
the Pacific to capture what was thought to be an American
fur trading outpost, John Jacob Astor had already sold his
interests to the North West Company. Try to imagine the

route and time it took for that British ship to get to
Spokane House near the Columbia River—and nothing to
fire on and take. Drats!
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had the militia patrol the Niagara River in anticipation of
American attack. He established a method to send messages across the peninsula using smoke and fire beacons
within sight of one another. York (Toronto) was only forewarned of American attack in April, 1813 by sentries on
the Scarborough Bluffs. The bells of St. James Church
took up the warning and the garrison’s signal gun summoned militiamen to York.
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First Nations developed the canoe for river travel and
freight. The express canoe was their Grand Prix racer—
a slick, quick communications device that was of great
benefit to Canada’s leaders in 1812. Canadian-built
ships made the difference again in WWII. After the fall
of France in 1940 Britain needed its destroyed merchant shipping, torpedoed ships and escort vessels
replaced—FAST—or the lifeline of their supplies would
be cut. Canada was tasked with building 26 ten-thou-

AND

Future Ships
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Minesweeper under construction—Toronto Shipbuilding Yard
October 25 1942, chalk by Fl. Lieut. Charles Goldhamer.
Canadian War Museum Reference 19850217-006.
http://www.cnrs-scrn.org/northern_mariner/vol16/tnm_16_4_29-48.pdf

sand-tonne cargo ships, naval escort ships, mine
sweepers and as many merchant ships it could manage. It was a tall order for a country with three shipyards employing fewer than 4,000 men. But, the call
was heard. Canada built 90 plants which more than
126,000 men and women soon staffed. These men
and women built over 4,000 naval vessels, 300 antisubmarine warships, four tribal class destroyers and
410 cargo ships—all in record time. Since 1812,
through to WWII Canada’s shipbuilding proved its
worth. To meet the defence demands of a rapidly
changing world of instant communication and instant
threat Canada will invest $35 billion over 30 years to
build 28 large vessels and 100 smaller ships for its
navy and coast guard. In 2011 Vice-Admiral Paul
Maddison, Commander of the Royal Canadian Navy
said, “… the next class of warships we build in Canada
are likely to still be in service in 2050. In fact, building
a navy is a series of 50-year decisions, any one of
which is among the most substantial a government will
ever make, not only for the size of the investment
involved, but also because it will determine for
decades to come the options future Prime Ministers will
have at their disposal to respond to events.” In 1812
General Brock had the option of the express canoe
manned with 12 stalwart patriots—the fastest vehicle
and communication available for the time period. Let
us hope that Canada stays that well defended.

since then. How did it get so quickly from train, telegraph
and radio to spaceships, satellites, cell telephones and
Wi-Fi? And did wars change communications or did communications change wars? Most importantly, how did
communications change us?

After the Reading
• How did the fur trade play an important part in the
War of 1812?
• What was the fastest way to communicate during the
time of the War of 1812?
• Explain why you think the War of 1812 is sometimes
called the War of Miscommunication

Extensions
• Rivers and lakes were the communications highways
and networks of the past. From a map of North
America, work out strategic routes to get inland from
Montreal to Sault Ste. Marie and to the Mississippi
• Research Communications in WWI and WWII. What
were the most important advances?

“Our History: Transportation & Technology – The
Canoe”, Hudson’s Bay Company: Heritage Home,
http://www2.hbc.com/hbcheritage
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“What the Admiral said: The Business of the Royal
Canadian Navy”, Royal Canadian Navy, 2011,
www.navy.forces.gc.ca/cms/10/10-a_eng.asp?id=870
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Gough, Barry, “Fighting Sail on Lake Huron and
Georgian Bay”, St. Catherines: Vanwell Publishing
Limited, 2002
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Franchere, Gabriel, Journal of a Voyage on the North
West Coast of North America during the Years 1811,
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Bieder, Robert, Sault Ste. Marie and the War of 1812: A
World Turned Upside Down in the Old Northwest,
http://turtletalk.files.wordpress.com/2008/08/biedersault-ste-marie-and-the-war-of-1812.pdf
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• Twitter 1812. In 140 characters create messages for
Brock to his field commanders and the U.S. Secretary of
War to his field commanders to signify the beginning of
the war and actions to take

