
Pidgeons of New Brunswick, Canada 

Settlements of St John and Fredericton 

After the Americans declared independence from Great Britain in 1776, the War of Independence 

continued for another six or seven years, until the Treaty of Paris was signed in February 1783.  

During this period the British fought against the “rebels” but were eventually defeated, after the 

French and Spanish joined in on the side of the Americans.  One of the last strongholds of the 

British was the area around New York, and after the signing of the Treaty many of those who were 

loyal to British left the area and moved north into Canada.  These refugees were mostly American 

colonists, but also included soldiers from the defeated army who decided not to return to Britain.  

Some of them made the difficult overland trek to what we now know as Ontario and Quebec.  Many 

more sailed north to Nova Scotia. 

During 1783 several fleets of ships sailed from New York to Nova Scotia, many landing on 

the banks of the St John River north of the Bay of Fundy.  In September, the Fall Fleet, with a 

dozen transport ships left New York on the 15
th
.  The Martha was the last ship in the line, and due 

to the returning tide and heavy winds, was unable to leave the harbour.  It sailed alone on the 

following day, and sighted Nova Scotia on the evening of the 22
nd

, but before it could land, disaster 

struck.  During the night, the ship hit a shelf of rocks and became wedged.  A storm was raging, and 

the ship slowly broke up.  After the long boat was wrecked by a falling mast, the captain and crew 

rowed away in the only other boats, leaving the passengers to the mercy of the elements. 

Many perished.  After days of clinging on to broken pieces of the ship, a few were rescued 

by fishermen and taken first to a nearby island, and eventually to Yarmouth, Nova Scotia.  From 

there, they were conveyed across the Bay of Fundy to Saint John, where they would begin a new 

life by clearing the land and building new homes.  In all, 133 perished, and 68 were saved, 

including 5 children.  It is believed that one of the children was an 11-year-old Pidgeon, whose 

parents were amongst the perished – see below. 

Previously, this part of Nova Scotia had been mostly unoccupied by Europeans.  In the late 

17
th

 century the French built Fort Nashwaak on the north side of the river at present-day 

Fredericton, but later abandoned it.  In 1732 an area south of the river about a mile upriver from 

Nashwaak was settled by the French fleeing from the British in Nova Scotia.  They named it Pointe-

Sainte-Anne, which became Ste Anne’s Point after the British captured it in 1759.  When the British 

arrived from New York in 1783, most settled on either side of the river’s estuary at Parrtown and 

Carleton, but a few sailed upriver to Ste Anne’s Point. 

In 1784 the new arrivals persuaded the British government to split the territory of Nova 

Scotia, and the province of New Brunswick was established, named after Braunschweig, or 

Brunswick as it was known in English – the ancestral town of the Hanoverian Kings of the UK.  

The area of Ste Anne’s Point was chosen over Parrtown to be the new capital because of its inland 

location, which made it less prone to American attack from the sea.  It was first named Frederick’s 

Town, in honour of King William III’s second son Prince Frederick Augustus, Duke of York.  In 

1785, it was shortened to Fredericton, and the settlements at Parrtown and Carleton were combined 

to form the first incorporated city of British North America as the City of St John. 

United Empire Loyalists 

In 1789 Lord Dorchester, the Governor General of British North America declared that all “those 

Loyalists who had adhered to the Unity of the Empire” before the 1783 Treaty should be given a 

mark of honour and be allowed to use the letters UE after their names.  This honour was to include 

all their children and descendants, and although the use of the letters is no longer in use, these 

original settlers became to be known as the United Empire Loyalists, or UELs. 

When the City of St John was formed in 1785 it had a population of about 14,000 people.  

Were there any Pidgeons amongst them?  Sadly, we cannot be sure, because surviving lists of UELs 

of New Brunswick are few.  Similarly, there are very few surviving records of births, marriages and 

deaths before about 1870.  The first census which covered New Brunswick was in 1851, but the 

only records which survive from the County of St John were for two rural areas along the coast east 



of the City, and contains no Pidgeons.  In 1861, only 25 pages survive for St John County, for the 

Carleton section of the City, but again there no Pidgeons, although there were a few living to the 

north around Fredericton. 

The first real insight into Pidgeons of New Brunswick come from a number of sources.  The 

census of 1871, over 80 years after the arrival of the UELs, give the first complete picture of those 

still living there.   There are also some surviving City and Area Directories dating from 1864, which 

listed the heads of households and gave their address and occupation.  Put together with the birth, 

marriage and death records which survive from around the same time, this information was used to 

compile an initial picture of the Pidgeons of New Brunswick.  Far more useful, however, for the 

very early years, are records of Pidgeons who migrated back into the US, to Maine and New York.  

This is where we learn the name of the 11-ywar-old boy who survived the shipwreck of the Martha. 

Pidgeons of St John 

In 1864 Hutchinson’s St John Directory lists five Pidgeons: 

Pidgeon David, steamboat captain, h Main cor Marble, Indiantown. 

Pidgeon Jacob, steamboat captain, h Main cor Adelaide. 

Pidgeon Jacob R, deliverer of timber, h Marble off Main, Indiantown. 

Pidgeon Richard, lumberman, h Metcalfe cor Albert, Indiantown. 

Pidgeon Thomas C, carpenter, h Charles n Sherriff. 

In 1870, the same directory included three more Pidgeons, in addition to those above: 

Pidgeon Alonzo, surveyor, h Paradise Row. 

Pidgeon C Burpee, grocer, Main n Marble, bds Indiantown. 

Pidgeon William B, carpenter, Charles cor Main, Indiantown. 

Indiantown was in an area of St John known as North End.  ‘h’ refers to the home address;  in 1864 

David lived at the corner of Main Street and Marble Street.  These Pidgeons are believed to belong 

to the same family, descended from the 11-year-old boy Jacob Henry Pidgeon. 

Sometime around 1798, Jacob Henry Pidgeon married Mary Brittain, and they had 12 

children as follows: 

James Thomas Pidgeon (1799-1875) 

William Brittain Pidgeon (1801-1890) 

Mary Ann Pidgeon (b.ab.1803) 

Rebecca Pidgeon (ab.1804-1879) 

Joseph Richard Pidgeon (ab.1808-1873) 

Jacob Pidgeon (ab.1811-1884) 

Charles Pidgeon (1813-1870) 

Rachel Pidgeon (ab.1814-1890) 

David Manchester Pidgeon (1818-1903) 

Nelson Collins Pidgeon (1821-1854) 

Catherine Belyea Pidgeon (1822-1893) 

John Henry Pidgeon (ab.1824-1854) 

The Pidgeons in the 1864 and 1870 directories are as follows: 

David and Jacob, both steamboat captains,  were sons of Jacob Henry. 

Jacob Robert, the deliverer of timber, was the son of William Brittain.  had various 

jobs before becoming a clerk with the postal service. 

Richard the lumberman was probably Joseph Richard, another son of Jacob Henry. 

Thomas Cunard the carpenter, was another son of William Brittain.  Previously, in 

1861, he had been a farmer. 

Alonzo the surveyor was the son of Joseph Richard. 

Caleb Burpee the grocer was the son of David Manchester.  Usually known simply 

as CB, he later managed a store which sold boots and clothing.  He was the 

father of Walter Pidgeon, the famous Hollywood actor. 

William Brittain the carpenter was the eldest son of Jacob Henry. 

For the family trees of these Pidgeons, see the Pidgeons of St John. 



 

Pidgeons of Fredericton 

Fredericton became the capital of New Brunswick in 1785, and in three years developed from a 

sparsely populated area into the capital of the new colony.  There are no surviving records from 

those early days which tell us if any Pidgeons lived there, but there was a Pidgeon family living in 

the area by the mid 19
th

 century, according to the first census of 1851.  He was George Pidgeon, 

born about 1800 or just before, in Ireland.  He emigrated to New Brunswick about 1813;  his son 

Edward was born there in 1823.  Thomas Pidgeon, who was married at Fredericton in 1852, was 

probably another son, although there is no surviving evidence to confirm this. 

Another George Pidgeon appeared in Fredericton in 1885, when his son was born at 

Kingsclere.  As he was of English origin, he would not have been related to the older George from 

Ireland. 
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