
The Shipwreck of the Martha 

The Fall Fleet 

After the American declaration of independence in 1776, the war between the British and 
the “Rebels” continued for another 6 or 7 years.  With peace eventually returning in 1783, 
those British loyalists, soldiers and civilians alike, who either lost their jobs as soldiers or 
their land as farmers or those who simply refused to live in the new republican states, had 
to chose between returning to their homeland or finding new homes elsewhere in British 
North America.  Many thousands chose the latter, especially the soldiers who had been 
promised free land by King George III – 200 acres for each non-commissioned officer and 
50 acres for each private. 

On 15th September 1783 a fleet of 12 transport ships under the protection of a frigate was 
assembled in the harbour of New York, and over 3800 Empire Loyalists embarked on what 
became known as the Fall Fleet.  They were to sail north-east up the coast to Nova Scotia, 
where land was promised to them along the banks of the St John River in what was to 
become the Canadian province of New Brunswick.  Among them were 181 men, women 
and children on board the Martha, a rather decrepit 30-year-old transport ship which had 
already seen many years of service.  The ship was well provisioned, also with farming 
utensils, saws, axes, and other implements necessary to begin the arduous work of 
cultivation in wooded countryside. 

As the fleet sailed downriver, the Martha was the last in line.  With the returning tide and 
adverse winds, she was too late to sail out to sea, and was forced to anchor overnight in 
Sandy Hook Bay and wait until the following morning.  Sailing alone, the ship avoided the 
treacherous waters around Nantucket, and at sunset on the evening of the 21st they saw 
the coast ov Nova Scotia in the distance.   

Disaster strikes 

The captain decided to heave to and stand off during the night.  All the passengers hit the 
sack and tried to get some sleep.  However, after dark, the wind increased and by 
midnight the ship was surrounded by a howling gale.  Suddenly there was an almighty 
crack! as the main sail split in two and some of the rigging gave way.  All hands were 
called on deck, to take down the torn sail and put up another.  This was difficult and 
dangerous work in the darkness and the middle of a storm, but by about 2 am the work 
was completed and all were allowed below deck to change into dry clothing. 

An hour or so later, there was another great crash as the ship hit some hidden rocks.  To 
begin with, the ship rocked gently over the rocks, but the sailors were powerless to get it 
off.  Gradually, the high waves crashed the ship relentlessly harder and harder onto the 
rocks.  The bottom of the ship was holed;  sailors and soldiers alike manned the pumps, 
but to no avail as the damage increased with every crash of the ship on the rocks. 

When dawn came, land could be seen about six miles away.  It was decided to lower the 
boats.  First, the yawl was safely lowered over the side and five of the ablest sailors 
ordered into it with oars, a mast and a sail.  Next, the long boat was lowered, the intention 
being to fill it with as many women and children as possible, and for the yawl to tow it to 
land, then return for more.  But before a single person could climb into it, the main mast 
came loose at its base, and the top-mast yards, sails and rigging came crashing down into 
the long boat, dashing it to pieces.  

The men in the yawl, which had been standing off about 100 yards away, were implored to 
come and take off as many women and children as could safely be loaded into it.  They 
ignored the calls from the soldiers and other passengers.  The captain then lowered the 



little jolly-boat, jumped into it himself and rowed over to the yawl.  He then climbed into the 
yawl, and ordered his sailors to row towards the shore, leaving the rest of the crew and all 
the soldiers and passengers to the mercy of the elements. 

A few men dived overboard and tried to swim after the boat, but the sailors ignored them, 
rowed away, and they all drowned.  Meanwhile, the ship continued to break up, bit by bit.  
The bits floated and were used as rafts by the survivors.  Some were thrown off by the 
waves and perished, some manage to claw their way back on to the rafts.  The day 
passed, and night came on.  Some tried to use smaller pieces of wood as paddles, to try to 
get closer to the land.  This had the effect of keeping them warm, but the waves and the 
tides prevented any progress.  Another day dawned, but the number of survivors was 
decreasing.  And then, towards dusk on the second day, a shout was heard:  “A sail!  A 
sail!” 

Rescue 

Gradually, three small fishing boats appeared, and responded to the desperate waves of 
distress of the few remaining survivors.  They were hauled aboard, and then more 
survivors were spotted on other rafts, all of which had been dispersed over the two days 
and a night, during which many had perished.  In all, 68 people, including six women and 
five children were rescued. 

Their rescuers were their old enemy – Americans from Boston who had been fishing off 
the coast of Nova Scotia.  The high winds prevented them from returning to the American 
coast.  So they sailed back to Nova Scotia, taking the rescued survivors with them.  The 
place where they landed was deserted, but they built large fires and after a day or two for 
recuperation, they set sail again, taking them all to the port of Yarmouth. 

At Yarmouth, the survivors were treated well – the inhabitants were used to such 
shipwrecks – and after a couple of weeks, a ship was arranged to take the survivors north 
across the Bay of Fundy to St John.  They were met by those who had sailed on the other 
eleven ships of the fleet, and who had long given them up for lost. 

Among these lucky survivors, you may recall, were five children.  One of these, it is 
believed, was a boy of about eleven years named Henry Pidgeon.  His parents had 
perished, but he was well looked after by others in the community of St John. 

Pidgeons of St John 

We have all heard of the Hollywood actor Walter Pidgeon (see Pidgeon Post no.6).  Walter 
was born at St John in 1898.  A note in the archives of the Kings County Museum at 
Hampton, New Brunswick says, "Walter (Davis) Pidgeon stated that the first Pidgeon was 
a boy of 12 or so who lost his parents in a Bay of Fundy storm. He was befriended by 
several families and raised in the (St. John) River Valley somewhere."  This story was 
passed down the family, and when David M Pidgeon died in 1903, aged 80, the informant 
(his grandson) stated that David’s father was Henry Pidgeon.  

Jacob Henry Pidgeon  married Mary Brittain at St John sometime in the 1790s.  They had 
twelve children – eight sons and four daughters – all of whom survived infancy and were 
married, and most of whom remained in the St John area of New Brunswick.  One of the 
sons was David Manchester Pidgeon.  His only son was Caleb Burpee Pidgeon (known 
simply as CB), the father of the actor Walter. 

Jacob Henry’s eldest son James Thomas Pidgeon moved back across the border into the 
State of Maine and married Mary Ann Beam at East Machias, Maine... A few years later, 
his family moved south to Long Island, New York, perhaps where his father Henry had 
been born before he was orphaned as his parents fled from New York 70 years earlier. 


