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Seven letters written to Captain Benjamin Burlingame of Coventry, Kent 

County, Rhode Island, dated from 1821 to 1838.  Six of the letters are written 

by Andrew Relph.  The remaining letter is written by Captain Burlingame’s 

son Henry.  Most of the letters are posted from Buffalo, except for one which 

is posted from Pomfret, N.Y.  One letter, dated January 22, 1838, provides 

detailed information about the aftermath of a failed rebellion in Upper Canada 

at the time.  The letters were written during the period that the Erie Canal 

opened, creating a surge in Buffalo’s population due to increased commerce.  

The letters document the development of Buffalo by describing business in the 

city, the construction of new churches, houses and businesses, and local 

events such as fires.   

 

In a letter dated Jan. 22, 1838, Relph writes about the aftermath of William 

Lyon Mackenzie’s failed rebellion in Upper Canada.  Mackenzie retreated to 

Navy Island in the Niagara River with about 200 supporters in December of 

1837.  An American ship, the Caroline, was chartered to bring supplies to the 

rebels.  The Caroline was set on fire and sent adrift in the river by a force of 

the Upper Canada militia, sinking before it reached Niagara Falls.  An 

American was killed during the takeover of the Caroline.  This incident 

strained the already tense relationship between the United States and Britain. 

 

Relph writes that “War, war, war…with its ten thousand rumors for the last 

three weeks there has been all bustle and confusion in Buffalo & along 

Niagara River. I shant write much about it, all in the…papers.  Some part of 

the time there was a continued cannonading for 6 hours together we could see 

the rockets from here in the night.  I don’t feel much alarm.  I have three 

Officers with me & harris is Capt. of the militia.  He has 135 men in his 

Company…W. Granger is Capt. of a rifle Company & Capt. Collins is Lieut. 

under harris, they have all been called out twice 2 days, each time with four 

days provision slung on there back.  Harris Company & Granger is discharged 

but the Country Companys is on duty yet there was 6000 troops in Buffalo 

some part of the time.  You wanted to know how I thought it would terminate, 

for my part I don’t think it will amount to much as present but the burning the 

Caroline & murdering them men will make a long black mark that won’t be 

forgot in one week or year…Navy Island is disbanded and the troops gone up 

the Lake, there is no passing into Canada at present…when the Navy Island 

troops left the island the steam boat Barcelona took there baggage far up the 

Lake, there was three British schooner anchored this side of the middle of the 

river opposite the dam and swore that they would sink her if she attempted to 

pass. The Custom house officer from Buffalo went on board the Schooner and 

told them they must leave by one o’clock—one o’clock came they won’t 



gone.  Gen. Scott marches Six Companys of Artillery right opposite when 

they up anchor & run up opposite Black Rock.  Scott march his men into Gen. 

Porter yard & placed his canon on the Schooner with matches light.  Presently 

the steam boat Barcelona comes up and anchors on this side the same time 

the…cutter comes down on anchors between Schooner & steam boat, if the 

British had made one fire they would been blown sky high.” 

 

The remaining letters focus on development and commerce around Buffalo.  

The letter dated at Pomfret, November 14, 1821, mentions the canal 

construction.  Relph writes that “there is no work on the Great Western Canal, 

five thousand men they are to work at one place within 16 miles of Buffalo.  

Benoni has been to work there, they keep on work throughout the winter.  The 

next Canal is going into operation the next season that is to connect Lake Erie 

with the Ohio River then there is another that is going from Chatauqua Lake 

to Buffalo, a distance sixty eight miles right through this County.”  He also 

provides the prices for rye, corn, oats, beef, pork, salt, cheese, apples and 

honey.  He provides an account of his expenses on the road daily and the 

number of miles travelled each day. 

 

The letter dated at Buffalo, February 20, 1829, mentions that “they talk of 

blasting Niagara Falls this spring.  There is half an acre caved of this winter 

where the water runs over, there was two men went over the falls the 8th day 

Feb. 1829, they was smuggling barrels of whisky across below Grand Island”.  

He concludes the letter by providing the prices for flour, pork, and hay. 

 

The letter dated at Buffalo, January 24, 1830, states that “I wish Capt. Moses 

had been at the Falls when Same Patch jumpt off.  I don’t suppose you would 

[have] believed that but Sam has jumpt his last.  The Schooner Superior was 

to have gone over the falls in October, but she run on rocks & staid there until 

sometime in November when she got off and leapt the falls, whether Lawton 

got her off or no I never learnt.  I expect that he did.  About this first of 

December there was two schooners 80 tonnes each arrived in Buffalo from 

Lake Ontario they come through the Welland Canal around the Falls into 

Niagara River at Chipeway two miles above the falls & so on to Buffalo, so 

took in loading & went back the same way.  One was an American, the other 

British.  There was a large fire in Buffalo in the month of December, burnt 16 

buildings opposite the Farmers Tavern.  Jan. 28th 2nd fire in Buffalo last night 

over the Little Buffalo Creek opposite the Travelers home five or six buildings 

burnt, one of them was where Barber formerly kept.  Benoni knows fire in 

Black Rock three buildings burnt belonging to Doc [Olstead].  The buildings 

at both places was all under insurance they are to be built again immediately.  

United States Branch Bank went into operation at Buffalo in October last, 

steam foundry lately put in operation in Buffalo…40 hands employed they 

have been casting two boilers for the steam boat Superior that weighs 9 tons 

each.  A large woolen factory to be built this summer near the hydraulic mills 

in Buffalo.  Also a Roman Catholic meeting house for the Switz.” 

 

The letter dated at Buffalo, February 23, 1830, opens with the prices for 



wheat, corn, flour, pork, potatoes, hay, whiskey and wood.  The letter 

continues “there is a turnpike road to be built this season from Buffalo to 

Hamburg of South.  Red Jacket, the Seneca Chief of Buffalo Indian died on 

19th of Jan.” 

 

The letter dated February 13, 1833 describes outbreaks of illness, local fires, 

and construction.  Relph writes that “I hope the ague and fever has not 

frightened you all, it’s nothing more than what every good man ought to have.  

Last season the cholera raged in Buffalo there was something like two 

hundred that died of that disease of all classes it paid respects to anyone, it is 

very healthy now not anybody sick to my knowledge in this town…There was 

a most destructive fire in Buffalo in Dec. there being something like fifty 

building burnt it being set on fire in the night.  Since there has been two more 

fires with considerable damage.  There was between seventy and one hundred 

buildings built last season, one brick block build last season for stores and 

dwelling that is 150 long and 4 story high in the center of the city on the east 

side of Main Street, one large universal meeting house there is now five 

meeting houses in Buffalo, that is, one Baptist, one Presbyterian, one 

Universal, one Congregational, one Methodist, & one Catholic, also a new jail 

built last season very large, the old one was full the most of the time…”  On a 

separate page with the same date, he continues that there is “plenty of business 

in this country, and good common work hands by the month from 10 to 13 

dollars by the month on the farm & from 12 to 16 in the stone quarry.  About 

30 hands to work in the furnace…” 

 

On a separate page dated Feb. 12, he begins that “I continue in the same 

place…and follow the same business that I have for the last winter that is 

tending sawmill, there is a man by the name of Rogers, Rhode Island that 

tends with me this winter, he lives in the old house by the mill, we have sowed 

since the first of Dec. between sixty and seventy thousand.  We kept the old 

mill going night and day when we have water.  I take one half of the night & 

Rogers the other half & both in the day and make pretty fair business, we are 

lying on our ass at present being froze up & have been for about one month.  

We are all ready for a thaw having something like three hundred logs in the 

yard and coming in all the time.  I expect to go into the stone business after 

the first of May.  Stone is worth $6.00 per [cord/load] in Buffalo and $3.00 at 

the quarry…There is to be two steam boats a day to start from Buffalo to 

Detroit through the season that is one in the morning & one in the evening 

there is eleven all ready completed and & 3 building which will make 13 in 

number…”    

 

In a letter dated Feb. 27, 1834, Relph writes more about business and 

construction.  He states that “business in this County very good 

notwithstanding the deposits being (drawn/down) from the bank, money is as 

plenty here as ever…”  He then lists the prices for pork, flour, beef, corn, rye, 

oats, potatoes, onions, apples, poultry, eggs, butter, cheese, and white fish.  He 

adds that common labour is from 12 to 16 dollars per month.  He further 

writes that “on Grand Island they have got over 100 hands hired and been to 



work all winter, they are clearing land and building a Steam saw mill ..the 

sawmill is to go with an engine of 80 horsepower, 20 steam boats on Lake 

Erie ready to start as soon as the ice is clear…Buffalo looks some different I 

think what it did when you was here.  Four large meeting houses finished last 

season and one light house on the end of the pier, meeting houses Universal, 

Unitarian, Methodist and Congregation.” 

 

In a letter with the same date, he writes about the railroads.  Relph writes that 

“railroads coming in every direction, one between Black Rock & Buffalo half 

done it is to continue to the falls, one also commissioned(?) between Albany 

& Buffalo March 6th…”  He later writes that “Easton Lewis has just arrived, I 

have not seen him yet, he has got the superintending of the Canal from 

Buffalo to Lockport, he has six hundred dollars per year fair business…” 

 

The final letter is from Henry Burlingame to his father, dated July 10, 1835.  

The letter primarily discusses the health and finances of his family.  
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Other Notes:  

Andrew Relph was born around 1788 at Rhode Island.  He later moved to 

Buffalo, where he operated a steam mill.   

 

Captain Benjamin Burlinghame (1773-1849) was born at the Burlinghame 

family home in Coventry , RI.   In 1794, he married Hannah Henry.  They had 

at least three children, one of whom was Henry Burlinghame (1814-1849). 
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