
Title: Letter to William Lyon Mackenzie from Wolfred Nelson, 1851 

Creator: Wolfred Nelson 

Dates of 

Material: 

April 28, 1851 Record Group 

Number: 

RG 764 

Summary of 

Contents: 

 

 

A letter to William Lyon Mackenzie from Wolfred Nelson, dated April 28, 

1851.  Nelson congratulates Mackenzie on his election to Parliament as the 

representative for Haldimand County.  Nelson was also a member of 

Parliament who represented Richelieu.  The two men were both reformers 

who were prominent figures in the Upper and Lower Canada Rebellions in 

1837 and 1838.   

 

Nelson writes “allow me to congratulate you on your election.  This is a great 

moral triumph.  It is a proof that you have not lost the esteem or the 

confidence of your old friends…Now that we have in name and substance a 

truly constitutional govt we will strenuously maintain it, and then convince 

mankind that we were quite justified in protesting as we did against the abuse 

that was oppressing us into slavery…I am proud of your success, as it tends to 

confirm my own position, and I am delighted, for the character of the 

Canadian yeomanry, not, you permit me to say, that Mr. Brown has been 

defeated, because it is my conviction he would prove an acquisition to the 

Reform party, but it strikes me you had peculiar claims with the people of 

Upper Canada, and nobly have they acknowledged it.  I should like to have 

my seat beside you in the House because I am perfectly assured that in all 

governmental matters we shall go together…” 

 

He continues that “we are both getting to be old men, but thank a most 

beneficent Providence we both possess that mental and bodily vision which is 

in truth the best qualities a man can have for passing through the transitory 

life with honour and utility and which confers more dignity of character than 

governors or courts can bestow…I feel happy in the impression that people 

will say ‘Mackenzie and Nelson have acted upon principle, and to it have 

sacrificed every thing, if in error, the men are still deserving of respect; not 

so Papineau whose every action it is now clear was based upon the most 

selfish motives…” 
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Wolfred Nelson (1791-1863) was a politician and patriote leader in Lower 

Canada.  In 1827 he was elected to the Legislative Assembly of Lower 

Canada but left in 1830.  He became a Patriote leader in the Richelieu River 

Valley and was a prominent figure in the Lower Canada Rebellion.  He was 

charged with high treason in 1837 and was exiled to Bermuda in 1838.  

Nelson was later granted amnesty and returned to Montreal in 1842.  In 1844 

he was elected to the new parliament of the united Province of Canada, 

serving as the member for Richelieu.  In 1854 he became the mayor of 

Montreal.    

 

William Lyon Mackenzie (1795-1861) was a politician and newspaper 

publisher who was a vocal critic of the ruling Tory government.   He used his 

many newspapers as a platform to criticize these groups and advocate for 

reform.   Mackenzie was popular with many citizens and was elected to the 

House of Assembly for York County in 1828.    He was repeatedly expelled 

from the Assembly for his scathing attacks on his opponents.  Yet he 

remained popular with his constituents and was continually re-elected.   

 

In 1834, he was elected the first mayor of Toronto, and later that year was 

again elected to the Assembly.   He lost the election in 1836 and became 

increasingly bitter and disillusioned.  When his attempts at peaceful reform 

failed, Mackenzie became more aggressive in his approach.  He led a 

disorganized rebellion on December 5, 1837. On December 7, Lieutenant-

Governor Sir Francis Bond Head, accompanied by loyalist troops, confronted 

and defeated the rebels at Montgomery's Tavern, just north of Toronto.    

 

Mackenzie fled to the United States.  He attempted to continue the rebellion 

from Navy Island in the Niagara River, where he took up residence with 200 

of his supporters.   An altercation followed between the British and 

Americans, during which an American was killed and the American ship the 

Caroline was set on fire and set loose in the Niagara River.  This created a 

diplomatic crisis between Canada and the United States.  Mackenzie was 

arrested in the U.S and convicted of breaking neutrality laws but was 

pardoned shortly after.  In 1849 he was given amnesty in Canada and moved 

to Toronto the following year.   In 1851 he was re-elected to parliament, 

representing Haldimand County.  He resigned his seat in 1858 and died a few 

years later. 
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