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Remembering Christmases of Yesteryear

I

���"�������$��
By Ruth Lesbirel
and Peter Conley

n a slight twist from past Christmas dinner
programmes,
Ruth and Don������������
did a bit of play
acting
�����������
�������
at the Union Club on Dec. 4, when UEL members
����������
and friends
gathered����������������������������������
for a bountiful turkey dinner.
Their script
highlighted
how different
our present��������
�����������������������
�������
������ ��
day Christmas
season
is
from
the
first
few
that
our
���������� �������������������������� ���� ���������
Loyalist ancestors would have experienced in their new
�� ������ ���������� ������������� �����������
homeland. It went something like this . . .
���� ��������� ����� ���� ���������������!��������
��������� ������ ����������"�����#��$� ����
Theatrically
Don: The��������
Loyalist Christmas
–
��%� ��&������������������
������ �����
Ruth: Ooooh, Santa Claus?
Don: No,
Ruth: Bunches of big red Poinsettias?
Don: Never,
Ruth: A beautiful, shiny Christmas Tree, then?
Don: Afraid not!
1

� ������'������������ ������� ������������������
(����� ������ �����������!���������������������
���������
������������������������������� ��� ������
'������'������ '���������������������������������
���� ����� ����)*��������� ����������� ��������
!������+�#������������������������� ���������' ����
�� ��� �� ���������� �������������� ����'�������
'�������������,������������������ ������� �
��� ���'��������� ����� ��������� �������������
���� ���� ��� ������-���$�����������������������
��������������� � ���� ������� �����
*��������������������������������������������
��� �������������������������������������� �����
�,��������������������' ���������$����������
� �'���������������)������������������� ����
�������������'������'����+��*��������������������
�������� ����������.� ����/����0 �!����1�������� ��
������������������ ���������������� �������� ��
2����� ����� ���������������� ���������$��
�������������'������'������������������������������
Ruth:
Loads and loads of toys for all the kiddies?
�����Not
���������
����������������������
Don:
for another
hundred years or ������������
so!
Ruth:
A
whole
slew
of
colourful
Christmas
(����� ����������������������% ����� cards on the
mantel!
/��� ���������$���������������� ����������
Don: The first Christmas Cards weren’t sent until 1843!
*������������������ ������������������-��������
Ruth: Holly and Mistletoe, surely?
���������%
�����1���������������������'�������
Don:
Definitely
not in our climate!
������������������'� �'������ ����������������$���
Ruth:
So many of the things that we
associate with
*����-���$����������������������'
����������
Christmas today, were completely unknown to our
��$�������������� �������������������� ��������� ��
Loyalist ancestors. In fact, their first Christmas in New
������������������
Brunswick
would have involved only a church service, in
���������������������
����� have
����������"�����
many
rural locations, this would
been undertaken
by%����������'��������������%����#��������$��'�
lay people in their own homes, and a feast of sorts
– whatever could be scraped together in most cases.
All amid painful recollections of war and fears of the
3coming winter. It was certainly not the joyous time we
celebrate today!
(‘Christmas’ continued on page 2)
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Left: Deborah Coleman receiving her past-president’s pin from Jim McKenzie, Vice-President of the Atlantic region, UELAC. Right: Jim McKenzie and John Watson.

Don: Before many years had passed however, those
industrious and persevering Loyalists were in a much
better position to celebrate their Saviour’s birth. Many
rural communities quickly built churches as a top
priority for their settlement. Farming techniques had
been adapted to our climate and produce was more
plentiful. Supplies from abroad were more readily
available too and often native peoples were very helpful
in showing our ancestors what nature itself provided in
herbs, fruit and berries, maple syrup, and no doubt they
advised on fishing, hunting, and trapping as well.

emphasizing rather Thanksgiving. Generally though,
for those of English, German, and other European
backgrounds, Christmas began on December 25th, not
the day after American Thanksgiving or on December
1, as we often do today. And it continued on for the
proverbial 12 days of Christmas, ending on January 6 or
Epiphany.
Don: The most important of the 12 days was generally
New Year’s Day, following in importance by Christmas
Day. In the Church of England and many other churches,
there was a special focus on the 4 Sundays of Advent
– a time of waiting and expectation for the coming
of Christmas. The Advent wreath with its candles
originated with German Lutherans in the 1500s, but it
wasn’t in widespread use until the 1800s. The greening
of the church was done approximately a week before
Christmas and although Martin Luther is credited with
having the first Christmas tree, it was not until Victorian
times that many people had one in their church or home.
It was common here a few days before Christmas to
bring fir, pine, and even spruce branches into the home
to decorate windows and doors, mantels, and tables,
however, often studded with nuts, pinecones, and
apples. Sometimes simple wreaths were made too.

Ruth: Christmas in those early years was not primarily for
children. It was almost exclusively celebrated by adults
and was centred around the church and the family feast.
How it was celebrated depended on the settlers’ origins
and religious practices. Many dissenting religious
groups opposed the celebration of Christmas at all,
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Ruth: The festivities began in earnest with the ancient
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Left: Don Flewelling and Ruth Lesbirel. Right: Barbara Craig receiving UE certificates for her Loyalist ancestors John White and John Wightman.

custom of a huge Yule Log brought into the hearth on
Christmas Eve, followed by a party. Almost everyone
attended church on Christmas morning and the late
afternoon feast grew to include a decorated Boar’s Head
in some more affluent homes as it was in the mother
country or more often a special soup, then perhaps
a goose, beef, poultry, venison, or wild game and
vegetable courses, and culminated in the Christmas
Plum pudding or earlier than that, a porridge made with
plums, beef broth, currants, raisins, eggs, milk, brandy,
and other ingredients. There were also often mincemeat
tarts, custards, cakes, doughnuts, and candied orange
peel. The feast ended with reminiscences over port or
sherry. Games, music, and dancing followed, ending
in a sleighing party for the young men and ladies.
Wassailing or going from house to house singing with
a large decorated bowl of an ale mixture, occurred on
New Year’s Eve and in some areas on Christmas night.

ending the 12 days of celebration, visiting friends and
relatives, and merriment.
Ruth: Let’s think back on those Christmases in far
simpler times and join in singing the first and last verses
of these old familiar carols that our Loyalist ancestors
and their descendants have sung for so long now:
Ruth and Don then led those in attendance in a selection
of verses from the following traditional Christmas
songs:
● Come, All Ye Faithful (1761, with English lyrics in 1841)
● It Came Upon a Midnight Clear (1850)
● While Shepherd Watched Their Flocks (1728)
● Hark the Herald Angels Sing (1737, w. current lyrics
& melody 1857)
● The First Noel (ca.1500, first in print in 1833)
● Joy to the World (ca. 1820)
● Once in Royal David’s City (1848)
● What Child is This? (melody in 1580, lyrics 1865)
● God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen (ca. 1500)
● Silent Night (1818)

Don: Succeeding days were often filled with family and
friends visiting and with parties. Gifts were few, simple,
and almost always useful tokens, given on St. Stephen’s
or Boxing Day and more often on New Year’s Day, for
good fortune in the coming year. For most Loyalists,
the Christmas season was a time to forget the struggles
of everyday life and to celebrate and make merry. The
decorations came down on Twelfth Night, January 6,

It was another successful Loyalist Christmas in the
Loyalist City!
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Fall 2017 Newsletter
New Brunswick Loyalist Journeys

O

Stair Agnew
• Born in Virginia
• A student in Scotland when war broke out
• Served in the Queen’s Own Loyal Virginia Regiment
• A POW in France
• A member of the Legislative Assembly of New
Brunswick

By Peter Conley

n April 12th, we welcomed Leah Grandy
of the University of New Brunswick as our
guest speaker. About 45 people were in
attendance, most of whom are not members of our
Branch, making it a great outreach opportunity for
us as an organisation. The topic of the night was an
exciting new project called New Brunswick Loyalist
Journeys. The project, started only last year, is the
product of research at UNB and its library’s “Loyalist
Collection”.
Grandy explained that Loyalist Journeys started
as something akin to a biography project like the
Canadian Dictionary of Biography, albeit a New
Brunswick version, but evolved into something even
more advanced. The “big vision” (for now), is to have
biographies done on 10 Loyalists who settled in each
of the original New Brunswick counties – beginning
with York County, which was the subject matter of
the night, and soon to include Saint John and Kings
Counties thanks to this year’s research.
Early on, the team at UNB had to determine who to
target for their biographies. The criteria are something
like this:

Samuel Cooke
• Born in England
• A minister with the Society for the Propagation of the
Gospel in Foreign Parts
• Started a church in New Jersey but the war split his
congregation
• Fled to New York where he was a military chaplain
• First rector of the Parish of Fredericton
Jacob Ellegood
• Born in Virginia
• Lieutenant Colonel in Queen’s Own Loyal Virginia
Regiment
• POW in Virginia for five years
• Moved to NB in 1791, later than most
• Tried to recreate the plantation life in Prince William
NB
Elizabeth Green
• Grew up in Westchester County NY
• Tried to stay on her farm, but was driven off by the
rebels
• First husband joined the Guides and Pioneers, but
died during war
• She settled in Fredericton with her sons, but one of
them drowned in the river
• Married a second time to another Loyalist and
moved to Musquash, but this husband was killed
trying to apprehend a group of British Army deserters.

• The Loyalists chosen should come from a variety of
backgrounds;
• There should be an adequate amount of historical
resources available for each one, preferably based on
documents from UNB’s own Loyalist Collection;
• They should be what you might call the “lesserknown” Loyalists (i.e. no Ward Chipmans or Edward
Winslows!); and
• The chosen candidates should be of personal
interest to the researchers who choose them.

Joseph Lee
• Born in England but immigrated to New York
• Managed an iron foundry in New Jersey
• Arrested and fined multiple times for his loyalty
• Captain in the New Jersey Volunteers
• Settled in Kingsclear NB, where he was a member of
“elite society”

The project quickly grew beyond just the
biographies. Through some personal connections,
the team decided to utilise “Geographic Information
Systems”, which allows them to build digital story
maps that link key moments of a person’s life to a
specific geographical location on a map, allowing
you to “follow” a Loyalist through their journey from
their old homes in America to their new lives in New
Brunswick.
Below are a few facts about the first ten Loyalists
researched, but we encourage everyone to check out
the website at https://loyalist.lib.unb.ca/story-maps
and see it for yourself!

Moses Simpson
• Born a slave in Virginia
• Escaped to join British in 1778
• Listed in the Book of Negroes
• First black man to get a city grant in Saint John
(‘Journeys’ continued on page 6)
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The Sad, Sad Tale of Maggie Vail

O

she rejected this offer as well. Once he knew there was
no way to rid himself of his problem, he looked for a
solution he could execute himself.
Munroe had Maggie check in to the Brunswick House
Hotel on Prince William Street in Saint John, using the
false name of “Mrs. Clark.” He then hired a coachman
named Tommy Warden to take he and Maggie out to
Black River Road (now Garnett Settlement Road) to
meet a man Munroe claimed would take her to Boston
and marry her. On this wet and windy Halloween of
1868, Munroe had Tommy drop them off at a Loch
Lomond-area motel, from which he and Maggie walked
on together. This was an odd arrangement considering
the awful weather, but of course Tommy acquiesced to
his client’s request. Munroe and Maggie headed down
the road together, and then into the woods, his purpose
perhaps still concealed
from his soon-to-be victim.
When young Ella began
to cry, Munroe feared his
presence in the area might
be detected. He grabbed
the baby from Maggie
and began strangling her.
When Maggie tried to
intervene, Munroe drew
his handgun and shot her
in the head, killing her.
Having dealt with the
seemingly
inconvenient
lives of Maggie and Ella,
Munroe rushed back to
the motel and had the
coachman take him back to Saint John.
To solidify his alibi, Munroe later hired Warden a
second time and requested that he transport Maggie’s
luggage from the hotel, where she had been checked
in under a false name, down to a ship heading for
Boston, which would take her goods to where she and
her supposed new husband would be living. For extra
measure, when Munroe was later in Boston on business,
he also forged a letter from Maggie to her sister in Saint
John indicating that she had run off and been married
and would not be coming back. By this point, one can
imagine Munroe was confident he had wrapped up
the whole affair quite nicely. But to quote the late great
Johnny Cash, “sooner or later, God’ll cut you down”.
In the autumn of the following year, the remains of
Maggie and child were discovered by a group of children
from Loch Lomond’s black community who were out

By Peter Conley

n November 22nd, 40+ folks came out to hear our
guest speaker Peter Little speak about a tragedy
that has gripped the imaginations of Saint John
residents for years, the murder of a young woman and
her infant girl in 1868, 150 years ago. Included here is a
brief summary of the presentation.
Little opened his talk with a reminder that Saint John
has had plenty of sensational murders in the past, from
Richard Simonds in 1765 to Richard Oland in 2011.
Among them all, however, the tragic death of Sarah
Margaret Vail (Maggie) and her daughter Ella Mae have
remained prominent in local lore, as a perfect case of
“infidelity, betrayal, murder and coverup.”
Maggie Vail was born
in 1845, a grand-daughter
to a Loyalist family. Her
lover-turned-killer
John
A. Munroe was born in
1838, the great-grandson of
Loyalist William Munroe.
Munroe in the 1860s was
a married man and an
up and coming architect,
having built many notable
buildings in the city. While
the Great Fire of 1877
destroyed many of them,
the Jardine Residence on
Westmorland Road and
the old Exmouth Street
Methodist Church stand today as a part of his legacy.
In the Summer of 1865, John and Maggie met each other
for the first time at a picnic in Carleton (present-day
Lower Westside, Saint John). Munroe was a dashing
young gentleman, and the poor Maggie fell for him,
believing his claim to be a single man and disregarding
the advice of her family to stay away from him. Maggie
had recently lost her father, and Munroe convinced her
to sell the house he left her and give him the money for
safekeeping.
Two years after meeting, Maggie became pregnant
with Munroe’s child, which would be born on February
4th, 1868. The father to-be didn’t handle the news too
well. His first solution was to convince her to give up the
baby for adoption. After all, he reasoned, being a single
mom would have been taboo! When Maggie insisted on
keeping the child, Munroe moved to his second solution:
Maggie could murder his wife for him! Thankfully,

(‘Maggie’ continued on page 6)
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(‘Maggie’ continued from page 5)

(‘Journeys’ continued from page 4)

picking berries. The police immediately arrested a
man named James Kane, but he was released not long
thereafter. It is quite possible that Munroe believed he
was “in the clear”, but Little noted that there were two
loose ends that would bring about his downfall. Firstly,
the coachman Tommy Warden remembered his trip and
his three passengers from the previous year, and felt it
worth reporting to the Police. Munroe was questioned
by police but the matter was not pursued any further.
Then, on September 29th, Maggie’s unclaimed luggage
came back from Boston. Contained within it was a
picture of none other than Munroe. His story started to
fall apart.
Taken to trial, Munroe’s father paid at least three
individuals to testify on behalf of his son in a desperate
attempt to save his son from justice. The judge of course
reprimanded John Munroe, Sr. for his actions, and the
plethora of damning evidence and witnesses flowed
onward. The jury would return a guilty verdict after
a mere hour of deliberations. Though they strongly
recommended leniency, the judge determined that the
charges warranted the death penalty: specifically, death
by hanging.
Munroe went out appears to have been prideful and
remorseless right until the end. “In keeping with his
narcissistic, sociopathic tendencies,” Little explained, he
“sent for his finest clothes to wear to his death.” Then,
on the eve of his execution, Munroe wrote a confession
where he finally acknowledged his motive, something
which was hotly contested in the court of public opinion:
he wanted the money Maggie had entrusted to him
following the sale of her late father’s house, in the vein
of about $600. In a coincidence of epic proportions, he
was hanged in brand new gallows he had designed for
the city not long before, making him the first to die by
his new contraption. He is also reportedly the last to die
by it, owing to the fact that the gallows didn’t function
properly and Munroe’s death proved a slow and hideous
one the state wished not to repeat on any other convicts.
As a condemned man, Munroe was denied a church
funeral, and was buried at Fernhill Cemetery in a family
plot with only his wife, father and a clergyman present.
After interfering with the justice system, Munroe’s
family was ostracized. When Munroe’s brother and
parents died later in life, there were no pall bearers to be
found for their funerals.
Peter Little is well-known in New Brunswick for his
contributions to New Brunswick heritage as an author of
several books and a writer for both the New Brunswick
Reader and the Telegraph-Journal.

• Moved to Milkish Creek NB to farm, but later
lived in Fredericton
George Sproule
• Born in Ireland
• Came to America with the British Army
• A skilled surveyor in New Hampshire
• First surveyor-general of New Brunswick
• Many of his maps still exist!
Samuel Denny Street
• Born in London and trained as a lawyer
• Served in the British Navy first, then the Royal
Fencible Americans
• Adopted three orphaned daughters with his wife
• Participated in New Brunswick’s earliest dual
over a court case involving slavery
• A leading abolitionist who criticized the NB
government
Abraham Vanderbeck
• Born in New Jersey to a family of Dutch descent
• Served in the New Jersey Volunteers
• Spent time as a POW
• Sacrificed a large farm because of his loyalty
• Became one of Fredericton’s first inn keepers
Samuel Richard Wilson
• Born in Ireland
• A Roman Catholic Loyalist
• Served in several units throughout the war
• Court-martialed for using excessive force on his
men
• Tried repeatedly to gain compensation for his
loyalty but experienced limited success

UEL Officers for 2017-2018:
• President – John Watson
• Vice President – The Reverend Ronald Curtis
• Past President – Deborah Coleman
• Treasurer – Jim McKenzie
• Secretary – Ruth Flewelling Lesbirel
• Social Director – Carolyn Johnson
• Genealogist – Dr. John McKay
• Membership – David Laskey
• Newsletter Editor & Publicity Chair – Peter Conley
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Loyalist Week 2018

Remembrances

Banquet & Other Activities!

Phil Williston

Celebrating Saint John’s Loyalist heritage!
Sunday, May 13th 10:30 AM
Trinity Church, Saint John NB
The annual Loyalist Church Service will be hosted by
the folks at Trinity Church. Members and friends of the
Loyalist Association are encouraged to arrive at 10:15 to
process in together behind the Queen Anne Union Jack.
Period dress is welcomed!

1936-2018

hilip Norman Williston passed away
unexpectedly at Rocmaura Nursing Home
on March 8, 2018 at the age of 81. Born 1936,
he was the son of the late Warren and Jean Williston
of Bay-Du-Vin, NB.
Philip is survived by
his wife Janet V. Williston
(Colwell), two sons Mark
(Sheona) Williston of
Ontario, Philip Williston Jr.
of Saint John and daughter
Ann (Andrew) Bishop of
Rothesay; also 3 special
grandchildren,
Emma,
Liam and Eli and stepgrandson Keith; brother
Dale
(Jane)
Williston
of Ontario; sister Gwen
(Richard) McConnell of Bay-Du-Vin, NB; sister -inlaw Beatrice MacKellar; brother-in-law Ron (Lois)
Colwell and several nieces and nephews.
Philip’s heart was filled with his love for his
God, his family, his friends and for others. He was
a proud Loyalist and member of our organisation,
serving on our executive and participating in events
like Loyalist Day for years, where he filled roles as a
clergyman and town crier in years past. He will be
interred in Bay-Du-Vin.

The sermon will be delivered by none other than past
President of the Branch, Deborah Coleman.
Friday, May 18th 10:15 AM
Market Square Atrium, Saint John NB
The Loyalist Day Ceremony begins with a concert by
St. Mary’s Band. The programme includes speeches by
various dignitaries, a cake cutting, folks in period dress
and the reading of the Loyalist Day proclamation.
12:00 PM
The Wharf on Water Street, Saint John NB
The 3rd Field Artillery Regiment will conduct its
21-gun salute, along with an inspection of the guns by
dignitaries.
1:00-4:00 PM
Loyalist House, Germain St., Saint John NB
Loyalist House is open to the public free-of-charge in
the afternoon following the morning ceremonies.
6:30 PM
Union Club, Germain St., Saint John NB
Tickets for our Loyalist Day Banquet at the renowned
Union Club are now on sale. Gather for drinks at 6:30,
with dinner at 7:00. Attendees have their choice of maple-glazed salmon and lemon angel food cake or baked
Virginia ham with chocolate cheesecake. Tickets are $45
and can be reserved by calling 832-5334.

C. Fred Everett

C

1921-2018

. Fred Everett, one of the earliest members
of the Fredericton Branch of the UELAC,
passed away after a short illness at the age of
96, on Sunday, March 4, 2018.
Fred is survived by his wife Kit of 69 years; son
Chuck (Wyn); daughters Carol Boyle, Lois (Mike)
Derrah, Diane (Mike) Richard; 7 grandchildren; and
6 great-grandchildren.
Fred was known as a very faithful worker and we
in the New Brunswick Branch would like to honor
him for all he did to support the Fredericton Branch
(one of our predecessor branches) in years past.

The guest speaker for the banquet is Dr. Joanna Everitt,
Dean of the Faculty of Arts of UNB Saint John. Dr. Everitt’s talk is titled “Genetic Genealogy: Generating New
Directions for Genealogical Research through DNA
Testing”.
If you would like more information on Loyalist Week activities, please call 634-7783.
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The United Empire Loyalists Association of Canada NB Branch
Cordially invites you to come and celebrate with us

T�� L������ �� ���
L������� F����������
May 18, 2018 beginning at 10am
in the Atrium at Market Square

Meet at 10am in the Market Square Atrium, featuring the St. Mary’s Band, with dignitaries at 10:15.
Also featured are The Delancey Brigade, the Third Field Artillery at the Marco Polo Terminal at 12pm,
and the Loyalist Day Banquet at the Union Club, with cocktails at 6:30pm and dinner at 7:00pm. Banquet
tickets are $45. Our guest speaker will be Dr. Joanna Everitt, speaking on DNA Genetic Genealogy.
Please call Deborah Coleman at 634-7783 or Jim McKenzie at 832-5334 for more information.

