Aristocrats in the Wilderness
Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus and Burgess Township C-10/L-19 & 20

In the course of research, the historian not infrequently stumbles upon an anomalous
curiosity in the documentary record that, no matter how obscure, demands further exploration.
One such was the granting in 1806, to one Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus, of 400 acres in
Concession-10 of North Burgess Township; concession lots bordered on the north by what
would become known as the ‘Scotch Line’ with the founding of the Perth Military Settlement 10
years later. 1 Who was this man, and just how did a French Viscount came to own, if not occupy,
property in Burgess Township?
Born into the minor aristocracy on July 14,
1767 at Juvigne, Mayenne, on the borders of
Normandy and Brittany in northwestern France,
Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus, was the son of
Rene Chalus and Jeanne Fauchard. As the second
son, Jean-Louis became Viscomte de Chalus when
his older brother, Rene-Augustin (1764-1845),
inherited the title of Comte de Chalus on their
father’s death in 1783. 2 The Chalus family drew their
title from Chateau de Chalus-Chabrol in the
commune of Chalus, Department of Haute-Vienne,
near Limoges, the capital of Limousin, where
Richard the Lion Heart met his fate in 1199.
During the earliest days of the French
Revolution the population of Mayenne was generally
supportive of the new regime but, as opposition from
the rest of Europe led to the French Revolutionary Wars in 1792, repeated demands by the
Republican government for more and more soldiers provoked resistance. Throughout the
provinces of Mayenne, Brittany and Normandy young men subject to conscription began going
underground. Banding together in small counter-revolutionary groups, they came to be known
as the ‘Chouans’3. When Robespierre 4 launched the ‘Reign of Terror’ from September 1793,
Royalists, Constitutionalists and Catholic Priests with the means to do so fled as refugees to
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neighboring countries. Many of those without the means of escape joined the Chouans in the
Pertre forests along the Mayenne-Brittany frontier.
In the summer of 1793, after his own force of Royalists and Federalists had been
defeated by the Revolutionary Army, Joseph-Genevieve de Puisaye (1755-1827), Comte de
Puisaye, Marquis de Brecourt, Marquis Menilles, attempted to weld the Chouans into a unified
and disciplined anti-Jacobin army. Puisaye’s politics favoured a Constitutional Monarchy and
when he appealed to the British Government for support his proposal was received with interest.
In 1794 he travelled to England and met with Prime Minister William Pitt 5 and Secretary at War
Henry Dundas 6. Pitt thought Puisaye “a clear and sensible man” and, although Dundas
considered the proposal little more than “an adventure”, the British agreed to finance and arm
Puisaye’s insurgency, but committed none of their own troops.
By 1794 there were 12,500 or more French emigres
living in England; of these, a quarter bore noble titles and
nearly 40% had military experience. 7 Puisaye spent the next
months recruiting among these anti-Jacobin refugees. Among
those rallying to Puisaye’s call for an armed return to the
continent were Rene-Augustin, Comte de Chalus (17641845), and his younger brother, Jean-Louis Viscomte de
Chalus. Chalus the elder was ranked a Major-General and
Chalus the younger a Colonel in Puisaye’s émigré army.
Although the British had supplied Puisaye with sufficient
resources to raise an army of 15,000 men, when it came time
to board ship for France, only 3,500 men appeared at
Portsmouth. Never-the-less, on June 27, 1795, the Royal
Navy put Puisaye and his little army ashore on the Quiberon
Peninsula of Brittany where they joined 2,500 Chouans.
Who was actually in command of the venture
immediately became a matter of dispute, however. Puisaye
had arrived with additional men as well as British arms, supplies, money and recognition, but
the local princes had chosen Louis-Charles Comte d’Hervilly 8, to lead the Royalist force.
Although reinforced to a total of about 13,000 men over the following week by additional
emigres from England and anti-Jacobins from the French provinces, under a divided command
the Royalists and Chouans were separately defeated by the Revolutionary Army and the
survivors driven back down the narrow peninsula onto the beaches of the Baie de Quiberon.
Thousands of men were drowned in their desperate attempts to reach the British ships in the
bay, 6,300 were taken prisoner and 750 of those were executed. General Joseph-Genevieve de
Puisaye and Major-General Rene-Augustin Chalus made it to the ships. Colonel Jean-Louis
Chalus was among those captured, but somehow made his escape and eventually reached
England.
Joseph-Genevieve Comte de Puisaye
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William Pitt the Younger (1759-1806), British Prime Minister 1783-1801 & 1804-1806.
Henry Dundas (1742-1811), 1st Viscount Melville, British Secretary for War (1794-1801).
La Generuese Nation: Britain and the French Emigration 1792-1802 – Callum Whittaker, University of York.

Louis-Charles Comte d’Hervilly (1756-1795), Field Marshall of France, Major General in the Russian and Colonel in the British
Army, died of wounds sustained at Quiberon.

Back in England Puisaye
and the Chalus brothers found no
appetite
among
the
British
authorities for a repeat of the
Quiberon adventure and life was
getting progressively harder for
the French émigré community
crowded into the back streets of
London. Refugees with trades
often managed to eke out a living
but the gentry and former soldiers,
with no marketable skills, were
entirely
dependent
upon
government relief and private
charities.
Two years earlier the idea
had been floated of relocating
French emigres from England to the British colony of Upper Canada. In July 1793 LieutenantGovernor John Graves Simcoe 9, always an enthusiastic supporter of crown loyalists, had
written;
It would be an extreme pleasure for the government of Upper Canada to prove its
devotion to his Majesty and its conformity with his kind intentions, by offering to the
nobility and clergy from France an asylum as comfortable and as suitable as the infant
state of the colony will permit. It may be good for you to know that the province of Upper
Canada is inhabited principally by persons who were chased out of the United States of
America because of their attachment to their King, an attachment which characterizes at
this moment, the conduct of the royal Frenchmen who suffer the horrors of exile. 10
In 1798 Simcoe was in London 11, he met with Puisaye, and a plan was agreed for a
French Royalist settlement in Upper Canada. The British Government was reluctant to take on
the full cost of aiding a mass migration of French emigres, but Puisaye promised repayment of
all public expense while removing the burden of relief paid by the government and charities
toward support of the refugees if they remained in England. Alluding to the questionable politics
of the large number of American ‘late loyalists’ then settled in Upper Canada, he also stressed
that the plan would “place decided Royalists in a country where Republican principles and
Republican customs are becoming leading features”. Upper Canada Legislative Counsellor
Richard Cartwright (1759-1815) agreed; he thought the new colonists would “… be a valuable
accession to the higher and anti-democratical society of this Province”.
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Simcoe at Newark to Abbe Desjardins at Quebec, July 1, 1793, quoted from The Yonge Street Story 1793-1860 - F. R. Berchem
(1977).
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Simcoe had returned to England in poor health in 1796 and, although still technically Lieutenant-Governor until 1798, would never
return to the colony.

Hoping to avoid too much contact with the riffraff of a Habitant Quebec, however, the
elitist French nobility insisted upon an exclusive enclave of their own. Writing in July 1798 to
Upper Canada Administrator Peter Russell 12, British Secretary at War William Windham 13
explained that;
The general purpose is to provide asylum for as many as possible of those whose
adherence to the ancient laws, religion and constitution of their country, has rendered
them sacrifices to the French Revolution … it is wished that these latter should be kept
as much as possible separate from any other body of French … considering themselves
as of purer description than the indiscriminate class of emigrants and being in some
measure known to each other they wish not to be mixed with those whose principles
they are less sure of … and whose future conduct might bring reproach upon the
Colony.” 14
Russell regarded the scheme as somewhat mad but, as a loyal servant of the Crown, he
proceeded to survey a tract of land 15 miles north of York (Toronto), midway between the
French settlements in Lower Canada and at Detroit. The settlement would be named ‘Windham’
in honor of the Secretary at War who supported the scheme. Also known as ‘Oak Ridges’ the
settlement was located on land occupied today by the Toronto suburb of Richmond Hill. In
addition to free transport to Upper Canada and the land, the Colonial Government undertook to
supply the new settlers with agricultural and other tools, seed and rations. In the face of
considerable resistance from the Upper Canada authorities, the home government also
provided the new settlers with arms.
On April 9, 1798, Jean-Louis Viscomte Chalus married Marie Gabrielle le Mintier
(b.1774) 15 and, on August 7th, accompanied by the new Viscomtesse, boarded the merchant
ship Betsy at Portsmouth and sailed for Canada. He was among a 41-member vanguard led by
the Comte de Puisaye that included his brother, Rene-Augustin Comte de Chalus, and one
other titled aristocrat, Jean-Yrieix de Beaupoil Marquis de Saint-Aulaire (1745-1818). The
balance of the party was made up of military officers and about 25 soldiers and servants. They
reached Quebec City on October 7th and by November were at Kingston. Most arrived at York in
December, although the Viscomtesse appears to have spent the remainder of that winter at
Kingston. 16
Despite having arrived in the middle of a Canadian winter the aristocratic pioneers made
a credible start to their new settlement. By spring they had built cabins along what is now Yonge
Street, erected a chapel, and cleared enough land to plant a small crop. Within months however
it became apparent that these representatives of the French landed gentry did not possess the
skills, capacity or will to create a new home in the Canadian backwoods. One observer wrote
that they;
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… acted as if they were sojourners in a foreign land. It was no unusual circumstance to
see a gentleman of France dressed in the latest fashion of the time, outside the shanty
gathering chips to cook the daily meal, and many of the ladies were costly dressed while
attending to their domestic affairs." 17
Within a year or two the majority had drifted away to other locales at York and Niagara,
or to Lower Canada and the United States. One young man shot himself. While it lasted,
however, they made a social splash among the upper crust at ‘Muddy York’.
At the balls given by the Governor and others at York, the jewels of Madame la
Vicomtesse created a great sensation, wholly surpassing everything of that kind that had
hitherto been seen by the ladies of Upper Canada. 18
While impressing the colonials with her sophistication, wardrobe and jewelry the
Vicomtesse produced seven children in rapid succession; Marie Renee (b.1800), Charlotte
Desiree (1801-1833), Rene Charles Auguste (b.1805), Jeanne Francoise (b.1806), Angelique
Lucille (b.1809), Emelie Sophie (b.1811) and Anne Elisabeth (b.1813), all born in Upper
Canada. After their return to France the Viscomtesse bore two more children; Adolphe (18171856) and Prosper (b.1820).
In keeping with their status, and the
hopes of Upper Canada adminstrators that
these titled immigrants would attract many
more French loyalists to the colony (as
Puisaye promised they would), the aristocratic
vanguard were ticketed for huge tracts of land
totalling 5,000 acres each. Jean-Louis
Viscomte de Chalus received the bulk of his
tickets across townships north of York; in
Markham (1,082 acres), East Gwillimbury (400
acres), North Gwillimbury (400 acres),
Uxbridge (600 acres), Reach (1,200 acres),
but, for some reason (possibly an attempt to
leaven the unreliable ‘late Loyalists’ of Leeds
County with royalist influence), one parcel was
far to the east in the Township of Burgess
(400 acres). 19
The settlement ticket terms required that, like any immigrant, in order to secure a Patent
(Deed) to their land, the royalist were bound to complete ‘settlement duties’ 20 and, as foreigners,
to reside in the colony for seven years. Although several hundred acres of land were developed
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Early Days in Richmond Hill – Robert M. Stamp (1991, quoting historian William Harrison.
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These grants totalled 4,082. The location of the remaining 918 acres, if Viscomte Chalus ever received them, is unknown.
Clear a portion of land, construct a house and plant a crop.

around the core settlement at Windham, few if any of the other acreage ever saw an axe.
Nevertheless, in October 1806, the new Lieutenant-Governor, Francis Gore 21, ordered all of the
Patents be granted 22. The majority of the French settlers, who had long since given up any
attempt to become back-woods farmers, immediately sold as much of their property as they
could.
Abandoned by the majority of its settlers for more urban environments, the Windham
experiment stumbled along for a number of years and through the War of 1812. Then, when
Napoleon Bonaparte 23 abdicated in April 1813, and the Bourbons were restored the French
Throne, there was a rush of Windhamites to Montreal and Quebec City in search of ships to
carry them home to France. 24 Only about a half dozen of the group remained at Windham or in
Upper Canada. Jean-Louis Viscomte Chalus and his family were still in Montreal in July 1815,
as was his brother Rene-Augustin 25, but they sailed for Europe that autumn, never to return. 26
According to one source, however, “… after a good many years the son of the Vicomte de
Chalus returned to Canada, married a Miss Porteous, and lived in Montreal until his death. He
left no children”. 27
Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus died, aged 68, on January 28, 1836, back in his home
village of Juvigné, Mayenne, France.
It is highly unlikely that the
Viscomte to Chalus had ever laid eyes on
his Burgess Township land but, unlike
most of his cohort, he did not liquidate all
of his Upper Canada holdings before
returning to France. Much of his 400
acres in Burgess remained in the
possession of the de Chalus family for
another half century. Beginning in 1832,
however, parts of the Burgess holding
were sold off in bits and pieces by the
Sheriff to cover mounting tax arrears.
In the case of C-10/L-19 George
Crawford purchased 70 acres of that 200acre lot at Sheriff’s sale on August 1,
1832, another 70 acres on May 16, 1833
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Although in A Colony of Emigres in Canada 1798-1816, Lucy Elizabeth Textor, Fellow in History, Yale University, writes that “The
Viscomte de Chalus was the only one of the emigres who received patents for the whole of 5,000 acres”.
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Joseph-Genevieve Comte de Puisaye, inventor of the Windham scheme, did not return to France, but went to England where he
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They were back in France by February 1816.
A Colony of Emigres in Canada 1798-1816 - Lucy Elizabeth Textor (1904), Fellow in History, Yale University.

and the remaining 49 acres on January 27, 1843. 28
On May 7, 1841 the Sheriff sold 54 acres of C-10-/L-20 to Roderick Matheson (in
separate transactions of 39 and 15 acres), and then another six-acre portion to the same buyer
on November 22, 1856. The remaining 140 acres however escaped the Sheriff’s hammer.
It was not until October 26, 1861, 46 years after Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus had left
Canada, that the de Chalus connection to Burgess Township came to an end. On that date his
apparent grandson, also named Jean-Louis and also styled Viscomte de Chalus, and his wife,
Mary Lucy Ann de Chalus, residents of Toronto, sold the remaining 140 acres of C-10/L-20 to
Edward Farnell for the sum of £40. 29
The sale indenture was signed “Viscomte de Chalus, heir Charles Auguste”, strongly
suggesting that the Jean-Louis Comte de Chalus of 1861 was the son of Rene-Charles Auguste
de Chalus (b.1805), the eldest son of Windham settler Jean-Louis Comte de Chalus (17571836), and thus it was Rene-Charles Auguste who “… returned to Canada, married a Miss
Porteous, and lived in Montreal until his death …” but who did father at least one son. That
Jean-Louis Viscomte de Chalus the younger had a wife with the very Anglophone name of Mary
Lucy Ann may also suggest that he had been born and married in Canada.
Ron W. Shaw (2016)
With research assistance by Ann McPhail and Barrie Crampton
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The survey seems to have been short by 11 acres.

The next transaction record for Burgess C-10/L-20 is dated January 17, 1872 and records the transfer of the full 200 acres by
Roderick Matheson to Edward Farnell. It would appear that Matheson had loaned Farnell the £40 purchase price against a
mortgage which was not cleared until 1872.

