
 

 

THE VOYAGE OF THE DAVID OF LONDON 1821 
 

Journal of John McFarlane (1779-c1830) 
 
John McFarlane was born in 1779 in Scotland, possibly on the island of Inchtavanock 

in Lock Loman1, one of seven sons and two daughters born of John McFarlane Sr. (1758-c1830) 
and Elizabeth Bogle (1763-1816). He emigrated to Canada in 1821 among the ‘Society Settlers’ 
via the ship David of London. He was accompanied by a wife and five children and located on 
Lanark Township C-11/L-13(W). He died sometime between 1828 and 1834. 

 
McFarlane’s journal was written on the blank pages of an almanac of the late 1790's 

that had previously been used by someone to record shipments of various types of goods. He 
does not seem to have been an educated man. He spelled phonetically and was terse in the 
extreme - it's not until page eight, when they arrive in Montreal that he mentions his own family, 
and the five children born and three who died on the voyage are noted by entries of only one or 
two words. His diary entry for May 24, 1821, “lay becamed and a mutany on Board", is prime 
example.  

 
The following transcription corrects, in as far as possible, the spelling in the original 

which can been seen at https://www.ontariohistory.org/mcfarlane-journal.htm . 
 

______________________________________________ 

 
May 19th, 1821 –  
 

 Sailed from Greenock in the Ship David of London2 … was towed out with a steamboat 
to the tail of the bank about four o’clock and three tugs brought us clear of the clough 
[lighthouse] where we had a fine fair breeze.  

 
20 M -   Sunday morning early passed the Mull of Kintyre with a fine breeze at about 8 knots an 

hour. 
 
21 M -  Out of sight of land, 9 knots an hour. 
 
22 Te -  A fine breeze with us [o..] with the most part seasick. 
 
23 W -  4+1/2 knots and a number of porpoises passed the ship. 
 
24 Th -  Lay becalmed and a mutiny on board. 
 
25 F –  Cloudy morning, fair breeze and blows hard through the night. 
 
26 Sa -  Blows very hard in the morning, child born, slackens toward evening. 
 

 
1 Or possibly at Lochgoilhead, Argyll. 
2 On its 1821 voyage the 380 ton David of London, commanded by a Captain Gemmell, carried 364 passengers from 10 societies 

plus crew. 

https://www.ontariohistory.org/mcfarlane-journal.htm


27 Su -  Little wind and right ahead. Heard a sermon on board from Mr. Gemmel.3 
 
28 Mo -  Fine breeze at 8 knots (do) 
 
29 T -  At 9 knots, chield [child?] 
 
30 W -  Heavy gales against 
 
31 Th -  do 
 
Jun 1 Fr - do 
 
2 S –  do, child born 
 
3 SU -  do 
 
4 M -  Child born. 
 
5 T –  do 
 
6 W -  Gale slackened.4 
 
7 Th -  At 6 knots, child died. 
 
8th -  Hailed a French brig 
 
9th -  Saw a ship ahead 
 
10 Su -  Which we passed this morning, which was the Provodance [Providence?] of Turnmojth 

[Tynemouth?] from which we spoke [???] Liverpool. She was 210 days at sea. This 
morning the wind became fair which has been contrary since the 25 of last month. A sail 
ahead which ponet [passed?] us in a short time, laden with staves for Liverpool. Heard 
a sermon preached by Mr. Gemmel. 

 
11th - Upon the banks of Newfoundland with a heavy gale and vilence [violent?] cold. 
 
12th - Lay almost becalmed. 
 
13 W - Light breezes. 
 
14th - Light B [breeze?], 15 vessels [in sight?] 
 
15th - Passed them mostly. 
 
16 S - Strong breeze on scalded [starboard?] 
 

 
3 Reverend Dr. John Gemmill (1760– 1844). Educated at the University of Glasgow Gemmill was ordained a Presbyterian minister in 

1786 and earned his MD in 1818. He served the Lanark Society settlement as both minister and doctor during its first years. 
4 The storm of 31 May to June 7th lasted nine days, during all of which time the passengers were confined below deck. By the time 

the weather cleared, the heat and stench in the hold was unbearable. 



17 Su -  Slight breeze, strong at night, a sermon by Mr. Gemmel, entered the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence. 

 
18 M -  Slight breeze, child born. 
 
19 T -   Plain[?] breeze at 10 knots, saw the coast of Nova Scotia which appeared mountainous 

with some specks of snow on them and as closely clothed with trees to aperanse 
[appear?] as b[?]ale in appearance. Saw Labrador on our right. 

 
20 W -  Slight breeze and changeable, a child died of the croup, child dies. 
 
21 Th -  Slight breeze and changeable. saw the first houses, about 8 in number closely together 

which had a fine appearance. Afterward saw game along the shore at considerable 
distances. 

 
22 Fr -   Wind variable. River narrows, passes the isle of Beek [Berk?], closer view of Labrador 

which appears partly sandy along shore. Fair breeze at 12. South side beautiful high 
hills with the woody[?] faces next the river, more [civil / level] houses numerous, passed 
Green Isle finely wooded with a lighthouse upon its … 

 
23 S -   … north side. Saw houses and stea[?] land lases[?]. Sight of the north shore with islands 

in the river which stopped the view of the shore but saw the tops of the mountains which 
extend some length [B.W.h ?] [??] houses very numerous, prospect beautiful. Fine 
breeze this morning which continued to twelve when ebe [ebb tide?] brought us to 
techeri [anchor?]. Heaved anchor about 12 o’clock and came a little further when we lay 
that night. Child dies. 

 
24 Su -  Heaved and came to anchor four times this day. A number of vessels passed us 

homeward bound. Saw the island of Orleans on our right which appeared well cultivated 
and peopled and very beautiful. Left side appeared so likewise. Weather very foggy 
through the night, this day very warm. 

 
25 M -   Heaved anchor and came to the head of the island of Orleans, where we saw the falls 

of Marant [Montmorency Falls?] and in a short time came to anchor at Quebec …  which 
show a most striking appearance on account of the rock where the fortress stands and 
the glaring appearance of churches and houses which are principally covered with tin. 
There are some most elegant houses and shops which have a grand appearance, but 
the streets are badly cacied [paved?], but having only a few hours’ time in it I cannot be 
very particular about it, as I left it about eleven o’clock at night in the Lady Sherbrook 
steamboat for Montreal which is by far the largest steam vessel of the kind that ever I 
saw 

 
Jun 26 - Had a heavy deluge of rain which proved to be very disagreeable to the most part as 

they had made their beds upon deck where they were completely drenched with water, 
and it turned very cold in the morning which made it truly unpleasant. I got my ankle 
strained in the hold of the David and the cold made it swell very much which was very 
troublesome for a few days. This day we had a fine view of the banks of the river which 
appeared very beautiful and, in some parts, well cultivated. Saw some fine Villages on 
shore … and a number of islands in the river, but darkness stopped the prospect. We 
arrived at Montreal about eleven at night, lay on board all night. 

 



27th –   Got our luggage on shore in haste. Found my old friend James Young who helped me 
to load some carts and put my wife and family on two carts for le Chien [Lachine] while 
I stopped with Mr. Young for two hours in Montreal and got my tea with him and 
conveyed me 4 miles of the way, but went in the wrong road which was 3 miles [round?] 
… [per?] lower le Chien [Lachine] and the Boat[?] the[n?] We went … brought me to 
upper le Chien [Lachine] about nine miles above Montreal where I had a fine view of the 
country which was very pleasant and well cultivated.5 I arrived at upper le Chien 
[Lachine] in the evening and had to return to loues[?] by the river where I saw about 15 
Indians or natives walking round 3 fires with a large kettle on one and roasting meat on 
the other 2 in a very curious manner. They roasted their meat by means of four small 
sticks set round the fire at equal distance from each other in an oblique direction and 
inclined together at the top with the meat stuck on the small points [where?] the branches 
grew … I arrived at lower la Chien [Lachine] about ten at night. 

 
28-29-30-1-2 of July –  
 

Lay in lower le Chien [Lachine], which is a depot for troops, where we saw numbers of 
horses, cows and sheep and swine that eat grass like cows. We saw grass in great 
plenty, both natural and some with a great variety of fruits, particularly apple trees which 
grow in great plenty with great quantities of apples. There are fine gardens well stocked 
with a variety of vegetables with which I am little acquainted. There is a great 
appearance of a fine crops of all kinds. I saw the wine grapes growing in great quantities 
with the vine clinging round tall trees along the shore. There are great quantities of 
stones along the … shore of the St. Lawrence which extend about a quarter of a mile 
from the river. Some fields are very numerously covered with them and some of pretty 
large.  
 
James Dick the morning after our arrival went into the river to bath and was drowned 
owing to a steep part he went over after going in a little way and the water running very 
rapidly swept him … down into a deep swirly part of the river and his corpse has not 
been found yet that we have heard of. He left a wife and eleven children, some of them 
are men and women. He was much lamented for he was as a good sort of man as was 
on Board.6  

 
We got all our luggage on board on the second and on the third we embarked on board 
of fifteen batteaux, some of them very deeply loaded, on the 3-4-5-6-7-8-9.  

 
Arrived at Prescott after a most fatiguing voyage. The first day we came on pretty well. 
We crossed a lake in the afternoon with a fine breeze and arrived at night at the ca[??]ad 
where we had a hurry to get our supper cooked and make our bed on the lee side of a 
bush and … aque [ague?] [many?] in the morning the Batteaux were lightened and part 
of our luggage taken o[?eant?] about 4 miles where it was removed  
 
 
 

 
5 McFarlane is describing the area around Lachine rapids on the St. Lawrence River a short distance above Montreal. Construction 

of the Lachine canal was begun in the same year, 1821, but the Society Settlers had to pass the rapids by road. 
6 James Dick (1779-1821) drowned on the morning of June 29, 1821. Three week later his wife, Jane Brown-Dick, also died, of 

fever, (see below) leaving eleven orphaned children in the care of the eldest son, 18-year-old John Dick, to carry on and create a 
home in the bush of Lanark Township. 



… after the Batteaux were dragged along [blotted] each by the party belonging to it and 
were sometimes up to the haunches among mud and water and at one part they were 
dragged by horses for about half a mile we came on through channels and rapids till we 
came to the Long Sound [Long Sault] which is a terrible rapid of about half a mile in 
length and each Batteaux had two horses to drag it up which cost for each half a doler 
[dollar].  
 
I saw a number of islands some of them beautiful and partly cultivated, likewise some 
elegant houses built of fine stones and excellent lime with pavilion roofs of three and 
four storeys and of a great width and length. We passed a number of saw and flour mills.  
 
I got a most complete dive, head foremost, into a very rapid part of the river, about five 
feet deep, but had the fortune to have hold of the end of the rope by which I was dragged 
out or the current would have kept me down. And at night [I] had to strip to the skin and 
roll myself in a duffel and lie down to sleep and in the morning put on my shirt which was 
completely wet and as there are very heavy dews in the night and cold in the morning it 
set my teeth chattering till I got warm with the oar which I had to ply for five days without 
intermission. 
 
Betwixt rowing and dragging I saw a number of very extensive rafts of timber which must 
be very dangerous to the conductors over the rapids, some of them which have a 
dreadful appearance from rocks and large stones appearing at the surface of the water 
which breaks over them in a most dreadful manner. The most part of the stones so far 
as I have seen are limestone of a bleu[?] kind.  
 
We landed at Prescott on the ninth about eleven in the morning where the whole of the 
people belonging to the Commerce and part of the Buckingham [Earl of 
Buckinghamshire] remained which stopped us from the ninth to the thirtieth of July 
before we got away7. 

 
There is a fort Wellington here which did some damage to a town on the opposite side 
of the river belonging to the States of the name Ogdensburg which is situate on Black 
River which joins the St. Lawrence and bears the name with propriety, as it is very black. 
It is pretty sizeable and appears to be rapidly increasing. I was twice over in it and 
purchased some small articles on reasonable terms. There are steamboats that pass 
between this place and Kingston.  
 
There was a number of our countrymen, women and children died here after the fatigues 
of the voyage … Mrs Dick died here that lost her husband at le Chien [Lachine] and here 
Mr. Purdey8 breathed his last, a very sensible agreeable man in my opinion and I 
considered him badly used by a number which I considered was partly the cause of his 
death. 
 
  

 
7 The 485 ton brig Commerce was a single-decker built in 1804 to haul timber. She transported Society Settlers in both 1820 and 

1821 and on her second voyage had carried 422 passengers. The Earl of Buckinghamshire, a former ‘Indiaman’, was a ship of 600 
tons, and carried 607 society members to Canada in 1821. When groups from the David of London, the Commerce and the Earl of 
Buckinghamshire all came together at Prescott in mid July 1821 there were more than 1,000 people seeking supplies and transport 
for the trip to Lanark.  
8 William Purdie (1766-1821), Glasgow Trongate Emigration Society, travelling with a wife and 30-year-old son, William Jr. 



Prescott is a pleasant, cheery, healthy, situation. It is a port town where the King’s 
Batteaux bring a vast quantity of stores and provisions for troops and emigrants and a 
number of merchant vessels, which is Durham Boats and Batteaux. The Durham Boats 
are of a considerable size about 06 or 07 feet long with [a gangey?] on each side with 
small blocks for their feet which they push along with poles after the nature of gaberts9, 
they use sails for them when the wind answereth …  

 
Jul 13th - We began our march by land. We passed Brockville about 10 miles above Prescott. It 

contains a number of very elegant houses and stands on the banks of the St Lawrence 
and has a fine appearance. Here we left the course of the river … when we began our 
march by land through bad roads which took four days … we arrived at Lanark on the 
17th of July … and took a westerly direction, the roads got very deep. We traveled along 
with the wagons, men, woman, and children, me and my wife carried our two youngest 
for three days nearly.10 The roads are nothing more than the trees cut and in swampy 
ground trees are cut to lengths of 12 feet or there by and laid across the road, side by 
side, and some of the places laid in that manner are … 

 
 After a great length we arrived at Perth in the evening which is increasing in size very 

fast as it is only four years … since there was a house in it. We crossed the rideau ferry 
which is as broad as the Clyde at assing [Erskine?] Ferry and appears to form a lake of 
a large size and after some time we came to the Mississippi and crossed it at the ferry 
which is likewise large, between 2 and 3 miles from Lanark town where I stopped with 
my family till I got my land in the Eleventh Concessions of Lanark and front of the 
thirteenth lot after looking for land in Ramsay, Dalhousie and Lanark and after I was 
located I had to work at the making of roads for three weeks and did not get them 
answerable [??] myself. 

 
 I am situated about 11 miles from the town of Lanark. I am well satisfied with my lot. I 
have got a house … 19 by 21 built with logs and covered with logs split in two and 
hollowed out. It is Basswood in general that is used and derives its name from the Bases 
that is used for packing, being made of the inner rings of the Bark it is very like what we 
called lime tree both in wood and bark, and I have got a stone vent built in the house 
which is of great benefit. I suppose that I am about 10 miles from Lanark and not 2 or 3 
miles further from Perth, but roads are not very good nor plenty as yet … 

 
 
 

 
9 Gabert - A Scots word for a type of lighter, or vessel for inland navigation, common to Scotland. 
10 There were five children in all, three sons and a daughter under age 12 and one older daughter. 




