
 

 

HENRY MERRITT: HIS LIFE AND HIS LEGACY 
Researched and delivered by Frank Lawson, 11 July 2015. 

 

Private Henry Merritt was a British soldier and my grandfather Watson’s 

maternal grandfather.  Fifty years ago that was all I knew of him; he was a 

soldier and my grampy‘s grampy.  Then about 40-years ago I hired a 

genealogist by the name of Yelland in the UK to research and document 

Henry Merritt’s life in England and in the British army.  Here is what he 

found. 

 

Henry Merritt was born c. 1794 in Stanton Parish, Wiltshire, England.  His 

parents are unknown although Yelland suggested some possibilities. Henry 

joined the 98
th
 Regiment on 30 January 1812 at Newbury, Birkshire, England.  

At that time he was described as being an 18-year old labourer, 5 ft. 7 ½ in. 

tall, with a fair complexion, grey eyes, brown hair and a long face.  

Apparently the Army agreed with him because in a later Description Book he 

is described as a stout, round-faced, hazel-eyed, square-shouldered labourer. 

 

Henry came to North America with his regiment in 1814.  Part of the 98
th

 

Regiment was involved in a British invasion of the Penobscot River as far as 

Bangor in 1814.  Henry Merritt may have been with them.  However, 

regimental records do not mention Henry Merritt at all between 1814 and 

1815. They do record that he was stationed at Halifax, Nova Scotia, from 

January to September 1816 and at Prince Edward Island from then until 

September 1817 when he and his regiment sailed to Saint John, New 

Brunswick and were disbanded.  (NB The actual date of his discharge was 24 

July 1818).  After spending 6-years and 236 days in the 98
th

 Regiment, 

Private Henry Merritt became a civilian. 

 

That is what I learned some 40-years ago for 15 pounds Sterling. For an 

additional 15 pounds Sterling I received similar information on Corporal 

Benjamin Hitchcock of the Royal West India Rangers … but that’s another 

story … for another day perhaps.  

 

More recent research provides additional documentation on the life of Henry 

Merritt.  It shows that upon his discharge in 1817 Henry accepted a grant of 

100-acres of unoccupied Crown Land on the eastern side of the St. John River 

a short distance below present-day Perth-Andover.  They also show that 

between 25 November 1818 and 24 March 1819 he received provisions from 

the Commissary at Fort Presque Isle, which was located on the western side of 



 

 

the St. John River across from present-day Florenceville-Bristol.  He also 

earned a government subsidy of 11 shillings in 1820, and 1 pound Sterling in 

1821 for raising wheat and Indian corn on his newly cleared land.  

 

(There, I just confirmed what Maine farmers have suspected for years: New 

Brunswick farmers have been receiving subsidies on their production 

forever!) 

 

On 01 April 1822 Henry Merritt married Mary Emily Anderson. (That’s right, 

April Fool’s Day!) Officiating was the first English language clergyman on 

the upper St. John River, the Loyalist, Rev. Frederick Dibblee, Rector of 

Woodstock.  The witnesses were the Rector’s 20-year old son Henry and 

Henry Anderson, who, we believe, was a brother of the bride. 

 

(Mary Emily Anderson went by the name Emily.  In one Census she is said to 

have been born in England; another says she was born in Quebec.  We 

believe she was a daughter of a David Anderson of the 10
th

 Royal Veterans 

Battalion and, at the time of her marriage, she and her siblings (Henry, 

William, Caroline, Sarah and Ann) and their widowed mother (Sarah) were 

living near the mouth of Salmon River.) 

 

A survey of the military settlement taken in 1822, soon after Henry and 

Emily’s marriage, indicated that Henry was living on his grant with his wife.  

He had cleared 6 acres of land, had sown 3 bus. of wheat, 6 bus. of Indian corn 

and had planted 15 bus. of potatoes.  He owned one cow and four pigs.   

 

We do not know when Henry and his family moved from below Perth to 

Grand Falls Lower Portage but we do know the properties on which he settled.  

Just South of St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church, on the old Trans-Canada 

Highway, there is a road that goes down to Limestone Siding.  Along that 

road there are long, narrow, 100-acre river lots identified as Lot 160, 

originally granted to Michael Ferrin and Lot 161, originally granted to 

Christopher Mellow.  We do not know when Henry purchased them but we 

know he was involved with these properties as early as 1844.  He was living 

there for the Census of 1851.  In that census he declared that he owned 

40-acres of cleared land and had grown 200 bushels of potatoes.  He also 

owned 1 horse, 3 milch cows, 2 other neat cattle, 13 sheep and 4 pigs. 

 

The 1861 Census showed that Henry Merritt was a 69-year old Protestant 

farmer who owned 40-acres of improved land and 160 acres of unimproved 



 

 

land.  He owned 2 horses, 5 milch cows, 4 other neat cattle, 14 sheep and 5 

pigs. Living with him was his 53-year old wife, their 22-year old lumberman 

son John and their 16-year old son Charles, identified as a farm labourer.  

Their son Thomas Merritt, and his wife Mary, lived nearby.  Their son 

William and his wife Mary and four children were living a short distance 

away, probably at Argosy, where later William received a grant of land. Also 

living with William and Mary was William’s brother, James, identified as a 

lumberman.  

 

Henry Merritt’s name appears on an 1861 list of qualified voters living in the 

parish of Grand Falls.  However, the document that would have verified that 

he had indeed voted and who he voted for is missing.  Therefore we do not 

know if he was for or against New Brunswick’s joining the other British 

colonies to form the Confederation of Canada. 

 

Henry is also listed as a farmer living at Grand Falls Portage in Hutchison’s 

Directory 1865-1866.    

 

Henry and Emily’s children married into several local English-speaking, 

Protestant families: 

 

Their son William Merritt married Mary Rideout, daughter of Jeptha Rideout, 

and Mary Dixon, whose father was a Royal West India Ranger.  William 

farmed and raised his family at Argosy. William and Mary are buried in the 

Ortonville United Baptist Cemetery.  

 

James Merritt married Mary Jane Dyer whose father may have been a Royal 

West India Ranger.  They farmed at Cliffordvale, perhaps on the rear of Lot 

160.  James and Mary Jane are buried here, in the Union Cemetery. 

 

John Merritt married Janette Watson of Undine, daughter of Alexander 

Watson and Suzanne Whitehead.  He was a farmer and died at Ortonville in 

1913. 

 

Thomas Merritt married Mary Tingley, the daughter of John and Sophie 

Tingley of Grand Falls, then known as Colebrooke. 

 

Charlotte Elizabeth Merritt married Amos Aylmer Watson.  They were my 

grandfather’s parents. They farmed at Undine and raised a large family. For 

several years they operated the Undine post office from their home.  They are 



 

 

buried in the Ortonville United Baptist Cemetery.  

 

Charles Marshall Merritt farmed with his father at Grand Falls Portage.  

After Henry’s death, Charles married Minnie Perkins. 

 

Margaret Hannah Merritt married Charles Chartis Gallagher of Medford 

whose father probably was a Royal West India Ranger. They farmed 

200-acres at Ortonville, raised a large family, died there and were buried on 

the home farm. Their gravestone is in a clump of trees, near the ditch of the 

road, just below Dwight Gallagher’s potato house. 

 

Documents record some of the things that Henry Merritt did but tell us little 

about the man himself.  To date I have not found any mention of Henry 

Merritt in the newspapers of the time or in court transcripts so I conclude that 

he was very law abiding.  But did he use tobacco?  Did he drink?  Was he 

soft spoken…or loud? Was he a story teller? Did he grow a beard? I don’t 

know the answers to these questions. Therefore, until evidence proves 

otherwise, I will believe what I choose to believe about Henry Merritt.  

 

We know that when Henry was 18 he joined the army. In those days young 

men joined the army for a variety of reasons: to demonstrate patriotism, to 

seek adventure, to avoid poverty, to escape creditors or to avoid family 

responsibilities.  Some were conscripted. We don’t know why Henry joined 

but I choose to believe that it was for patriotic reasons and to seek adventure.   

 

When the 98th Regiment was decommissioned at Saint John in 1817, some 

soldiers accepted money rather than a grant of land.  Some of those who 

accepted money, spent much or all of it in taverns and brothels. Henry did not 

do that. He opted to become a land-owner, something that people of his station 

could never achieve in England at that time.  Accepting the land grant 

suggests to me that Henry was enterprising, serious and socially responsible.  

 

Henry’s land grant would have been covered with heavy forest. One of the 

first thing he would have to do would be to cut down trees and convert some 

of them into logs for his first home and farm buildings and for firewood. To 

clear land for farming he probably just burned the trees and their brush.  Then 

he would have to remove the stumps and large boulders from these fields 

using only very rudimentary hand tools.  (And as a farmer in this part of the 

province he probably picked rocks each year for the rest of his life!) As a 

subsistence farmer his very existence and that of his wife and children 



 

 

depended almost entirely upon what crops he could grow, what livestock he 

could raise, plus what he could fish, hunt and collect in the wilds.  Almost all 

of his farm production would have been consumed at home, on the farm.  

Occasionally he would have some surplus to sell or trade. By working 

diligently, and relying on the uncertain fortunes of Mother Nature, somehow 

Henry was able to provide for himself, his wife and their children. It seems to 

me that he must have been very able, very determined, and very industrious. 

 

When Henry lived here there was considerable hostility between the Irish 

Catholics and the English Protestants largely because of events taking place in 

Ireland at the time.  However, in 1851, Henry Merritt’s only two daughters 

were lodgers in the neighbouring McCallum household, who were identified 

in the Census as Roman Catholics from Ireland. I believe that the Merritt girls 

were in that home to help Mrs. McCallum with her housework and with her 

children.  The fact that they were there at all suggests to me that Henry 

Merritt held liberal views, and that he was a tolerant person who had little or 

no time for religious animosity.    

 

And speaking of religion, my grandfather Watson’s OTHER grandfather, 

Amos Amlee Watson, was a Free Will Baptist preacher in his youth.  In 1812 

he was preaching at Hampstead where he met Mary Palmer, daughter of 

Marcus Palmer and Nancy Ann Slocum, who were Loyalists from Rhode 

Island.  Amos married Mary in 1815, brought her up the river, … and the rest 

is Watson family history.  

 

Many of Henry Merritt’s family became members of the Free Will Baptist 

congregation that was organized at Ortonville on 17 November 1861. (It was a 

forerunner of the present-day Ortonville United Baptist Church which began 

in 1905). Minnie Perkins, who later became Mrs. Charles Merritt, joined the 

Free Will Baptists in May 1869; Charles Merritt and James Merritt joined in 

April 1870; and Mary Emily Merritt, Henry’s widow, joined in September 

1875. The Ortonville United Baptist Cemetery is the final resting place for a 

very large number of Henry Merritt’s descendants. 

  

In 1864, just 2-years before his death, Henry Merritt deeded the front half of 

Lots 160 and 161 to his unmarried son Charles. In return Charles was to 

provide a home for Henry and Emily for the rest of their natural lives. On the 

same day Henry deeded the rear half of  Lot 160 to his son James. All of this 

suggests to me that Henry was a planner, a forward thinking man who took 

seriously his obligation to care for his wife and family even after his death. 



 

 

 

(And speaking of his wife, in addition to performing her many duties at home, 

Emily helped to deliver several babies in the area, including her grandson, my 

grandfather, Frank Watson, after whom I was named.)  

 

Henry Merritt lived to be 72 at a time when life expectancy was about 40 

years. Therefore, I believe that he must have come from healthy stock and that 

he was a healthy person generally.  Farming and forestry are two of the most 

dangerous occupations in the world, so Henry must also have been a very 

careful person. 

 

Henry Merritt left no photographs of himself although there are for some of 

his children.  He could read and write, but he left no letters, no journals, no 

written words of wisdom.   

 

Henry Merritt was not a famous person. No books have been written about 

him. There are no civic buildings or streets or scholarships that bear his name.  

Like many early settlers, Henry was just a very hard working subsistence 

farmer doing the best he could with what little he had for his family and his 

community. 

 

Henry died in 1866 and his wife in 1889. They are buried here. 

 

What then is Henry Merritt’s legacy?  What did he leave behind of 

importance to the world? 

 

Science informs us that each of us is the result of nature and nurturing; of the 

genes we inherit, and the environment in which we live.   

 

I believe that WE are Henry Merritt’s legacy …  we who are descendants of 

his children and his children’s children, and their children  Each of us who 

can trace our ancestry back to Henry Merritt has some of his DNA in our 

genes.  For better or worse he has contributed to who we are and what we 

have become. 

 

And who are we, the descendants of Henry Merritt?  The surnames of his 

descendants read like a lexicon of the families of Victoria County, New 

Brunswick and Aroostook County, Maine: Merritt, Watson, Gallagher, 

Rideout, Hitchcock, McLaughlin, Dixon, Austin, Shorey, Sullivan, Green, 

Edgar, Kavanaugh, Dee, Bowmaster, Clifford, Gillespie, Murray, McCarthy, 



 

 

Kelly, Grass and many more.  All of us are direct descendants of the 

Englishman Henry Merritt and of other men and women who came from 

England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland.   

 

And Henry Merritt has other descendants with the names Cote, Deschene, 

Voisine, Nadeaux, Francoeur, Ouellette, Poitras, Guay, Gagnon and many 

more. They trace their ancestry back to the Englishman Henry Merritt but 

they also have ancestors who came from France. 

 

And he has other descendants with the names Larsen, Hansen, Jensen, 

Christensen, Nyborg and others.  The Englishman Henry Merritt is one of 

their ancestors but they also have ancestors who came from Denmark. 

 

Other nationalities are also present in our family including German, Italian, 

Dutch and others.   

 

The descendants of Henry Merritt truly are very multicultural and very 

multilingual. Very Canadian…eh??   

 

And we live in scattered communities here in Victoria County, New 

Brunswick and Aroostook County, Maine, and coast to coast on both sides of 

the 45
th

 Parallel. 

 

And WHAT are we?  What have we done with those genes we inherited?  I 

know only a few of Henry Merritt’s descendents but I know of a banker, a 

carpenter, computer programmers, doctors, nurses, teachers, a trucker, 

engineers, electricians, home makers, a publisher, plumbers, a heavy 

equipment operator and police. There are farmers, and soldiers and sailors and 

airmen, clerks and civil servants … and a veterinarian. Among his 

descendants is a highly intelligent young lady, a psychologist, who will 

receive her PhD from UNB this fall.  I know another descendant, a very 

clever young man who has received a huge scholarship to study theoretical 

physics at a leading American university. I know another very athletic young 

descendant who has two World Series rings and is living out his dream in 

California as a fitness trainer employed by the San Francisco Giants of Major 

League Baseball. And I know of another who is a Pulitzer Prize winning 

photo journalist. Collectively the descendants of Henry Merritt probably 

represent every trade and profession in the world!  That is Henry Merritt’s 

legacy.  That, in my opinion, is what he has contributed to the world.   

 



 

 

We may never know the specific effect on us of the DNA we inherited from 

Henry Merritt.  Perhaps it contributes to our patriotism, our industry, our 

sense of responsibility for our families, our communities and our country, our 

respect for law and order, and our tolerance toward those who are different 

from us or who have beliefs different from our own.  That is what I choose to 

believe. 

 

I expect that my grandfather’s grandfather would be blown away by all this 

pomp and ceremony in his honour.  One descendant, Mori Hillman, 

suggested that he would be “bewildered” by today’s events. I think he’s right. 

Certainly there is no way that Henry could have foreseen this day.  However, 

I choose to believe that he would be very pleased with what we have done to 

honour him.  I also believe that he would be totally amazed at us, his 

descendants, his legacy to the world, who we are and what we have become.  

But again, I choose to believe he would be very pleased with us. 

 

In the words of the poet Emerson in “The Problem“ …  

 

                            He builded better than he knew - 

                            The conscious stone to beauty grew. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 
     


