Between Frontiers: The Forbes Ordeal of 1784
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Introduction:

It is sometimes said that “all of the Scots that came to Maine were retreads,” meaning that they came here after first going somewhere else. Ireland, Nova Scotia and Boston were typical emigration routes that we have written about in past articles. It has also been said that “everywhere the English went they made enemies and everywhere the Scots went they made babies.”  The following story seems to reinforce both of these ideas.
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Robert Forbes had come to Canada in 1759 with General Wolfe, “the conqueror of Quebec.” But Forbes embraced the French culture that Wolfe had come to conquer. He married a local girl and fled from the British authorities with his French wife and children across the border into Maine. Forbes’ attempt to follow the “Arnold Trail” to freedom in America proved just as tragic as it had been for Benedict Arnold and his men trying to reach Quebec during the American Revolutionary War. The story of the Forbes Ordeal is submitted to us by Barry Rodrigue, Associate Professor at the University of Southern Maine’s Lewiston-Auburn College.

J.T.Mann

                                                                                 Barry Rodrigue
A new concern after the Revolutionary War was the establishment of boundaries between the new United States and the British colonies to the north. This new interest was illustrated by a 1781 map entitled, A New and Accurate Map of Quebec and its Boundaries, which showed the Chaudière and Kennebec area. The map was anything but accurate. Extra branches were added to the Dead River in order to make the relationship of the two watersheds fit descriptions.
 If travelers ever attempted to use such representations for passage over the frontier, disaster could result. Unlike earlier military or government-sponsored travel over the Appalachian Highlands, later ones were often those of individual pioneers. One of the better-known stories is that of the Forbes family.

One of the more complete stories of migration over the Height-of-Land is that of the Forbes family. The tragedy of their journey caught the public attention in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and enjoyed popularity as much as the captivity narratives of the same era.
 The Forbes narrative reinforces the fact that the Beauce was still a sub-region of the St. Lawrence Valley and that travel outside of the St. Lawrence system was difficult. It serves as a parallel account to the Arnold Expedition, but in the opposite direction.

In 1759, Robert Forbes had come to Canada with Wolfe’s army. He and his wife, Marguerite Fountain, came from Londonderry, Ireland. It seems that she and at least one of their sons, Luc Forbes, accompanied him to Canada. Marguerite apparently died around 1771. It would appear from her name that Marguerite Fountain was likely French and that the Forbes family was probably bilingual. They did develop family ties between Québec City and the Chaudière Valley. Robert Forbes married again, this time with a French-Canadian woman named Marie-Anne. Sometime during the Revolutionary War, he obtained a stay of execution for four alleged spies that had been condemned to be hanged. Forbes wanted to leave Canada for the United States where the “language, habits, and religion” were similar to his own. In 1784, he was encouraged in this plan by three “Dutchmen,” who had come north with Arnold’s army through Maine. They suggested that he settle in Maine and offered to take him along Arnold’s “road,” on a trip of only twelve days, for a “large sum” of money. Forbes accepted their offer, despite the warnings of friends.

It would seem that there were other more compelling reasons involved in their move. It is possible that Forbes had antagonized the British authorities in his help of the rebels and needed to quickly get out the province. Although Marie-Anne Forbes was described as “young and athletic,” she was pregnant and did not speak English. She was described as loyally following her husband, who–despite his desire to be with other Anglophones–seems not to have been too concerned with reversing the situation for his wife. They also had a thirteen–year old son, as well as three daughters aged seven, five, and three, and a fifteen-month old infant.

The party traveled along the roadway up the Chaudière to its terminus in the Beauce. On 17 March 1784, they struck into the woods with snowshoes and hand sleds, traveling along the Chaudière for nine days, then headed west towards the haute terre. The terrain became more rugged at this point, and the party had to abandon their sleds. They built a small camp for Mrs. Forbes and the children, and the men set out for Lac Mégantic to search for a known Native-American encampment. However, when they reached the lake, the three guides announced that they were leaving the Forbes family and striking out on their own for Maine. They took Forbes’ $450 and left him with only two loaves of bread, a poor axe, and a musket. Forbes returned to his family. They abandoned their heaviest items and set out for Lac Mégantic. The entire family made it to the lake after four days of wet travel. This time, they found the Native hunter, Jean-Baptiste, who was an acquaintance of theirs. They remained in this camp for three days and helped him butcher a moose. He traced the route they should follow on a piece of birch bark, “after the usual Indian manner,” carefully describing a carrying place they must take or perish.

Their supplies were again exhausted eight days after leaving Jean-Baptiste’s camp. They set up a tent for Marie-Anne Forbes and the children, and then laid in a supply of firewood. Robert Forbes and his son set out on a forced march to the Kennebec settlements with only a few grams of moose meat each. The father and son traveled over the river ice for two days, but missed the Great Carrying Place. This error caused them to go almost one-hundred kilometers (sixty two miles) down the Dead River to its juncture with the Kennebec, instead of the twenty kilometers (twelve miles) over the Great Carrying Place. The little moose meat they carried had been consumed and the two were forced to eat their moccasins. Finally, camped on an eminence, they were discovered by two Yankee hunters who had seen their campfire. They had been ten days in transit and were scarcely able to stand.

The hunters took them to what became Anson. Three woodsmen then set out to find Mrs. Forbes. After thirteen days they returned empty-handed. A second party set out on 28 May to find and bury the remains of his family. They arrived at the campsite Forbes had described five days later and found her and Peggy on a pile of leaves, both within hours of death. Beside them were the three other children, dead. Their fire had gone out after only two days. The melting snow had soon caused the tent to collapse, and–lacking strength– they had not put it back up and lay exposed to the elements for over a month, subsisting on the inner bark of fir trees and water. They lived this way for thirty-seven days until, over the space of a week, fifteen-month old Robert died, followed by three-year old Catherine, and seven-year old Mary. The woodsmen found them a week after the last child died. They buried the children by the Dead River and brought the survivors to Norridgewock.
 

In Norridgewock, Mrs. Forbes delivered a healthy baby. Restored to strength, they first went to Hallowell for a year, then to Boston, and finally settled in New Gloucester, Maine near to two of the spies they had saved from hanging by the British in Canada years before. Their children merged into the Yankee society, the name changed into various spellings, and the memory of their horrible ordeal was reduced by succeeding generations.
 

� The map was published in the Universal Magazine, Volume 69, of September 1781, opposite page 113. Unidentified cartographer, A New and Accurate Map of Quebec and its Boundaries.


� The story of their travel was published in three chapbooks between 1791 and 1823. Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 5–23; Forbes Narrative (1794), 3–13. Greenleaf, Narrative, 1–19.


� The soldiers whom Forbes helped rescue from hanging were a Colonel Matthews, as well as James Stenchfield (1745–1828), Benjamin Hammond, and a man named Dinsmore. Roy and Beaulieu, Répertoire des Mariages de la Beauce, 1: 241. Eloi-Gérard, Recueil de généalogies des comtés de Beauce-Dorchester-Frontenac, 4: 130. Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 5–6; Forbes Narrative (1794), 3–4. Greenleaf, Narrative, 1 (5)–6. True, letter and miscellaneous material.


� Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 5–6; Forbes Narrative (1794), 3–4. Greenleaf, Narrative, 1 (5) –6. 


� Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 5–13; Forbes Narrative (1794), 3–8. Greenleaf, Narrative, 6–11.


� Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 13–17; Forbes Narrative (1794), 8–10. Greenleaf, Narrative, 11–14.


� Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 17–23; Forbes Narrative (1794), 10–13. Greenleaf, Narrative, 14–19.


� Bradman, Forbes Narrative (1791), 19–23; Forbes Narrative (1794), 11–13. Greenleaf, Narrative, 19. True: The Merrill Families; A Merrill Memorial, 365; Stinchfield genealogy, 8; Scott Tenny, to True. Reed, Conversation.
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