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THE BATTLE OF BEAVER DAMS,
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or the Battle of the Beechwoods
as it was previously known,
maintains at best, a tenuous hold
on our consciousness.
Laura Secord, the peripheral
heroine of course, scores high,
thanks mostly to a century of her
eponymous chocolates. The actual battle itself, not so much.
Like so much of the 1812 landscape, the site has been overtaken by progress — dug under,
paved over and ﬂooded — and
lies unmarked in the industrial
barrens of east Thorold.
What was an extensive tract of
shallow valleys and deep gullies
in a shadow of a Beech forest in
1813 is now a levelled, land-ﬁlled
nonentity.
That’s too bad because the
battle that occurred on land now
divided by the Welland Canal
was a singular event in the War
of 1812 — a major defeat dealt
American arms by an entirely
native force, easily one of the
most decisive Indian victories
ever over the United States army.
The story begins in the wake of
the Battle of Stoney Creek in
June, 1813.
The Niagara campaign —
begun in a burst of glory with the
easy conquest of Fort George in
what is now Niagara-on-theLake — came unglued on the
Gage family farms in Stoney
Creek when a pre-dawn raid
decapitated the larger American
force and sent it scurrying back
to Fort George.
Emboldened by the success of
Stoney Creek, the British had reestablished themselves in Niagara with forward crossroad positions at Twenty Mile Creek (near
Jordan), Ten Mile Creek (St.
Catharines) and the DeCew
House (Thorold) from which to
observe and harass American
troop movements from Fort
George.
Foraging patrols sent out from
the fort were at constant risk of
attack.
The chief irritant was a special
command under LieutenantJames FitzGibbon consisting of
some 50 Irishmen from the
ranks of the 49th — the regimental troublemakers, according to
one source — who called themselves the Bloody Boys or the
Irish Greens.
FitzGibbon had initiated a
guerrilla campaign in the Niagara, skirmishing with cavalry patrols and attacking pickets but
principally clashing with the
mounted militia freebooters under Cyrenius Chapin who were
terrorizing the peninsula.
Chapin, a Buffalo physician,
whose company was known disdainfully by both sides as The
Forty Thieves, convinced the
American high command to
mount a punitive expedition
against FitzGibbon’s headquarters at the DeCew House.
On June 23, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Boerstler lead a force
of 575 troops — comprising his
own regiment, the 14th U.S. Infantry, companies from the Sixth
and the 23rd U.S. Infantry, two
pieces of artillery, a squadron of
dragoons and Chapin’s partisans. Signiﬁcantly absent, was a
company of riﬂemen that had
been ordered to join the force but
had been left behind on sentry
duty.
Boerstler, who had been at

FORT GEORGE IN NIAGARA-ON-THE-LAKE WAS CAPTURED BY AMERICAN TROOPS
DURING THE WAR OF 1812. THE AMERICANS RAZED THE TOWN BEFORE THEY LEFT.
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The entire force, demoralized
and nearly out of ammunition,
surrendered.
The American losses included
about 30 killed and 50 wounded,
492 prisoners, two pieces of artillery and the one prize that had
eluded the British at Stoney
Creek — a stand of colours belonging to the 14th U.S. Infantry.
It was one of the most complete
defeats ever suffered by the U.S.
army at the hands of native warriors.
Native losses were 15 killed
and 25 wounded.
The Indians, FitzGibbon said,
“beat the American detachment
into a state of terror.”
For his part, Boerstler said:
“On the score of humanity I determined to capitulate, as it was
extremely doubtful whether a
man of us would reach Fort
George.”
Back at Fort George, MajorGeneral Henry Dearborn, echoing the strange fatalism of his
earlier bad-news missives, began his report on the battle to
Washington: “I have the mortiﬁcation of informing you of an unfortunate and unaccountable
event …”
On June 30, a visitor to Fort
George reported on the condition of the demoralized U.S. army: “Every night our piquets
have a skirmish with the marauders. They are very troublesome. They keep our troops under arms through the night,
which exhausts and wears them
fast away. Our force has decreased very much by many
causes … Our men are in a
wretched condition for clothing,
many barefooted and half
naked.”
In Washington, inﬂuential
congressmen, fed up with
continual tidings of mismanagement and misfortune from
Niagara, demanded Dearborn’s
head.
On July 6, less than two weeks
after Beaver Dams, the secretary
of war — with the approval of the
president, his cabinet and congress — dismissed the highestranking ofﬁcer in the U. S. army.
FitzGibbon, for his cameo, was
awarded a gold medal and a company command in the Glengarry
Light Infantry.
The nearly 300 Lower Canada
Iroquois, however, feeling their
service prized too lightly by the
British, packed up and left.
The Cherokee-Scot John Norton reportedly quipped: “The
Caughnawaga Indians fought
the battle.
“The Mohawks or Six Nations
got the plunder, and FitzGibbon
got the credit.”
Sixty-one years after the battle
a stone monument was erected
marking the burial site of
16 American soldiers found during the construction of the third
Welland Canal.
In 1921, the battleﬁeld was designated a National Historic Site
and marked with a stone cairn.
In 1976, both monuments and
the bones of the American soldiers were removed to the newly
created Battle of Beavers Dams
Park two kilometres away in the
heart of Thorold.
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