Looking back... with Alun Hughes
THE THEAL HOUSE AT BROCK UNIVERSITY
The old stone house lies directly ahead as you
enter Brock University from St. Davids Road. Its a
small building, partly obscured by trees, and easy to
miss as the road sweeps by to the right. Indeed,
many people who work at Brock dont seem to be
aware of its existence. Yet this is by far the oldest
structure on campus, and it is one of the oldest
buildings in St. Catharines.

The land south and west of the campus has also
changed significantly. What was once the broad
shallow valley of the Beaverdams Creek above
DeCew Falls is now largely under water. In the late
1870s the creeks lower reaches were flooded to
create collecting ponds for the new St. Catharines
Waterworks, and in the early 1900s two huge
reservoirs  Lake Moodie and Lake Gibson  were
established to store water for the DeCew Generating
Station at Power Glen (labelled by its former name
Reynoldsville on the map).
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For many years the house was called Symphony
House, this for the St. Catharines Symphony, which
was a tenant in the 1970s. Before that it was
variously known as the Turney House, Wright House
or Field House. But it is now officially called the
Theal House  appropriately so, for it was almost
certainly built by one Samuel Theal, and the Theal
family lived in the house for several decades.
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The Theal House in 1976, by R.W. Fisher

The Theal House neighbourhood in 1876

The Theal House Neighbourhood

The hydro reservoirs had a major impact on St.
Davids Road, which the map shows running all the
way westward to DeCew Falls. In 1876 it was part of
a continuous route linking the Niagara River at
Queenston with the Short Hills. It was also the
boundary between Grantham Township to the north
and Thorold Township to the south, and between
Lincoln and Welland Counties. Today it separates
the Cities of St. Catharines and Thorold. It is no
longer a through route, however, for it was sliced in
two by an expansion of Lake Moodie in the 1940s.
Today only the Osage Orange trees that flank what is
now in part a dirt road hint at its former status.

Several Theals are named on the map opposite, a
composite of the Grantham and Thorold township
maps from Pages Illustrated Historical Atlas of the
Counties of Lincoln & Welland, published in 1876.
The house is shown nestled in an orchard facing St.
Davids Road, in the western half of lot 18,
concession 10 of Grantham (the highlighted lot).
The owner is Nelson Theal, grandson of Samuel. His
brother Oren has the eastern half, and an uncle
Moses Richard Theal has lot 20 to the west. Another
Theal, possibly a third brother Richard, has the
northern half of lot 39 in Thorold to the south.
The area shown on the map has changed
dramatically since 1876. The bulk of Brock
Universitys buildings now occupy lots 18 and 19,
and other university buildings are located on the east
side of Glenridge Avenue in lot 17. Brocks playing
fields lie in lot 20, and a major parking lot occupies
part of lot 39 in Thorold.

The Beginnings of Settlement
If the landscape has changed a great deal since
1876, it also experienced major changes before
then. When European settlement began in the late
1780s the area was a forested wilderness. It was also
uninhabited, for the native Neutral Indians had been
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wiped out by the Iroquois over a century earlier.
The only recognizable features on the map would
have been the Niagara Escarpment, the Twelve Mile
and Beaverdams Creeks, and the old Indian trails
now followed by Pelham and DeCew Roads.

Lane was American born, and was considered a
traitor because he had sworn an oath of allegiance to
the Crown and had obtained land as a result. There
were hundreds more like him, and in 1814 the
government responded with legislation declaring
those who had fled the province to be aliens born,
and incapable of holding lands, which meant that
their property was to be forfeited to the Crown.

The defeat of the British in the American
Revolutionary War had created an urgent need to
provide land in the Niagara Peninsula for the many
Loyalist refugees, discharged soldiers, former
Rangers and loyal Natives congregated along the
Niagara River. The authorities responded with a 21month program of surveys, commencing in June
1787, to divide the land into townships and the
townships into 100-acre lots. Grantham Township,
with its distinctive parallelogram-shaped lots, was
laid out by Daniel Hazen early in 1788, and Thorold
was surveyed by Augustus Jones later that year.

The total amount of land confiscated was almost
45,000 acres, roughly equal to the combined areas
of Grantham and Thorold Townships. After the war
this had to be returned to private ownership.
Overseeing the process were the Commissioners of
Forfeited Estates, a five-member board created by
act of the legislature in 1818. The Commissioners
were to prepare a register of those who wickedly
and traitorously [adhered] to the enemies of His
Majesty, make an inventory of the forfeited lands,
investigate and assess any claims others might have
on the lands, and finally dispose of them by public
auction, the proceeds to be used to compensate those
who had suffered losses during wartime.

The lots in Grantham were arranged in rows or
concessions, numbered south from Lake Ontario,
which places the Theal house in lot 18 of the 10th or
southernmost concession. The original owner of this
lot, and lot 19 to the west, was George Turney, who
had served as a cadet with Butlers Rangers in the
Revolutionary War. Though he did not receive legal
title to the land (in the form of a Crown patent) until
1799, his name appears on maps in the early 1790s,
and he no doubt owned the land, probably by
virtue of a Land Board certificate, from that time.
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It is not likely that he lived there, however. At
first he probably resided at the nearby Turney
family homestead in lot 22 of concession 9, and
soon after marrying in December 1801 he moved to
land he had been granted in the north-east corner of
Thorold Township. In 1805 he sold lots 18 and 19
in Grantham, while retaining his Thorold land.
The buyer was Thomas Lane, who financed his
purchase by taking out a mortgage, with Turney as
mortgagee. Lane already owned 150 acres of
adjoining land in lots 19 and 20 of concession 9,
and the new purchase gave him a total of 350 acres.
Where he lived is unknown, but it was most likely on
his existing land below the Escarpment. Certainly
there is no evidence of anyone living on lots 18 and
19 in concession 10 until much later.
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Detail of Johnstons map of 1822 showing lots 18 and 19

Lots 18 and 19 were auctioned separately. The
first to go was lot 19, which was sold in 1820 to
Alexander Wilkinson of Cornwall, who also acquired
most of Lanes land below the Escarpment. Two
years later Wilkinson resold to Colonel William
Johnston, an Englishman whose regiment (the 68th
Foot) was stationed at Fort George. That same year
Johnston commissioned a detailed large-scale plan
of his land, surveyed and drawn by Claudius Shaw.
Lot 18, though it did not belong to Johnston, was
included in the map, and marked as government
property. Then in 1829 lot 18 itself was auctioned to
merchant William Woodruff of St. Davids.

Treason in the War of 1812
From this time on these lots have a very
convoluted history, because when the War of 1812
broke out in June of that year Thomas Lane turned
traitor and fled to the United States. Given that
Lanes land is presently occupied by Brock
University, named in honour of Upper Canadas
great hero in the War of 1812, this has to be
considered somewhat ironic. (It would be even more
ironic if Lane had enlisted in the American army
and shot the fatal bullet that killed Isaac Brock at the
Battle of Queenston Heights, but evidence for this
flight of fancy is non-existent.)

There ensued, on both lots, a period of great
confusion as to who rightfully owned what. The
problems were greatest on lot 19, but the emphasis
in the remainder of this essay is on lot 18 containing
the Theal House.
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Samuel Theal

no proof existed that Turney had ever transferred
the title deed to Lane. It did not help that neither of
the principals was around to provide answers, Lane
having fled the country and Turney having been
killed in the war.

The sale to Woodruff in 1829 must have seemed
straightforward enough, until it was discovered that
lot was already owned by someone else! This
was Samuel Theal, who claimed to have purchased
the lot in 1825 from George Turney Jr., son of the
original patent-holder. (The elder Turney, a Captain
in the Lincoln Militia during the War of 1812, had
been killed at the Battle of Chippawa in 1814.)

Sufficient doubt existed to persuade the younger
Turney that lot 18 was rightfully his as his fathers
legal heir, to dispose of as he wished. And so he sold
to Theal. His motive was clear  he needed money
to buy alcohol. He was known to have a drinking
problem, and in 1828 even applied for a tavern
license because he was inconvenienced by not
having one. By 1830 he was in prison for debt, this
despite the fact that four years earlier he had sold his
Thorold land to his brother John for the handsome
sum of £500.

We know something of Samuel Theal from a
petition for land submitted to the LieutenantGovernor in 1818. In this Theal says he was born in
the Province (later the State) of New York. (From
other sources we know that the place was probably
Westchester County and the year 1764.) His father
had fought for the Crown in the Revolutionary War
as a Captain in DeLanceys Corps, and was killed
in action. Samuel himself had also served, but having
allied himself with the losing side had to relinquish
most of the family property, which he said was of
considerable value.

Matters obviously came to a head when the
Commissioners sold lot 18 to Woodruff in 1829. It
was recognised that Theal might have a valid claim,
and in 1830 An Act for the Relief of Samuel
Theal was passed by the legislature allowing him to
traverse an inquisition (that is, to challenge an
investigation, most likely that which led to the
confiscation of Lanes land in 1817). He was
successful, and in March 1831 the Commissioners
sold him the lot for the token amount of 5 shillings.

He came to Upper Canada in 1811, and was
promised land by none other than Isaac Brock, who
was then serving as President (or interim LieutenantGovernor) of the province. A condition was that he
had to fetch his family first, which he did the same
year. But then the War of 1812 intervened, Brock
was killed and nothing was done. Samuel served in
the militia during the war, and was still without land
when it ended, though in 1818 at the time of the
petition he was living somewhere in Grantham.
The outcome of the petition is unknown, but it is
known that on January 6, 1825 George Turney Jr.
transferred ownership of lot 18 to Samuel Theal by
deed poll, for a payment of £25. Interestingly, the
legal instrument recording the transaction describes
Theal as now being a resident of Thorold, but again
no details are given.
Unravelling the Confusion

Portion of the Act for the Relief of Samuel Theal

The decision was good news to George Turney
Jr., for it vindicated his sale of lot 18 to Theal. He
concluded that he was now free to sell lot 19 also,
and two months later, in May 1831, he did just that.
This time, however, things were not so simple, for the
Commissioners had already auctioned off lot 19 and
it now belonged to William Johnston. But with
Johnston having returned to England, Turney saw
his chance and sold the lot to Walter Dittrick,
who just happened to be renting the land from
Johnston! The situation in lot 19 was very complex
and dragged on for many years, culminating in a
judicial inquiry in 1860 which found for the
Johnston family. From this we learn key facts about
what transpired in both lot 19 and lot 18. As for
George Turney Jr., he is believed to have died in
1833 at the young age of 30; drink was probably a
factor, but we have no way of knowing for certain.

How could all this happen? How could George
Turney Jr. sell lot 18 to Samuel Theal in 1825 when
his father had sold it to Thomas Lane in 1805 and it
had later been confiscated by the government? And
how could the Commissioners for Forfeited Estates
auction off that same lot to William Woodruff in
1829 when it was on record as having been sold to
Samuel Theal four years earlier?
The source of the problem was the original
TurneyLane transaction of 1805, for there were
serious concerns regarding its validity. There were
four issues in particular: firstly, the instrument of
sale had been lost, probably when the district record
office at Niagara was burned in 1813; secondly,
Lane may have paid off very little of his mortgage
debt to Turney; thirdly, Turneys widow had not
signed a dower renouncing her claim; and finally,
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The Building of the House

There is another old quarry on the Brock
campus, now occupied by Facilities Management,
and this too owes its origin to a Theal. When Zalmon
Theal died in 1869 lot 18 was split between his sons
Nelson and Oren, as shown on the Page map, and in
1875 Nelson initiated excavation of the quarry
for the manufacture of lime and cement, though the
work was done by others under a lease arrangement.

This brings us back to the Theal House, and the
question of who built it, and when. As previously
indicated, there is no evidence of anyone living on
lot 18 prior to the War of 1812, and nothing would
have been built when it was under government
control. The house has to postdate Samuel Theals
acquisition of the land in 1825. Two pieces of
evidence support this conclusion.

The Brock Connection

The first relates to the younger Turneys sale of
his Thorold lands and his sale of lots 18 and 19 in
Grantham, both of which involved roughly the same
acreage. The Thorold sale, which included a house,
netted him £500, but the Grantham lots went for a
mere £85, suggesting strongly that there was no
house involved. The second is the fact that no house
is shown on lot 18 on William Johnstons detailed
1822 map of his estate (though buildings do appear
elsewhere on the map).

There is more to the Brock connection than the
obvious fact that the Theal House is located on the
universitys property, for Theal family members
remained in the house until 1909, and between them
owned more of Brocks land for a longer period
than anyone else. Not only that, the person who first
proposed the establishment of a local university was
a direct descendant of Samuel Theal, namely his
great-great-granddaughter Florence Egerter. It was she
who drafted the key resolution passed by the
Allanburg Womens Institute in 1957 asking the
Provincial Government to favourably consider the
placing of a University in the Niagara Peninsula.

In 1834, three years before he died, Samuel
Theal transferred ownership of the lot to his son
Zalmon, but there is no mention of the house in the
instrument of sale. This in itself is not unusual, but
the absence of the house from Tremaines largescale Map of the Counties of Lincoln and Welland in
1862 is somewhat puzzling. Zalmon Theals will
makes clear that he was living in the house when he
died in 1869, and of course it appears on Pages
map of 1876. This suggests that the house may have
been built by Zalmon Theal in the mid sixties, but
other evidence suggests a much earlier date.
Census returns show Samuel Theal living in
Grantham in 1828, and family tradition says it was
on lot 18. While this could have been in a log cabin,
evidence from the Theal House itself suggests that
this was his home. Of the original house only the
outer walls remain today (at some point the interior
was gutted by fire). But independent assessments
carried out by two expert architectural consultants,
Peter Stokes and Jon Jouppien, point to an early
construction date, the former to pre-1850 and the
latter to pre-1840. We can therefore conclude with
some confidence that it was Samuel Theal who built
the house, probably soon after 1825, and that its
absence from Tremaines map was an oversight.

John Robarts, Premier of Ontario, Florence Egerter, Emma
Bearss, and Arthur Schmon, Chair of the Brock University
Founders Committee, at an inaugural dinner in 1963

In 1966 there occurred what was called the
first ceremonial use of the Theal House, the
presentation to the university of a miniature painting
of Isaac Brock by the Province of Ontario. Since
that auspicious start the house has had a chequered
existence, and only a few years ago the university
administration evicted the last occupants and mused
about tearing it down. While this is no longer a
threat, the house remains empty, its long-term future
uncertain. It is hoped that Brock will both recognize
this important part of its heritage and find a fitting
new use for the only campus building that dates
from the same era as the universitys namesake.

The Theal House is one of the areas oldest
examples of domestic architecture. While there are
older houses around, like the John Brown House on
Pelham Road and the Anthony Upper House on
Lundys Lane, they are all much grander than
Principal Sources (in addition to those cited in the text): Statutes of Upper
the Theal House, which Jon Jouppien has decribed
Canada, 181433; Registry Office land documents, 17991909; Report,
Commissioners for Forfeited Estates, 1829; Grantham Township Papers;
as a fine example of the art of our vernacular, 19th
Thorold Township Book; Grantham and Thorold township plans; Nahri,
century, Niagara rubblestone work. The stone may
Early Niagara District Court Records; Brock University fonds; Dittrick,
Theal, Turney and Woodruff family records; Esther Summers files.
well have been hauled from the Escarpment by
Samuel Theal himself, possibly from the quarry that
Credits: Theal House drawing (Centennial Symphony Of Cooking);
once existed above the waterfall at the rear of the
Johnston map and dinner photo (Brock University Special Collections)
Schmon Tower.
Reproduced from the Newsletter of the Historical Society of St. Catharines, June 2009
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