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CHAPTER HEADING 

DECEMBER 1813: A WINTER OF HORRORS  

 

Narration: By late 1813, it was the American side that was running short of heroes. They’d secured the 

Great Lakes, only to launch another invasion that crumbled in the face of smaller British forces.   Morale 

for the American army was at rock bottom just as it was for young William Atherton freezing in 

Quebec.   

  

Atherton: It was an uninterrupted scene of suffering from beginning to end for a company of cold, 

ragged and starved Kentucky boys...Often people came to see us in the prison.  An idea prevailed that 

were wild men, or an order of beings that scarcely belonged to this earth.  

 

Narration: Atherton would spend another year trying to survive the horror of military prison. [Berton, 

Invasion, 316] and on the Niagara border, it would be a winter of horror on all sides.  

 

Dale:  Warfare at the time between Christian nations, there were certain conventions that one followed 

at the time. And one of those conventions is that you did not disturb the civilian populace if possible. So 

that you could capture an enemy village but you would not plunder the houses in that village. You 

would not burn civilian property. 

 

Narration: But earlier in the year, poorly disciplined American troops had burned the public buildings in 

the capital of Upper Canada, York -- the tiny town that eventually would become Toronto. [Latimer 

132-4, Hickey 63].  The burning of York was just a prologue – the first in a string of actions that would 

make this war a milestone in the growing history of brutality. 

 

Dianne Graves:  On the 10th of December, 1813, the Americans set fire to the town of Newark which is 

now Niagara on the Lake [Hickey 69]. It was a very cold snowy day. And by, you know, the middle of 

the afternoon the town was virtually a smoking ruin and people were homeless and left to try and fend 

for themselves in the bitter winter conditions. There was one woman who was ill in bed. They moved 

her bed outside the house and just left her in the snow while they set fire to her house [Berton, Flames 

256, Borneman 170-71]. 

 

Decroix: The British called for an immediate retaliatory strike. [Borneman 171-2] This kicks off a rash 

of, of burnings that really lay waste to the entire Niagara frontier by the end of the year.  

 

Narration:  In one day, the British burned three towns to the ground. [Borneman 171, Berton, Flames, 

257-68]   In Lewiston, one American said, “Our neighbors were seen lying dead in the fields and roads, 

some horribly cut and mangled, others eaten by the hogs.” Then it was Buffalo’s turn; Shadrach Byfield 

was there. [Berton, Flames, p 262] 

 

Shadrach Byfield:  We took possession of the place….  Orders were given so that ...no dwelling was to 

be spared except one, where the dead body of a child lay who had been shot in the street; this was in 

compassion towards the sorrowful mother. 

 

Narration:  The people of Buffalo gathered at the river and watched the smoke rise; burning cinders 

from their homes sailed toward them, borne on the wind, and the sound of wailing and sobbing too rose 
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on the wind.  Fire had bred fire. 

 

Decroix: People are being not only put out of their houses by the burnings, but they’re being killed and 

maimed in some very atrocious ways. People are being scalped, people are being tortured, carried off, 

separated from the rest of their families. It’s really a tragic scene of affairs on both sides.  

 

Don Graves: When the war broke out the officers from the American garrison at Fort Niagara were at 

church across the river with British officers in St. Marks Church in Newark.  They were friends and 

neighbors. They traded across the border. They married across the border. But by the end of 1813 it was 

a scene of desolation. The Canadian and American side of that river were just desolation.  

 

Narration: By the end of 1813, President Madison was hoping hard for peace.  On Dec 30
th

, word 

arrived that Britain would negotiate, and Madison sent representatives off to Europe. [Latimer 222] But 

negotiations would not begin for over 7 months [RCAH 1130]. As the United States hoped for peace, 

the country finally began to become proficient at war. 

 

Decroix: This is not the American army that went to war in the fall of 1812, and what you have is a new 

younger, aggressive breed of American officer, men like Jacob Brown and Winfield Scot have done a 

tremendous amount of drilling and training of the troops under their command.  This really represents 

the coming of age of the American army. 


