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Altogether Unproductive of Profit: A History of the first Prince Edward 

Island Steam Navigation Company1 

By H.T. Holman 

Northumberland Strait defined Prince Edward Island. The body of water made it easier to argue 

that whatever it was, it was not Nova Scotia and helped the tiny colony retain its semi-

independence in the face of all rational arguments to the contrary.  Communication with the 

mainland was one of the recurring themes of the Island’s history and ran beneath the larger 

issues, both political and economic.  For the most part, until incorporated into the 

Confederation agreement as “continuous steam communication” the issues of connection with 

the other colonies has been ignored by historians.2 It was simply part of the environment. For 

the Islanders themselves it governed their relations with the rest of the world.  Often seen as a 

barrier the Strait was also a highway making for easy communication with the neighbouring 

colonies, American markets and the Mother Country.  In the winter Islanders had little choice 

but to turn their back on the sea. The appearance of steam vessels on Northumberland Strait 

promised an improvement over the previous dependence on the wind. The Island was well 

positioned to facilitate communications between Nova Scotia and New Brunswick and for a 

brief period Charlottetown was a communication, trade and passenger hub. 

Initially steam travel in the Strait was in the hands of Nova Scotia merchants and companies 

and the Island was not always well served by the new technology available.  Could the Island do 

better if they took control?  This paper examines one attempt by islanders to control their own 

communications.     

Prince Edward Island had entered the steam age with the appearance of the steamer Richard 

Smith at the harbour in May of 1830.3  The small vessel was the first of several owned by the 

General Mining Association. Within two years the Island legislature had passed legislation to 

promote steam on the strait by providing for a contract of up to £500 for the conveyance of 

                                                             
1 The P.E.I. Steam Navigation Company is often confused with a second company with the same name that came 
into being in 1863 and was incorporated a year later. The second company had a very different and much more 
successful life.   
2 Most writing on 18th and 19th century has been thematic rather than general. Political histories, Confederation 
and the land question dominate the bookshelves. One of the few general histories, Francis Bolger’s Canada’s 
Smallest Province has a chapter devoted to communications but only after 1873 and focussing on the winter 
service. There is relatively little writing on the pre-confederation communications between Prince Edward Island 
and the mainland.  One exception and this in the context of general communications in the region is J.S. Martell’s 
Intercolonial Communications, 1840-1867. Report of the Canadian Historical Association 1938 pp.41-61. Reprinted 
in G.A. Rawlyk ed. Historical Essays on the Atlantic Provinces Toronto: 1967 pp. 179-206.  While providing a good 
overview the paper contains a number of errors.    
3 Colonial Patriot [Pictou] 1 May 1830. 
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mails to Nova Scotia and New Brunswick providing there was a good and sufficient steam vessel 

of at least 50 horsepower, good accommodation for passengers, properly equipped and 

manned.4 The Act was renewed and expanded several times over the next ten years. In 1832 

Samul Cunard had proposed a service from Pictou to Miramichi (where he had significant 

interests) stopping at Charlottetown and Bedeque.5  However, when the service commenced in 

the spring of that year it was the General Mining Association’s ninety-foot vessel Pocahontas6 

which began to provide a regular service. The following year that company acquired the 

steamer Cape Breton which became the first steam powered vessel to cross the Atlantic 

(although much of the crossing was made under sail.)7  The Cape Breton was sold in 1838 to 

Joseph Cunard, brother to Samuel of later shipping fame, and continued to serve the Strait but 

two years later she returned permanently to England.  At the end of the 1840 season when the 

Cape Breton returned to England the lack of a steamship to fulfil the mail contract for the 

following year was seen as a threat to the Island’s prosperity. The return to a sailing packet 

"would be not a little mortifying, and after so long having enjoyed the advantages derived from 

stream intercourse with the neighboring ports, but we do not despair that something may be 

done…”8  

The re-appearance of a sailing packet was delayed by awarding the mail contract to the aging 

Pocahontas for the 1841 season. The Colonial Herald noted on her first appearance in 

Charlottetown in May that the steamer had been “greatly improved in appearance but not, we 

believe, in her sailing qualities.”9  In addition to her crossings between Pictou and 

Charlottetown she included fortnightly visits to Georgetown but no mention is made of any 

voyages to Miramichi. On occasion the Pocahontas was replaced by the smaller and older 

steamer Albion.10  However by the end of the season, in spite of the supposition that the vessel 

would receive new boilers over the winter, it was clear that there was little enthusiasm on the 

Island for having the ship continue for another year.11  

With off-Island investors showing little interest and faced with the withdrawal of a service on 

which the Island had come to depend, those in the colony began to look at their own resources.  

                                                             
4 An Act to provide for the Conveyance of the Mails between Charlottetown and Pictou by a Steam Vessel.. 2 
William IV Cap. 26 
5 Royal Gazette 7 February 1832. 
6 The Pocahontas continued to sail the Strait but not as the P.E.I. packet. She stayed on the shipping register until 
1853 when the registration was closed as the vessel had burnt. Martell states that the Pocahontas was owned by 
the P.E.I. Steam Navigation Company but there is no evidence that this is correct. Martell – Intercolonial 
Communications p. 188.  
7 https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/2015/02/21/first-across-the-north-atlantic/ 
8 Colonial Herald 31 October 1840. 
9
  Colonial Herald 8 May 1841 

10 Colonial Herald 31 July 1841. 
11 Colonial Herald 27 November 1841 
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A solution arrived in the form of a relatively new form of corporate ownership – the joint stock 

company. 12 Under the scheme of limited liability offered by the corporate model individual 

investors were liable only to the extent of the their stockholding commitments and their other 

assets were protected in the event of failure of the company with creditors allowed access only 

to the assets of the company itself. 

Dissatisfaction with the service had led to a call in October 1841 for a public meeting to 

consider ”the practicality of ensuring regular communication with the neighboring colonies by 

means of a steam boat competent to carry out the intentions of the House of Assembly.” The 

meeting was presented with information from a Mr. Gurney described as “an engineer lately 

arrived from England” who told those gathered that a good return on investment was possible 

should a steam boat company be formed. He cautioned however, that the benefits should not 

accrue to any one individual and it “would be a dishonor to colony if capitalists from other 

colonies or the mother country carry away the profits” If local investors did not act the venture 

would fall into the hands of strangers. The route to success was to cooperate and form a 

company and once the need was met competition would not occur. A committee, consisting of 

Messrs.  Swabey,  Haviland,  Pope, Hensley, Peake, Davis, Gurnie, Purdie, Young, Coles, 

Brecken, & Longworth, was formed to look into the details of the proposal and to report back in 

a matter of weeks.  The meeting adjourned to meet again on 8 November to receive the 

committee’s report.13  

   

By the 1840s the advantages of regular and dependable steam service had become obvious to 

the Island. Commercial activities were aided by speedy mail service. The ability to make the 

crossing in a reasonable time in spite of adverse or absent winds was a bonus.  Charlottetown 

was well-positioned on Northumberland Strait to serve as a stopping point between two rapidly 

developing centres, Pictou and Miramichi.  The former was a becoming centre for mining and 

industrial development while the latter was the only really accessible port on the coast of 

north-east New Brunswick and in the 1840s was still expanding through the timber trade.  Mail 

routes and roads had been developed between Pictou and Halifax and communications by sea 

up and down Northumberland Strait were far easier than overland. For much of the period the 

easiest route between Saint John and Miramichi was across the Bay of Fundy to Digby, by road 

to Halifax, Truro and Pictou and then by packet up the Strait. However with the departure of 

the steamer Cape Breton both a need and an opportunity were created.  There was some 

pressure on the Island to add additional P.E.I. ports to the routing of the vessels. In the House 

of Assembly debate on the appropriation for the mail subsidy in 1841 attempts by local 

                                                             
12

 The idea of a joint stock company may have been top of mind as one had been proposed in 1840 in 
Newfoundland to operate a St. John’s to Halifax steamer service. Colonial Herald 26 September 1840.   
13 Colonial Herald 20 October 1841 
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politicians to add service to Bedeque and Georgetown as a condition of the grant was roundly 

defeated.14 However the proposal would re-appear the following year in a different form.   

Following a review and some adjustment to Gurney’s numbers the Committee reported that 

there would be a return on investment of 9 1/2 % on an investment of £7,000. The profit figure 

was in addition to a reserve of £400 per annum for depreciation of the vessel. The estimates 

included revenues of £932 on the Charlottetown-Pictou route, £1500 on the Charlottetown-

Miramichi  route and an additional £200 revenue from Bedeque.  Also on the revenue table 

were grants for mails of £552 from P.E.I., £350 from New Brunswick and £150 from Nova 

Scotia.  Many of these figures were to prove a problem.  However, the optimism of the meeting 

was such that a motion to form a company capitalized at £9,000 Halifax currency with 450 

shares at £20 each was hastily carried and some 70 shares were subscribed the same day.15   

The level of enthusiasm was not sustained and a month later William Swabey, chairman of the 

committee, complained in the Colonial Herald that notwithstanding the large number of 

individuals requisitioning the meeting only a limited number of Islanders had committed to 

buying the stock of the company.  He worried that “the real interests of the Province should be 

a matter of great indifference to its inhabitants” The committee would continue its work but he 

pleaded for a show of support for the venture. “Among all our patriots, so ready to denounce 

the prospects of the Island, can none be found to aid in its advancement?”16   A number of 

shares had been allocated for purchase by residents of the neighbouring colonies but none had 

been taken up.  

A number of letters for and against the creation of the joint stock company began to appear in 

the newspapers. “Halitus” covered the supposed objections including the example of the failed 

Steam Mill Company, the basis of the report’s calculations, the probability of competition and 

concluded that even if the venture did not pay the colony would profit by other means “…by 

increasing the value of property and of the productions of the soil and by the increasing 

number of consumers brought to our fertile shores by means of the establishment of regular 

steam communication.17 “Peter Packthread” argued that if it was such a good deal why then 

would the capitalists of the community want to have a broad based ownership which carried 

the risk of opposed interests and threatened collisions within the company.18 A week later 

“Vapor” countered that wide support would spread the benefits of the anticipated success and 

he saw the venture as the beginning of a new era. “But let all aid in the project; let’s all have it 

at heart, let the farmer and the merchant and the mechanic alike contribute their aid and they 

                                                             
14 Colonial Herald 3 March 1841 
15 Colonial Herald 13 November 1841  
16

 Colonial Herald 11 December 1841 
17 Colonial Herald 27 November 1841 
18 Colonial Herald 11 December 1841 
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will not stop at so small an end as a successful Steam Company. That will be the stepping stone 

to a long course of public improvements which shall at length raise Prince Edward Island to that 

importance which its natural advantages so pre-eminently entitle it to.”19 

Whether through a sense of Insular patriotism or by the belief in the economics of the venture 

itself, the interest in the shares began to pick up. A major boost was the decision of the 

government to purchase a block of shares but the venture also began to pick up investors 

across the Island. By a meeting of shareholders in early April 410 of the 450 shares had been 

taken up and it was felt that there was every prospect that the remaining shares would soon be 

called for.20   

The engagement of the government in the scheme was a new development. In addition to the 

normal practice of providing subsidies or payments for the services the government also helped 

with capital investment, providing some of the funds to acquire the company’s major asset, a 

suitable steamer to carry passengers, the mails and cargo across the Strait. 

The Peake papers in the Public Archives and Records Office21 give a rare glimpse into the affairs 

of the company.  A share register for the Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation Company 

shows that in contrast to many initiatives of the time there was a broad base of ownership.  

There are 112 names on the share register accounting for 272 of the 450 available shares. With 

an additional 150 shares taken by the colonial government, later increased to account for the 

unallocated shares we have a picture of the ownership of the company.  There are a number of 

names that one might expect to see associated with a mercantile initiative. Leading 

Charlottetown merchants and shipbuilders such as James Peake, T.H. Haviland, John 

Longworth, William Douse, Henry Stamper, W.W. Lord, Francis Longworth, William Yeo and 

Andrew Duncan all signed up for shares. While a clear majority of the owners were from 

Charlottetown the legislation requiring service to Bedeque and Georgetown attracted investors 

from both of those areas.  There were more than a dozen men from the Bedeque and Tryon 

area including Joseph Pope, Alexander Anderson, Nathaniel Darby, Nathanial Wright and Daniel 

Green.  The Three Rivers district was also well represented with Joseph Wightman, Colin 

MacDonald, Donald Dewar James MacDonald, among others.  Amelia LeBrocq of Georgetown 

was the sole woman on the list.  Other owners were resident in communities such as Morell, 

Brackley, Covehead, Darnley, and Millview. The only non-Islanders on the list were landowners 

D.S. Rennie of St. John’s Newfoundland and Sir George Seymour of London. Their shares were 

likely subscribed by their resident agents.  

                                                             
19 Colonial Herald 18 December 1841 
20

 Colonial herald 19 March, 9 April 1842 
21 PARO Peake- Brecken Papers Accession 2882 item 374 – share register Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation 
Company. 
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While most of those in the list has subscribed for one, two or three shares there were 

exceptions. James Peake and T.H. Haviland took ten shares each. There were a dozen others 

(mostly recognizable as merchants) with five shares each. The largest ownership was in the 

name of Charles Hensley who had 20 shares in his own name and another five belonging to his 

son. In 1846 he acquired an additional 13 shares.  Hensley appears to have been one of the 

originators of the company and assumed a leadership role serving as chair of the board of 

directors for most of the company’s short history. He had been an officer in the Royal Navy and 

in 1841 immigrated to Prince Edward Island where he quickly became part of the colony’s small 

elite and the following year was appointed to the Executive Council.    

It is not clear how long the negotiations regarding the government participation in the company 

went on but the legislation passed with only a few minor amendments in the spring Session of 

1842. The originating shareholders, some 15 merchants and ship owners, almost all of whom 

were from Charlottetown became “a Body politic and corporate” under the name “The Prince 

Edward Island Steam Navigation Company.”22 

The Act that created the Steam Navigation Company was among the first in the Colony to 

provide for incorporation.23 This meant that it was the assets of the company rather than those 

of the shareholders that were at risk. It created a regime of limited liability. The capital stock 

was divided into 450 shares, each to be valued at £20 creating a value of £9,000.  While much 

of the legislation dealt with items such as quorums, election of directors, annual meetings and 

clauses relating to the powers of officers and directors there were several clauses of special 

interest.  The preamble recited the commitment of the government to purchase shares in the 

company but it also created specific performance obligations.  Government support was 

dependant on the following routes and schedule: 

… the said company will engage to run their Boat once a week from Pictou and 

Charlottetown to Miramichi touching at Bedeque once a fortnight, on her way to and 

from the latter place, and calling at Georgetown once a fortnight;     

The legislation also gave the Lieutenant Governor authority to appoint three commissioners to 

conduct the interest of the government in the funds and operations of the company and two of 

those commissioners were to sit as ex officio members of the board.  Other legislation the same 

year dealt with how the commissioners were to be appointed.  The mingling of the public 

purposes of the company and the private operational considerations were to become a 

problem early in the company’s short history. 

                                                             
22 Laws of Prince Edward Island 5 Victoria Cap. II 
23

 The only other legislation located was the 1837 Act to Incorporate the Steam Mill Company of Charlottetown 7 
William IV Cap. VIII. Papers relating to this enterprise can also be found in the Peak-Brecken papers at the Public 
Archives and Records Office. 
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With the passage of the legislation the directors acted quickly. One of the shareholders, Francis 

Longworth Jr.24  was dispatched to England with the necessary funds on 18 May 1842. Shortly 

after his departure it was reported that a competing proposal with a vessel called the John 

McAdam was already underway. The Colonial Herald dismissed the report as “private 

speculation” as there was no authority from the Island to enter into an engagement for the 

service. 25 

Owners of the John M’Adam advertised in English papers that it had been chartered to carry 

the mails between Pictou, Charlottetown and Miramichi. The John M’Adam was a large steamer 

with accommodation for 50 in the best cabin and another 30 in the fore cabin. Set to depart 

Liverpool on 4 June,26 the vessel was delayed and had to resort to sail for much of the trip as it 

ran low on fuel. It did not arrive at St. John’s until 3 August becoming the second steamer to 

visit that port and the first non-naval steamer to visit Newfoundland. Fortunately for the P.E.I. 

Steam Navigation Company it did not have the Northumberland Strait mail contract and 

although it arrived in Pictou early in September27and advertised as being for sale in late 

September 184228 it appears not to have visited either Charlottetown or Miramichi.    

Meanwhile in Liverpool, Longworth appears to have moved quickly and decisively and by the 

end of July the directors were informed that he had committed the company to the purchase of 

the steam packet St. George.29 

The “large and elegant” steamer St. George had been launched with much fanfare and before a 

large crowd of spectators from the Wilson and Sons yard at Cornhill, now part of Liverpool, on 

21 November 1831. She was built for the St. George Steam Packet Company30 which had an 

active service between Liverpool and Irish ports such as Dublin and Cork.31  The single deck 

vessel had a tonnage of 157 tons32 and was 135 feet long by 20 in breadth. 33  The 110 “horses 

power” engines were built by Fawcett Preston & Co. of Liverpool. Its primary use was on the 

120 nautical mile Liverpool to Dublin passage across the Irish Sea which took 18 – 20 hours.  

The company added to its fleet throughout the 1830s and early 1840s with larger vessels. Faced 

with losses it was later reformed as the Cork Packet Company.  When Francis Longworth was 

                                                             
24 http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/longworth_francis_1807_83_11E.html 
25 Colonial Herald 28 May 1842 
26 Leeds Mercury 7 May 1842 
27 Colonial Herald 3 September 1842 
28 Mechanic and Framer [Pictou] 21 September 1842.  
29 Colonial Herald 20, 23 July 1842 
30 The Saint George Steam Packet Company 1821-1843. by Richard Greenwood and Fred Hawks.. World Ship 
Society 1995.  
31 Gore’s Liverpool General Advertiser 24 November 1831.  Dublin Evening Packet and Correspondent 24 
November 1831.   
32 Lloyd’s Register 1833 
33 Mills record  
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searching for a vessel for the newly formed Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation Company in 

1842 the ten year old St. George was available.  It had been re-furbished with new boilers and 

new decks the previous year and had been newly coppered and provided with new sails.34  

Following the purchase the vessel was scheduled to leave Liverpool for St. John’s and 

Charlottetown on 9 July the same year, stopping at Cork for passengers. 35 

The St. George arrived in Charlottetown on 14 August 1842 after a passage of 14 days from 

Cork including a stop at St. John’s.36   She was greeted by a cannon signal when spotted from 

the blockhouse at the mouth of the harbour and a large crowd has assembled by the time she 

drew up to Queen’s Wharf.37 While heavily laden with coal for the voyage she was also able to 

bring a few passengers and freight.  Things were not entirely perfect for, owing to “the 

intemperate habits of the Captain and Steward and the discontented state of some of the 

crew” some changes were necessary before service began. With alterations made and a new 

captain the ship began her schedule on 18 August.  There was much excitement on the first few 

voyages. The first trip to Pictou carried an overflow of passengers including some 60 in the 

party of directors and friends along with an amateur band. The pre-occupation with 

arrangements for the second scheduled trip to the mainland led to the mail being forgotten and 

it had to be dispatched later in the day by schooner.38  Before the end of the month the ship 

had made its first visit to Miramichi, steaming about 22 hours in each direction.39  

At the close of operations in December the Colonial Herald reported that the venture to date 

had been more successful than it appeared. In spite of facing “the difficulties inseparable from 

the first establishment of an undertaking of this description, together with the unprecedented 

depression, both here and elsewhere, during the past Summer…“  the state of things was 

“extremely gratifying to all concerned.”40 

However, even accounting for the short operating period of just over 3 months in 1842 there 

were some troubling figures presented at the first annual general meeting in February 1843.41 

The cost of the St. George was £3,580 sterling - £4,200 when finalized.  With the costs of 

passage added and a small amount of offsetting revenue from passengers and freight across 

the Atlantic, the net cost was £5,466 Sterling or just over £8,000 Island currency.  This pretty 
                                                             
34 Journal of the Legislative Council of New Brunswick  1843. Appendix 11.  
35 Southern Register and Cork Commercial Courier 2 July 1842.  
36 Arriving after the John McAdam she would appear to have been only the third steamer to visit the port. 
37 Royal Gazette 16 August 1842 
38 Colonial Herald 20 August 1842 
39 Colonial Herald 27 August 1841 
40 Colonial Herald 10 December 1842 
41 Although the Peake-Brecken papers contain some of the financial details and a summary of the Annual report 
was reported in the Islander the whole report was attached to a funding request sent to the Legislative Council of 
New Brunswick and published in the Journal of the Council in 1843 as appendix 11. The full report was also printed 
in the Royal Gazette 21 February 1843.    
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well exhausted the capital of the venture.  There was worse news on the revenue side. 

Passenger money and freight and the amount received for liquor as well as half the mail subsidy 

still fell short of the expenses by more than £400. Part of the shortfall was blamed on the 

“general slackness and embarrassment of mercantile affairs” and the “unusually stormy and 

tempestuous season”. 

The report presented to the meeting looked at the revenues from each port. Weekly trips 

between Charlottetown and Pictou generated an average of just over £26 per trip, the trips to 

Miramichi brought in an average of £35. However calling at Bedeque yielded only about £6 per 

trip and trips from Pictou to Georgetown just £4 per trip.  These figures suggest that the vessel 

was far from operating at anywhere near the ship’s capacity and the large and luxurious vessel 

had excessive fuel and crew costs.  The Directors had a bigger and more expensive ship than the 

traffic warranted and without a huge increase in business the hope of profit appeared 

unattainable.   

The directors presented three conclusions to the shareholders: 

1st. That no boat can perform all the conditions at present imposed upon the company. 

2nd. That to render the circle of the Company’s operations more complete, it is most 

desirable that a small steamer should be employed, in conjunction with the Saint 

George; by which a more extensive range might be embraced, uniting more closely 

various parts of the several Provinces, including Cape Breton and thus the general 

communications essential to their relative commercial prosperity would be materially 

extended. 

3rd. It is scarcely to be expected that the extension of the Company’s capital , necessary 

for the encouragement of the above object, can be procured without the assured aid 

and encouragement of the several legislatures; and they hope that they are not 

unreasonable in soliciting from them the most efficient cooperation and support.  

In the financial accounts there were two lines in which no figures are attached. These were the 

sums contemplated to be obtained from the Provinces of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.  

Without resources from the mainland provinces it appeared that the venture would be severely 

compromised.    

A significant change to the legislation was passed by the legislature in 1843 by way of relief for 

the struggling company.  For the “more regular conveyance of mails” the requirement of 

service to Georgetown was removed from the Act. In compensation the government agreed to 

purchase the 19 shares of those from the Georgetown area and in addition to purchase the 
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remaining 29 unsold shares in the company. This increased capital investment brought the 

government holdings up to 44% of the total shareholding.42 

By the end of the 1843 season the situation had improved only slightly. Nova Scotia had 

provided a subsidy of £200 for the year but had not acknowledged any financial response 

regarding the services in the year 1842.  The situation in New Brunswick was unchanged where 

a vote for funds in the House of Assembly was opposed by the Legislative Council.  In June the 

Directors received communication from New Brunswick that the Attorney General had given an 

opinion that the Company had neither a legal not an equitable claim for support and they 

responded by announcing the withdrawal of services to Miramichi .43 However the St. George 

continued to make trips to northern New Brunswick, at first because it had outstanding 

obligations to deliver the mails,44 and later because the inhabitants of the Miramichi River 

towns were unwilling to see the voyages suspended and they started a subscription to 

indemnify the Steam Navigation Company in the event that the New Brunswick government 

failed to provide the requested subsidy.45 The operating picture for 1843 was somewhat more 

encouraging with a very slight profit of £14.46 This picture masked the information that interest 

and insurance were not included in the total.  There would be no dividend paid to shareholders.  

The directors tried to put the best spin on things. Notwithstanding the unfavourable financial 

information “one almost redeeming consolation is that the public is deriving, and we hope will 

continue to derive, incalculable advantages from the existence of the Company; and from the 

regular and commodious communication, by means of its vessel, with the neighbouring 

provinces…”47   

The restrictions on the Company established by the incorporation legislation were further 

relaxed by an amendment in 1844 which allowed the company to alter destinations or routes. It 

directed that the directors would have the freedom to act in ways “… most beneficial and 

advantageous for the interests of this Colony; and of the Shareholders in the said Company."48  

However before the 1844 shipping season opened there was some encouraging news. The 

funding request to New Brunswick to subsidize the trips to Miramichi had been successful and 

the Legislature had agreed to a grant of £75 for the 1842 season and £360 for 1843 

establishing, in the words of the editor of the Gazette “the honourable character of its 

                                                             
42 An Act to alter and amend the several Acts herein mentioned relating to the Prince Edward Island Steam 
Navigation Company 6 Vic. Cap VI 
43 Islander 30 June 1843 
44 Royal Gazette 11 July 1843 
45 Royal Gazette 18July 1843. About 50% of the subscription had been raised by this date and the report was that 
the rest would be forthcoming without difficulty.   
46

 Islander 23 February 1844 
47 Royal Gazette 20 February 1844 
48 An Act to alter three several Acts relating to the Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation Company 7 Vic. Cap.IX 
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legislature and at the same time dealing liberal justice to the Steam Company of this Island.” 49   

Notwithstanding the newspaper report, the Company had not had any notice of the grant and 

its advertisement at the beginning of the season included the following with regard to trips 

beyond Pictou. “No official intelligence having been received from New Brunswick or Nova 

Scotia, the Directors are unable as yet to determine the plan of the St. George’s operations for 

the ensuing summer.”50 In a letter to the Royal Gazette” Viator” urged the directors, now that 

changes in the legislation had freed them to establish their own routing, to consider 

occasionally sending the St. George to Shediac. By taking the mail coach to the Bend of the 

Peticodiac passengers could travel from Charlottetown to St. John in as little as 24 hours.51  By 

June however the subsidy matter was resolved and a schedule of regular trips to Miramichi 

(calling at Bedeque on the up-voyage) had begun.52    

At the end of 1844 however, the news was again bad and early in 1845 the Annual General 

meeting was told that “…the present traffic between the Ports of Pictou, Miramichi and 

Charlottetown is barely sufficient to bear the expense of keeping the St. George upon the 

station, and is altogether unproductive of profit for the Shareholders…”53  The meeting resolved 

to empower the Directors to negotiate the sale of the St. George “upon such equitable terms as 

a due consideration, of all the circumstances may appear advisable to them.”54 Faced with this 

decision of the company the government prepared to abandon what was obviously a sinking 

ship. The legislature was presented with legislation stating in a preamble taken word for word 

from the director’s report that “Whereas it appears from report and statement of accounts laid 

before shareholders of the Steam Boat called the St. George that the present traffic is scarcely 

sufficient to bear the expense of maintaining the vessel on station and she is altogether 

unproductive of profit to the shareholders and it is advisable that vessel be sold.”  The act 

allowed that the shares might be sold for less than cost but provided that any proceeds from 

the sale could be directed to the purchase of a new vessel “in conjunction” with the 

Company.”55  The experiment in public participation was at an end.  

The St. George, although for sale, continued to maintain service, including twice a month trips 

to Miramichi, for the 1845 season.56  A hoped for subsidy from Nova Scotia was announced but 

would have required the vessel to add Cape Breton to her route and so the only funds received 

from governments were the mail subsidies of £514 from Prince Edward Island and £247 from 

                                                             
49 Islander 12 April 1844 (quoting a report from the Gazette) 
50 Islander 26 April 1844 
51 Royal Gazette 30 April 1844 
52 Islander 6 June, 14 June 1844, Miramichi Gleaner 23 October 1844 
53 Royal Gazette 11 February 1845 
54

 Morning News and Semi-Weekly Advertiser 18 February 1845. 
55 An Act to authorize the sale of government shares in the steam boat St. George. 8 Vic. Cap. 12  
56 Islander 18 October 1845 
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New Brunswick. Passage and freight added £1522 to the revenues but there was still a loss of 

over £100 on operations.    

The situation as regards limited traffic at Bedeque continued. The Miramichi Gleaner reported 

on one visit of the St. George to Bedeque where after waiting some time not a single passenger 

embarked and the only freight was a basket of hen’s eggs.57   It had been obvious for some time 

that the St. George was too big and too expensive. The Morning News and Semi-Weekly 

Advertiser warned that in the advanced state of commercial and trading affairs of the Island a 

sailing vessel could not be an improvement.58    

In addition to requests to Nova Scotia and New Brunswick a joint memorial from the P.E.I. 

House of Assembly and the Legislative Council was forwarded to the Imperial authorities 

seeking additional funding to ensure the continued operation of the mails so as to “prevent the 

inconvenience and injury which an abandonment of the present communication would 

inflict.”59 The response received by the Governor and tabled the following legislative session 

was a disappointing “no” as all of the net postage proceeds were already paid into the Colonial 

Treasury and no additional Imperial funds would be forthcoming.60  

The St. George kept up a regular schedule until the end of 1845 with trips once a week between 

Charlottetown and Pictou and trips to Miramichi stopping at Bedeque twice a month.  By the 

end of the season the St. George had been sold to merchant and ship owner William 

Stevenson61 of Quebec and was preparing to depart for Miramichi on route to Quebec.   

The St. George departed Charlottetown for Miramichi and Quebec on 30 October 1845 and the 

schooner Caledonia was contracted for carrying the mails for the rest of the season. 62  

Although without a ship, the Company still existed and in January of 1846 it directed that all 

necessary steps be taken to procure a vessel of 50 to 60 horsepower with a speed of 11 knots.63 

The Company decided to send Captain Mathewson, late of the St. George, to England with 

instructions to find a boat of from 60 to 80 horsepower and capable of 12 knots.64 A month 

later James Peake writing to William Stevenson on Quebec said he had heard that Stevenson 

planned on putting the St. George on a route from Quebec to Gaspe and expressed a hope that 

                                                             
57 Miramichi Gleaner 10 May 1845, reprinted in Islander 23 May 1845 
58 Morning News and Semi-Weekly Advertiser 5 November 1845  
59 Journal of the Legislative Council 16 April 1845 
60 Journal of the Legislative Council Appendix #9 Gladstone to Huntley 26 January 1846. 
61 Stevenson had a long connection with Prince Edward Island, being the owner of several vessels used in Captain 
Bayfield’s hydrographic surveys. https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/2015/10/18/gulnare-a-significant-name-in-
canadian-marine-history/ 
62

 Islander 1 November 1845 
63 Morning News and Semi-Weekly Advertiser 24 January 1846. 
64 Islander 29 November 1845 
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the merchants of Miramichi would put on a boat to call at Pictou and Charlottetown to meet 

the boat at Gaspe. Apparently the report was in error. 65  Early in 1846 he wrote again 

suggesting that Stevenson might be interested in putting the Pocahontas on the Charlottetown 

Pictou route but later learned that Stevenson had disposed of the vessel. Peake was also in 

contact with Thomas Bolton of Halifax who was also seeking a vessel. Peake wrote him in May 

that the Company had been “entirely defeated in all our endeavors to procure a boat to carry 

the mails and passengers and shall I fear be at the mercy of the winds at least for the present 

season. “66     

The expectation that the Company was in financial distress was certainly noticed by the 

shareholders in the Bedeque and St. Eleanor’s area. Realizing that stops at that port were 

unlikely to be continued even if the Company procured another vessel they petitioned to have 

their shares purchased by the government as had taken place a year earlier with regard to the 

owners from Georgetown. This time the government, perhaps realizing that the problems were 

serious declined to agree to the request.67  

A special meeting of the Company had been held in January 1846 to consider the possibility of 

providing a replacement for the St. George which was described as too large “and too slow. 

Charles Hensley was in the chair and he stated a confidence that with a smaller and faster boat 

the company could be profitable. He would increase his investment from £400 to £1000. T.H. 

Haviland and James Peake told the meeting that they would buy up any of the shares of those 

wishing to leave the company at the price the current assets would bring.68 A resolution was 

passed that the directors procure “a Steam Boat of 50 or 60 horses’ power, as may appear  

most advisable, and of a speed equal to 11 knots” be procured.69  

On 28 March 1846 the Island’s Colonial Secretary placed an advertisement in several 

newspapers, both on the Island and the mainland, seeking “a good and sufficient Steamboat of 

not less than 50 horses power” to carry the mails between Charlottetown and Pictou”.70   A 

clause in that year’s Appropriation Act allowed for a subsidy of £600 “should a steam boat be 

placed on station and perform a similar service to that performed by the boat of the Steam 

Navigation Company.”71   No satisfactory offers were forthcoming. 72 

                                                             
65 PARO Peake-Brecken Papers Accession 2881 item 379 Peake to Stevenson 28 November 1845. 
66 Peake to Bolton 4 May 1846 
67 Journal of the Legislative Council 6 March 1846  
68 Royal Gazette 20 January 1946 
69 Morning News and Semi-weekly Advertiser 24 January 1846. 
70 Islander 4 April 1846 
71

 9 Vic. Cap.29 
72 The General Mining Association steamer Albion had been an occasional visitor to Charlottetown in the period 
1843-1845 and in some instances carried the mails but it was unlikely she met the power requirements of the 
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In the absence of steam service, the sailing packet Caledonia carried the colonial mails and 

passengers. Near the end of the 1846 season the Islander voiced what probably was a 

commonly-held sentiment: 

Charlottetown, in point of accommodation for passengers and mails between this port 

and the neighbouring Province, has retrograded at least fifteen years. How long is this 

state of things to last? We do sincerely hope that ere another Summer passes we shall 

have another Steamboat to take the place of the St. George.  Some of our leading 

characters and monied men have recently had an opportunity of experiencing the 

inconvenience arising from the knocking about in the gulf, with contrary winds, in a 

sailing vessel, and we earnestly hope it may be the means of stimulating them to 

exertion in the procuring of another Steamboat.73 

What was probably the last annual meeting of the Company took place on 9 February 1847. 

Those present were informed that the company had unsuccessfully sought a steam boat in 

England, Scotland, Quebec and New Brunswick. Blaming the increased cost of machinery for 

failure to either buy or have built a boat built they revised their direction to agents in England 

to find a boat of not less than fifty horse power at a cost up to £4500 sterling “or even a few 

hundreds beyond that amount.”74   

The gap in steam service in 1846 had not gone unnoticed in the region. In early March 1847 

W.H. and R.L. Scovil of Shediac advertised that the iron steamer Conqueror would begin service 

between Pictou, Charlottetown, Bedeque and Shediac as soon as navigation was clear.75  The 

Conqueror was only two years old and had been built on the Clyde by Wingate and Co. of 

Glasgow. At a little more than half the size of the St. George, 85.5 feet by 17 feet she too, was a 

paddle wheeler and displaced 118 tons.  The advertising may have been a little premature as 

the vessel took 56 days to cross to Shediac via St. John’s and Pictou, sailing across the Atlantic 

and then under power from St. John’s.76  It was not until 18 June that she made her first visit to 

Charlottetown.  The editor of the Islander observed “Though somewhat deficient in 

accommodation, she is said to possess the very necessary qualification of speed. “77 While she 

operated throughout the 1847 season78 she did not return in 1848 and the owners disposed of 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
advertisement. The 80 foot vessel had been built in Pictou in 1835 and was likely used primarily for trips between 
Pictou and Cape Breton.     
73 Islander 30 October 1846 
74 Islander 5 February, 12 February 1847 
75 Islander 1 March 1847 
76 Islander 11 June 1847 
77

 Islander 18 June 1847 
78 It appears that the Conqueror did not go to Miramichi. Its westernmost point on the schedule was Shediac. 
Islander 16 July 1847. 
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the vessel which saw out the rest of its days as a tow boat in Saint John.79  The packet between 

Charlottetown and Pictou in 1848 was the schooner Peri, Daniel Davies master. It was described 

as “a very handsome coppered and copper-fastened clipper built schooner, tastefully fitted, up 

with commodious apartments.”80 It was not, however, a steamboat. 

A general meeting of the Company was called for in July 1847 “for the purpose of adopting such 

steps as may be advisable and necessary for the future Government of the Company.”81 By this 

time the stores and other assets of the Company had been sold by auction and the accounts 

made up.82  Noting that the efforts to procure a vessel with the desired forty horsepower and 

limited to an expenditure of £4500 had not been successful and acknowledging that the 

steamer Conqueror had been operating on the route but in not knowing if that venture would 

be a success the directors felt it premature to dissolve the company. However they 

acknowledged that many shareholders wished to avoid any further expenditure. The directors 

resolved that any shareholders who wished to be discharged from further responsibility could 

receive the current value of their shares. The settlement offered was £6 19s 0d Island 

currency83.  What may have been the final meeting of the Directors was held in November 

1847. A large number of the shareholders had retired from the company under the July offer 

and it was decided that the remaining shareholders would be permitted to cash their shares on 

the same terms.84  As no further news about the company has been found this decision 

probably represents the dissolution of the Company. 85  

The history of the steamer St. George after leaving Charlottetown was less than glorious. She 

operated as a tug and towboat in Quebec until 1850 when she was sold to Newfoundland 

interests. On her passage to St. John’s she ran out of fuel and was forced to land at Ingonish 

Cape Breton under sail.  Her final voyage took place in January 1852 when she left St. John’s 

bound for Cork. She disappeared on the North Atlantic and was never heard from again.    

For the next decade and a half a series of relatively short-lived attempts were made to develop 

a profitable steamer service across Northumberland Strait. After the Conqueror and the sailing 

vessel Peri, the service returned to an Island owner in 1849 when James Peake put the paddle 

steamer Rose on the route but in 1853 she was replaced by another New Brunswick boat.86  It 

                                                             
79 Islander 3 March 1848. The registration on the vessel was closed in 1858. 
80 Islander 5 May 1848 
81 Islander 2 July 1847 
82 Royal Gazette 3 August 1848 
83 Islander 6 August 1847. 
84 Islander 26 November 1847, Royal Gazette 30 November 1848 
85 The 1851 consolidation of the Acts states “The P.E.Island Steam Navigation Company having been dissolved it is 
unnecessary to insert this act.”  
86 https://sailstrait.wordpress.com/2015/03/15/the-wines-were-also-very-good-james-peake-and-the-steamer-
rose/ 
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was not until the development of the second Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation Company 

in 1863 that there was a sustainable steamer service.87     

The first Prince Edward Island Steam Navigation Company faced a number of challenges.  The 

vessel it was rushed to acquire may have been larger and more expensive to operate that the 

traffic was able to bear. The market for services was dependant on assumption that the entire 

region would enter an era of increased prosperity. With a down turn in the economy most 

severely felt in the timber trade in Miramichi but to a lesser extent on Prince Edward Island 

increased inter-colonial trade did not meet expectations. For the venture to success 

contribution from New Brunswick and Nova Scotia had been assumed but New Brunswick was 

slow to participate and Nova Scotia had communications desires that the struggling company 

was unable to fulfil. Perhaps most telling was the obligation placed on the company by 

government participation in the scheme.  The benefit of increased capital investment by 

government ownership of shares carried with it expectations of service to money losing ports. It 

would not be the last time in the island’s history that partnership between public and private 

interests would prove a problem.        

                                                             
87 The company was re-organized under Dominion legislation as the Charlottetown Steam Navigation Company in 
1890 and was wound up in 1916 following the creation of a year-round rail ferry service.    


