

















Synod. As my revenues are not very abundant and as I have to provide myself
without delay with the means of travelling I am under the necessity of drawing
immediately on the fund of the Synod. I shall now transmit a bill for £50 and wait
for advice from you with respect to any further amount to which I may be entitled.
I may be allowed to state that I paid for passage to this place £17.3.7.
I have the honor to be Revd. Sir
Most Respectfully yours
W. FRASER."

Shortly after their arrival, Messrs Fraser and McKenzie discovered that there was not the
urgent need for their Galic language skills that had been the main reason for their coming to
On their arrival, however, it was found that the Highlanders, most of whom
belonged to the Church of Scotland, preferred to remain in connection to that
Church, which had recently sent a large number of missionaries to the Province,
among whom were Galic-speaking preachers. But although not now specially
needed for the Highland population, Messrs McKenzie and Fraser remained to co-

operate with the missionaries from the Secession Church, and found opportunities

Upper Canada. Professor William Gregg gives the reason:
of utilizing their knowledge of Gelic.'®

A matter that troubled the missionaries of the United Associate Synod in Canada was
whether or not they should unite with one of the other Presbyterian bodies in the Province. The
major point of contention was the Government Allowance. The United Synod of Upper Canada
and the Church of Scotland Synod had no problem with this method of support for their clergy.
However,

at this time the United Associate Secession Church had practically adopted what
was called the “voluntary” principle, regarding it as at once unscriptural and
inexpedient to receive aid from the State for the support of the Gospel ministry.
Holding the voluntary principle the brethren who met in Flamborough [Thomas
Christie’s residence] felt that they could not consistently unite with either of the
Canadian Synods, and therefore applied to the Secession Synod in Scotland for
leave to form themselves into a separate Presbytery.'’

The missionaries met in York (Toronto) on Christmas Day 1834. They learned that
Synod had given its approval on the first of May for them to become a Presbytery under the
name of “The Missionary Presbytery of the Canadas in connection with the United Associate
Synod of the Secession Church in Scotland.” The meeting voted the Rev. Thomas Christie to be

' Diary 95-96. Ttalics in the original.
'8 Gregg 509.
" Gregg 513.


















With regard to the general state of the mission. My remote situation and the
infrequency of my intercourse with the rest of the brethren precludes me from
having it in my power to give you any information. But I suppose it is scarcely
necessary—I have commenced to give a Sabbath in 3 months to a dozen of
families connected with us in the township of Innisfil 17 miles distant besides my
Stated appointments in the 3 old stations. I am about to take up a station in the
township of King commenced by Mr. Jennings where [ propose to give them a
Sermon at least once a month. This station is also 16 or 17 miles distant - - - I
should like extremely well to have some intelligence respecting the determination
of the church at home as to the future management of this mission.

I am Revd. Dr. Sir truly yours
W. Fraser

P. S. I have drawn upon the Treasurer for £49-3-3.%

The group in Innisfil Township mentioned in the letter above met in the home of Gavin Allan at
Churchill. Hunter records the date of the first service there as 2 August 1836.* The statistical
return from Fraser’s congregations to the Missionary Presbytery for 1840 notes that all of the
money contributed by the three congregations for his stipend amounted to £16/13/4d Cy. and that
no money was contributed to the Presbytery Fund. The number of members is reported as: West
Gwillimbury, thirty-eight; Tecumseth, twenty-nine; and Essa, twenty-eight. Number of “Souls”
in the congregations is given as 143, 122, and 117 respectively.*

While his pastoral charge was quite remote from the other congregations in the
Missionary Presbytery, William Fraser’s punctiliousness with his record keeping attracted the
notice of his brethren. William Proudfoot had established a Divinity Hall in London in 1844 and
in order to take some of the Presbytery workload off his shoulders, William Fraser was appointed
Deputy Clerk in 1846 at a salary of £6 Cy. per annum. When William Proudfoot died in 1851,
William Fraser was appointed Clerk. It was a position that he would hold, through three
Presbyterian unions, for the next forty-one years.

The Missionary Presbytery continued to grow. In 1843 it reorganized as the Missionary
Synod of the Canadas in connection with the United Associate Secession Synod in Scotland,
with three Presbyteries: London, Flamborough, and Toronto. The number of ministers at that
time was eighteen. In 1844 it was joined with the Missionary Presbytery of Canada East and in
1847 it reorganized again, this time as the Synod of the United Presbyterian Church in Canada,
with sixty-eight ministers on the Roll.*

The Canadian Disruption that witnessed the formation of the Synod of the Presbyterian
Church of Canada—the Free Church—took place in Kingston, Canada West, on 10 July 1844
when twenty-three ministers broke away from the Church of Scotland Synod. Almost from its

3 William Fraser, West Gwillimbury, letter to William Proudfoot, London, UC, 23 Nov. 1839, WPF.
* Hunter 315.

% Extracted from “Tabular View of the Missionary Presbytery of the Canadas for 1840, MS, WPF.
*! Gregg 532-33.
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the Presbyterian Church of Canada, and of the United Presbyterian Synod, were
unanimously chosen joint clerks of Synod.*

This was the start of an association between Reid and Fraser that would continue unbroken for
the next thirty-one years until Fraser’s resignation as a Clerk of the General Assembly because of
age and increasing infirmity in June 1892.

Evidence of co-operation between the two Churches prior to the Union is found in an
article that appeared in The Ecclesiastical & Missionary Record for the Presbyterian Church of
Canada in May 1858. The Rev. Thomas Wightman, pastor of the Barrie Presbyterian Church,
now St. Andrew’s, submitted a report detailing the opening services for the Town Line
Presbyterian Church on what is now Simcoe County Road 27, South of the Village of Thornton:

The Township of Essa contains a pretty large number of Presbyterian families,
whereof only a small proportion toward the south-east have been able to avail
themselves of the service of the Rev. W. Fraser, of the U. P. Church, one of
whose churches is situated toward the south-eastward extremity of the township
[First Essa]. [...] Sometime in 1856 the congregation [Town Line] commenced
building a church, which was finished last fall, with the exception of being seated.
The church, which is a comfortable one, was formally opened on the first Sabbath
of March last [7 March 1858]. The opening services were conducted by Rev. W.
Fraser of the U. P. Church, who has laboured for many years in the
neighbourhood, and by Mr. Wightman, the Pastor.*

William Fraser came to occupy positions of increasing responsibility both in the Church
and the community. When the Presbytery of Simcoe, the forerunner to the present-day
Presbytery of Barrie, was erected from the Presbytery of Toronto in 1868, he was elected as the
first Moderator. The Canada Presbyterian Church continued to grow to the point where it out-
grew its original Synod and Presbytery organization. In 1870 it reorganized itself as a General
Assembly with Synods and Presbyteries. In 1872 William Fraser was elected Moderator of the
Second General Assembly of The Canada Presbyterian Church.

Commencing in 1870 The Canada Presbyterian Church put out feelers to the other three
main Presbyterian bodies in the country to see if there was a possibility of a union of all four
groups. Negotiations were commenced and by 1875 a Basis for Union had been agreed upon.
The Canada Presbyterian Church was the largest group of the four and to William Fraser fell the
rather unenviable task of calling over the Roll of close to five hundred Ministers and Elders.
Once again he and William Reid were appointed joint Clerks of the General Assembly. In this
appointment they were joined by Professor John Hugh Mackerras of Queen’s College (now
University, where he was Professor of Classical Literature) and the former Clerk of the Synod of
the Presbyterian Church of Canada in Connexion with the Church of Scotland. Regrettably
Mackerras died following a lengthy illness on 9 January 1880 and for the next eleven years
Fraser and Reid continued on alone as the Joint Clerks of the General Assembly.

* Minutes of the Synod of the Canada Presbyterian Church 14.

* Thomas Wightman, letter, Ecclesiastical & Missionary Record for the Presbyterian Church of Canada,
14.7 (May 1858):77.
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General Assembly. The Court appointed a Committee to prepare a Minute of Appreciation for
his long and faithful service (see Appendix A).

Regrettably, William Fraser only lived for another six months, passing away at his home
in Barrie on Christmas Day 1892 at the advanced age of eighty-four years and seven months.
Interestingly enough, the certificate of his death lists his place of birth as “Scotland.” The reader
is referred to Appendix B for all of the Presbytery Minutes relative to Dr. Fraser’s passing, as
well as all of the obituaries extracted from various newspapers, Presbytery Minutes and General
Assembly Acts & Proceedings.

Both Barrie newspapers carried obituaries in their 29 December editions. The obituary in
the Northern Advance had several similarities to the one in the Barrie Examiner that could
almost make one wonder if they were written by the same person; although it does give details of
the funeral service, which the Examiner did not.

The February 1893 issue of The Presbyterian Record carried a lengthy obituary on Dr.
Fraser. It concluded: “He was an earnest and faithful pastor and preacher, a pattern of neatness
and accuracy in his department of the Assembly’s work, and, as a man, he was marked by a
gentle, dignified, kindly courtesy, which at once commanded respect and won affection as few
men can do. To know him was to love him.”**

It was observed by Dr. John Moir, Emeritus Professor of Church History, University of
Toronto, in a private conversation, that nineteenth-century ministerial obituaries are “uncritical
accounts of pious lives.” This would certainly seem to be so in William Fraser’s case, but, I feel,
wholly justified. He laboured long and hard in the service of the Master he loved, often under
very trying circumstances. He was married three times. His first wife, Jane Geddie, died shortly
after they were settled in Bond Head, on 27 October 1841, leaving him with three small children
aged six, four, and two. On 3 October 1844 he married Nancy McCurdy of Onslow, Colchester
County, Nova Scotia, a small village just outside Truro. They had five children, of whom two
sons, James Bruce and Robert Douglas, followed their father into the ministry. All were under
the age of eighteen when Nancy died on 7 April 1862. The causes of death of Jane and Nancy
are not known because they pre-dated the mandatory registration of Births, Marriages and
Deaths.>* On 8 March 1866 he re-married again; his bride was Maria James Nicholas, a native
of Guernsey Island and they had two children, a boy and a girl, who were twenty-five and
twenty-two respectively when their father died. On 25 September 1885 William Fraser was
widowed for a third time when Maria contracted malaria and died. She is not buried with her
husband at Bond Head, but rather in Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio, where her family was from. As well
as losing two of his wives during his time in Bond Head, he also lost his oldest daughter, Mary
Jane Fraser, on 4 October 1874 at the age of thirty-seven years and six months. She was his only
daughter from his first marriage to Jane Geddie. Her death certificate states that she died of
“Morbus Brightii”—Bright’s Disease, or as we would know it, kidney failure. The certificate
indicates that she had suffered from the disease for two years. She, too, is buried in the family
plot at Bond Head.

*3 The Presbyterian Record 18.2 Feb. 1893: 33. The obituary is transcribed in full in Appendix B.

4 32 Victoria, Cap. 30, Ontario, An Act to Provide for the Registration of Births, Marriages and Deaths.
Assented to 23™ of January 1869 to be effective the 1* of July 1869. Amended 33 Victoria, Cap. 22, Ontario, An
Act to amend an Act passed in the thirty-second year of Her Majesty’s reign, chaptered thirty, of the Statutes of
Ontario, intituled, “An Act to provide for the Registration of Births, Marriages and Deaths.” Assented to 24™ of
December 1869.
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