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In Search of the Phantom Misnamed Honour: Duelling in Upper Canada

· There are many reasons why dueling occurred, many of which were under the impression of defending a woman because of insults to her chastity, others were to show an ideal sense of masculinity. The main reason why dueling occurred was to defend their reputations with a public display of physical courage. (1) Duels typically gave the victor ‘satisfaction’, also in an attempt to shift norms of gender, class, religion issues and attitudes towards violence and law.


· In the eighteenth century, duellists shifted from using swords to guns. This development made dueling much more dangerous and even more accessible. The fatality rate increased with this development over the classic European style duel that was sword fought. It also constituted more people participating in such duels. (2)

· Dueling was mainly to defends one honour. John Wilson, the son of a poor farmer, issued a duel because of needs to protect female virtue and the need to assert his own honour. Wilson was sensitive about his ‘humble origins’ and felt he must issue a challenge in order to maintain his standing in society. Considering Wilson's background, ‘he felt to be a more tenacious character’. (3)

· Dueling took part with political figures as well. Lawyer, William Warren Baldwin had finally made the decision that he was no longer going to tolerate the disrespect he received from Attorney General, John MacDonnell. MacDonnell had used ‘ungentlemanly’ words against Baldwin, this resulted in Baldwin’s no other choice but to challenge MacDonnell to a duel. “When the two met, Baldwin fired aside, the two shook hands, and the matter ostensibly came to an end.” (4)

· The duel between John Wilson and Robert Lyon was the last fatal duel in Upper Canada in 1883, a time where such affairs of honour were quickly dying out.
· Wilson, heartbroken and angry; wrote a letter to a friend wherein he repeated Lyons story “the principles or honour of a man who could make such a statement relating to an unprotected female.” Wilson was angry at his friend for showing the letter and tried to explain the situation to Lyon, who believed the letter was deliberately written to humiliate him.
· Accounts of Lyon pushing Wilson to the ground and calling him an “A damned lying scoundrel”. Wilson had no other choice but to challenge him in a duel, which inevitably led to the murder of Lyon. (5)
· Both the articles are amazing with describing duels, the topic being foreign to me actually gave me insight. It leaves me with questions like; How were these duels allowed in societies?
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