
John Slimmon (1818 - 1895) & Grace Watson (1825 - 1897)

John Slimmon (1818) Grace Watson (1825)
(Photos courtesy of Barbara J. Johnson)

John Slimmon and his twin brother Robert were born in or near the village of Quothquan 

on 13 May 1818. A notation of their births was squeezed into the records of Libberton 

parish.

Parish record of the birth of John and Robert Slimmon, 13 May 1818

John would have been 17 years old when his mother died on 5 July 1835. Although there 

is no way of knowing where he was living at that time, it seems likely he would have been 

working as a labourer on one of the farms in the area. We do know that, at the time of the 

June 1841 census, he was working at Wyndales farm in the Parish of Symington, about 
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eight km south of Quothquan.  John was one of 

seven farm servants—the youngest of whom was 

only eight years old—working on that farm at the 

time. The tenant managers of the farm were James 

Watson and his wife Jean (Tweedie), who had nine 

children  ranging  in  age  from  one  to  seventeen 

years.

The nineteenth century saw the beginning of major 

social and economic upheaval throughout the UK, 

and Scotland was no exception. Between 1801 and 

1851,  the  population  of  Scotland grew from 1.6 

million to nearly 2.9 million. Coincident with that 

population  growth  came  the  introduction  of 

mechanization  in  both  farming  and  industrial 

practices.  The tiny proportion of the population 

who owned most of the farm land and who were 

mechanizing their factories and mills had no need 

for  this  rapidly  growing  labour force.   No doubt 

James and Jean Watson could see that the future 

for  their  family,  as  farmers  in  Scotland,  was 

looking very bleak.  Meanwhile, there would have 

been  exciting  news  about  opportunities  for 

personal land ownership in the colony of Canada if 

they could just get there.  

Prior  to  1840,  travel  between the  UK and North 

America would have been extremely difficult with 

tiny,  slow  and  unreliable  sailing  ships  the  only 

option.  Then, in 1839, a Nova Scotia entrepreneur 

named Samuel Cunard was granted a contract to 

carry mail between Liverpool and Halifax using the 

first  successful  Transatlantic  steamships.  These 

wooden-hulled ships still had masts and sails but 

they  also  had  steam-powered  paddle  wheels  on 

each side.  Crossing times between Liverpool and 

Halifax  were  reduced  to  less  that  two  weeks. 

Cunard’s  Brittania-class steamships were also the 
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first to boast year-round service.  John Slimmon and 

the  Watsons  were  probably  some  of  the  earliest 

emigrants to take advantage of this revolutionary new 

service.  According  to  oral  family  history,  the  entire 

Watson family, as well as John Slimmon, emigrated 

to  Canada in  1844.  There  can  be  little  doubt  that 

they  would  have  travelled  on  one  of  those  historic 

Cunard Line ships.

As  in  interesting  aside,  the  famous  English  writer 

Charles Dickens made such a voyage soon after the 

service was established and described his experience 

in a publication entitled American Notes  . He likened 

the  steamship  to  “a  gigantic  hearse”  although  his 

impressions  may  have  been  somewhat  coloured  by 

the  fact  that  he  was  violently  sea-sick  during  the 

entire journey.

One can only imagine the planning, trepidation and 

excitement that the Watson family and John Slimmon 

must have experienced in advance of their trip to “the 

colony”.   Simply  assembling  the  money  to  pay 

passage for a group of twelve people would have been 

a  considerable  achievement  not  to  mention  the 

resources  necessary  to  establish  themselves  once 

they reached Upper Canada.  

Even deciding what to take and what to leave behind 

must have presented a major dilemma.  In the end, 

we know that a beautiful Grandfather Clock was one 

of  the  things  that  simply  could  not  be  left  and 

successfully  made  the  trip  with  them.   That  clock 

(page left), believed to have been a wedding present to 

James  and  Jean  Watson,  continues  to  be  in  the 

Watson family today.

For John Slimmon, saying goodbye to the rest of his 

family must have been extremely difficult.  Although 

it  seems likely that plans were already in place for 

some  of  his  brothers  to  eventually  follow  him,  he 
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must have been acutely aware that he would almost certainly never see his father and 

some of his siblings again.

The next issue that John Slimmon and the Watsons would have faced was how to get 

from  Wyndales  farm  in  Lanarkshire  to  Liverpool,  England.   Although  railways  were 

becoming commonplace in the UK, they had been evolving in piecemeal fashion and, in 

1844, travel  by rail  between Lanarkshire  and Liverpool  would have involved transfers 

between at  least  four  regional  railway  lines.   For  a  group of  twelve  plus  all  of  their 

possessions, this would probably have been onerous if not impossible.  It is much more 

likely  that  they  boarded  the  Caledonian  Railway  (that  ran  immediately  adjacent  to 

Wyndales farm) at Symington Junction Station, a short five km drive north by horse and 

wagon (see  map on right.)   The Caledonian Railway would have taken them north to 

Glasgow  and  then  west  along  the  south  shore  of  the  mouth  of  the  Clyde  River,  to 

Greenoch.  There, they could have transferred to a coastal steamship that would have 

carried them south down the coast to Liverpool. 

After the two week Transatlantic crossing and finally reaching Halifax, the group would 

still have had an arduous journey ahead of them. Probably using some combination of 

railway and steamboat they would eventually have reached Upper Canada where they 

eventually arrived in the Darlington area near the current city of Bowmanville, Ontario. 

In all, the trip must have taken many weeks.

On 30 April  1847, three years after reaching Canada, John married James and Jean 

Watson’s second oldest daughter, Grace (born 11 April 1825).

Although John and Grace do not appear in the 1851 census of Canada West (Ontario), a 

record for John Slimmon does appear in the 1851 agricultural census of Canada West. 

According to  that  census,  John was living on Concession 4,  Lot  34 (just  east  of  the 

settlement  of  Taunton)  in  Darlington  Township,  Durham County  . He  and  his  family 

seemed to  have  been doing  quite  well.   As  the  extract  above  indicates,  his  holdings 

included:

200 acres of land of which 109 acres were under cultivation and 96 acres were being 

cropped; specifically:

• 29 acres wheat producing 508 bsh

• 6½ acres peas producing 95 bsh

• 18 acres oats producing 580 bsh

• 2 acres buckwheat producing 20 bsh

• ¼ acre Indian corn producing 8 bsh

• 2 acres potatoes producing 15 bsh

• 2 acres turnips producing 400 bsh

• Unspecified acres carrots producing 40 bsh

• 12 tons or bundles of hay

• 60 lbs wool

• 200 lbs maple sugar

• 2 oxen, bulls or steers
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• 2 milk cows

• 4 calves or heifers

• 2 horses

• 14 sheep

• 2 pigs

• 200 lbs butter

• 30 lbs cheese

• 5 barrels each of beef and pork

The Watsons do appear in the 1851 census and were apparently farming just a few miles 

to the west of John Slimmon, in Whitby Township of Ontario County. 

John Slimmon and the Watsons remained in the Darlington area for approximately 10 

years  during which time John Slimmon and Grace Watson’s first two sons were born, in 

1848 and 1852.

Wellington County in Ontario  (which includes the city of  Guelph),  was established in 

1837.  According to  Wikipedia,  Peel  Township,  within Wellington County,  was mainly 

settled  between  1850  and  1853.   This  influx  of  new  settlers  probably  included  the 

Slimmon and Watson families.  

According  to  oral  family  history,  John Slimmon and his  brother-in-law John Watson 

walked  to  Peel  Township—a  distance  of  approximately  190  km—where  they  each 

purchased 200 acres of land.  Since the Grand Trunk railway may have been running 

along the north shore of Lake Ontario by that time, they may have taken the train to 

Toronto before walking north to Peel Township, a shorter distance of “only” 136 km.

Oral family history goes on to indicate that, in August of 1854, the Slimmon and Watson 

families moved to their new homes on Concession 6.  An abandoned cabin, built originally 

by squatters, must have become a temporary home because John Slimmon and Grace 

Watson’s third son, John, was reportedly born in that cabin on 22 October 1854.

John and his growing family appear in the Ontario census of 1861, living on lot  16, 

concession 6 of Peel Township (see map on next page).  It was there that he and Grace 

farmed, raised their family and lived out the rest of their lives. They also became the 

beacon  that  John’s  siblings  Robert,  James,  William  and  Agnes,  followed  as  they 

immigrated to Canada over then next 10 - 15 years.

John died on 1 Mar 1895 at age 76.  His Ontario death registration (incorrectly) indicates his 

age at death as 74 year and describes the cause of death as “cystitis.”

Grace died of pneumonia on 7 March 1899.  Both she and John were buried in Hollen 

cemetery in Ontario.
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Slimmon and Watson Lots in Peel Township – circa 1877

Concession                             V                            VI                         VII                          

 John Slimmon



Children of John Slimmon & Grace Watson:

1.2.1  Robert C. “Centre Side-road Bob” Slimmon 

• Born 10 Apr 1848.
• Married Arena M.A. “Annie” Cornish.
• Farmed near his father in Peel, Wellington Centre, ON.  
• Died 7 Oct 1915 in Glenallan, Wellington, ON, at age 67.
• Buried in Hollen Cemetery, ON.

1.2.2  James Slimmon

• Born 2 Aug 1852.
• Married Jane McKay McBeth 10 Mar 1880.  
• Died 24 Jun 1888 in Hollen, Wellington, ON, at age 35.

1.2.3  John Slimmon

• Born 22 Oct 1854.  
• Married Sarah “Susan” Armstrong 2 Sep 1888.  
• Owned lot 12, con 6, Peel, ON.  
• Died 22 Jul 1922 in Hollen, Wellington, ON, at age 67.

1.2.4  William Watson Slimmon

• Born 18 Mar 1856 in Peel Township, ON.  
• Married Esther Sutherland 11 Mar 1885.  
• Farmed part of lot 8, con 3 and part of lot 8, con. 2.
• Died 27 Apr 1929 at age 73.

1.2.5  David Tweedie Slimmon

• Born 24 Apr 1862 in Peel Township, ON.  
• Married Sarah Maria Stickney 5 Sep 1899.
• Died 28 Dec 1939 in Saskatoon, SK, at age 77.

1.2.6  Thomas McGuire Slimmon

• Born 8 May 1865 in Peel Township, ON.  
• Married Eliza Hudson Longman on 18 Mar 1896.
• Inherited the east half of lot 16, 6th concession, Peel Township.
• Co-owner of a hardware store.
• Died on 1 Mar 1951 in Drayton, ON, at age 85.
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