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By Barry Conway
Rockingham --  If John Samuel 

James Watson, the founder of Rock-
ingham, were alive today, he would be 
entitled to celebrate his 196th birthday 
this coming October 30th.  

Yet, if he were alive, undoubtedly 
Mr. Watson would claim we should 
have celebrated his 199th birthday yes-
terday, given that his death certificate 
has him three years older and born 10 
days earlier. But he would be wrong. 
Turns out, at least three of his death 
certificate claims are just three more 
fibs John S.J. Watson occasionally 
told about himself to keep inquisitive 
people from finding out the truth.

The biggest, fattest fib that he re-
peatedly told, however, was the one 
about having been born an English 
aristocrat, part of the Marquis of 
Rockingham’s bloodline that contin-
ues to this day, albeit without the title, 
but that still occupies Rockingham 
Castle, about an hour’s drive north 
of London, England. Or as John Wat-
son used to say, he fell passionately 
in love in his early twenties with a 
beautiful scullery maid, Mary Martin, 
who worked in Rockingham Castle, 
but, after his parents found out about 
the illicit love affair, he was given a 

stark choice: Either give up the pretty, 
young maid or give up the castle and 
with it, forever forfeit his birthright to 
that aristocratic bloodline. He chose 
wisely, he would say up until his death 
in 1913, and hand-in-hand emigrated 
happily to the Upper Ottawa Valley 
with Mary Martin.

It’s a story he told with the complicit 
silence of Mary Martin, who stood by 
him through thick and thin and bore 
him eight Canadian children, four 
sons and four daughters. And it’s an 
aristocratic origin story still widely 
believed by most, often written about 
by some, and occasionally still pub-
lished officially by a few, even in the 
21st century. 

The only problem is that it’s a big 
fat fib, intended to distract from the 
true story of John S. J. Watson, that, 
he knew, if it were ever uncovered 
during his lifetime, it would surely 
bring down upon him the wrath of his 
community, if not the long arm of the 
law in search of a possible bigamist. 
The truth is John S.J. Watson wasn’t 
born in England, let alone in a British 
castle belonging to an English Lord. 
And when he first did fall head-over-
heels in love in his twenties, it wasn’t 
with Mary Martin and it wasn’t any-
where near Rockingham Castle. 

Still, whatever truth may now be 
told of John S.J. Watson prior to his 
late 1860 arrival here, his life as the 
founding father of Renfrew County’s 
Rockingham, undoubtedly one of 
the most successful and progressive 
communities in all of Canada at the 
time, is not to be doubted. He almost 
single-handedly carved that little vil-
lage out of the Upper Ottawa Valley 
wilderness and within 10 years of 
his arrival, he made it the envy of the 
county, if not the country.  

Eventually, he was elected Reeve 
of Brudenell, Lyndoch and Raglan 
Township and by 1883 he became 
Warden of Renfrew County.  In fact, 
barely 10 years after his arrival here, 
Rockingham had a grist mill, lumber 
mill, post office, telegraph office, the 
only savings bank within nearly 100 
kilometers, a veterinarian, black-
smith, tanner, cooper, weaver, and 
dozens of other craftsmen that John 
Watson had assembled with the help 
of his loving partner, Mary Martin. 
He even managed to build a church, 
St. Leonard’s, still standing today, 
and that he purposefully named after 
the one beside Rockingham Castle. 
And even when Mr. Watson couldn’t 
find a preacher good enough to grace 
its white-pine walls, he himself took 
to the pulpit, preaching more than a 
tolerable sermon, and citing biblical 
chapters and verses in a manner many 
found profoundly inspired, if not 
positively aristocratic.

True Story of His Early Life
Still, there is that small question of 

John S. J. Watson’s life prior to his ar-
rival in Canada late in 1858, and what 
truly happened before he showed up 
here, apparently with the occasional 
haughty air of an English gentleman 
and a suitcase full of hard, cold cash 
that some believed totalled upwards 
of 10,000 Pounds Sterling. That ques-
tion can now finally be answered and 
the true story of his early life faith-
fully told, thanks to new, indisputable 
biographic evidence that ultimately 
shines a fresh new light on that man 
from Rockingham.  

First off, John S. J. Watson was not 
born in England and certainly had no 
familial connection with Rockingham 
Castle. Rather he was born on 30th 
October 1824 in Bangalore, Madras, 
India, according to his own baptismal 
certificate. He was the second son of 
Thomas Samuel Watson, an artillery 
officer born in 1786 who was em-
ployed by the East India Company. 

John’s mother, Mary, had been born in 
1798 in Dungannon, County Tyrone, 
Ireland, the daughter of Dr. Dickson. 

Sadly, on 17th July 1830, while on 
active duty from Fort St. George, 
Madras, India, his father was killed, 
forcing the family to move to Chel-
tenham, England. Mary Watson 
eventually remarried, becoming the 
wife of Lieutenant-Colonel John 
Davies of the Royal Bengal Army. He 
supported his wife and four Watson 
children as best he could and would 
later leave them an estate valued in 
today’s Canadian currency at over 
four million dollars.

While John’s older brother, Thomas, 
appears to have died in 1837 at age 15 
in Cheltenham, John was shipped off 
to an English boarding school at Marl-
borough, Wiltshire. He then proceeded 
to St. John’s College, Cambridge, 
where he graduated with a B.A. in 
1847 and an M.A. in 1851.  By that 
time, he had also taken up holy orders 
and in 1848 he became Reverend John 
S. J. Watson, a Church of England dea-
con and a year later, on Christmas Eve, 
an ordained Anglican priest, assigned 
to Holy Trinity Church, Amberley in 
Gloucester. It was less than 30 kilo-
meters or a day’s horse ride from his 
mother’s home in Cheltenham.

All seemed right with the world and 
Rev. John S. J. Watson appeared des-
tined for a quiet clerical life in Glouces-
ter, as his younger brother, George, 
pursued his father and step-father’s 
military career. George graduated 
from the East India Company’s Mili-
tary Seminary at Addiscombe, Surrey 
followed by graduation at the Royal 
Military College, also at Addiscombe, 
and ultimately George Watson become 
a Lieutenant-Colonel in the Royal Ben-
gal Engineers, just like his step-father. 
Meanwhile, the youngest Watson child, 
Mary, remained single and lived with 
her mother throughout her life. 

Still, something curious happened 
to Rev. John S. J. Watson in the 
summer of 1849. That something 
was a christening he officiated at in 
Amberley at Holy Trinity Church. 
It was there on 4th July 1849, Rev. 
John S.J. Watson baptized two Non-

conformists – Sarah Jane Milliner and 
her younger sister, Esther -- whose 
Calvinist-Methodist parents wanted 
them baptized in the Church of 
England. The only trouble was they 
weren’t exactly newborns; Esther 
was 14 and Sarah Jane was a fetching 
16-year-old with a decidedly artistic 
temperament and undoubtedly, as far 
as the good Reverend performing the 
ceremony was concerned, that elder 
sister definitely had more than her fair 
share of enchanting feminine charms. 

Fast forward nearly nine months 
and over 400 kilometers northwards 
towards the Scottish border and on 
30th March 1850, now 17-year-old 
Sarah Jane Milliner and 25-year-
old Rev. John S. J. Watson were 
blissfully, if hurriedly, united in 
holy matrimony at St. Cuthbert’s in 
Carlisle, Cumberland. In the wed-
ding party was likely Sarah’s older 
sister, Hanna, who had been work-
ing in Carlisle as a grammar school 
teacher. Whether the couple eloped 
is not certain; what is certain is that 
one year later when the 1851 British 
census was taken in Carlisle, coin-
cidently on the young couple’s first 
wedding anniversary, Rev. Watson 
told the census taker that he was 
still the curate in Amberley, over 400 
kilometers to the south of Carlisle – a 
highly improbable fib!

In fact, the Cambridge University 
Alumni Office lost track of Reverend 
Watson and had no idea of his cleri-
cal whereabouts. Carlisle newspaper 
sources, however, reveal that shortly 
after that 1851 census, Reverend John 
S. J. Watson took up new Church of 
England duties as the Anglican curate 
in Stanwix parish in Carlisle. He 
stayed put there for about five years 
with his young wife until Christmas, 
1856. Early in1857, however, the 
couple were on the move, this time 
south to Hale Magna, Lincolnshire, 
but that curate position lasted barely 
10 months before Rev. Watson moved 
again, this time to Shipley, West 
Yorkshire. Again, it lasted barely 
10 months for on 19th August 1858, 
Reverend John. S. J. Watson resigned 
his Shipley curate posting, his third 

such clerical resignation in less than 
20 months. Just as suddenly, and 
without notice or explanation, Rev. 
John S.J. Watson abruptly left Eng-
land forever, abandoning his childless 
wife, Sarah Jane Watson, and leaving 
her to wonder painfully for decades 
as to what must have become of her 
once-loving husband.

In fact, Sarah Jane Watson kept 
wondering for well over 30 years. 
She refused to believe Rev. John S. 
J. Watson wasn’t coming back home. 
Eventually, she thought he must have 
been mysteriously killed without a 
trace. In the 1891 British Census, she 
told the census taker she must be a 
widow. Curiously, however, when she 
died in 1902, she did so still clinging 
to her old, fervent hope; her probated 
will declined any mention of widow-
hood, but instead she defined herself 
simply as Mrs. John. S. J. Watson.  

For over 40 years after her hus-
band’s mysterious disappearance, 
Sarah Jane Watson waited for him, 
while supporting herself at first as an 
art teacher and then as a full-fledged 
professional artist. In one of the sad-
dest ironies of their short life together, 
John S.J. Watson had in his posses-
sion at the time of his own death in 
1913 a series of water colours of India 
that were either painted by Sarah Jane 
Watson and possibly given to him as 
a wedding anniversary present of his 
childhood memories or, less likely, he 
took art instruction from his young 
bride and painted them himself.

As to Rev. Watson’s liaison with 
Mary Martin, the facts of their rela-
tionship in England are less certain. 
What is known is that she was no 
Rockingham Castle scullery maid; in 
fact, her parents had been married in 
Carlisle in St. Cuthbert’s Parish, the 
very same place where Rev. John S. 
J. Watson and Sarah Jane Milliner had 
been married. Mary Martin’s father, 
Thomas, was a weaver by trade, and 
a Non-conformist by religion, and he 
remained close, as did Mary, to both 
those Carlisle tradesmen and those 
Non-conformists, all while the family 
lived in England. 

See Page 11

That man from Rockingham
A true story of John S. J. Watson

1850s Portrait of Rev. John. S. J. Watson, taken in Carlisle in the first half of the 1850s while curate at 
Stanwix Parish, Carlisle, England

1880s A portrait of Mrs. John S.J. 
Watson (nee Sarah Jane Milliner) 
taken more than thirty years after 
her marriage to Rev. John S. J. 
Watson and still waiting for him 
to come home.

The Times of London announcement of Rev. John S.J. Watson’s appointment to Amberley, Gloucester
Sarah Jane Milliner’s baptism in Holy Trinity Church, Amberley, Gloucester, with Rev. John. S.J. Watson, 
performing the christening (note Watson’s signature on right)

Carlisle Journal article indicating 
Rev. Watson and his wife’s depar-
ture from Carlisle.

1913 John S. J. Watson Death Regis-
tration claiming he was born October 
20th, 1821 in Cheltenham, England 
instead of correctly on October 30th, 
1824 in Bangalore, Madras, India. 

1888. Mary Watson’s marriage regis-
tration showing she was born in 1859, 
prior to Feb. 25th. She was John S.J. 
Watson’s oldest daughter born in Ot-
tawa to Mary Martin.
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St. Leonard’s Church, Rockingham Village

From Page 10
Most telling of all, when Rev. John 

S.J. Watson resigned his position 
as Anglican priest in Shipley, West 
Yorkshire on 19th August 1858, and 
abandoned his first wife, Sarah Jane 
Watson, his second seeming-wife, 
Mary Martin, was already five months 
pregnant with their oldest child, Mary. 
She was born, according to that daugh-
ter’s tombstone, in 1859 and according 
to that same daughter’s 1885 marriage 
registration, she was born in 1859 
before February 25th. 

Arrive In Canada In 1858
In all likelihood, Mary Martin never 

married John S.J. Watson in England, 
nor has any public marriage registra-
tion ever been found in Canada, but 
the parents-to-be necessarily arrived 
in Ottawa late in 1858 where their 
two oldest daughters, Mary and 
Anne, were both born in 1859. On 
his arrival in Canada, John Watson 
made no official mention of having 
previously been married, nor did he 
acknowledge publicly having been an 
Anglican priest, though Mary Martin 
would certainly have known both of 
those facts to be true. 

Instead, John S.J. Watson took up a 
new life in Ottawa, that of gentleman 
financier, loaning mortgage money 
to prospective farmers interested in 
purchasing arable land. Late in the fall 
of 1860, after two years of planning, 
he finally amassed enough financial 
capital, possibly with the help of his 
mother, step-father or brother, to take 
Mary Martin, their two daughters, 
Mary Martin’s parents and most of 
her siblings, plus a whole gaggle of 
craftsmen, tradesmen and a veteri-
narian, along with anybody else who 
believed in Watson’s Rockingham 
dream, to Brudenell Township to set-
tle upwards of a thousand acres that 
Watson had purchased and probably 
sold back to the settlers using his 

mortgage finance business. 
It was there in Rockingham that 

John Watson built his dream, second 
to none, but it was also there that he 
told no one about his early life in India, 
his father’s or step-father’s military 
careers, his student life at Cambridge, 
his falling in love with Sarah Jane Mil-
liner, nor anything about living in Wilt-
shire, Amberley, Carlisle, Hale Magna, 
nor Shipley. It is probable, however, 
that he did mention on occasion to his 
own children that his mother and two 
brothers, Thomas and George, had all 
passed away in Cheltenham before his 
own death in 1913. 

Instead, he went to his own grave, 
claiming he was three years older than 
he actually was, possibly using his older 
brother Thomas’s birthday, and that 
he had named the village that he had 
invented after his aristocratic cousins in 
Rockingham Castle – a place he knew 
next to nothing about – other than pos-
sibly having met some of those Watson 
seeming-peers while at Cambridge, as 
they lived only 75 kilometers away.  

He was also known to obsess over 
St. Leonard’s, naming it not after any 
of those places he had actually min-
istered in himself, but instead after 
that one church near Rockingham 
Castle that was a perfect distraction. 
But, certainly, if John S. J. Watson 
didn’t tell anyone else about his ear-
lier career as an ordained minister, 
Mary Martin would have known that 
when her seeming husband mounted 
the pulpit in St. Leonard’s. That man 
from Rockingham was more than 
capable of cloaking himself in the 
professional manner, if not the moral 
certitude, of an Anglican priest.  

* * * * * *
Barry Conway is the executive pro-

ducer of The Opeongo Line, a podcast 
dedicated to local heritage and cul-
ture, and volunteers as the program 
director for The Stationkeepers MV.                                                                    

That man from Rockingham

Pembroke – A19-year-old from 
Pembroke was one of three drivers 
charged with stunt driving during 
a safe-driving initiative over the 
Thanksgiving weekend by the Upper 
Ottawa Valley detachment (UOV) of 
the OPP.                                                                                                                                          

The detachment recently took part 
in a national four-day traffic safety 
initiative dubbed Operation Impact 
where officers conducted focused 
patrols from October 9 to 12. Spe-
cial attention was paid to the “Big 4” 
which are the four main causal factors 
in motor vehicle collision deaths on 
OPP-patrolled roadways. The “Big 4” 
factors are distracted driving, speed-
ing/aggressive driving, impaired 
driving and lack of occupant restraint.                                                                                                                                       
 The 19-year-old from Pembroke was 
clocked at 188 km/hr, in an 80 km/
hr zone on Greenwood Road east 
of Pembroke. The driver was also 
charged with dangerous operation 
and released to appear at the Ontario 
Court of Justice in Pembroke on De-
cember 1.                                                

Two other drivers were charged under 
the stunt driving legislation for speed-
ing in excess of 50 km/h over the post-
ed limit and had their driver’s license 
suspended and vehicle impounded, 
both for a period of seven days.                                                                                                                                            
  Over the course of the traffic safety 
initiative, UOV officers laid sev-
eral charges, including 44 speeding 
charges, six seatbelt charges, five 
hazardous moving violation charges 
and one distracted driving charge.                                                                                                                                          
 Three drivers were charged with 
impaired/over 80 mg offences.  

Killaloe -- As members of the 
Killaloe detachment of the OPP con-
tinue their investigation into a report 
of a low-flying drone in a residential 
area of Siberia Road in Madawaska 
Valley Township, police are reminding 
the public there are strict regulations 

governing these unmanned aircraft.                                                                                                                                        
  The number of people using Un-
manned Aerial Vehicles (UAV), 
drones or model aircrafts is increasing 
and the OPP are reminding the public 
of the regulations in place governing 
their use and operation.                                                                              

“Operators of such devices need 
to understand there are rules and 
regulations that must be followed 
for safe and legal usage,” a release 
stated. “Killaloe OPP would like to 
remind UAV operators that you could 
face serious consequences, includ-
ing fines and/or jail time, if you put 
aircraft at risk, fly where you are not 
allowed or endanger anyone’s safety.                                
“In addition to Canadian Aviation 
Regulations, all operators of rec-
reational and non-recreational UAVs 
must respect the Criminal Code and 

the Trespass to Property Act laws 
when flying their UAVs.” 

Always fly below 400 feet (122 
metres) above the ground; at least 100 
feet (30 metres) away from vehicles, 
vessels, and the public; at least 5.6 km 
away from any airport, or areas where 
aircraft take-off and land; away from 
areas where operation could interfere 
with police or first responders; during 
daylight hours; and, within your sight 
at all times.           

For more information about drones, 
please visit https://tc.canada.ca/en/
aviation/drone-safety. Should you 
encounter a UAV/drone illegally 
hovering over your property, please 
document the sighting, make detailed 
notes, and contact the OPP through 
the non-emergency line at 1-888-
310-1122.

OPP investigating calls of low-
flying drone in residential area                                                               

3 charged 
with stunt 
driving

Killaloe -- Killaloe  Ontario Provin-
cial Police officers conducted a traffic 
stop of an all-terrain vehicle (ATV) 
on Basin Depot Road in Madawaska 
Valley Township during the noon hour 
Saturday and charged both the driver 
and passenger with offences.

The 37-year-old passenger and 
25-year-old driver, both from Pem-
broke, were charged with no helmet 
or an improper helmet. The passenger 
was charged with having an open 
container of liquor and the driver was 
given a three-day licence suspension 
after blowing a warning on an ap-
proved screening device.

ATVers charged
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