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The Cowley Family in Canada 
 

Pre-1831 

 
 

The Cowley family of Ottawa and the Upper Ottawa Valley originated in Nottinghamshire (Notts.) in the English 
Midlands. At the time of writing this, they can be traced back to the marriage of a Daniel Cowley to Elizabeth Smith in 1726 
in Warsop, Notts. There is evidence, however, that they were farmers in Nottinghamshire at least as far back as 1629, when 
a Daniel Cowley of Ollerton, Notts. held lands and privileges in the Duchy of Lancaster from King Charles I, privileges which 
were subsequently renewed for his descendants in the reigns of Charles II and George III. 

The family was particularly associated with the parish of Ollerton, which is in Sherwood Forest (of Robin Hood fame). 
Family lore claims family relationships with Arthur Wellesley, the Duke of Wellington, as well as Lord Cowley and Sir Francis 
Drake. Although not backed up by documentary evidence, a remarkable facial resemblance was noted in the early 1900s 
between more than one family member of the Canadian branch and Lord Cowley and the Duke of Wellington.   

  – Compare the 1902 photo of Martha Elizabeth Cowley Mereweather! 
 

                           
       Lord Cowley,          Duke of Wellington,    Martha Elizabeth Cowley           
                             Henry Wellesley           Arthur Wellesley           Mereweather (1902) 

 
The name Daniel has been given to sons in every successive generation of the family down to the present day - a period of 
nearly 400 years - while other family names have also been carefully preserved and given to family members through the 
generations.   

1831-32 In 1831 Mailes Cowley, a ‘practical botanist’ in the Botanical Gardens at Kensington (London), England, emigrated to 
Canada at the age of 65 with his wife, Harriott, aged 53, and two children - a boy named Daniel Keyworth (born 1817)       
and a girl named Harriet (born 1823). A third child Robert, born in 1818, had died just one year after birth. Having been 
commissioned to bring some soldiers out from England, Mailes Cowley and his family arrived in Montréal where he 
established a garden. 

Mailes, named for the family of his maternal grandmother (Susanna Mailes), had been born in 1766 in Ollerton, Notts.,        
one  of the eight children of another Daniel Cowley and Elizabeth Keyworth. In 1816 Mailes married Harriott Holmes            
(b 1778 in Lincolnshire) in Westminster (London), England.  

Daniel Keyworth Cowley (DKC), born in January 1817 in Westminster (London), England, was 14 when he arrived in 
Canada. His middle name of Keyworth, was the family name of his paternal grandmother (Elizabeth Keyworth).  
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After only one year, Mailes died in the infamous 1832 cholera epidemic which spread through Lower and Upper Canada and 
killed at least 4,000 people in Montréal alone. Mailes was buried in Papineau Cemetery.  

1833 Harriott, wife of Mailes Cowley, died in Lachine, Québec.  
The two children, DKC and Harriett, aged 16 and 10 respectively, were “left to face life alone.”  
DKC left school and became a grocer’s apprentice for three years. 

1836 DKC went to Lachine and worked as a purser’s assistant on a passenger vessel plying the Lower St. Lawrence (Lac St-Louis 
to Trois-Rivières). “Young Cowley had to push for himself.”  
He then moved to Bytown (Ottawa) as a bookkeeper for Colonel Joseph Hammond, but, “not being favourably impressed 
with Bytown, he hastened up the Ottawa River to Arnprior.” 

1837 At the outbreak of the Papineau Rebellion, DKC, at age 20, enlisted in Chief McNab’s militia at Pakenham. Although in 
uniform at the Battle of St-Eustache, he did not see action. 

1838 DKC succeeded Captain William Richards as the master of the George Buchanan, a steamer on Chats Lake on the Ottawa 
River, Chats Lake being that part of the river between Chats Falls (above Quyon) and Portage-du-Fort. 
He eventually bought the steamboat line from Mr. Jason Gould who operated a line of stages and barges farther up the 
Ottawa River. 

1844 DKC married Mary McJanet (alternatively spelt McJennet) of Bristol, Pontiac County, Québec, who had immigrated from 
Ayrshire, Scotland. They lived on a farm fronting the Ottawa River in Clarendon Township, Pontiac County, Quebec, where 
they had 12 children.  

DKC was an Anglican and Mary a Presbyterian. They were married in the Anglican Church at Sand Point on the shore of the 
Ottawa River, just up river from Arnprior (Upper Canada) and opposite Mary’s home of Bristol (Lower Canada). 

1850-52 DKC became a partner of Mr. Gould in a new company that built the Muskrat, the first steamboat on the Upper Ottawa River. 
In 1852 another steamer, the North Star, was constructed. 
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1853 In August, a terrible bush fire, starting on Île des Allumettes opposite Pembroke, ravaged 
Renfrew County, wiping out settlements and homesteads and devastating 800 square miles of 
territory. Showing outstanding leadership and bravery, Captain Cowley had his passengers on 
the North Star help to keep the steamer - and his clothes - from catching fire by dousing both 
with water, while the crew kept the craft in midstream. Thus he and his crew successfully 
brought the North Star and its passengers through and under a canopy of raging fires and 
heavy smoke from Pembroke down the narrow Muskrat River and Lake of the same name to 
safety in Cobden. There they found the Muskrat already burned to the waterline by the fire.  
 

DKC bought the North Star, which he operated alone until 1862. 

1856 DKC obtained a land grant of 100 acres on the riverfront in Clarendon Township, Pontiac County (south half of lot 3, Range 
3), close to what became Shawville, Québec. 

1862 DKC built a “superior boat for those days” named the Jason Gould. 

1866 Along with J.E. Richardson, who was president of the Canada Central Railway, DKC bought the Alliance.  It sailed on Chats 
Lake for several years.  

1867 
Year of 
Confeder-
ation 

DKC bought 200 acres of land (part of Lot 33) along the Richmond 
Road from William Hamilton. The family moved into the Hamilton 
stone house called Maple Manor and renamed it the Manor House. 
DKC lived there until his death in 1897. 

Robert Henry Cowley, the ninth child and youngest son of Captain 
D.K. Cowley, was eight years old when his family moved to the 
Richmond Road. His biographer says the Manor House was located 
300 feet west of what later became Island Park Drive1. This would 
place it near the corner of today’s Mailes and Patricia avenues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captain D.K. Cowley 
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1867 
Champlain’s 
Astrolabe 

Samuel de Champlain reputedly lost his astrolabe in May 1613 while 
portaging around rapids on the Ottawa River using a series of small lakes near 
Cobden, Ontario. In 1867, a 14-year-old farm boy named Edward Lee found an 
astrolabe (dated 1603) while helping his father clear trees near one of those 
lakes—Green Lake (now Astrolabe Lake).  

Lee was promised ten dollars for his find by the property owner and 
steamboat captain, Charles Overman, but he was never paid. Overman gave 
the astrolabe to his employer, Richard Cassels of Toronto, President of the 

Union Forwarding Company, after it had lain some months in the desk of the steamboat company’s manager, Captain D.K. 
Cowley.  

Cassels in turn sold it to a New York collector, Samuel Hoffman. The astrolabe was willed in 1942 to the New York Historical 
Society, where it remained until June 1989, when it was acquired by the Department of Communications for the Canadian 
Museum of Civilization2. DKC has been ‘credited’ with selling the astrolabe and not paying Edward Lee for it, but that story is 
challenged by a manuscript Capt. D.K. Cowley wrote about the Muskrat Lake Portage, which is the focus for the 2013 special 
exhibit at Pinhey's Point Historic Site entitled:"Whose Astrolabe? Origin and Cultural Ownership of a Canadian Icon".3   

There remains some disagreement amongst historians as to whether or not the astrolabe found by Edward Lee in 1867 did 
indeed belong to Samuel de Champlain.  

1867-1880 When the Canada Central Railway company amalgamated with the Union Forwarding Company, DKC worked as 
superintendent of the latter company for the next 13 years. Under his stewardship, the company built 10 new steamers and 
extended operations up the Ottawa River to Deux-Rivières (Mattawa).  

 
 

The Ann Sisson steamboat 

http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/exhibitions/tresors/treasure/images/222_4b.gif
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1869 Daniel and Mary Cowley’s daughter, Harriett Holmes Cowley, the eldest of their 12 children, married Archibald Smirle at 
The Manor House, located in what was then Nepean Township. Harriett and Archibald had eight children, but sadly none of 
them lived more than 12 years. Harriett died in 1884 aged 39 years. 

1882 Completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway along the Ottawa River to North Bay put an end to the once-lucrative steamboat 
traffic on the river. Captain Cowley then “retired to his picturesque Manor House on the Richmond Road near Ottawa, where, 
in the vigour of a green old age, he enjoyed rest after an active life of half a century.”  

1896 Robert Henry Cowley (aged 37) bought 81 acres from James Skead’s mortgagee. The tier of lots located north of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway line (the current OC Transpo Transitway trench) reached to the shores of the Ottawa River and 
includes what we now know as Champlain Park.  

No development occurred on the land for many years, but in 1903, R.H. Cowley created history.   

1897 On February 4th, DKC died of an aneurism at age 80. After his funeral his body was temporarily interred in ‘the vault’ at 
Beechwood Cemetery until the spring when transportation upriver and burial in the ground would be possible. On May 14th 
therefore, his body was moved to a cemetery in Norway Bay, Pontiac County for burial. (The entry in the Beechwood 
Cemetery Burial Register says “North Bay” but this was a clerical error.)  

The grave plot where DKC is buried contains commemorations for at least 21 other close family members besides DKC.  

Group on the ‘Ann Sisson’, 1873. 
1 - Capt. Joseph Bockus, 2 - R.S. Cassels, 
3 - ?, 4 - D.K. Cowley, 5 - Capt. Mulligan, 

6 - Thos. Smith, 7 - Wm. Hutchins, 
8 - Capt. Alex. Leitch, 9 - Thos. Draper, 

10 - Patrick Kelly. 



2013: Celebrating the 400th Anniversary of Samuel de Champlain’s Voyage up the Ottawa River                         6 

 

R.H. Cowley 

1903 In September 1903, R.H. Cowley submitted a plan of subdivision for part of the property he had purchased 
in 1896 from Skead’s estate. He created the site plan for most of what is now 
Champlain Park, calling the area Riverside Park. He named three of the streets 
Daniel, Keyworth and Cowley, in memory of his father, and three others after 
areas up the Valley where he was born - Pontiac Street, Bristol Street (now 
Clearview Avenue) and Aberdeen Avenue (now Patricia).  

 

Mary McJanet Cowley, DKC’s wife, continued to live at the Manor House until it burned to the 
ground on November 11, 1903. She lived on Cambridge Street until her death in 1919 at the grand 
old age of 97.                 (Shown here in 1902 at the age of 82.) 

1927-1935 Robert Henry Cowley died in 1927 after a career as a teacher and public schools inspector for Carleton County, the Province 
of Ontario and the City of Toronto.  

Much of the Cowley family history is recorded in his biography1, published in 1935, the author of which had access at the 
time to family documents in the possession of Mailes Cowley, Robert Henry’s oldest surviving brother, a renowned story 
teller and former riverboat captain. 

Some of Mailes Cowley’s stories about 19th century life in the Upper Ottawa Valley were recounted in the “Old Time Stuff” 
section of the Ottawa Citizen in 1936.4     

1934-1947 A grandson of the above-mentioned Mailes and a great grandson of DKC, William Mailes 
"Cowboy" Cowley was born June 12, 1912 in ‘Cowley territory’ in Bristol, Pontiac County, Québec. 
During the 1930s and 40s he was an award-winning all-star professional hockey centre in the 
National Hockey League (NHL)5, considered by some to be the Wayne Gretzky of his time. 

After a few seasons of senior league play in Ottawa and Halifax, Bill Cowley 
broke in as a rookie with the St. Louis Eagles in 1934-35. After the season, the 
franchise was terminated and he was selected by the Boston Bruins in the 
subsequent dispersal draft. 
There he became a star, leading the league in assists in 1939, 1941 and 1943, 
and helping the Bruins win two Stanley Cups, in 1939 and 1941. Bill Cowley finished his career with 
195 goals and 353 assists for 548 points in 549 NHL games. At the time of his retirement in 1947, he 
was the NHL's all-time leading point scorer, and the last active player from the St. Louis Eagles’ roster. 

Bill Cowley was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1968, as the sole inductee into the Players 
category that year. In 1998, he was ranked number 53 on The Hockey News list of the 100 Greatest Hockey Players. After his 
career, Cowley went on to coach in the Ottawa senior leagues and the Vancouver Canucks of the PCHL.  
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Returning to Ottawa after his coaching days, Bill Cowley went into business, owning a hotel in Smiths Falls, Ontario and the 
Elmdale Tavern/Hotel in Hintonburg (Ottawa), which he passed on to his son John. In 1967, Bill was a founder and part-
owner of the Ottawa 67’s junior hockey team.  

Bill Cowley died on New Year's Eve, 1993 of a heart attack at the age of 81. He was survived by his wife Jessie (née Wilson), 
and four children. He is buried in the hamlet of Norway Bay, Québec, close to his birthplace of Bristol, where he had a home 
and spent much of his retirement years.   

1950 When the City of Ottawa annexed Riverside Park from Nepean Township in 1950, the name of our community was changed 
to Champlain Park, to distinguish it from an existing Riverside Park in Ottawa. 

2013 Some descendants of the 19th-century Cowley pioneer family live in Ottawa and the Bristol-Norway Bay area of Pontiac 
County6, where the family first settled nearly 180 years ago. 

 
 
Sources:  

1. A Biographical Memorial to Robert Henry Cowley by Robert Stothers. Published for the author by Thomas Nelson & Sons Limited, 
Toronto, 1935.  

2. Details on the astrolabe are taken from the Canadian Museum of Civilization website at 
http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/exhibitions/tresors/treasure/222eng.shtml and from the 2013 special exhibit at Pinhey's Point 
Historic Site "Whose Astrolabe? Origin and Cultural Ownership of a Canadian Icon" (see note 3).  

3. The 2013 special exhibit at Pinhey’s Point Historic Site, Whose Astrolabe? Origin and Cultural Ownership of a Canadian Icon, was 
prepared by the Pinhey’s Point Foundation, based on research undertaken and texts drafted by Prof. Bruce S. Elliott and a group of 
graduate students in Public History at Carleton University. The special exhibit is one of many events marking the 400th 
anniversary of Champlain's voyage up the Ottawa and deals with the discovery of the astrolabe. There are three parts to the 
exhibit:  Whose astrolabe was it really; what light does the Cowley manuscript cast on the story; and how has the astrolabe become an 
iconic Canadian symbol that represents different things to different people? The Cowley manuscript, written in 1893, on which the 
exhibit focuses, is part of a private collection.  

4. Captain Mailes Cowley’s stories were recounted in the Ottawa Citizen, starting in the January 23, 1926 issue. 
5. Details of Bill Cowley’s career were taken from the article Bill Cowley on Wikipedia, accessed 12 June 2013. 
6. We are grateful to Jane Cowley Egan of Norway Bay, Québec for sharing her memories and her family’s collection of photographs 

and documents. 

 
 

Compiled by Debra Huron and Christine Jackson for the Champlain Community Association, July 2013.  
  

http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/exhibitions/tresors/treasure/222eng.shtml
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