
A Forgotten Local Hero of the Napoleonic Wars

Lieutenant General Sir Thomas Pearson. CB,KCH (1781 -1842)

A parish map, dated 1835, was found in St Andrew’s Church archives. It showed the village’s fields

and the people who owned them. One owner was listed as Major General Thomas Pearson. He held
apple orchards flanking both sides of what is now Cemetery Lane, and a larger one bordering the
whole east side of what is now Middle Ridge Lane.

Pearson had grown up in this area, the son of the Rector of Queen Camel*. In 1796, just after the
outbreak of the French Revolutionary Wars, the Revd:Pearson purchased for his 14 yr old son,
Thomas, a commission in the 23rd Regt: of Foot (now known as The Royal Welch Fusiliers) . Thomas
was to retire from the Army fifty three eventful years later, by then a Lieutenant General and a
Knight.

His adventurous career equalled that of any fictional hero of Napoleonic times and yet today he is
largely forgotten. When transport was only by sail or horseback, he campaigned across Europe,
North Africa, North America and the Caribbean. He fought French, Danes, Poles, Turks and
Americans. At times he was comrade in arms with Spanish Guerrillas, Egyptian Mamelukes, and
Mohawk native Americans. He fought in 15 major battles (including the sanguinary ‘Albuera’) and
numerous minor skirmishes. He was wounded 5 times, gained two battlefield promotions and was
even briefly captured by pirates.

To convalesce after being seriously wounded during a skirmish with the French in Portugal, Pearson,
together with his beautiful Canadian wife, Ann, spent the harsh winter of 1811/12 in Corton
Denham. At that time the fledgling USA was threatening war with Britain, because the Royal Navy
was stopping and searching American merchant shipping running the blockade of European ports.
As a result many American crewmen, against their will, were pressed into service of the Royal Navy.
The British army and navy were/s fully engaged against the French in Europe. Britain had few
resources spare to defend Canada against invasion.

Pearson, an expert in light infantry tactics and a brilliant training administrator, was called from his
convalescence in Corton Denham and sent across the wintry Atlantic. His orders; to organise and
train Canadian local militia units to create a reliable force to support the few regular British
Regiments stationed there. He overcame local obstructive practices and vested interests to impose
standardised procedures, He also developed systems that enabled rapid reinforcement deployment
to threatened settlements across miles of virgin territory. Recognising the fighting skills of the
fearsome Mohawks, Chippawa and other native American warrior tribes and the advantages of
exploiting their hatred of the United States government’s policies towards indigenous peoples,
Pearson encouraged alliances with these tribesmen and provided supplies and arms.

After months of sabre rattling, in June 1812, U.S. President Madison formally declared war on
Britain. A British expeditionary force had marched on Washington DC burnt The White House and
other government establishments. The Americans retaliated and sent powerful invasion forces
across the St Lawrence River and the Canadian border near Niagara. Over the next couple of years
there were widespread border incursions by both sides, many skirmishes and several pitched
battles. The formidable Canadian part time soldiers proved their worth alongside British regulars.
The Americans were pushed back across the border - never to return.

Pearson was wounded in two of the battles against the Americans and eventually returned to Britain
in June 1815. Subsequently he became the Colonel of his old regiment, the 23rd. Foot. The year 1830



saw him promoted to Major General and sent out to command a district in Ireland and contain
serious civil unrest. Pearson received a knighthood in 1835 and was promoted to Lieutenant
General six years later. He retired from active service in 1843 and came to live in Sandford Orcas.
His wife, disliked the dull country life. She preferred the more lively Regency Society that existed in
Bath. There she rented a flat and was occasionally visited by her husband. He died in 1847 and is
buried in Bath. Pearson was a man strong Christian principles. A man of honour, duty and integrity,
who never exploited his position for personal aggrandisement or wealth . Years of military discipline
and lifestyle had forged a strong irascible character, one that never courted popularity or favour, his
reputation untainted by scandal or notoriety. Thus after his passing his name has simply faded from
history.

( *High on the wall Just inside the main entrance door of St Barnabas’ Church, Queen Camel is a marble plaque
commemorating the Revd Pearson.

+ Go onto Google, type in Thomas Pearson’s details and follow the various links. For the definitive background on the man
there is a book by Canadian author Donald E Graves entitled ’Fix Bayonets!’, It is published by RBS/Spellmont. ISBN 13
896941-27..

Pictures courtesy of The Royal Welch Fusilier Museum, Caernafon)



Major Thomas Pearson,aged 24 yrs.

Painted in 1804 in the style of John Hoppner



Major Thomas Pearson, aged 29, shortly after his marriage.

Painted by Robert Field in Nova Scotia during 1811



Footnotes

Both Pearson and his brother grew up in this area enjoying the comfortable life of a reasonably well off Rector’s family. 
The political turmoil caused by the latter day Brexit, namely the French Revolution lead to 25  years of what was to become
a World War.  At the outbreak of war, young Thomas Pearson, at the age of 14 years, found himself in the uniform of a
second lieutenant in The Royal Welch Fusiliers ( yes the spelling of Welch is correct, according to tradition).  Officers
commissions could be purchased at that time.  The cost then was around £450 plus about another £1000 for uniform,
sword and campaign equipment.  The then total of £1450  equates to today’s prices of a little under £90,000.  The Revd:
Papa Pearson then bought his other son a commission in the Royal Navy, incurring similar expenditure.  It is no wonder he
had purchased small parcels of land around the district and then rented them out.  He needed the extra income to boost
his stipend. Supplementing income in this fashion was quite a common practice amongst the clergy at that time.

 

On the right, just inside the main door of St Barnabas Church, Queen Camel is a white marble plaque commemorating the



Revd: Pearson.

  

Seemingly, whilst General Thomas Pearson was an irascible, quick tempered man, he was also an incorruptible individual,
an unusual trait amongst powerful men in that era.  When he retired from the army after 52 years service, he had little in
the way of wealth or pension.  Hence, like his father, he resorted to the practice of buying small parcels of land and then
renting them out, which lead to him owning land in Corton Denham.  He convalesced in the village in 1811, but I cannot
find out where or with whom he stayed. Similarly, when he retired and went to live in Sandford Orcas. I can find no trace of
where his home was in that village.  His Canadian wife, Anna, did not like the dull country life and so went off to rent a flat
in Bath in order to enjoy the Regency Society whirl. 

Anna Pearson (nee Coffin) had been born and brought up near Halifax in Canada, but her family’s roots were in the hamlet
of Thorn just outside Yeovil. She met and married Thomas Pearson whilst he was serving in Canada.

 

Thomas Pearson’s brother Charles, the one who went into the navy, served under Nelson at Trafalgar and went on to have
a very eventful and adventurous career.  He married and his son, Charles Knight Pearson, eventually became a Lieutenant
General in the British Army, seeing service in South Africa during the Zulu Wars in the 1870’s.  He came to prominence
when he was in command of garrison (Eshowe) that was besieged by thousands of Zulus for 72 days until a relief force
broke through.  This was at the time of Rorkes Drift (think film ‘Zulu’) and the British Army’s dreadful defeat at Isandlwana
(think film Zulu Dawn’).  On 6th October 1879, Charles Pearson received a hero’s welcome in Yeovil.  Church bells were
rung and the Mayor and local dignitaries laid on a huge reception.

 

It has been an interesting investigation into the Pearson family.  There are descendants around today but I don’t believe
any live in this area.

 


