Claudius Victor Boughton: Namesake and Mystery Man
By Preston E. Pierce

The Ontario County Town of Victor was created by the legislature on May
26, 1812. Ch. 52 of the Laws of 1812 not only created the town by
subdividing the old Town of Bloomfield, it also named the new township
Victor.

Detail of 1790 map of Phelps
and Gorham Purchase (see p.
19).

There is no doubt that the town is named
for Claudius Victor Boughton. He was the
son and grandson of a prominent
founding family.1
His father and
grandfather (Hezekiah Boughton, Sr. and
Jr.) were soldiers of the Revolution. His
uncle, Enos Boughton, made the original
purchase (Number 11; 4th Range) of the
land that became the Town of Victor
from the Phelps and Gorham land
company, using money supplied by
Hezekiah Boughton, Sr. (and “other
members of the family,”).2

Since at least 1851, the accepted
explanation for the choice of a name for
the town has been that Claudius Victor
Boughton was a man of affairs and distinguished himself as a bearer of
dispatches in the War of 1812.3 For his distinguished service, the state
legislature may have presented Claudius Victor Boughton with a sword.
That story has been widely repeated in nearly every local history.

Claudius Victor Boughton was the son of Hezekiah Boughton, Jr. (and Huldah Wilson); a
brother of Enos Boughton who actually made the initial purchase of what became the
Town of Victor. Enos was a secretary to William Walker, a land agent for Phelps and
Gorham. See: Willis A. Boughton (comp). Bouton, Boughton and Farnam Families. Pub.
by the compiler. 1949, p, 7 and other genealogies widely available and on the Internet.
2 Lewis Cass Aldrich (comp) and George S. Conover (ed). History of Ontario County,
New York. Syracuse, NY. D. Mason & Co. 1893. p. 366.
3 O. Turner. History of the Pioneer Settlement of Phelps and Gorham’s Purchase, and
Morris’ Reserve… Rochester, NY. William Alling. 1851. p. 433; W. H. McIntosh. History of
Ontario County, New York. Philadelphia. Everts, Ensign and Everts. 1876. p. 202.
repeated the story.
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You would think that such a prominent son of pioneers, a war hero, and
man of affairs would have his portrait in the town hall. He does not. No
likeness is known to exist. There is no statue of Claudius Victor Boughton.
Nor is there even a tombstone, although there may have been one many
years ago.4
In fact, local residents know very little about the real Claudius Victor
Boughton beyond the “facts” already related. Unfortunately, some of
those “facts” are mingled with folklore. What is even more unfortunate is
that Claudius Victor Boughton really was a community leader, patriot,
state Assemblyman, and a hometown contractor and entrepreneur who
played a major role in the completion of the Erie Canal; facts that are
largely unknown and rarely mentioned.

Entrepreneur and Man of Affairs
Born August 15, 1784 in West Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Claudius Victor
Boughton moved out on “the Purchase” with his parents about 1790. On
May 17, 1802 he married, Elizabeth “Betsey” Boardman (born Dec. 30,
1784) who died November 7, 1815. They had two children, Seraphine and
Delia.
Claudius Victor Boughton’s second wife was Clarissa Beecher Hotchkiss,
born in Litchfield, Connecticut (February 2, 1784). They were married
March 24, 1817 and had three children; Claudius Victor, Jr; Esther; and
Clarissa.
Boughton was, indeed, a man of affairs even before the War of 1812,
although most of his reputation was built afterward. In particular, he
followed the family tradition of investing in land.
Claudius Victor Boughton recorded his first real estate purchase with the
Ontario County Clerk in 1809 at the age of 25. In 1815, right after the war
of 1812, he made seven purchases in rapid succession; four from Glover
Perrin. In 1819 and 1822 Boughton made two more purchases in the
Phelps area. Putting his ten land purchases in perspective, during the

Claudius Victor Boughton is probably buried in Pioneer (Schoolhouse) Cemetery in the
nearby Village of Pittsford (Monroe County). Next to Boughton’s second wife, Clarissa,
has been evidence of a broken stone that may be his. Clarissa’s stone was not found
after three visits to that cemetery in August, 2012. A flag and veteran’s marker reportedly
placed in honor of Claudius Victor Boughton was likewise not found.
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period from 1791 to 1833, various members of the Boughton family
recorded 87 land purchases.5
The land sale records of the larger Boughton family are about the same.
Together, they recorded 87 land sales between 1818 and 1835. Claudius
Victor Boughton, himself, recorded eleven sales. One of them was a
mortgage sale to Joseph Fellows (1829).6 Another was a Sheriff’s sale to
Asa Sprague (1819). Like many entrepreneurs, Claudius Victor Boughton
faced some uncertain economic times.7 His home and tavern in Phelps
were the scenes of several foreclosure auctions by others about this same
time.
The first land transaction Claudius Victor Boughton recorded in the office
of the Ontario County Clerk took place in 1809 when he was 25 years old.
He later became the proprietor of taverns, natural gathering places that
provided a variety of services to frontier communities. Claudius Victor
Boughton was also an early member of Zion Masonic Lodge in East
Bloomfield. In 1817 (long after the town was named) he signed a petition
to establish a Masonic lodge in Victor.8
About 1817, Boughton began offering his services as an agent to veterans
of the Revolution and the War of 1812. By then, Congress and the states
had passed several pension and bounty land laws. Working at least part
of the time from cousin George H. Boughton’s Canandaigua store,
Claudius Victor Boughton advertised his services in local papers.9
Boughton’s experience with the army and his growing political
connections with public officials who were also high ranking militia officers
was certainly a help in this work. However, one recent researcher has
shown that Claudius Victor Boughton was not always an agent careful
with the facts.10 We do not know how long Mr. Boughton acted as an
agent for veterans.
Ontario County Clerk. Land Records. Grantee Index. 178-1845. Microfilm. #D-1992106. pp. 193-194.
6 Ontario County Clerk. Land Records. Liber 49. pp. 128-129.
7
Ontario County Clerk. Land Records. Grantor Index. 178-1845. Microfilm. #D-1992-118.
p. 194; “Defaults on mortgage.” Geneva Gazette. Jun. 17, 1829. p. 2.
8 Ontario, Seneca, Yates District, Free and Accepted Masons. Milnor Lodge No. 139. On
the Internet at: http://www.osydistrict.org/Histories.html (Accessed September 5, 2012).
9 For example, see the advertisement, “Military Agency” published in the Ontario
Repository (Canandaigua) and dated Feb. 5, 1817.
10 Email correspondence between attorney John F. Swenson and Rosemary S. Switzer
(Ontario Co. Dept. of Records and Archives), Dec 5, 2011. Boughton had associated
himself with Gen. Peter B. Porter before the war and became an associate of Gen.
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Service in the War of 1812
Claudius Victor Boughton’s military record can be largely pieced together
using a variety of sources. The National Archives can provide copies of his
federal military record. However, many of the local men who served in
the War of 1812 did so in a militia status, not mustered into United States
service. Further details of Boughton’s state service record can be
obtained from the New York State Archives, and published military papers
of Gov. Daniel Tompkins and the state Council of Appointment that
approved militia officers’ commissions. During the war, local newspapers
also published detailed information on militia activities in the local area,
recruiting notices, and actions in the combat zone along the Niagara
River. Militia members were often opposed to the war, or at least to an
invasion of Canada. For that reason, they also appear in news accounts
of war protest.11
When the war began, the nation was extremely divided on the issue.
Divided opinion over support for France or Britain in the series of wars
between them that began in 1789 had been a feature of American
politics from the Washington administration onward. By 1812, the issue of
war with Britain had become a sectional issue as well. Upstate New York
was in a vulnerable position bordering Upper Canada. Those divisions
were reflected in the vote on the Declaration of War; 79 to 49 in the House
of Representatives and 19 to 13 in the Senate.12
In his 1978 dissertation, Harvey J. Strum pointed out that the political
divisions within Ontario County were almost even throughout the war, with
the Democratic-Republicans (the party of President Madison, Gideon
Granger, and Claudius Victor Boughton) having a slight edge at the time
of the war declaration.13

Philetus Swift, another Phelps area resident after the war. On occasion, Gen. Swift,
acting as a judge, presided over court sessions where Claudius Victor Boughton
introduced testimony, some of which later proved false, provided by pension applicants.
The case of David Kinnison serves as an illustration.
11 The militia of New York included all able-bodied male citizens between the ages of 18
and 45. In 1902, the State Education Department published the Public Papers of Gov.
Daniel Tompkins (3 vols.). In 1901-02 the Military Minutes of the Council of Appointment
were also published by the state. (4 v.). Both sets of books are now available in digital
format on several Internet sites.
12 Alan Taylor. The Civil War of 1812. New York. Alfred A. Knopf. 2010. pp. 132-137.
13 Harvey J. Strum. New York and the War of 1812. PhD. Syracuse Univ. 1978. Pt. 2. pp.
467-475.
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When hostilities began, a series of peace conventions were called across
the Upstate area. The Repository (Canandaigua) reported a meeting of
“Delegates from the Friends of Peace” at Taylor’s Hotel in Canandaigua
on September 10, 1812. Among the listed delegates were Claudius V.
Boughton and Thomas Beach from Victor.14 Those opposed to the war
commonly referred to the conflict as, “Mr. Madison’s War.” Since
Claudius Boughton later identified himself as a Democratic-Republican,
we can only surmise that he had conflicted thoughts about the war and
the proximity of the area to British Canada.
An early reference to Claudius Victor Boughton’s military service can be
found in the Geneva Gazette, August 5, 1812. He was reportedly
commanding the East Bloomfield Light Horse Company.15 Many years
later, Prof. W. H. McIntosh, the author of the 1877 History of Monroe
County included a statement that “Claudius Victor Boughton mustered a
company of cavalry in Pittsford in the war of 1812. They had their tents
several weeks in the village, while the men were training horses to jump
fences.”16 Given the proximity of East Bloomfield and Pittsford, perhaps
that story relates to the light horse company previously mentioned.
Boughton lived in Pittsford at the time.
The most complete and concise accounting of Boughton’s military service
during the War of 1812 was set forth in a 1932 letter sent by the US Army
Adjutant General’s office to Rev. Arthur L. Gaylord of Canonsburg,
Pennsylvania. It is based on a handwritten statement provided by
Claudius Victor Boughton, himself, in 1819. Both letters are included in
Boughton’s military file in the National Archives.
According to the letters, Boughton first served on active duty as First
Sergeant of Captain Isaac W. Stone’s Company of the 9th New York
Regiment from July 21, 1812 to August 25, 1812. That brief period right
after the declaration of war was undoubtedly in response to various
border threats along the Niagara and Lake Ontario shorelines. In
The Repository. Sep. 15, 1812. p. 2. Taylor’s Hotel was formerly called Dudley’s Tavern
and stood at the corner of Foster and S. Main Streets in Canandaigua. See: W. H.
McIntosh. History of Ontario County, New York. Philadelphia. Ensign, Everts & Ensign.
1876. p. 103.
15 Geneva Gazette. Aug. 5, 1812. p. 2.
16 W. H. McIntosh. History of Monroe County, New York. Philadelphia. Ensign, Everts &
Ensign. 1877. p. 235. McIntosh, a writer for hire, wrote four county histories in little more
than a year, Ontario, Monroe, Seneca, and Wayne Counties. He was known for
gathering up local documents and stories for his books. See: “Autobiography of Prof. W.
McIntosh.” Microfilm of manuscript “Autobiography of Prof. W. McIntosh.” (pp. 726-738)
in the collection of the Newberry Library, Chicago (in possession of the author).
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addition, the short period of service probably reflected the lack of
logistical support, and pay for the militia quota assigned to New York
earlier that spring.17
During the buildup leading to the abortive American attack on
Queenston in the fall of 1812, Stone’s cavalry was once again called into
active service.
Claudius Boughton once again served as First Sergeant of Captain Stone’s
company, but in the 12th New York Regiment, from September 25 to
December 25, 1812. The company apparently returned home, released
from active service, when General van Rensselaer’s forces retired from the
Niagara frontier.18
Responding to the later American attacks on Ft. George and the
December 9, 1813 destruction of Newark (Niagara-on-the-Lake), the British
crossed the Niagara River on December 19, and captured Ft. Niagara,
killing most of the American defenders in a bayonet attack. Next the
British force attacked and burned Lewiston. The British invasion of
American territory, and their subsequent capture of Buffalo (December
30), terrorized the population of western New York.19
Local militia commander, Major General Hall, ordered out reinforcements
from western New York counties.20 Accordingly, Claudius Victor Boughton
again served on active duty in the 3rd Squadron of the 12th New York
regiment from December 23, 1813 to January 21, 1814.
He was

C. Edward Skeen. Citizen Soldiers in the War of 1812. Lexington, KY. Univ. Press of
Kentucky. 1999. pp. 96-98.
18
Letters. Claudius Victor Boughton to Col. Ferris Pell. Dec. 28, 1819; The Adjutant
General to Rev. Arthur L. Gaylord. Jan. 21, 1932. Included in the military file of Claudius
Victor Boughton. National Archives and Records Administration. Skeen (1999, pp. 98105) gives a concise overview of the problems faced by van Rensselaer’s militia force.
Col. Pell was the agent of the State of New York for settling war accounts with the US
government. See: Senate Document No. 315. Legislative Documents of the Senate and
Assembly. State of New York. V. IV. 1830, pp. 8-9.
19 Benson J. Lossing. Pictorial Field Book of the War of 1812. New York. Harper and
Brothers. 1869. pp. 632-637; Alan Taylor (2010). pp. 250-258; Robert West Howard.
Thundergate: The Forts of Niagara. Englewood Cliffs, NJ. Prentice-Hall. pp. 184-188. A
clear account of the impact of the refugees from Buffalo on Claudius Victor Boughton’s
home county is found in Charles F Milliken. A History of Ontario County, New York and its
People. I. New York. Lewis Historical Pub. Co. 1911 pp. 146-147.
20 Skeen (1999, pp.
108-113) provides a concise overview of the militia calls to the
Niagara frontier in the summer and fall of 1813 as well as the destruction of Buffalo.
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subsequently elevated to
the rank of Acting Adjutant
(Lieutenant)
serving
his
cousin and commander,
Lieutenant Colonel Seymour
Boughton.21
In his 1819 letter, Claudius
Victor Boughton took pains
to
explain
why
his
commander had appointed
two adjutants.
Part of
Seymour Boughton’s force
was stationed with him at
Image courtesy New York Public Library Digital
Buffalo, while the remainder
Gallery. Digital ID: 809012. Available on the
of the force was some 40
Internet at http:
miles away at Lewiston.22
http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital.
The four companies, “widely
scattered for quarters and forage, required an acting adjutant,”
according to Claudius Boughton.
“I was appointed and served
accordingly under the approbation of Major General Hall,” he wrote in
1819.23
As adjutant, really an administrative officer responsible for reports and
orders, Claudius Victor Boughton would have been required to move
among the elements of Seymour Boughton’s command. It was a fluid
situation with enemy forces spread around Buffalo. In fact, Seymour
Boughton was killed in action at Buffalo.24 If there was any time in
Claudius Victor Boughton’s military service when he might have rendered
“gallant services upon the Niagara frontier,” moving through enemy lines,
for which “the legislature of this State [might have] added the
presentation of a sword,” it was then.25

Letters. Claudius Victor Boughton to Col. Ferris Pell. Dec. 28, 1819; The Adjutant
General to Rev. Arthur L. Gaylord. Jan. 21, 1932. Included the military file of Claudius
Victor Boughton. National Archives and Records Administration.
22 In reality, the distance is barely 30 miles. Boughton said it was 40 miles in his letter.
23 Letters.
Claudius Victor Boughton to Col. Ferris Pell. Dec. 28, 1819; The Adjutant
General to Rev. Arthur L. Gaylord. Jan. 21, 1932. Included the the military file of Claudius
Victor Boughton. National Archives and Records Administration. Amos Hall was the
overall commander of militia forces around Buffalo.
24 Clarence Stewart Peterson. Known Military Dead During the War of 1812. Baltimore,
MD. Clearfield Co. 1995. p. 7. Seymour Boughton died Dec. 30, 1813.
25 Turner. 1851. p. 433. Turner stated unequivocally that Claudius Victor Boughton did
receive a sword.
21
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Unfortunately, neither Boughton’s federal or state military service records
mention any citations or swords. The published Public Papers of Governor
Daniel Tompkins (Military) mention the presentation of swords on behalf of
the legislature. However, all of them went to distinguished generals like
Peter B. Porter and Commodore Thomas Macdonough, Jr. (victor at the
1814 Battle of Lake Champlain). In his letter to Macdonough (Nov. 5,
1814), Governor Tompkins said that, “the procuring & presenting of the
sword is by Law committed to my care, so soon as I may be prepared to
perform that pleasing duty.”26 No evidence has yet been found to
substantiate a sword presentation to Claudius Victor Boughton.27
In fact, Boughton served on active duty one more time during the War of
1812. That tour of duty was clouded by the very undistinguished conduct
of the commander and many members of Stone’s command, the 12th
Cavalry Regiment in which Boughton served.
In the summer of 1814, the US forces crossed the Niagara River once more
and took Ft. Erie, opposite Buffalo. They steadily drove the British forces
north toward Niagara Falls and Ft. George.28 Claudius Victor Boughton,
then a First Lieutenant, once again served with Isaac W. Stone’s troops
from April 6 to June 30, 1814. By the summer of 1814, Isaac Stone had
been promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and was in command of a
battalion of volunteer militia. Claudius Boughton was promoted to
Captain and given command of the volunteer cavalry company in July. 29
After the American victory at Chippewa, US forces pushed the British army
and Canadian militia steadily northward toward Ft. George (present
Niagara-on-the-Lake). General Jacob Brown, ordered the cavalry troops
under General Peter Porter to conduct aggressive patrols to locate the
enemy and any reinforcements that might be coming to the aid of British
General Riall. Those patrols began on July 9, in coordination with Red

New York (State). Governor (1807-1817 : Tompkins). Historian. (Hastings, Hugh). Public
Papers of Governor Daniel Tompkins (Military). V. 3 Albany, NY. The State. 1902. p. 595.
27 Turner’s 1851 statement was widely disseminated around western New York just 12
years after Claudius Victor Boughton’s death. Many people still living would have known
the truth either way; facts that lead to many questions. There is some possibility that the
legislature did present a sword after the war through a resolution recorded in a legislative
document not yet discovered.
28 Skeen (1999). p. 119; Taylor. pp. 387-389.
29 Letters.
Claudius Victor Boughton to Col. Ferris Pell. Dec. 28, 1819; The Adjutant
General to Rev. Arthur L. Gaylord. Jan. 21, 1932. Included in the military file of Claudius
Victor Boughton. National Archives and Records Administration.
26
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Jacket, whose warriors
were
scouting
the
woods.
On July 11,
Captain Boughton’s men
were sent on renewed
patrols.30

Image courtesy of The Historical Marker
Database.
Available on the Internet at:
http://www.hmbd.org/marker.asp?marker=56707.

On July 18, General
Porter
sent
Stone’s
battalion, composed of
about 215 infantry and
cavalry
(including
Captain Boughton) a few
miles
northwest
of
Niagara Falls (Canada)
to the village of St.
Davids (near Queenston)
to apprehend suspected
“Tories” who had been
harassing his troops.31

The actions of Stone’s troops, certainly witnessed by Captain Boughton,
were recently summarized by historian, Alan Taylor in his highly acclaimed
book, The Civil War of 1812. Stone’s troops “seized and plundered the
village and then burned down fourteen homes, two shops, and a
gristmill.”32 The overall American commander, General Jacob Brown
“summarily dismissed” Stone from the army the next day. Angry and
disgraced, Stone returned to Rochester and died shortly thereafter. A
Canadian historical marker at St. Davids, Ontario commemorates the
incident.33
Shortly after the St. Davids action, Claudius Victor Boughton sent a note to
General Porter protesting that Stone “is tumbled headlong among the
Richard V. Barbuto. Niagara 1814: America Invades Canada. Lawrence, KS. Univ.
Press of Kansas. 2000. pp. 187-191.
31 Barbuo (2000). p. 197.
32 Alan Taylor. (2010) p. 391.
33Ontario’s
Historical
Plaques.
The
Burning
of
St.
Davids
1814.
http://www.ontarioplaques.com/Plaques_MNO/Plaque_Niagara30.html (Accessed Aug.
30, 2012); Skeen (1999, p. 121, 204n79). Capt. Stone denied any knowledge of those who
sacked St. Davids. However, Gen. Brown told Capt. Stone that, as commander, he was
responsible for the actions of his men. 19th Century American sources, many from the
war years, universally condemned the burning of St. Davids. See: Lockwood L. Doty. A
History of Livingston County, New York. Geneseo, NY. Edward E. Doty. 1876. pp. 319321.
30
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gaping Multitude in disgrace, without a Trial, he finds those rights trampled
upon which he is shedding his Blood to defend.”34 Porter, who had lived
in Canandaigua, then represented Buffalo in Congress before the war,
was undoubtedly known to Boughton more as a sympathetic militia
officer and politician than a military commander.
Claudius Victor Boughton’s military service file does not address the
specifics of the command structure in which he served. However, several
recent studies of the 1814 Niagara campaign make it clear. From about
June 30 to the time of the battle of Lundy’s Lane (July 25-26), Captain
Boughton was the commander of the volunteer cavalry under General
Porter, and Lieutenant Colonel Stone at St. Davids. Captain Samuel D.
Harris, a Regular Army officer, commanded a detachment of US Light
Dragoons in the same brigade. Harris assumed command of all of the
cavalry (or dragoons) during the battle at Lundy’s Lane.35
During that battle, much of which was fought in the dark on July 25 and
26, 1814, the troops under Captains Boughton and Harris were employed
collecting wounded men from the battlefield. They also resupplied the
infantry with ammunition from the American rear area, a few miles to the
south near Chippewa.36 Lundy’s Lane, the bloodiest battle for US forces
up to the time of the Civil War, is considered a British victory still much
disputed by US military historians.
General Brown’s division, including Claudius Victor Boughton’ men,
withdrew south to Ft. Erie (across from Buffalo) after Lundy’s Lane. On
August 15, British forces attacked the fort, but were driven back in a
bloody mele. Boughton’s troops participated in the defense of Ft. Erie,
but not the later sortie (counterattack) on September 17.37
Claudius Victor Boughton continued to serve as a militia officer after the
war. Details of his various promotions and assignments can be found in

Quoted in Taylor (2010). pp. 391; 553n33. Canadian historian, Earnest Cruikshank,
published Col. Stone’s personal statement in his Documentary History of the Campaign
on the Niagara Frontier in 1814. v. 1-2. Welland, Ontario. Lundy’s Lane Historical Soc.
1896. p. 74. Stone was sensitive to public opinion about the incident. He published a
response to a report in the Repository, published in Canandaigua
35 Donald E. Graves. The Battle of Lundy’s Lane: On the Niagara in 1814. Baltimore, MD.
Nautical & Aviation Pub. Co. of America. 1993. p. 223.
36 Graves (1993). pp. 149, 223.
37 Jon Latimer. Niagara 1814: The Final Invasion. Osprey Pub. Ltd. Long Island City, NY.
2009. P. 23-24.
34
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the published Military Minutes of the Council of Appointment, published
by the State Historian in 1901-02.38
In 1815, Boughton was commissioned as a First Lieutenant credited to
Chautauqua County. The following year (1816) he was commissioned a
Major in Porter’s Volunteer Cavalry. Finally, Claudius Boughton was
appointed as an Inspector of the 24th militia Brigade in 1820.39
Boughton may have continued to serve as a militia officer for some time.
However, a new state constitution was adopted in 1821 and the Council
of Appointment ceased to exist. Any further investigation of Claudius
Victor Boughton’s state militia service will have to await new discoveries in
state and local archives.

Under the first state constitution, the Council of Appointment was required to approve
all of the governor’s appointments to civil or military office. That included the officers of
the militia, whose approvals are found in the Military Minutes of the council. The four
volumes of the Military Minutes can now be found on the Internet at:
http://archive.org/details/militaryminuteso00coun (accessed Aug. 29, 2012).
39 Despite his being credited to the Chautauqua County militia, it is doubtful that
Boughton ever served there. Almost certainly, his position there was for the purpose of
promotion only. New York (State). Historian. (Hastings, Hugh). Military Minutes of the
Council of Appointment. V. 1-4. Albany, NY. The State. 1901. II. p. 1505, 1607, 1688; III.
P. 2158.
38
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From Benson J. Lossing. Pictorial Field Book of the War of 1812. New York. Harper and
Brothers. 1869. p. 382.

12

A Challenging Contract
Two years after the end of the War
of 1812, Governor DeWitt Clinton
began forcefully promoting the
construction of the Erie Canal.
Various
canal
construction
proposals had been discussed prior
to the war. The state legislature
chartered the Western Inland Lock
Navigation Company in 1792 to
connect the established Mohawk
River route with Wood Creek,
Oneida Lake, and ultimately the
Oswego River. Subsequently, the
legislature also incorporated the
Seneca Lock Navigation Company
in 1813 to make the Seneca River
navigable.40
While a cross-state canal would
promote the fortunes of the port of
New York, as well as upstate
communities, it would also improve
the ability of the nation to
prosecute any future war with British
The Geneva Gazette.
Canada.
Part of the recent
Jul. 17, 1822. P. 2.
desperate struggle along the
Niagara River, and around the
Great Lakes, was made more desperate by supply and transportation
problems. Still, Clinton and his supporters had a difficult time securing
approval and funding for what his detractors ridiculed as “Clinton’s ditch.”
Canal construction began in the relatively easy construction zone around
Rome in 1817. By 1821, however, the tougher construction had begun.
The biggest challenge proved to be the route over what was known as
the Mountain Ridge at what became the Village of Lockport.41
40An

overview of the lock navigation companies can be found in: Harvey Chalmers. The
Birth of the Erie Canal. New York. Bookman Associates. 1960. pp. 43-53; Daniel Larkin.
New York State Canals: A Short History. Fleisehmann’s, NY. Purple Mountain Press. 1998.
pp. 12-15; “An Act to Incorporate the Seneca Lock Navigation Company. Ch. 144. Laws
of New York. Apr. 6, 1813.
41 A comprehensive study of the canal construction around Lockport was recently
published by Patrick McGreevy. Stairway to Empire: Lockport, the Erie Canal, and the
Shaping of America. Albany, NY. State Univ. of New York Press. 2009.
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Several members of the Boughton family, associates, and others from
Victor, Farmington and Canandaigua eagerly took construction contracts
for the excavation and rock cut where the five-lock flight over the ridge
was to be built. Claudius Victor Boughton was a principal in the
construction firm of Boughton, Oliver Culver, John Maynard, and Joseph
Comstock, employing hundreds of laborers. Others from local towns
purchased adjoining land and village lots and opened businesses in
Lockport.42

The Lockport lock excavation area as it looked in 1839, about ten years after the
Boughton, Culver, Maynard and Comstock construction firm completed its work.
"Lockport, Erie Canal" by W.H. Bartlett, 1839. View looking east from the top eastbound
lock. From: L'Amerique Pittoresque by N.P. Willis, 1840. (Hand-colored engraving, 18 x 10
in.). Courtesy of the Department of Rare Books & Special Collections, University of
Rochester Library. “The Erie Canal.” “Images of the Erie Canal in Lockport.” Image
available on the Internet at: http://www.eriecanal.org/Lockport-2.html. Copyright ©
2000-2012 by Frank E. Sadowski Jr.
McGreevy. Ch. 3 and pp. 239-241; In a typical advertisement that appeared in the
Geneva Gazette (Jul. 17, 1822. p. 2), Boughton, Culver and Maydard advertised for 150
Laborers. The work was said to be “principally excavating Rock and building Locks, to
effect which much drilling & blasting [would] be required” for up to two years.
42
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Erie Canal section at Lockport excavated by Boughton, Cluver, Maynard and Comstock
as it looked in 1908 (top) before the building of the Barge Canal. 2012 image (below)
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Assemblyman Boughton
Claudius Victor Boughton was elected to the first of three terms in the
state Assembly in April 1820. Under the first state constitution, members of
the Assembly were elected to one-year terms with the entire house
standing for election annually. Assemblymen represented counties with
more populous and geographically larger counties having more than
one. When Claudius Victor Boughton was first elected, Ontario County still
included all or part of Wayne, Monroe, Livingston, Yates, and parts of
several other counties. Seven men represented “Old Ontario.” By the
time of his election in 1825 only three Assemblymen represented Ontario
County.
Boughton served in the 44th,
(July 1, 1820-June 30, 1821);
48th (January 1-December 31,
1825); and 49th (January 1December 31, 1826) Assembly
sessions. The writing of a new
state constitution in 1821
changed the meeting dates.
Claudius Victor Boughton was
always among the slight
The Geneva Palladium Oct. 12, 1825. p. 2
minority in the Assembly, a
supporter of DeWitt Clinton for
governor, president, and as a canal proponent. He was a member of the
Clintonian branch of the Democratic-Republican party. The majority
faction consisted of the Bucktail faction of the Democratic-Republicans,
supporters of Martin Van Buren and the so-called Albany Regency.43 At a
time when the nomination process so common to modern political parties
had not been developed, many candidates nominated themselves by
enlisting support.
Accordingly, Claudius Victor Boughton was selfnominated as a candidate for the Assembly.44
On the state level, the major issue was “internal improvements” (canals).
Other issues included state debt and the turmoil created as political
factions took power and conducted wholesale dismissals of government
44th New York State Legislature.
Wikipedia.
Available on the Internet at:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/44th_New_York_State_Legislature (Accessed Aug. 30, 2012);
48th New York State Legislature.
Wikipedia.
Available on the Internet at:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/48th_New_York_State_Legislature (Accessed Aug. 30, 2012);
49th New York State Legislature.
Wikipedia.
Available on the Internet at:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/49th_New_York_State_Legislature (Accessed Aug. 30, 2012).
44 “To the Electors of Ontario.” The Geneva Palladium Oct. 12, 1825. p. 2.
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employees appointed by other factions.
The investigations,
recriminations, and political fractures resulting from the 1826 kidnapping of
William Morgan, and the rise of the Anti-Masonic party, cast a shadow on
local, state, and national politics. As a Mason himself, it must have been a
particulary trying time for Boughton. For much of his time in the Assembly,
he continued to be a canal contractor paid by the state.45 During the
44th Legislature, Boughton’s contracting partner, Oliver Culver, also served
in the Assembly.
At the local level, Boughton was opposed to the divisions of Ontario
County, and the erection of new counties that took place during his
tenure in the Legislature. In a statement published by the Geneva
Gazette during the 1823 election, candidate Boughton put it plainly; “On
the subject of Internal Improvements, Public Education, the
encouragement of Agriculture, Commerce and Manufactures, I trust but
one opinion prevails amongst us—suffice it to say, that each shall have my
cordial support. On local and sectional subjects, little need be said, but I
owe it to myself and friends, to state, that I am, and ever have been
opposed to any division of Ontario County.”46
A few typical notices of Assemblyman Boughton’s work serve to illustrate
his interests. In the opening weeks of the 1825 session, he was reported to
have offered the following resolution: “Resolved that the surveyor general
report to this house the proceedings that have been had under the law of
April 1824, authorizing the survey and sale of Grand island in the Niagara
river, with the appraised value of said land and such other information
relating thereto, as he may deem proper to communicate.”
Assemblyman Boughton continued by stating “that he had understood
that some portion of the land on Grand Island, was appraised at a very
low sum per acre, in consequence of the timber being taken off by
individuals, for the construction of public works. A fair value for such labor
being paid, with an expectation that the contractor, and not the state,
would furnish the materials for such public works.”47
Later in that same session, the Geneva Gazette told its readers that “a
report was received from David Thomas, a commissioner appointed to
report on the draining of the Cayuga marshes, which, on motion of Mr.
Boughton, was referred to the canal committee and ordered printed.”
In January, 1825 Claudius Victor Boughton was named to the Assembly committee on
Canals and internal Improvements as well as the committee on Militia, and the subjects
relating to public defense. “Legislature of New York.” Geneva Palladium. Jan. 19, 1825.
p. 2
46 “To the Electors of the County of Ontario.” Geneva Gazette. Oct. 22, 1823. p. 3.
47 “Legislature of New York.” Geneva Palladium. Jan. 19, 1825. p. 3.
45
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On March 30, 1825, that same paper reported that “Mr. Boughton
reported a bill authorizing the building of a free bridge over the Seneca
river, between the Cayuga and Montezuma bridges. He also introduced
a bill, on notice, to amend the militia law, (to have but one training in the
year).”48
Late in the 1825 session, Assemblyman Boughton went on record
supporting a bill “to provide for the settlement of the accounts of Myron
Holley” who had “rendered great and important services to the state, as
canal commissioner, and in the performance of his duties had performed
business not required of him as canal commissioner.” A one-time
Canandaigua resident and controversial canal commissioner then living in
Lyons, Holley excited both support and opposition. This bill reportedly
failed by a slim majority. At the same session Boughton opposed a bill “to
improve the navigation of the Oswego River.” It passed by a slim
majority.49
An Appropriate Namesake
The oft-repeated story that local residents chose to
honor of Claudius Victor Boughton by adopting his
middle name for the town appears to be untrue.
When the state legislature erected the town on May
26, 1812, the statute specified that the town should
be called Victor. Furthermore, the Canandaigua
Messenger had already reported that “a bill has
passed both houses of the Legislature for erecting
the north part of the town of Bloomfield into two
separate towns:
that part heretofore called
Boughtontown to be called Victor—the other
part…to be called Mendon.”50 To state it plainly,
the law was passed three weeks prior to the start of the War of 1812, and
the name chosen for the new township was known nearly three months
prior to the declaration of war on June 19, 1812.51 The real reason that the
legislature chose the name Victor has not yet been found. In fact, we

“Legislature of N. York.” Geneva Gazette. Feb. 9, 1825. p. 2; Mar. 30, 1825. p. 2.
“Legislature of N. York.” Geneva Gazette. Apr. 6, 1825. p. 2.
50 Canandaigua Messenger. Mar. 31, 1812.
51 An Act Declaring War between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and
the Dependencies Thereof and the United States of America and Their Territories. Yale
Law School. The Avalon Project.
Available on the Internet at:
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/1812-01.asp
(accessed Aug. 29, 2012).
48
49
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may never know the real reason since many of the early records of the
legislature were destroyed in the Capitol fire in 1911.
Clearly, however, the life’s work, public, and patriotic service of Claudius
Victor Boughton made him an appropriate namesake for the town his
family founded. Perhaps the case was best stated back in 1823. During
the election campaign that year, a person identified only as “Hamilton”
published a letter supporting candidate Boughton in the Geneva
Gazette. Readers were told that “Major Claudius V. Boughton has special
claims upon you for your suffrages. He is a man of intelligence and
firmness; too honest to flatter or deceive you. His character is not made
up by professions and promises; it is built upon his services. He served you
in the Legislature of 1820-21, with fidelity. In the last war, during most of
the period of its continuance, he served you in the tented field, with
credit.
In the battle of Bridgewater [Lundy’s Lane], and other
engagements, he evidenced his attachment to his country, by breasting
himself to the shock, and sustaining with energy the honor of our common
country.”52
Claudius Victor Boughton’s eventful life came to an end on November 10,
1831 in the Village of Phelps, then called Vienna.53 He was probably
buried in Pioneer Cemetery in the Village of Pittsford, next to his first wife,
Betsy.54 Local historians are confident that he is buried there. A partial
stone was said to be visible for many years. Now, there is no visible stone
for either Betsy or Claudius Victor Boughton.
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52
53

19

From Prof. W. H. McIntosh. History of Monroe County, New York. Philadelphia. Everts,
Ensign & Everts. 1877. Facing p. 14.

20

Canandaigua Messenger. Mar. 31, 1812
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