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THE YOUNG TRACT BURYING GROUND 1790 – 1925

HISTORY, IDENTIFICATION, PRESERVATION AND RESTORATION:
A 35 - YEAR STRUGGLE TO SEE JUSTICE DONE

By

David K. Faux

History

After the American Revolution, on 1 January 1784, Lt. John Young of the Six Nations
Indian Department purchased a tract of land one mile square from the Mississauga, who
were considered to have a legal claim to what is today Southern Ontario. He was the first
European North American to purchase land in the Grand River Valley. Adam Young, the
father of Lt. John Young and the family patriarch in Canada, served in Butler's Ranger's
before being discharged by virtue of his age in order to set up a farm to help feed the
British garrison at Ft. Niagara. Sometime during 1784 Adam disposed of his land near
Niagara and with sons Sgt. Daniel Young and Pvt. Henry Young (Pvt. David Young had
died during the Revolution) joined Lt. John and established farms on what became known
as the Young Tract (which can still be seen on modern County maps). At about this time
Captain Hendrick William Nelles and his sons came to the Grand River to carve out
farms from the wilderness just upstream from the Young Tract, on what became known
as the Nelles Tract in the Nelles Settlement. In 1787 the “Mohawk Deed” (written in that
language) confirmed the Young and Nelles properties for 999 year leases for the annual
rent of one peppercorn. The Six Nations did not at that time have the legal right to sell
property on the Haldimand Grant of 6 miles on either side of the Grand River from the
mouth to the source, purchased for them from the Mississauga by Governor Frederick
Haldimand. The deed was signed by all the major chiefs of the Six Nations then
assembled at the Grand River, and in particular the Mohawk who, with the exception of a
handful of those remaining in the Mohawk Valley, had come north to reside at
Tyendinaga (near Deseronto) or the Six Nations territory (most near what is today
Brantford).

In 1790 Adam Young wrote his will and died at the Young Tract (later in Seneca
Township, Haldimand County). At that time or perhaps earlier, a burying place was
created at the northern head of a knoll situated in the middle of the River flats. One year
later his friend the patriarch of the Nelles family Capt. Hendrick Nelles, also died. Both
were buried in what became the earliest burying ground for the Loyalist settlers of
Haldimand County, and among the first in all Ontario. This cemetery, whose original
name is unknown, would at a later date assume the name Young Tract Burying Ground.
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Nelles Tract to left (west) and Young Tract to the right (east) shown on the 1879 Atlas of Haldimand
County, Seneca Township

The plot functioned as a cemetery from about 1790 to 1925. Recollections of older
residents told of metal and wooden enclosures for the graves, and many tombstones that
at one time marked the precise sites where these pioneers were buried. However over the
ensuing years neither the family nor the farmer who owned the land surrounding the
Cemetery took adequate care of the premises and by the late 1940s there was little left but
the tombstone of Hendrick William Nelles surrounded by broken stones and debris. In
the 1940s one Helen Nelles compiled the only known transcription of the inscriptions on
the few headstones then legible; in the early 1940's a picture was taken of two Nelles
descendants (see later) standing by the only stone left upright; and a newspaper clipping
from 1 December 1948 reported that a descendant visiting from Vancouver found that "it
had been plowed up and sown with grain, having been completely overgrown with weeds
and brush. Oddly enough, the only stone left intact was that of the old pioneer, Major
Hendrick Nelles, who died in 1791." Then in 1964, a group of residents, concerned over
the fate of the one intact stone, removed it to the York Anglican Church where today it
stands in a cairn. With this last visible marker removed, the owner of the surrounding
property, one McSorley, “tidied up” the site by taking the “debris” to a pit where there
was what remained of the basement of an old abandoned home, deposited the pieces of
tombstone and assorted material, and backfilled thereby allowing the site to be plowed
along with the rest of the surrounding fields. While some residents were outraged at this
wanton act of destruction, nothing was ever done about the matter so from 1964 until
1974 it was largely ignored and residents became “philosophical” about the loss of this
cultural treasure and last resting place of their ancestors.


