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A war hero, a rumoured 
love affair while said 
hero was still a young 

‘nobody,’ and no hard evidence 
- sounds like a Hollywood 
script. In the case of British 
Admiral Horatio Nelson, it 
is no script, but rather an 
ongoing puzzle for historians 
and incurable romantics alike. 
Did Nelson fall hopelessly 
in love with a young woman 
while in Quebec City in 1782, 
or didn’t he?  

During a recent lecture at 
the Morrin Centre, Charles-
André Nadeau presented 
the facts and speculations 
which have accumulated 
since then-Captain Nelson’s 
visit to Quebec City. A retired 
Canadian naval officer and 
trained historian, Nadeau 
succinctly set the scene. In 
1782, as a result of scurvy 
amongst his crew, “Nelson 
spent three-and-a-half weeks 
in Quebec City.” Nadeau noted 
this brief sojourn was an “in-
significant moment” in what 
would become an illustrious 
career.

Describing Nelson’s stay 
in Quebec City, Nadeau said, 

“We hear that he fell in love 
with a local lady to the point 
where he needed strong 
persuasion to go back to sea. 
One can imagine how history 
would have changed if he had 
not remained in the navy [. 
. . .] Indeed, one writer said, 
‘Nelson might have grown 
cabbages in Quebec instead of 
saving Britain at Trafalgar.’ ”

Nadeau’s running theme 
was “imagination.” Regard-
ing Nelson’s hypothetical 
love affair, Nadeau quipped, 

“Good historians have avoided 
it (imagination), not so good 
ones have sometimes been 
trapped by it, and those who 
call themselves authors have 
let it run loose.” He noted that 
more than 100 biographies 
have been written about 
Nelson, complicating efforts 
to find truth in the rumour.    

Nadeau clari f ied the 
known details of Nelson’s stay 
in Quebec City. He was here 
from September 17 to October 
14, 230 years ago. Nelson 
sailed into port in command 
of the HMS Albemarle ex-
plicitly out of concern for his 
crew’s health. Nadeau said, 

“[His] visit had no diplomatic, 
military, or ceremonial over-
tones, and the Quebec Gazette, 
precursor to the QCT, made 
no mention of Nelson or the 
Albemarle.”

On October 12, 1782, 
Nelson collected his crew 
from the hospital and re-
quested a river pilot from 
the governor. On the 14th, he 
sailed east away from Quebec 
City. Nadeau emphasized 
no records exist to indicate 
that Nelson left under any 
accord but his own. In fact, 
he received no orders to leave 
port, nor for any specific 
mission, until several days 
after having left port. Nadeau 
concluded, “Nelson’s visit to 
Quebec was not much to write 
home about . . . unless there 
was a love story.”

The Morrin Centre audi-
ence was then presented with 
a veritable litany of authors 
who took creative liberties 
with the facts. Several nov-
elists wrote of a girl called 
Mary, in books published in 
1912 and 1913. Based on the 

work of writers of various 
caliber, these books popular-
ized a love theme. Nadeau 
noted the pattern, both in 
works of fact and fiction, is 
consistent - “chance meeting, 
impossible love, forced sepa-
ration, residual effects.” Each 
author seems to contradict 
the next, and nearly all are 
in error about basic facts of 
Nelson’s visit.

Nadeau then presented 
several possible candidates 
for the supposed lover, as 
proposed by various writers. 
He also shared a handful 
of explanations of how the 
rumour could have started 

and persisted. He asked the 
audience to imagine he was 
a prosecuting attorney, trying 
to prove beyond a reasonable 
doubt that Nelson had “com-
mitted the crime of love.”  

Nadeau concluded this 
would be an impossible case 
to prosecute. The bottom line, 
as he sees it, is that Nelson’s 
close friend and agent was 
the source of the rumour. 
Nelson first met Alexander 
Davison during his 1782 stop 
in Quebec. Davison eventually 
came to wield some influence, 
thanks to this relationship, 
but was not in a strong posi-
tion following Nelson’s death 

– he was twice convicted of 
fraud, and did not belong to 
high society. Davison told 
Nelson’s first biographers, 
Reverend James Clarke and 
John McArthur, that he 
had dissuaded Nelson from 
abandoning his command 
for the Quebec City belle. In 
so doing, Davison would have 

“rendered tremendous service 
to England,” and thereby 
gained significant recognition. 
Conveniently, “Nelson was 
not there to contradict him,” 
having died during the Battle 
of Trafalgar.  

Nadeau’s concedes it is 
possible Nelson met at least 

one of the girls thought to be 
the love interest. He may have 
mentioned her to Davison, 
who told him to ‘forget it’ 

- “a conversation of no conse-
quence.” Twenty-five years 
later, “either Davison lied to 
boost his popularity and ambi-
tions, or Clarke and McArthur 
got carried away.”  

Ultimately, Nadeau stated, 
“Even if I am right, and there 
was no love affair in Quebec 
City, this will not kill the 
rumour. This is too good a 
story. It will live forever, and 
even the absence of a love 
affair is a story in itself.”

Historian and retired naval commander Charles-André Nadeau spins a tale of romance, mystery, and intrigue during 
a recent lecture at the Morrin Centre.

Local insight into Admiral Nelson’s romantic mystery
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Pastoral Care Workshop
(Press Release) The 

Anglican Diocese of Quebec 
has recently h ired the 
Reverend Darla Sloan to 
coordinate a team that 
offers pastoral services to 
English-speaking patients 
who come to Quebec City 
for medical treatment from 
other areas. One of the 
hopes is that this service 
will become truly ecumeni-
cal serving patients and 
using volunteers from any 
denomination.

Volunteers are called on 
mostly for visiting but we do 
get the occasional call for 
transportation to or from 
the airport, bus or train 

station for family members 
who have come to be with 
a patient, and there are oc-
casional requests for small 
errands. Volunteers are 
asked to give of their time. 
Travel and other approved 
expenses are reimbursed. 
T r a i n i n g  a nd on goi n g 
support for volunteers is 
also provided.

In this respect ,  Rev. 
S loa n  i s  or g a n i z i n g  a 
one - day Pastora l  Care 
Workshop with the Rev. 
Dr.  Phy l l i s  Smy t h ,  a n 
ordained minister of The 
United Church of Canada 
and a leading specialist in 
Clinical Pastoral Education. 

The workshop is “a must” 
(strongly recommended) for 
anyone wanting to be part 
of the ecumenical visiting 
team but is also open to 
anyone, of any religious 
affiliation, interested in 
visiting the sick (particu-
larly but not exclusively in 
hospitals or long-term care 
facilities).

Q ue s t ion s  t o  b e  a d -
dressed include:

* The difference between 
a pastoral visit and a social 
visit

* The potential and the 
limits of pastoral visits

* How to really listen to 
the person you are visiting

the upcoming workshop, 
please register by November 
10 (so that we know how 
many people are coming 
for lunch)!

For  more information or 

* What to say and not 
to say

* What to do and not to 
do

* How long and how often 
to visit

This workshop will take 
place on Saturday, Novem-
ber 17 from 9:00 a.m. to 3:30 
p.m. at Carter Hall (31 rue 
Des Jardins, Quebec), next 
to the Cathedral of the Holy 
Trinity. Lunch is included. A 
donation of $15 per person 
is requested.

If you think you might 
be interested in becoming 
a volunteer for the ecu-
menical pastoral team or 
simply would like to attend 
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registration, please contact 
the Rev. Darla Sloan, Coor-
dinator of Pastoral Services 
at dsloan@quebec.anglican.
ca or 581-308-8393. 


