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“The interests of Confederation
demanded it”: British Columbia
and Confederation

Patricia E. Roy

[Canada] promised what she did to British Columbia less because
British Columbia demanded it than because the interests of Confederation demanded it.
Colonist, 20 July 1871

On 14 May 1870 in Victoria, three men—J.W. Trutch, Dr. R.W.W.
Carrall, and Dr. J.S. Helmcken—specially selected by Governor Anthony
Musgrave—himself nominated by John A. Macdonald—boarded the
Active for the five-day journey to San Francisco. From there, the recently
completed Union Pacific Railroad took them to Chicago and a transfer to
the Grand Trunk Railway of Canada. In Ottawa, they expected to meet
Prime Minister Macdonald and the federal cabinet to discuss the “fair and
equitable” terms by which British Columbia might enter Confederation.
Accompanying them was Henry Seelye, the correspondent of the Victoria
British Colonist. On the instructions of John Robson, his editor, he was
to use his influence with the Canadian government, particularly fellow
New Brunswicker S.L. Tilley, to ensure that the terms of union included
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responsible government. Macdonald was critically ill,1 so the acting prime
minister, George-Étienne Cartier greeted the British Columbians.
Macdonald, however, had laid the groundwork for a Canadian nation
“From Sea unto Sea.”
Talk of a continent-wide British North America was not new, but
for British Columbia the story begins at the Quebec Conference of 1864,
when George Brown proposed that the 72 Resolutions provide “for the
admission into the Union on equitable terms of the North West Territory,
British Columbia and Vancouver.” Adopted unanimously,2 the motion became Section 146 of the British North America Act of 1867. Section 146
did not refer to Vancouver Island. A year earlier, the British government
had forced it into an unhappy union with the mainland colony of British
Columbia in the hope of saving on administrative costs since revenues
and population were falling and debt, rising.3 In 1867 the united colony,
with a non-Indigenous population generously estimated at fifteen thousand and steadily declining, had a debt of $1,300,000 incurred mostly by
road building on the Mainland.4 The Mainland was jealous of Victoria
being the commercial centre; the Island was affronted by losing its name,
Victoria’s status as a free port, and a Legislative Assembly that provided
a form of representative, but not responsible, government. Instead, it got
a variation on the Mainland constitution, a Legislative Council in which
the governor chose fourteen of twenty-three members. Nevertheless, some
wanted to maintain the status quo. Others wanted change, either annexation to the United States or joining Canada.
The idea of annexation was not far-fetched given that most communication with the outside world was via San Francisco, and the American purchase of Alaska in 1867 had sandwiched the colony between two American
territories. At least two petitions for annexation circulated in Victoria, but
not on the Mainland, and secured signatures mainly of Americans and
Europeans. They attracted little attention in Washington, D.C.,5 but may
have encouraged the Colonial Office to promote Confederation more vigorously and strengthened the Canadian argument for admitting British
Columbia to Confederation.
Supporters of the status quo had more influence than their numbers
warranted because, led by Governor Frederick Seymour, they dominated the government. Engineering the union of the colonies had taxed his
health; he seemed unwilling to face the problems of creating another
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union.6 He did not oppose Confederation, but these reservations may
explain his reluctance to act. The civil servants who formed the majority of the Legislative Council also favoured the status quo. They included Trutch, an English-born engineer, surveyor and Chief Commissioner
of Lands and Works; Royal Naval officers; and former Hudson’s Bay
Company employees, such as Dr. Helmcken who came to Victoria in 1850
as the HBC surgeon. Helmcken thought Confederation “another leap in
the dark” given the distance from Canada and its high tariffs.7 Officials
such as Judge Matthew Baillie Begbie feared for their jobs and worried
about their pensions. Being generally better educated and from higher
social classes, the British officials considered themselves superior to the
Canadians whom they regarded as “a poor mean slow people” or “North
American Chinamen” because of their thriftiness.8

Pushing for Confederation
Canadians were likely in a numerical minority, but included two major newspaper editors: Amor de Cosmos and John Robson. De Cosmos,
whose hero was Joseph Howe for championing British liberalism, was
born William Smith in Windsor, Nova Scotia. He came to Victoria in
1858, having already changed his name a few years before, and founded
the Colonist.9 His early editorials called for responsible government and a
federation of the British North American colonies. In 1863, when an elected member of the Island’s legislative assembly, he sold the Colonist and
for a time concentrated on political activities. In June 1867 at the Reform
Convention in Toronto, he issued a well-received call for British Columbia’s
entry into Confederation.10 The other key editor was John Robson. As early as 1862, in the New Westminster British Columbian, Robson, a native of
Perth, Upper Canada, declared that the British American provinces must
be linked “into one United Federation which shall extend from ocean to
ocean.”11 He too wanted responsible government.
On 18 March 1867, British Columbia’s Legislative Council unanimously passed de Cosmos’ motion that given events in British North America
and the views of British Columbians, Seymour should take immediate
steps to insure British Columbia’s admission into the Confederation “on
fair and equitable terms.”12 According to Dr. Helmcken, they expected
Canada to cover British Columbia’s expenses, including debts, and “give
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”
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Amor de Cosmos

Member of the Legislative Council, BC
10 MARCH 1870

“
Confederation Quote 7.1
Quotation from British Columbia,
Legislative Council, 10 March 1870
Photograph courtesy of the Royal BC
Museum and Archives, Image A-01224

I am in favour of Confederation,
provided the financial terms
are right in amount, and if the
other terms will contribute to
the advancement and protection
of our industry. If we cannot
get favourable terms, which I
believe we can, it will then be
for the people of this country to
say whether we shall remain in
isolation or seek some other more
favourable union.

”
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her a bonus into the bargain.”13 Seymour did not send the resolution to
Canada. Belatedly sending it to London, he called it “the expression of a
despondent community looking for a change.” He ambiguously suggested
that both he and the colonists wanted “a fusion or an intimate connection
with the Eastern Confederation,” but building a road through “rugged”
mountains would be difficult.14 The Colonial Office replied that union
must wait until Canada acquired Rupert’s Land.15
On 22 January 1868, S.L. Tilley, Canada’s Minister of Customs, telegraphed H.E. Seelye, of the Colonist’s staff, to inform him that Canada
had had no communications from British Columbia.16 A week later the
telegram was read at a public meeting in Victoria which requested that
Canada ask the Imperial government to instruct Seymour to inaugurate
negotiations with Canada.17 Suggested terms included: Canada accepting
responsibility for an estimated debt of $1,500,000, providing fixed and per
capita subsidies, responsible government, and, the “essential condition,”
the construction of a wagon road from the head of navigation on the Fraser
River to Lake Superior within two years of admission.18 On 7 March 1868,
the Canadian cabinet asked the Colonial Secretary to instruct Seymour
“to take such steps as may be deemed proper” to let the Legislative Council
act towards Confederation.19
Two weeks later Seymour told the Council that he supported
Confederation which might lead to overland communication with
Canada, but union must wait until Rupert’s Land was part of Canada.20
The next day, Tilley wired that Canada had initiated discussions with the
Imperial government on British Columbia joining Confederation and that
the Council should pass an address to Her Majesty favouring union.21
Public meetings in New Westminster and Yale asked Seymour to present
a message to the Council calling for immediate union on “fair and equitable terms.”22
When Seymour did not respond, de Cosmos introduced a resolution calling for the admission of British Columbia to Confederation
“without delay” and listing terms including financial arrangements, the
construction of “a good Overland Wagon Road” from Lake Superior to
the head of navigation on the Fraser River, representation in parliament,
and the transfer of colonial civil servants to the federal service if their
duties fell within its responsibilities. The appointed members of Council
passed an amendment that they lacked sufficient information about “the
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”

175

practical working of Confederation” to define advantageous terms. Only
de Cosmos, Robson, and two other elected members opposed the amendment.23 Seymour interpreted this as reason to postpone discussions about
Confederation.24
Beyond the Council chambers, in September 1868, twenty-six individuals from most British Columbia communities convened for three days
at Yale, the head of navigation on the Fraser River. Joshua Thompson of
Barkerville claimed an “almost unanimous feeling throughout the colony in favour of Confederation.” Complaining that the governor and his
councillors were “generally antagonistic to the well-being of the colony,”
the delegates demanded that Seymour work for the admission of British
Columbia to Confederation on favourable terms or publicly explain why
this was not possible.25
In Victoria, the resolutions of the Yale Convention attracted ridicule
because “a coloured man,” an American, was a delegate.26 That man was
Mifflin Wistar Gibbs who had served on Victoria’s City Council. Seymour
sent the Yale resolutions to London. He included advertisements from
the Colonist saying that the resolutions did not represent the views of all
Victorians and added that he saw no way of introducing responsible government.27 Nevertheless, recognizing the support for Confederation, in
the equivalent of the Throne Speech on 17 December 1868, Seymour asserted that every Englishman would “rejoice to see a vast State, still under
his own flag, extending from the Atlantic to the Pacific,” but there were
“extremely formidable” obstacles.28 The reply to the Speech noted satisfaction with the Confederation discussions.29
Elections in the fall of 1868 changed the situation on the Council
slightly. Island voters rejected supporters of Confederation, including de
Cosmos. Seymour, who had rigged the results by enfranchising aliens
and non-property owners, said support for Confederation was not universal. He did not report that Confederation supporters swept the election
on the Mainland and that the press uniformly favoured Confederation.
Among the Mainland members elected was John Robson. Another was
Dr. Robert William Weir Carrall, a native of Woodstock, Upper Canada,
who practised medicine in Barkerville, who had said: “We will span
the continent with a cordon of thinking that a railroad will follow.” In
Cariboo, Confederation was the main election issue.30 Seymour’s appointees, however, still dominated the Legislative Council. On 17 February
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Robert William Weir Carrall

Member of the Legislative Council, BC
11 MARCH 1870

“
Confederation Quote 7.2

Who, I ask, are Confederates?
The people most unquestionably;
and could we, the people of
this Colony, ever have made
Confederation a successful issue
unless it had been taken up by
Government?

Quotation from British Columbia,
Legislative Council, 11 March 1870
Photograph by Topley Studio, from Library
and Archives Canada, PA-026366

”
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1869, the Council resolved, eleven to five, that Confederation was not desirable, “even if practicable,” and urged Britain not to take any decisive
steps towards union.31
According to Donald Creighton, British Columbia was “a mere speck
on . . . [Macdonald’s] mental horizon” until he concluded the agreement to
purchase Rupert’s Land from the Hudson’s Bay Company in April 1869.32
Carrall and others, including Seelye, kept Macdonald aware of pro-Confederation sentiment in British Columbia. In May 1869, Macdonald asked
the Colonial Office to recall Seymour because “a good man” was “needed
at the helm” in British Columbia. Such a man was Anthony Musgrave who
worked hard, albeit unsuccessfully, for Confederation in Newfoundland.33
The recall was unnecessary; Seymour had already requested a medical
leave. While touring the coast, he died at Bella Coola on 10 June 1869.34
News of his death reached Victoria on June 14 and was immediately cabled
to London. The next day, the Colonial Office informed British Columbians
that Musgrave was their new governor.
Musgrave arrived in August with instructions that the Colonial Office
understood that the “prevailing opinion” in British Columbia favoured
Confederation and, when appropriate, he should inform the people that
Her Majesty’s Government favoured it.35 Musgrave found support for
Confederation on “fair and equitable terms.” The New Westminster City
Council, for example, formally welcomed him as “a warm supporter of
the great scheme of Confederation.”36 Musgrave published his instructions
in the Government Gazette on 20 October 1869. Some legislative councillors resented their publication before presentation to the Council and
were offended by an unnamed Canadian cabinet minister, likely Tilley,
who wrote to a British Columbian, likely Seelye, that “Canada expects to
lose money for some years by the admission of British Columbia, and is
prepared to deal most liberally with her.”37
The main opponents of Confederation were colonial officials who
feared losing their jobs and farmers who worried that the Canadian tariff would not protect them from American imports. Most British immigrants, Musgrave observed, were indifferent, and only non-British subjects
preferred Annexation. Musgrave won the Council over to Confederation
by assuring officials of positions in the Canadian or provincial government and about pensions. He also appointed two elected members of the
Legislative Council, Drs. Carrall and Helmcken, to his Executive Council.
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Musgrave privately told Helmcken that Her Majesty’s government favoured Confederation, but desired it to “be brought about by the desire
of B. Columbians . . . that no force shall be exercised in the Council or the
Legislature. . . . The Canadian Government wants B.C. to join—these [Her
Majesty’s government and Canada] are afraid that B.C. may, if left alone,
choose to join the U.S. and the annexation cry makes them anxious.”38
Musgrave and his executive then drafted the terms of union. They
had little to guide them, apart from the terms granted to other provinces.39 Because Musgrave had broken his leg, Philip Hankin, the Colonial
Secretary, read the speech opening the Legislative Council session on
15 February 1870. It advised that “careful consideration” of union with
Canada could no “longer be deferred with courtesy to Her Majesty’s
Government, or advantage to the Colony . . . on certain terms, which . . .
would not be difficult to arrange, this Colony may derive substantial benefit from such an Union.” Musgrave proposed to add more elected members
to the Council, but did not think what is “commonly called ‘Responsible
Government’” suited a “community so young.”40
Before the debate began, Musgrave informed the Governor General of
Canada that the terms would be passed “as it will be pressed as a measure
of the Government” because of “much divided” opinion among the elected members of the Council. He warned that “no important modification
would obtain acquiescence” and that the Canadians must be “prepared to
be liberal if they desire Union.”41

Debating Terms of Union
On 9 March 1870, the debate on the draft terms or what Attorney-General
Henry Crease described as “Confederation or no Confederation” began.
No one seriously questioned the idea of Confederation, but the Council
debated the details for eleven days.42 Based on time spent, responsible
government was the most contentious issue. Few opposed the principle;
the question was timing. Should it be a sine qua non of union or should
it be deferred until the population was larger and British Columbia was
more ready for it? Robson claimed that if responsible government were not
granted, British Columbia might see an uprising as had recently occurred
at Red River. More representative was Carrall who called responsible government “the wisest and best form of government, but it is too cumbrous
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”
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John Sebastian Helmcken

Member of the Legislative Council, BC
9 MARCH 1870

“
Confederation Quote 7.3
Quotation from British Columbia,
Legislative Council, 9 March 1870
Photograph courtesy of the Royal BC
Museum and Archives, Image A-01351

Confederation would make the
Dominion territorially greater,
but would, in case of war, be a
source of weakness. It is people,
not territory, that makes a country
strong and powerful. To be strong,
the union must be of people, and
in my opinion that condition is
wanting.

”
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for this colony,”43 with its small and scattered population. The Council
agreed that the constitution of British Columbia’s Legislature should remain until changed under the authority of the BNA Act. This meant, as
Helmcken and others observed, “the people can have responsible government when they want it.”44
The tariff was controversial. Helmcken warned the Canadian tariff
would ruin farmers and “deprive the Government of the power of regulating and encouraging those interests” upon which the colony’s prosperity
depended.”45 Trutch replied that Confederation would benefit Canada
only if it was advantageous to British Columbia and British Columbia
could have a special tariff.46 That won over the Council.47
Financial terms were important. The draft terms proposed that Canada
should assume the debts and liabilities of British Columbia of slightly
over a million dollars; provide the debt allowance to provinces whose per
capita debt was less than average; make an annual grant of $35,000, and
give a subsidy of eighty cents per person based on a population of one
hundred and twenty thousand. No one knew the size of the population.
Many speakers speculated that the number was closer to forty thousand.
Helmcken took credit for the idea of calculating the financial terms on the
basis of a fictional number of people by a complicated formula based on
the customs revenue.48 Trutch, who helped to draft the terms, explained
that the cost of living in British Columbia was higher than in Canada
and inflating the population would account for “undeveloped resources.”
(Robson noted that a population of one hundred and twenty thousand
would mean more representation in Parliament.)49 Henry Holbrook, of
New Westminster, a magistrate and official member, rightly observed
there was “no objection to getting all the money we can from Canada.” 50
That one day Canada would link British Columbia’s seaboard with
the rest of the country by rail was understood. The terms, however, simply
asked Canada to “use all means” in its power to complete a railway “at the
earliest possible date.” Surveys should begin immediately and, beginning
three years after Union Canada should spend at least a million dollars a
year on building the line from the seaboard towards the railway system of
Canada.51 Foretelling later debates was a discussion of routes and a terminus, and doubts of Canada’s ability and willingness to build the railway.
The term was adopted after a relatively short debate. In the meantime, the
terms only called for a subsidized passenger and mail steamship service to
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”
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Puget Sound and San Francisco and, within three years, the completion of
a coach road from the main trunk road of British Columbia to Fort Garry.
Terms such as urging Great Britain for a loan to help pay for a graving
dock and the continued maintenance of the Esquimalt naval base, making
a geological survey, and encouraging the development of a volunteer force
passed with little or no debate.
The draft terms made no provision for Indigenous Peoples. Their
numbers had declined sharply after approximately a third of them died of
smallpox in 1862.52 Given that the total population was estimated at forty
thousand (including the Chinese), the estimated thirty thousand “Indians”
were the majority.53 No one considered them part of the body politic and
no one consulted them. In the printed debates, the two motions relating
to Indigenous Peoples occupy just over one of 131 pages. Holbrook asked
that the terms specify the ability of Indigenous Peoples to occupy the land
and enjoy equal protection of the law. Robson agreed that they should be
properly cared for. Asserting that Canada’s Indigenous policy was considered good, but “our own policy is not worthy of the name,” he proposed
extending Canadian policy to British Columbia and having it establish
the “necessary agencies” for the “efficient administration of Indian affairs.” “We should,” he declared, “let the Indian mind at rest and let them
feel that Confederation will be a greater boon to them than to the white
population.” Robson withdrew his amendment, but despite Helmcken’s
warning that “if the Indians are to be stuck in reservations, there will be a
disturbance,” the Council defeated Holbrook’s motion twenty to one.54 No
clause relating to Indigenous Peoples went to Ottawa.
Finally, the Council agreed to pay for a delegation, to be chosen by
Musgrave, to negotiate Union in Ottawa. Trutch, its unofficial leader,
represented the “officials” who had opposed Confederation but who had
been converted to the cause. His personal interests straddled Island and
Mainland. Carrall represented the Mainland and had always favoured
Confederation. Helmcken, who represented the Island, had consistently
opposed Confederation.55 The rail journey through mountains from San
Francisco convinced him that Confederation was practical.56
At a dinner in Ottawa, the Governor General told the British
Columbians: “They want you and British Columbia in very badly.” The
delegates found that the cabinet “knew as much of the subject as we did.”
Together they went through the terms, explaining reasons and answering
182
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Fig 7.1 Using the symbolism of trains, the artist Robert J. Banks imagined British Columbia
delegates Dr. J.S. Helmcken, Dr. R.W.W. Carrall, and J.W. Trutch arriving in Ottawa. Image
PDP00488 by Robert Banks, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum and Archives.

questions. Cabinet ministers warned they could only offer what Parliament
would accept. Cabinet members and prominent people in Montreal, however, told the delegates that a railway was needed to keep the country
together. The railway to British Columbia would be an extension of the
railway to Fort Garry; the difficult journey of Col. Wolseley and his men
had proven its need. Canada’s concern was how to pay for it. When Tilley
asked, Helmcken replied: “Make everybody smoke a couple of cigars a day
and take a glass or two of whisky, the duties on those will pay the interest
on the outlay!” Helmcken did not know that Tilley strongly opposed liquor and tobacco.57
During a meeting with the cabinet, Trutch, who had surveyed much of
the interior, explained how the railway could be built through the mountains and along the Fraser River; Carrall spoke of the interior, and, with
Helmcken, sketched how the railway might come to Vancouver Island.
The Canadians sensibly would not specify a route or terminus until the
surveys were done. They would not guarantee to spend at least a million
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”
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dollars a year on construction since they planned to have a private contractor build it. It is not clear if Cartier,58 Trutch, or someone else suggested beginning construction within two years and completing it within ten.
The British Columbians agreed to rely on Canada’s honour “to fulfill the
treaty” and dropped the demand for a wagon road.59
Devising financial terms took time. No one believed that British
Columbia had a population of one hundred and twenty thousand. The
cabinet generously conceded there might be sixty thousand residents,
but Francis Hincks, the Minister of Finance, knew that British Columbia
needed an annual subsidy of $150,000 to balance its books. Cartier then
had the “brilliant idea” that British Columbia surrender land to subsidize
the railway in return for annual compensation.60
Probably at Trutch’s suggestion,61 Ottawa inserted Article Thirteen
concerning Indigenous Peoples. Members of Parliament did not question
it.62 Reminiscent of Robson’s idea, it provided that Canada have charge of
Indigenous Peoples, manage lands reserved for them, and continue “a policy as liberal as that hitherto pursued by the British Columbia Government.”
The clause did not benefit Indigenous Peoples. British Columbia’s “Indian
policy” was mainly creating reserves. The Chief Commissioner of Lands
and Works, J.W. Trutch, who was in charge from 1864 to 1871, believing
that Indigenous Peoples had no right to the lands they claimed, kept the
reserves small.63
Several issues were contentious. Canada was unwilling to set a precedent of a province having its own tariff. The solution was a compromise.
British Columbia could retain its own tariff until the railway was built.
Similarly, Canada would not assist with the dry dock lest other provinces
want one. Another compromise was that for ten years, Canada would guarantee the interest on a loan to build it. Canada said a lunatic asylum was a
local responsibility and sailors could be cared for in ordinary hospitals so
a marine hospital was unnecessary, but it was obliged to build a penitentiary. As for responsible government, British Columbia could adopt it at
any time after Confederation.64 Helmcken recalled, “The Council yielded
nearly everything asked for—indeed we told them we had come to get the
terms proposed or nothing. Everyone was courteous and always open in
private to learn or discuss.”65
With the terms agreed upon, the British Columbians went their
separate ways. Only Helmcken returned immediately to Victoria. He
184
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was cautioned to say nothing about the terms beyond, “everything asked
for has been granted” before delivering them to Musgrave. Musgrave,
who learned of the terms by telegram, advised the Colonial Office that
if Canada promised a railway, “scarcely any other question” would be as
difficult, but without “the certainty of overland communication through
British territory” in a reasonable time, he was not confident that “the community will decide upon Union.”66
When the terms were made public at the end of August, Helmcken
was disappointed by the response that the terms “were too good to
be true,” and the lack of enthusiasm in Victoria except in the press. In
November over five hundred Victoria residents signed a petition asking
that the terms state that the transcontinental railway terminate at Victoria
or Esquimalt. At New Westminster, a public meeting deprecated this
action as “hurtful to the cause of Confederation” and expressed perfect
satisfaction with the terms, “feeling sure” that the Fraser Valley “presents
such natural advantages for the route of the Transcontinental Railway as
will not be overlooked.” 67
As promised, Musgrave reconstituted the Executive Council so members elected in November 1870 were the majority. Confederation was the
main issue. All of the elected members, who included de Cosmos and
Robson, favoured Confederation, as did some defeated candidates.68 When
the Council met in January 1871, Trutch explained the financial terms and
the railway; Helmcken seconded the motion. It had been determined that
the terms were a Treaty and so must be accepted as a package.69 No one
else spoke; the motion for Confederation passed unanimously.
Such unanimity was not present in the Canadian parliament. The
Throne Speech on 15 February 1871 reported that British Columbia had
sought admission to the union. Members would be asked to provide funds
for exploring and surveying a route for “an Interoceanic Railway” and
would be shown “all the papers” to justify extending Canada’s boundaries
“from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean in the one side, to the shores of the
Pacific on the other.”70 Macdonald expected a hard fight in Parliament on
the grounds that the terms were a burden on the Dominion, but he was in
Washington negotiating on the fisheries.71
In introducing the bill to admit British Columbia, Cartier quoted Lord
Lytton, who when creating the colony of British Columbia in 1858, hoped
that British North America might “be ultimately peopled in an unbroken
7 | “The interests of Confederation demanded it”
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chain from the Atlantic to the Pacific.” Cartier said that the arrangement was like a treaty and, having been approved by British Columbia’s
Legislature, could not be amended. Anticipating controversy about the
railway, he advised that a private company, financed mainly by land grants,
would build it so there would be little charge on the exchequer. He explained
how the size of British Columbia’s population was determined and urged
haste since growth would increase the amount of the per capita subsidy.72
The debate was bitter. Many amendments were proposed and defeated. Alexander Morris, the Minister of Inland Revenue, called it the government’s “worst fight” since Confederation.73 Alexander Mackenzie, the
opposition leader, moved that while the House would consider reasonable
terms, the terms were “so unreasonable and so unjust to Canada,” they
should not be approved. Mackenzie’s motion was defeated sixty-eight to
eighty-six.74 Opposition members complained of the unknown cost of
the railway (Timothy Anglin quoted the Colonist as saying the proposed
route was through a “sea of mountains”75); the ten-year time limit on its
completion;76 and the burden on Canadian finances.77 No one, however,
objected to British Columbia becoming a Canadian province. On 1 April
1871, the bill passed.78 The Senate considered similar issues and approved
it four days later.
In British Columbia, the government proclaimed 20 July 1871 a public holiday. It provided no funds for celebrations so the festivities relied
on volunteer organizers. In Barkerville, where Canadian sentiment was
strong, residents had celebrated on July 1 with decorated buildings, a royal
salute at noon, and an afternoon concert.79 In New Westminster, “flags of
every shape and nationality floated from every possible pole” as families
enjoyed sunshine and a programme of sports. An evening ball rounded
out the day.80 Without financial aid, the committee planning a celebration in Victoria disbanded. Nevertheless, at midnight on July 19 the fire
department rang its alarm bells, scaring people who rushed downtown
where they saw an impromptu display of fireworks. According to the
Colonist, at midnight “there were manifestations of great rejoicing in the
city. Bells were rung, guns fired, blue lights and Roman candles burned
and crackers snapped . . . Everybody seemed happy and jolly and the manifestations were kept up long.” Reflecting the interest of John Robson in
responsible government, it observed, “[t]hey were celebrating the birth of
Liberty.” During the day, others raised flags of several countries, including
186
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Canada, the H.M.S. Zealous fired a salute, and the Mechanics Institute
sponsored a picnic with foot races, dancing, refreshment, and an “address
on Confederation” by Amor de Cosmos.81
Save for a passing comment in the Cariboo Sentinel, published in
Barkerville by Robert Holloway who had come overland in 1862 from
Canada West, that “a new nation has been born,” editorial comment in
the province’s four newspapers emphasized the practical advantages of
Confederation, not sentimental attachments to Canada. Both the Victoria
Daily Standard, of which Amor de Cosmos was a proprietor, and the
Colonist, whose new editor was John Robson, cited the presence of surveyors from the Geological Survey of Canada and the railway as manifestations of Canada’s bona fides in fulfilling the terms of Confederation. The
Standard neatly summarized the main advantages: “The new constitution
grants to the people self-government; so with the management of our own
affairs in our own hands, and a surplus revenue of $200,000, with a railway and steamship lines, we are indeed glad to welcome Confederation
and cheerfully become Canadians.”82 Yet, the Mainland Guardian after
admonishing Canadians that “young” British Columbia required “nourishment to develop our infant limbs,” advised that they had “added the
brightest jewel to their crown.”83 British Columbians were a proud people who, though manoeuvered into Confederation by the British and
Canadian governments, had entered largely on their own “fair and equitable” terms.

Further Reading
Still the best overview of British Columbia’s entry into Confederation is
in chapters 8 and 9 of Margaret A. Ormbsy, British Columbia: A History
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1958, rev. ed. 1971). The only book specifically on
the subject is W. George Shelton, ed. British Columbia & Confederation
(Victoria: University of Victoria, 1967), a collection of essays written
mainly by former students of the University of Victoria. The British
Columbia debates on the terms of Union have been reprinted in James E.
Hendrickson, ed. Journals of the Legislative Council of British Columbia,
1866–1871 (Victoria: Provincial Archives of British Columbia, 1980). The
memoirs of one of the key participants, Dr. John Helmcken, including
his diary of the Confederation negotiations, have been published as The
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Reminiscences of Doctor John Sebastian Helmcken, edited by Dorothy
Blakey Smith (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1975).
Although First Nations formed the majority of British Columbia’s population during the 1860s and 1870s, they were not consulted about
Confederation. In addition to providing a few suggestive comments on
Confederation and the First Peoples of British Columbia, Cole Harris in
Making Native Space (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press,
2002), provides an excellent overview of the land question with two chapters devoted to the period around that time. The views of Joseph Trutch,
one of the delegates to Ottawa and the man largely responsible for Indian
land policy before and after Confederation, are explained in Robin Fisher,
“Joseph Trutch and Indian Land Policy,” BC Studies 12 (Winter 1971–72):
3–33.
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