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Foreword

A Future Defined is the fourth volume prepared by the National Archives of Canada in its
major exhibition series titled Records of Our History. It illustrates many of the significant
events and developments of the Confederation era when modern Canada, as we know it
today, took shape.

Canada has a rich and varied past. The records of that past are preserved by the
National Archives so that all Canadians have access to them. Through these records, which
serve as windows into by-gone years, we can all savour the life of our ancestors,
vicariously re-live their hardships and joys, delve into their minds and hearts: in brief, we
can better understand how our country came into being and what forces and personalities
shaped it. Knowing the past is of inestimable benefit to Canadians as they search for
answers to many fundamental problems of modern life.

The maps and drawings, photographs, works of documentary art, rare printed items and
manuscript material selected for this publication are all drawn from the fonds and
collections of the National Archives, the repository of the nation’s memory. Virtually all of
the documents are contemporary to the years covered by this exhibition and catalogue
(1849-1873). Most of them, as unique items existing in single copy, are beyond price; all of
them, in their instructive value about Canada’s past, are priceless. The documents are
arranged broadly by theme and chronology, to provide the reader with an awareness of
significant developments in Canada’s history as they unfolded over time. The text that
accompanies each item explains its creation, provides the historical context in which it was
produced, and comments on its significance as an archival document.

Whether people read A Future Defined from start to finish, or browse through it, reading
only what they choose, I sincerely hope they find the catalogue both interesting and
stimulating. I hope, moreover, that the publication instills an increased awareness of the
influence of the past upon our lives, and that Canadians from all corners of our vast
country come to better appreciate and use our nation’s archival legacy housed in the
National Archives of Canada.

Jean-Pierre Wallot
National Archivist
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Introduction

Historical processes are continuous. People, however, in their effort to better understand
historical development, treat history in more manageable blocks of time, in historical
periods marked off by outside dates which often reflect signal events.

The outside dates for this exhibition are 1849-1873. I have taken 1848 as the terminal
year of the preceding era — the rebellions and struggle for responsible government — and
hence commence this exhibition with the year 1849. Confederation was perhaps not
inevitable with the coming of responsible government. But the increasing self-management
of British North American colonial governments and Confederation did develop
simultaneously, as if two sides of the same coin. Hence the closing date of the exhibition,
1873, by which time all former British colonies in North America except Newfoundland —
which would join Canada only in 1949 — were in Confederation.

This pre-Confederation period is a time of remarkable and fundamental change. Were a
traveller to have visited the British North American colonies in 1849, and then to have
returned in 1873, he would have been struck by the sweeping changes that had occurred.
From disparate political entities, the British colonies and the Northwest (formerly Prince
Rupert’s Land administered by the Hudson’s Bay Company and territories beyond), had
been federated into a new state entity, the Dominion of Canada. Much of the interior and
peripheries of the British North American land mass had been known only to aboriginal
inhabitants and voyageurs, unstudied and unsurveyed by European immigrants to the New
World; by the early 1870s various expeditions had opened much of the interior, and the
Dominion survey was laying out land for occupation and agriculture in the Northwest. New
relationships between whites and aboriginal peoples were established through a treaty
system that was based on land reserves and subsidies, and traditional Indian ways of life
and well-being was subjected to forced change.

Agriculture, in the first half of the nineteenth century, was still largely characterized by
traditional, manual operating methods; by the 1870s an agrarian revolution was well under
way. And an industrial revolution was also in the making in the Montreal area and at the
head of Lake Ontario, in the Hamilton-Toronto region, with factories employing up to
several hundred persons. With industrialization, of course, urbanization quickened, and
towns began to take on a more modern character, with gas-lighting, water-works and
sanitation systems. Government-funded welfare institutions, regularized public education,
labour legislation and organized sports — attributes of modern life as we know it — all
appeared at this time.
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The most significant development of this era, however, which changed the character of
life, was the revolution in communications, behind which lay the development of
technology. Telegraph lines snaked out from metropolitan centres to hinterlands and tied
colonies together; in 1866 North America was joined to Europe through the trans-Atlantic
cable. Better roads (macadamized, i.e. built of properly-layered, well-drained gravel of
various sizes) appeared in this era; and many roads, especially colonization roads into areas
newly-opened for settlement, were cut and laid down. Improvements to the Welland Canal
and the St. Lawrence locks continued, raising the efficiency of water transport. The
ubiquitous lake and river steamer came to ply interior waters. The postal system,
transferred to colonial management in the 1850s, steadily improved. These critical
developments in communications helped to overcome distance in the vastness of British
North America — but none of them were as revolutionary as the railway.

This period is the era sans pareil of the railway. As the railway network began to
burgeon, it tied towns to hinterlands and opened areas to settlement and development. The
railways overcame distance and inclement weather; they expedited the movement of
people; and they bound regions, and later colonies, into ever-larger economic units. They
both fired economic development, and threatened urban and provincial governments with
ruin as these overextended themselves to fund the colossal capital costs of railway building.

The railways were a significant factor in promoting Confederation. Merchants and
politicians hoped that they would bind the colonies into a single economic entity, which
spurred Confederation. But in a sparsely settled land, only the Dominion government could
successfully underwrite their construction. Hence the prominence of railways in
Confederation — New Brunswick and Nova Scotia both demanded completion of the
Intercolonial, and British Columbia and Prince Edward Island called for railways, as
conditions of entry into Confederation. Railways were the primary agency of the political
conquest of geographic space.

A new political order, a great opening of the interior and peripheral lands elsewhere for
occupation, an agrarian revolution, early industrialization, rising urbanization, a
communications revolution — these and other developments of the pre-Confederation era
support the notion that this period was a time of fundamental change when the shape of
modern Canada, as we now know it, was drawn.

This exhibition seeks to convey this idea. It is not dedicated solely to the politicians of
the era, nor exclusively to the political intricacies of achieving Confederation. Rather, it
strives to reflect the life of the pre-Confederation era, and the signal developments in
economic, social and cultural spheres of life in the British North American colonies. It also
notes the influence of international factors upon the colonies, so important to the
attainment of Confederation. These factors forced choices upon Britain’s North American
subjects and their politicians, choices about future directions.
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The leaders of the colonies could choose to maintain the status quo, and some,
particularly in the Maritimes, preferred this. Not so the leaders of the United Province of
Canada, created in 1841 through union of Canada West (previously Upper Canada) and
Canada East (formerly Lower Canada). The two halves of the United Province had learned
accommodation to a degree. However, strained cultural relations between French and
English, and resultant political paralysis, made a new order imperative. The French of
Canada East sought a new way to secure their identity and customs; and the English of
Canada West, with a more possessive and continental vision, feared American occupation
and seizure of the Northwest. Both elements in the province were disposed to look for a
new future, either through separation of the two halves or through a general Confederation
of all British colonies in North America.

Many Maritimers, their views ably expressed by Joseph Howe, held to another vision —
complete and unflinching loyalty to the motherland, full autonomy in the colony, and
perhaps even representation in an Imperial Parliament. There was recurring talk of a
Maritime Union. Other Maritimers felt the pull of American annexation, as did some of the
Grits of Canada West, some of the merchants of Montreal and the Parti rouge of Canada
East. To a significant number of inhabitants of the colonies, it was only a matter of time
before the British colonies were drawn into the American union.

Separation, annexation, local union, general confederation — these various views were
about, and people made and argued their choices. The choices that political leaders,
merchants, capitalists and visionaries made, argued and fought for; the course of economic
and technological developments in the colonies; and the key influences of outside players,
of Britain and the United States — all came together in this era to produce Confederation,
and to define the future of Canada.

Hence the title selected for this exhibition, A Future Defined. In both domestic and
external developments it seems to best express the zeitgeist, the historical movement and
character of the period 1849-1873.

The items selected for this publication and exhibition, as well as the mass of historical
records and documents housed at the National Archives, reflect the above processes and
events. Without such records, our understanding of our past would be gravely
compromised, if at all possible. In this lies the significance of the National Archives of
Canada, without which we could know ourselves only very imperfectly.







Responsible
Government

The attainment of responsible government was a significant step in the maturation of the
British colonies in North America. While it came peacefully to other colonies, this was not
the case in the Province of Canada. There it was accompanied by anger and rioting, though
the actual causes of these disorders lay elsewhere.

While in some ways the achievement of responsible government was the culmination of
the pre-1849 period, in other respects-it opened a new era in Canada’s achievement of
control over her own destiny.

Responsible government introduced British cabinet government into the colonies, and
gave colonials fiscal responsibility. But it was not a grant of self-government. In
international matters London continued to determine policy. All colonial acts required royal
assent; any act deemed contrary to British interest or practices could be disallowed by the
British Parliament. Only in 1865 did the Colonial Laws Validity Act provide that no colonial
law could be challenged by the Home Parliament unless it contravened an Imperial statute
made expressly for a given colony.

At the same time, though, the Colonial Laws Validity Act was the capstone of the British
policy of devolution of self-management to the colonies throughout the 1850s and 1860s.
The management of canals, the postal service, clergy reserves, Indian affairs, currency,
crown lands, military reserve lands, immigration — these and other responsibilities were
delegated by Britain to her colonies in British North America. Britain’s support of
Confederation was the culmination of this steady policy of devolution from the time of the
granting of responsible government.




“Canada, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia”

This map, executed by Sydney Hall of Longman and Co., and later published in Hall’s
General Atlas, represents the mainland British North American colonies, Prince Edward
Island and the far western coast of Newfoundland in 1849. It is striking how little territory
was enclosed within colonial borders, and how vast a land mass was administered by the
Hudson’s Bay Company which, by its charter of 1670, exercised authority over all lands
drained by rivers flowing into Hudson Bay. The Company, through later licenses, also came
to manage lands drained by Arctic rivers, as well as the west coast. In fact, in 1849 the
British Crown granted the colony of Vancouver Island to the Company, which in turn was
to colonize and administer it.

The map reveals how thinly the colonies were settled; most occupied points hugging
shorelines or river banks. The northern reaches of the two Canadas were largely unknown;
even Lake Abitibi's shores are imperfectly represented. While the Maritime colonies were
already organized into counties, this map reflects the old district structure of the United
Province of Canada. A statute of 1849 introduced a county structure into the province
(except in Quebec’s seigneurial parishes) which, although modified by recent regional and
metropolitan reorganizations, is still the basis of administrative divisions in both Ontario
and Quebec.

There is a notable anomaly to this map. In 1849 the British colonies only had several
short railway lines (such as the one from Montreal to Lachine). Hall's map represents the
equivalent of the Great Western, Grand Trunk and Intercolonial railways as completed or
under construction. Perhaps the mapmaker intended to designate these railways as
intended. Misinformation is possible, even in “historical” documents.

Hall’s colourful map reflects the general outlines of the British North American colonies
at the dawn of responsible government.

Sydney Hall. ca 1849.
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Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this exhibition is to capture the flavour of life in its fullness in the
Confederation era. It was never the intention of this catalogue or exhibition to reflect in
detail the complex political story which resulted in the union of the British North American
provinces. This has been done before. Rather, this catalogue and the exhibition it
represents are meant to show Confederation in its human context, to re-create the
background tapestry against which the Confederation drama was played out.

The selection of documents for this catalogue and exhibition may seem somewhat
eclectic or incomplete. However, neither catalogue nor exhibition aspire to historical
completeness. Both are venues in which the archival records and documents of the
National Archives speak to us. Like windows into history, they admit us into a past age,
where we can vicariously experience the lives of our ancestors and, in the process, learn
about ourselves. Hopefully, the various items displayed here will do that, and allow the
reader of the catalogue or the viewer of the exhibition to arrive at a better understanding of
life in Canada during the Confederation era.

A careful observer will have noticed that this exhibition is not a panegyric to
Confederation. As the archival records indicate, Confederation was a difficult birth and the
new Dominion came into an imperfect world filled with problems. Just treatment of
aboriginal peoples and their land claims, strong localisms, the role of the central
government, Canada’s relationship with the United States (including free trade), the place
of Quebec within Confederation (and English-French tensions), the influence of geography
and space upon economic and political developments — these concemns and others have
been with us since before 1867.

It is hoped this exhibition will provide a historical context for Canada as we know it
today. If it manages this, and does so in an aesthetically enjoyable and intellectually
stimulating manner, then the National Archives will have achieved one of its chief
objectives, which is to make known to Canadians the intriguing and informative archival
documents of their own past.
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