
British Columbia and Confederation 

In 1867 the British North American Act was signed, creating the Dominion of Canada and the provinces 

of Ontario, Quebec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.  Soon after, in 1870, Manitoba became Canada’s 

fifth province.  British Columbia’s entry into Confederation in 1871 was one which many people 

debated, both in the west and the east. 

There were four options that the people of British Columbia had when faced with Confederation: 

1) Remain a colony of Britain 

2) Annex to the United States 

3) Confederate with Canada 

4) Become independent and join neither the United States or Canada 

The last choice, to declare independence, was the least desirable.  Although the mining and forestry 

industries of Vancouver Island were well established, the economy of British Columbia had been 

decreasing since the end of the Gold Rush of the late 1850’s and early 1860’s.  Population had also 

decreased severely since the Gold Rush.  It was highly debatable that the British Columbia Colony could 

support itself without aid from England. 

Many people in British Columbia wished to remain a colony of England.  Unfortunately, for these people, 

however, Britain did not want to support B.C. any longer.  Although Britain would lose the opportunity 

of having a Pacific port, they did not want to pay the huge debts accumulated by Governor Douglas and 

the colony.  The British government also felt it was impossible to defend a colony so far away because of 

the prohibitive costs. 

There was also a large movement in British Columbia to petition the United States for annexation.  Most 

of the advantages for joining the United States were actually derived from the disadvantages of joining 

Canada.  Many thought it ridiculous that B.C. join Canada, whose nearest settlement was thousands of 

miles away.  Geographically, British Columbia was divided from the rest of Canada by the Rocky 

Mountains.  Not only did the Rocky’s place a mental barrier between B.C. and the rest of the country, 

the mountains would also make any sort of transportation and communication extremely difficult to 

establish.  Although the Canadian government had bought much of the North West Territories from the 

Hudson’s Bay Company in 1869, existing transportation or communication routes were through the 

United States.  Many British Columbians questioned the ability of the Canadian government to protect 

B.C. from “internal enemies or foreign foes” without a proper transportation network.  In addition, 

Canada could not provide a market for goods produced in the West without adequate transportation – 

“she (Canada) can take nothing from us (British Columbia) and supply us nothing in return”.  Because 

both B.C. and the eastern provinces had developed lumber and fishing industries, joining Canada was 

seen as being counter-productive, as industries would be competing against one another instead of 

complementing one another.  Markets had already been established with the United States and many 

Victoria merchants had strong ties with American businessmen down the Pacific coast.  The lure of a 

huge American market for their products was difficult to ignore. 



Many people in B.C. did not see their desire to join the U.S. as being disloyal to the British or Canadian 

governments.  They felt no love for Canada and with the idea of joining the United States they would 

only be doing what was best for British Columbia.  Dr. J.S. Helmcken, the chief spokesman in British 

Columbia against Confederation, said “no union between this colony and Canada can permanently exist, 

unless it can be to the material and pecuniary (monetary) advantage of this colony to remain in the 

union.”  W.E. Ireland said in a letter to the United States president “… we earnestly desire the 

acquisition of this Colony by the United States.”  

The threat of American annexation forced the Canadian government to be aggressive in its approach to 

try and get British Columbia to join Confederation.  John A. Macdonald, the prime minister of Canada, 

persuaded the British Colonial Office to appoint Anthony Musgrave, who “acted with great prudence, 

discretion and loyalty in the cause of Confederation,” as Governor of British Columbia.  Canadian 

politicians viewed British Columbia as a stop-gap to American expansion.  The Americans had already 

acquired Alaska from the Russians and although the Canadian government controlled much of the 

North-West Territories, it was still largely unsettled and susceptible to American takeover.  Alexander 

Galt said “… we must… lay our hands on British Columbia and the Pacific Ocean… This country cannot be 

surrounded by the United States – we are gone if we allow it…” 

Another argument for Confederation was the dream that some had of “building up a great nation” as 

part of the growth of the British Empire in North America.  Amor de Cosmos, a Victoria newspaperman, 

wrote “… I could see a time when the British Possessions, from the United States boundary to the Arctic 

Ocean, and extending from the Atlantic to the Pacific, would be consolidated into one Great Nation.” 

Although there were some politicians who spoke for Confederation, the general public were largely 

undecided.  Few people felt any connection to Canada, although there were some people, especially the 

British, who wanted to join Canada because they knew they did not want to be part of the United States.  

In the end it was the work and encouragement of Macdonald, Galt and Musgrave which brought British 

Columbia into Confederation.  It took someone like Musgrave to tell them that “on certain terms… this 

Colony may derive substantial benefit from such a Union.”  Although some monetary payment to B.C. 

was given, the main factor which brought B.C. into Confederation in 1871 was the construction of the 

transcontinental railway. 

 


