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The period 1840-67 saw the working out of responsible
government and full liberty given to Canada to
commit her own mistakes. In this period was laid
the foundation of a new system of colonial policy to which
federation added the superstructure. In Lord Durham’s
great Report were combined both elements of the eventual
solution, responsible government and federation, for it must
not be forgotten that responsible government alone proved
inadequate, and worked in its fulness only when to it federation
was added.

The history of United Canada begins with Sydenham and
ends with Macdonald, between whom there is a strong
resemblance; each a mixture, in what proportions we must
agree to differ, of parliamentary strategist and statesman.
The London of the Regency and of George IV differed widely
from the rough pioneer life of the Bay of Quinte and the
whiskified gaieties of early Kingston; but the men who
formed and worked the first cabinets after the Union and
after Confederation are essentially the same: autocrats
both, veiling the autocracy behind a smile and a jest; constructive
opportunists, who did not worry overmuch about
principles, but carried on Her Majesty’s government, and
slowly developed a little state into a great one. Neither
was squeamish; Sydenham gerrymandered Montreal, and
Macdonald gerrymandered Ontario; if an opponent had his
price and was worth buying, bought he was; if the one had
‘a dangling after an old London harridan,’ all Canada knew
of the early amours of the other. But in a time of doubt
and uncertainty and faintness of heart they never despaired
of Canada or of the Empire; their follies and their weaknesses

are buried with them; their nobler part lives. The
difference between them, to Canadians all-important, is that
Sydenham was an Englishman, Macdonald a Canadian; at
the beginning Canada was still under tutors and governors,
at the end she had developed an ‘old parliamentary hand’
of her own. This development is traced in this volume
by Professor Morison in a chapter at once original and
sane. Professor Morison has strong views, and expresses
them with a clearness which does not stop to regard established
reputations. In his desire to avoid the falsehood of
extremes he does not spare those two very typical Scots,
George Brown and Bishop Strachan, and probably more
than one lance will be broken in their defence. Strachan’s
multifarious and, on the whole, beneficent activities as teacher
and churchman are treated elsewhere,[1] and Professor Morison
would be the first to acknowledge that his portrait of the
Aberdeen bull-dog needs to be supplemented. Of one of his
criticisms of Brown a word must be said later on. But that
the general development is rightly and wisely sketched, few
will deny.

Our period opens with Lord Sydenham. Under him
Canadian parties begin to assume coherence; gradually an
administration, with separate heads of departments, takes
the place of the chaotic council of pre-Rebellion days. But
a cabinet must consist not merely of heads of departments,
but of heads of departments working together in unity,
carrying out a systematic policy. ‘It doesn’t matter a
damn what we think, gentlemen,’ said Lord Melbourne on
a famous occasion, ‘but we must all say the same thing.’
A cabinet requires a leader, and alike in Canada and in Great
Britain history proves the necessity of a prime minister. To
give this keystone to the arch, Sydenham was forced to
become his own prime minister, and we thus have the paradox
that the governor who introduced responsible government
is also the governor whose personal interference
was most marked, whose personal predominance was most
absolute.

Sydenham was followed by Bagot, who had the absence

of strong convictions natural to a diplomat, and whose
admission into the cabinet of the reform leaders paved the
way for a Canadian prime minister; for although the cabinet
was a coalition, Baldwin and La Fontaine were its strongest
members, and the illness of Bagot threw power more and
more into their hands. Then came the famous quarrel with
Lord Metcalfe, in which the very worth of the tory leader
made the downfall, when it came, the more complete. If
Canada could not be trusted to look after herself, she could
have found no better guides than Metcalfe and his chief
Canadian adviser, William Draper, afterwards the much-loved
Chief Justice of Upper Canada. When the system
broke down under such men, it was useless for blunderers
like Sir Allan MacNab to try to work it. It is significant of
the distance travelled from the days of Dalhousie and Bond
Head that Metcalfe acknowledged himself bound by the
resolutions of September 3, 1841, which the reformers had
won from Sydenham. But Canada would not remain in a
half-way house; the governor’s personal triumph in the
elections of 1844 brightened his death-bed, but did not retard
for more than a year or two the triumph of Canadian
autonomy.

Under Durham’s son-in-law, Lord Elgin, the more obvious
half of the views of the master are worked out to their logical
conclusion. When Elgin gave the royal assent to the
Rebellion Losses Bill, on the ground that it was supported
by a majority of the representatives from both parts of the
united province, the battle of responsible government was
won. Confederation was for the time in abeyance, and
necessarily remained so till the carrying out of the policy
of material development begun under Elgin.

From this point of view transportation[2] has great constitutional
importance, for the history of the Confederation
movement in Canada cannot be understood save in connection
with that of railway development. Constitutional
changes are conditioned by mechanical advances. Just as
the building of good roads made possible the real union of
England and Scotland; just as the lack of roads in Wales

before the days of the Tudors and the width of the Irish Sea
are responsible for much of the present misery of Ireland;
so the union of British North America would have been a
farce till the success of railways was an economic fact. This
also Lord Durham had seen. It is a good instance of the
difference between a great statesman and a mere administrator
that in the Government of Dependencies, written by
Sir George Cornewall Lewis in 1841, railways are only mentioned
once, and then in a footnote; whereas in Lord Durham’s
Report, published in February 1839, the eye of imagination
sees what they may do to solve Canadian difficulties, and the
building of a railway from Quebec to Halifax is advocated
not as an economic measure, but as the real solution of
the chief constitutional problem. Under Elgin began an
era of railway building, accompanied, as all eras of material
expansion must be, with not a little jobbery and corruption,
and such unfortunate financial experiments as the Upper
Canada Municipal Loan Fund; but bringing happiness and
increase of comfort to thousands, making life endurable to the
farmer’s wife, and, above all, making possible the expansion of
two riverine provinces into the Dominion of to-day. Before
Lord Elgin left Canada, the Grand Trunk Railway was an
established fact; and, in a far nobler sense than Dorion
dreamed when he sneered at Confederation as a Grand Trunk
job, the father of Confederation was the Grand Trunk
Railway.

Yet though Confederation did not come till railways had
made it possible, that it came when it did is due to the self-sacrifice
and statesmanship of a few great men. In his
account of the coalition of 1864 Professor Morison seems to
me to over-emphasize the initiative of Macdonald. His
later services at Quebec and at Westminster cannot be over-estimated;
once committed to the policy he took the lead.
But for the coalition the chief credit is due to Brown and
Cartier. The breadth of mind of the latter made it possible
to persuade Lower Canada that in union with British North
America lay not the destruction but the salvation of her
cherished liberties. Equal praise is due to Brown’s splendid
leap in the dark. It is true that the first ministry to give

federal union a place in its programme was the conservative
administration of 1858; but that was almost entirely to win
the support of Galt, and when Galt’s hopes seemed to come
to nothing, he had scanty sympathy from his colleagues. If
the conservatives were the first to offer the maiden their
somewhat Platonic affection, it was the perfervid Scottish
ardour of Brown which in 1864 seized her in his arms. The
testimony of Lord Blachford, who as permanent undersecretary
of state for the Colonies was present at all the
discussions in London in 1866, is that ‘Macdonald was the
ruling genius and spokesman’; but the coalition, consummated
in 1864, gave him his chief strength.

From this point of view the chapters by Mr Smith on the
Post Office and by Mr Scott on Indian Affairs have a constitutional
importance, showing that the grant of responsible
government in these departments increased not only content
but efficiency. From a wider point of view, in setting aside
a whole chapter for what at first sight may seem the mere
details of postal administration, the truth is emphasized
that constitutional arrangements, however perfect, remain
mere dry bones unless upon the various parts of the province,
the country, or the empire, there blows a great wind of
common knowledge. When the annals of the British Empire
come to be written, it will probably be found that till 1912
the greatest steps in imperial development were those taken
by Cecil Rhodes, when he sent the picked youth of the
British Empire to mix with each other at Oxford, and by
Sir William Mulock, when he forced the hands of the permanent
officials of the British Post Office and inaugurated interimperial
penny postage. Similarly, Sir Hugh Allan is too
much remembered as the corrupter of Canadian statesmen,
of whose connection with the Pacific Scandal it may be said,
that whatever record leap to light he never shall be cleared
Mr Smith shows his place as the founder of the ocean-going
marine, who made Canadian steamers the fastest on the
Western Ocean, and who, when the Nova Scotian Cunard
left Halifax for Boston, was true to Montreal and the flag
of the triple crosses.

The breakdown of paternalism in Canada coincided with

the triumph of free trade in England. This great change
in policy necessarily involved that to the gift to Canada of
political liberty that of economic liberty was added. To
take away the preference on Canadian grain and timber,
as was done in 1846-49, while forcing that grain and timber
to come solely in British ships, was manifestly unfair, and
in 1849 the historic Navigation Acts, so long considered the
corner-stone of the British colonial system, were finally
abolished. Canada accepted the gift of economic liberty
with reluctance. Some despaired and issued the Annexation
Manifesto; but the mass of the Canadian people had
too much self-respect to whimper at being thrown on their
own resources, and with the aid of Lord Elgin found in the
Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 the economic benefits of annexation
without its spiritual stultification. Soon the rising
spirit of Canadian nationalism led to a desire for economic
self-sufficiency, and to the growth of a protective spirit
which was one of the causes which led the United States to
denounce the treaty, whereupon nationalism combined with
the desire for wider markets to promote Confederation. The
economic development of the period, told by Professor Shortt,
should therefore be read in close connection with the political
and constitutional.

The Dominion of 1867 stopped at the Great Lakes, so that
while in the period from 1841 to 1867 the union of Eastern
Canada was accomplished, the winning of the West was
reserved for a later date. But to this two qualifications must
be made. Though the West was won later, it was won under
the constitution framed by the Fathers. In a sense it is
true, as Professor Kylie says, that ‘Confederation was an
awkward compromise.’ But it is far more true that in that
compromise was the root of the matter. The constitution of
Canada is as superior to that of Australia as an instrument
of government as it is inferior as a work of draftsmanship.
Ambiguities in the preambles to certain clauses have led to
concurrent jurisdiction; it is easy to be merry at the expense
of an act which puts ‘marriage’ under the Dominion and
‘solemnization of matrimony’ under the provinces. A
deeper wisdom sees that in giving to the Dominion the

residue of power, Canada went to the root of the matter.
If East and West are ever rent in twain, rebellion will be able
to find no such specious cloak of constitutionalism as it found
in the United States. It was this provision which, among
a hundred other benefits, made possible the creation of the
North-West Mounted Police under federal control, with all
the regard for law which from the banks of the South Saskatchewan
to the Yukon differentiates the Canadian from
the American West.

The second qualification is, that though during this period
the West was neither peopled nor brought under Canadian
government, it is in some ways the halcyon period of
exploration. England has had a noble record ever since
Drake went round by the Horn. From Mackenzie Bay to
Hudson Strait there is hardly a name of cape or inlet or
island but recalls some deed of heroism; Davis and Frobisher
in the sixteenth century, Hudson and Foxe in the seventeenth,
Mackenzie at the end of the eighteenth, and then in
the nineteenth the names come as thick and fast as those of
the heroes in Homer. None of them glow with a purer
radiance than those of the British seamen who sailed with
Franklin, or in search of him. Was there ever a finer heroism
than that of Franklin, leaving at the call of the Arctic his
quiet colonial governorship in the southern seas, and faring
forth again to die within a few miles of victory? Who of
British blood can read unmoved the dry statement of facts
cited by Mr Burpee, written by the men who with Crozier
and FitzJames abandoned their ships and their dead leader,
and set off on that long hopeless journey to Back’s Great
Fish River, of which all that we know is summed up in the
sentence of the old Eskimo woman to McClintock that ‘they
fell down and died as they walked.’ Most of them must
have known, as they put that scanty record under the cairn,
that the end was near, but no whimper breaks through the
official phraseology. Theirs was no self-conscious heroism,
such as that which moved Sir Humphrey Gilbert to disdain
change or fear; they went forward, the leaders at the lure
of the northland, the followers because it was an order; they
tramped on till agony gave place to weakness, and at last

they lay down and died in the snow; but theirs was as high
a daring and as enduring a heart as that of any conquistador
who sailed with Cortez or Pizarro, and when Franklin and
his men went ‘to join the lost adventurers his peers,’ they
proved that there was as good blood in the English race as
any that ever glowed in the veins of the lordliest Elizabethan.
The age of Victoria is the golden age of exploration, and its
most crowded years are those from 1845, when Franklin set
sail, to 1859, when McClintock brought back such scanty
record as remains.




Stat sua cuique dies; breve et irreparabile tempus

Omnibus est vitae; sed famam extendere factis

Hoc virtutis opus.







Alike to Brown and Macdonald, to Franklin and
McClintock the epitaph is due; one star differeth from
another star in glory; it is not for the historian to determine
whether to the dauntless explorer or the nation-building
statesman shall be given the higher meed of praise.
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[1]


	
See ‘History of Secondary and Higher Education’ in section ix.















	
[2]


	
See ‘National Highways Overland’ in section v.
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On October 19, 1839, Charles Edward Poulett
Thomson[1] landed at Quebec to assume supreme
authority in British North America, and the date
may well be considered that from which to count the founding
of modern Canada. For political and social progress demands
a certain foundation in organized institutions, and political
order was the chief gift which Sydenham had to bestow on a
land where society was still in a state of chaos.

It is impossible to deal with Canada at this period in
the grand style, for she had barely yet escaped from the
sordid and harsh essentials of the struggle for corporate
existence. One has only to dip into the material clustering
round Durham’s Report to gauge the immaturity of society
and politics in the provinces on the eve of Sydenham’s
government. Here and there growing cities, from Quebec
and Montreal to Toronto, gave promise of a great future,
and formed rallying points for Canadian culture; but true
municipal and local government had not yet come into being,
and regulations, where they existed, often existed only to
be abused. Outside the cities there was a confused and
sometimes painful process of land settlement wherein the
most hopeful feature was the rough selection of the fittest
made by the struggle for existence, from which there seemed
likely to emerge a hardy generation with more leisure than
their fathers to devote to higher forms of communal life.


Education, so far as the masses were concerned, was
seriously defective. In the cities schools of no inconsiderable
merit had been organized, and in Lower Canada the church
had her own educational policy. Nevertheless, there were
districts where the proportion of children attending school
was one in twelve and where the schoolmaster’s earnings
amounted to a poor £20 a year.[2] Medical knowledge was
naturally irregular in its distribution, and country doctors
were known to have acquired a quick and easy professional
training across the border in three months; and the treatment
of the sick, the insane and the criminal demanded
radical reformation.

Where the common facts of life were so ill-ordered it was
hardly likely that political methods would be sound. Among
the United Empire Loyalists there were men whom not
even their prejudices could rob of a clear title to statesmanship,
while Robert Baldwin in Upper Canada and Louis
Hippolyte La Fontaine in Lower Canada proved that agitation
was educating true constitutional leaders. Nevertheless,
the Canadas were spending too much of their energy on mere
friction, and it was the unanimous verdict of cool contemporary
observers that Canadian politics consisted too largely
of fierce but petty party warfare, the pursuit of private and
corrupt ends, and of administrative methods which Sydenham
could only designate ‘the present abominable system of
government.’ Up to the year of the Union the true leaders
of Canada, and the only men with a gleam about them of
that romance with which the earlier history of Canada is
so full, were the settlers before whom the forests were retreating,
the engineers who were improving Canadian waterways,
and the pioneers in inland and oceanic navigation.

It lies beyond the scope of this chapter to deal with the
abnormal conditions created by the Rebellion, but it must
be recognized that race hatred and division were perhaps
the most powerful foes that civilization had to face, and that

the political confusion in which the rising found its opportunity
set this ‘maker’ of Canada the task not only of
creating a sound government, but of educating men to
work that government. Nothing astonishes the reader of
Sydenham’s dispatches so much as the ignorance of the
very fundamentals of parliamentary government displayed
by men who were agitating for more control of affairs by
themselves. ‘When they come to their own affairs,’ he
said in two vivid sentences, ‘and above all to the money
matters, there is a scene of confusion and riot, of which
no one in England can have any idea. Every man proposes
a vote for his own job; and bills are introduced without
notice, and carried through all their stages in a quarter of
an hour.’

To make Canada, it was not merely necessary, in 1839,
to create a Union and to quench the last sparks of rebellion.
Facts called for a reorganization of society: the creation of
a sound educational system; the pacification of warring
churches; the cleansing and rationalizing of mistaken
methods in land-granting; some attempt at least to grapple
with the errors of existing immigration. Above all else a
scheme of government had to be created which, while it
offered the full advantage of constitutionalism to Canadian
citizens, should first fit them for their rights by teaching
them their responsibilities. The work could be accomplished
perfectly only after a generation had passed, and even
then there remained vast tracts of political ‘wild land’;
but the man who first made it certain that there was to be
government, and not anarchy, was Poulett Thomson, one
of those many servants of the Empire whom Britain finds
it so easy to forget, and concerning whom Canada herself
was, until recently, somewhat indifferent.










	
[1]


	
He became Baron Sydenham of Sydenham and Toronto on August 19, 1840.















	
[2]


	
‘A common farm servant,’ says the Rev. Mr Alexander of Leeds in his
evidence before a committee of the House of Assembly in 1836, ‘is allowed £15
per annum for wages, and, in addition, washing, board and lodging. A schoolmaster
rarely gets more than £20 per annum, and none of the above-mentioned
extras.’—Lord Durham’s Report, Appendix D.
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It would be absurd to make a hero of the man. He
belonged to a school of British radicalism, very useful,
but almost on principle unromantic; and where he
diverged from his fellows into fopperies and conceits, the

divergence hardly raised him in the scale of manhood. That
sound and concrete critic of politicians, Charles Greville,
records the impression Thomson made on him before he
left Britain: ‘Civil, well-bred, intelligent and agreeable,’
high in the good opinion of his political leaders, counting in
the house through a knowledge which Greville half suspected
to be borrowed, unable to recommend himself absolutely
to the sceptical analysis of the man of the world.
He had not yet had his chance, but the undoubted self-complacency,
not to say vanity, which helped him so much
in Canada, his minor moral defects, the valetudinarian
element in him, and the absence of a definite certificate of
aristocratic standing, made most men hesitate in their
judgments. Not excepting the Duke, there were few heroes
in early Victorian politics, and a man ‘with a finikin manner,
and a dangling after an old London harridan,’ seemed hardly
likely even to approximate to the heroic stature. Yet
Thomson had an immense reserve power for administrative
purposes, a mind of great strength and self-sufficiency, an
unflagging industry, a disinterestedness which came as a
revelation to Canadian politicians, and, most unsuspected of
all, a persuasiveness and power of managing men which
even enemies were bound to acknowledge. ‘He was,’ says
Greville, ‘in the habit of talking over the most inveterate
opponents of his government, so much so, that at last it
became a matter of joking, and the most obstinate of his
enemies used to be told that if they set foot in Government
House, they would be mollified and enthralled whether they
would or no.’ He came to Canada, then, in character an
English gentleman with just a dash of the sensualist; in
training, one of the aristocracy of British commerce, with
all the culture and knowledge involved in that training;
in politics, a whig joined in sympathy to the radical and
free-trade wing; in general power, one of those rare administrators
to whom slovenliness in others comes only as
a challenge to introduce order and energy, and finding in
work an ever-fresh incentive to further labours. He was
no Canadian, nor even sought to be one. ‘I long for September,’
he wrote in 1841, ‘beyond which I will not stay if

they were to make me Duke of Canada, and Prince of
Regiopolis.’ Yet he did for Canada what no Canadian could
have done for her, and must count along with the greatest
of his successors as a true founder of the Dominion.

The Political Stage
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Sydenham’s political labours in the two provinces before
Union have been discussed elsewhere; the present chapter
must confine itself to parties and politics in the first Union
parliament. In certain aspects that parliament of 1841 is
unique in the annals of the country. It was the first elaborate
experiment in democratic government since democracy had
seriously entered the arena of Canadian politics; it was the
first national gathering after the various risings; it saw
French Canadians and Upper Canada Britons meeting on
a new footing; and it introduced to the collective political
intelligence of Canada a governor-general whose ideas
on democratic colonial assemblies promised interesting
developments.

There was a vast amount of work to be done; and when
the speech from the throne was delivered at Kingston on
June 15, 1841, besides alluding to such exciting issues as
Anglo-Saxon diplomacy presented, it promised bills in
connection with public works, the postal system, immigration,
education, local self-government, and in addition to general
finance it intimated a loan of £1,500,000, made on imperial
guarantees, to assist the united provinces. With the eye of
a great parliamentary strategist Sydenham estimated the
dangers and the possibilities. Where so much hard labour
was called for, mere party politics were out of place, and
yet party politics seemed almost certain to emerge. French
Canada lay in sullen discontent, and the spent issues of
the great rising might possibly revive in the assembly at
Kingston. ‘There,’ said Sydenham, ‘the elections will
be bad. The French Canadians have forgotten nothing
and learnt nothing by the Rebellion and the suspension of
the constitution, and are more unfit for Representative

Government than they were in 1791.’ Even had the prospects
been rosier, the hardly veiled hostility of these words
promised doubtful peace between the governor-general and
his French-Canadian subjects. Fragments of the Family
Compact would still survive, and the unintelligent activities
of MacNab suggested the possibility of tory ‘excursions’;
while the responsible government men, realizing to the full
the shortcomings of the imperial definition of self-government,
could hardly be expected to accept their fetters without
a struggle.

Sydenham faced the situation with characteristic assurance
and definiteness. Long before the parliament met in June he
was preparing the way. As early as September 1840 he could
write: ‘My candidates are everywhere taken for the ensuing
elections.... The mass only wanted the vigorous interference
of well-intentioned government, strong enough to
control both of the extreme parties, and to proclaim wholesome
truths, and act for the benefit of the country at large
in defiance of ultras on either side.’ In his endeavours ‘to
make the province essentially British,’ he had given French
Canadians the impression that he was tampering with constituencies
against their interests, and all Canada felt sure
that he had unduly concerned himself in the actual elections.
If only his method had been legitimate, his general conception
of Canadian politics would have been not merely sound but
incontrovertible. There were, he held, no real parties, and
no real dividing issues. Parliamentary strife must needs
consist of battles of kites and crows, in which local jobs
would provide the objects, and personal animosities the
inspiration for battle. He desired a central Canadian party,
and here Sydenham’s enemies and critics may remember that
when the colony had learned its lesson, it came back, in the
practice of the liberal-conservatives under Macdonald and
Cartier, to the identical political ideal with which Sydenham
began.

His success seemed in his own eyes complete, for he was
able to declare in June 1841: ‘I have got the large majority
of the House ready to support me upon any question that
can arise; and, what is better, thoroughly convinced that

their constituents, so far as the whole of Upper Canada, and
the British part of Lower Canada are concerned, will never
forgive them if they do not.’ There was one serious storm
when parliament met. Robert Baldwin, who, although he
had accepted office, was perhaps the most conscientious and
persistent advocate of completely responsible government in
the province, had no intention of allowing the governor-general
to break up parties by selecting strong men from
each, to form a central and non-party administration. On
the very day before parliament met he informed Sydenham
that it would be ‘expedient that Mr Sullivan, Mr Ogden, Mr
Draper, and Mr Day should no longer form a part [of the
government], and that some gentlemen from the Reformers
of Eastern Canada should be introduced.’ Whatever faults
there may have been in his tactics, Baldwin was attempting
to regulate Canadian practice in accordance with the best
British cabinet precedents, and if in any sense these held
good for Canada, he was right when he contended that a
cabinet should be as nearly homogeneous as possible, and
that popular government demanded that no interest should
be so excluded from recognition as were the French Canadians
under La Fontaine. Baldwin’s tactical mistakes gave the
governor a chance to read him one of his stiffest lectures, but
the political tutor, as he corrected the manners of his disobedient
pupil, hardly realized that in the future of Canada
the man he scolded for unbecoming conduct, and whose
memorandum he accepted as a resignation, was the true
master and teacher.

But the storm blew past, and although there are indications
of opposition in his dispatches, Sydenham’s language
from first to last is that of a victorious master. As late as
August 28, and on a topic so controversial as the establishment
of local government, he reported unanimity in his
council and a clear majority in the assembly. The success
of his parliamentary manœuvres may be discovered not only
in his letters and dispatches, but in the list of acts with which
the session closed. But the price which he paid, or which
he forced his successor to pay for him, is written in a long
and confidential dispatch of Sir Charles Bagot, which stands

out as the most searching and adverse estimate of Lord
Sydenham’s parliamentary career in Canada.


Were I to lift the thin veil of success which covers it
[Lord Sydenham’s policy], much of deformity would be
found underneath. Towards the French Canadians, his
conduct was very unwise.... He treated those who
approached him with slight and rudeness, and thus he
converted a proud and courteous people—which even
their detractors acknowledge them to be, into personal and
irreconcilable enemies.... The mode in which several
of the elections were carried in both provinces, but
especially in Lower Canada, weakened his position with
the honest and uncompromising Reformers of the Upper
Province, and gave even Sir Allan McNab a pretext for
annoying and opposing him.... It was only by dint
of the greatest energy, and, I must add, the unscrupulous
personal interference of Lord Sydenham, combined
with practices which I would not use, and your Lordship
would not recommend, in addition to the promise of the
loan, and the bribe of the Public works, that Lord
Sydenham managed to get through the session.... Lord
Sydenham was in fact the sole government, he decided
everything and did it himself—sometimes consulting his
council, but generally following his own opinion, and seldom
bringing them together or consulting them collectively.



Nor was it only in voting strength that his government
declined. It had been formed, as will be shown below, in
accordance with a theory hostile to the complete grant of
responsible government as Canadian radicals defined it. Yet
when Baldwin introduced his resolutions on responsible
government on Friday, September 3, Harrison only warded
off defeat by counter-resolutions, really drawn up by Sydenham
himself, which gave to the enemy practically every
position for which he had contended. More particularly
his third resolution swept away the refinements and limitations
to which the imperial government clung as essential to
the British connection:


That, in order to preserve between the different
branches of the provincial parliament, that harmony
which is essential to the peace, welfare, and good government

of the province, the chief advisers of the representative
of the Sovereign constituting a provincial
administration under him, ought to be men possessed of
the confidence of the representatives of the people, thus
affording a guarantee that the well understood wishes
and interests of the people, which our gracious Sovereign
has declared shall be the rule of the provincial government,
will on all occasions be faithfully represented and
advocated.



So passed the first session of the Union parliament, and
the last chapter of Lord Sydenham’s life.

Sydenham’s Services to Canada
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A general estimate of his work must, however, be based
on something more comprehensive than the few short months
of parliament at Kingston. There were the pioneer labours
in the separate provinces, the sallies beyond the Canadas
themselves into general British North American politics,
and the arrogant assertions of his right to dictate and change
at his will the instructions of the British government to his
province.

It is possible, and perhaps correct, to contend that his
main service to the country lay in ‘things done’; for he
left Canada the richer by two years of the most incessant
work. He was a kind of Hercules, attempting with amazing
success the seemingly impossible tasks set him by British
North America. Under him local government became a
practical thing: schools were called into existence, public
works were started, immigration controlled, the United
States taught to respect the decencies of the border, land-granting
systematized, and the clergy reserves troubles
modified, if not ended. In this sphere a simple list of the
statutes passed in the first Union parliament is the best
evidence of his success. More important perhaps than any
of these—he set a new standard of efficiency in public administration,
rebuking, dismissing, economizing. Even Bishop
Strachan had to own a master, and put on a humility which
ill became him, when Sydenham, discovering that a large

sum of money had been borrowed from the funds of the
university by the Right Rev. President of King’s College
‘for his private purposes, on the security of various notes
of hand, and that several of these notes had not been paid
when due,’ proceeded to read a lesson to him, and at the same
time to the whole community. ‘It appears,’ wrote his secretary
in his name, ‘that a loan of a considerable sum was made
by one of the Council to one of the members of the Board.
Such a proceeding His Excellency cannot by any means view
in the light of an ordinary money transaction. The employment
of the funds of a public trust, by one of the Trustees,
for his own advantage, is a proceeding which in His Excellency’s
opinion is highly objectionable, and calculated to
destroy the confidence of the public in the management of
the University.’ The British standard in the administration
of public money has ever been high, and Canada, between
1839 and 1841, received more than one lesson in this first
postulate of public life.

But the most vital and important service rendered by
Sydenham to Canada was something subtler and more difficult
to describe—he gave her an organized political life. To
have effected a union was only the beginning of the battle.
It is true that Sydenham’s part in the Union was more important
than that of the imperial legislature which sanctioned
it, for he conciliated the individual interests antagonistic to
the measure. ‘It was by playing with men’s vanity,’ says
an eccentric pamphleteer, ‘tampering with their interests,
their passions and their prejudices, and placing himself in a
position of familiarity with those of whom he might at once
obtain assistance and information, that he succeeded in
carrying out what Lord Durham had left to some more
practical person to effect.’ What is this, if only we change
the temper of the utterance, but to confess the man a great
diplomatist, and possessed of one of the first essentials of
the practical statesman?

Still there was sterner work than mere diplomacy to be
accomplished. Before Union could be regarded as secure,
there had to be created, not only a new system of political
machinery, but a school of public manners, and that atmosphere

of compromise and understanding which is at least
half of the British constitution. How little Sydenham could
rely on the material at his disposal a brilliant dispatch of
December 15, 1839, reveals. It was written in Toronto, and
from his picture of Upper Canada politics and their chaotic
conditions it is easy to imagine what the Union parliament
would have been if some higher power had not intervened.
The assembly was a chaos, in which not even the members
of government had any coherent scheme. On the most
important questions public officers were to be found on both
sides, and the desires of government had no apparent influence
on the conduct of its so-called upholders. Individualism
ruled supreme, with its usual satellite, jobbery, in its train.
Above the assembly, the council was conducted on lines
which necessarily involved collision with the more popular
body. ‘The whole power of this branch of the legislature
has been really exercised by a very few individuals, representing
a mere clique in the capital, frequently opposed both
to the government and the Assembly, and considered by the
people hostile to their interests.’ In the same way, while
the governor had practically abdicated his power in favour
of the executive council, and while all men counted the
council the responsible body, it was ‘composed of men, not
only in whom confidence is not placed, but whose opinions
are known to be opposed to those of the people.’ In keeping
with all this confusion worse confounded, the administration
of the province had fallen into such disrepair that, said the
governor-general, ‘if the province should escape without loss,
the circumstance is to be attributed rather to the character
of the public servants than to any precautionary measures.’

Such were conditions on the eve of a great gift of
popular government to Canada, and the situation became
all the more critical because it had not yet become clear
what relation the growing colony was to have to the mother
country. It is easy to be wise in the light of later experiences,
and to point out the obvious advantages of home rule; but
absolute home rule was both unthought of then, and impossible
of achievement even had it been advocated. Sydenham
came at a transition stage in Canadian political life, and

while his system depended too exclusively on the man who
worked it, and was certain to involve its own defeat, Canada
could only attain her true government through this ‘Sydenham’
stage, and Sydenham was almost the only man who
could have done the work.

The key of the situation, for him, lay in the governorship.
He was a radical entirely imperial in his outlook, and he
could have brooked the peaceful dissolution of the Empire as
little as Lincoln was prepared to accept the claim of the
individual states against the Federal Union. Now the
imperial power resided for Sydenham in the governorship,
and that he could delegate to no executive, nor stultify to
please any popular assembly. Time and again he asserted
his doctrine, correcting the colonial secretary himself where
he seemed to require tuition. When the Upper Canada
provincial assembly inquired whether any communication
had been received from the colonial secretary on the subject
of responsible government, Sydenham coldly intimated his
regret that it was not in his power to communicate to the
House of Assembly any dispatches upon the subject referred
to, and Lord John Russell had his procedure corrected for
him from Canada.

‘The governor,’ to quote his own terse phrase, ‘must be
personally responsible for all his administrative acts, and
an executive council cannot therefore be made so.’ He represented
at once the royal power, and, through it, the bond
of imperial union, and nothing must weaken either. Equally
valid in its own way with this imperatorial power was popular
right, but the people in Sydenham’s eyes were a flock to be
guided, and he believed in the oriental fashion of the shepherd
going before his sheep. In the House of Assembly, the express
image of the people, it was his ambition not to see petty
divisions—he knew that Canada was too small in politics,
had too few great exciting issues, to be able to support real
party divisions—but to see a union of the moderates.

Nowhere is the man more splendidly clear-sighted than
when he dismisses existing so-called ‘parties’ with a sweep
of the pen. ‘Party, according to our English sense, can
scarcely be said to exist, and the English party names, though

adopted here, do not in the slightest degree describe the
opinions of those who assume them or to whom they are
assigned.’ And, again, he refers to ‘the delusive nature of
the party nicknames borrowed from England.’ With the
instinct of a great administrator he determined, like
Bismarck and Cavour, to govern through a liberal-conservative
party; for that is really what his support from
the moderates amounted to. But such a party is always
the creation of some master influence, and in Sydenham’s
relation to this party we face the most remarkable aspect of
his governmental practice. It was his desire, in spite of
autocratic leanings, to meet the wishes of the people, although
at times these were ill-informed; but to divest himself of his
viceregal and imperial authority would be both a crime
and a blunder. Between him and the popular assembly
there came an executive, but that executive was not the
creature of the people; it was his own instrument. Looking
back, he saw instance after instance where a dictatorial
governor had flaunted a hostile executive in the face of his
assembly. In his opinion the fault there lay, not in the power
possessed by the governor, but in the use he made of it. ‘I
consider it,’ he wrote in 1840 during trouble in Nova Scotia,
‘both unwise and imprudent to have persevered in maintaining
a particular set of men in such a capacity in whom
the Assembly had notoriously no confidence, rather than
select others more acceptable to them.’ To him a colonial
governor, because of his peculiar position, represented the
royal power as it had been when the king was his own prime
minister, the council really his servants, and the one check
on his autocracy the knowledge that government was possible
only when the people’s wishes were considered.

It is easy to see the dangers involved in Sydenham’s
position. He feared that the representative of monarchy
should be deprived of all real power, and, in his place, there
should arise a cabinet, the creature of uninstructed and
irresponsible public opinion. That, on the whole, would
mean separation, and separation never occurred to Sydenham
as a possible solution to anything. But was there
not as serious a risk, even on his theory? Assume a grave

divergence of opinion between the governor and his executive,
and the people; what then? If the king or his representative
has all the power, he has the power to do wrong; and
constitutional government is erected on the maxim that he
cannot. Sydenham saw the point and accepted the risk.
It says much for his logic that when the Nova Scotians did
differ from their governor, and actually petitioned that he
might be removed, the governor-general approved of their
line of action as contrasted with the claim of the people to
control the executive council. However unusual, it was
‘the legitimate mode for the legislature to adopt when
it was dissatisfied with the executive government’; and
he proceeded in luminous words to speak of ‘the mischief
which must inevitably arise from intrusting the delicate
and difficult task of governing with a popular assembly, to
persons whose previous pursuits have left them practically
unacquainted with the management and working of such
bodies.’ What he dreamed of was a popular government,
but one where the truest popularist was the autocrat
at the top; and I suppose he justified himself, as against
critics of all such ‘patriot princes,’ by pointing out that, in
the case of Canada, the governor was chosen, not born, and
that it was easy to get the right man. At least, he cherished
no doubts as to his own appropriateness.

At the same time, Sydenham was fortunate in the period
set to his work by death. He seems to have been conscious
that he had played his part, for the fatal accident of September
merely precipitated the termination of an administration
which would have ended with 1841. While the political
and social life of Canada was crude, it was only for lack of
opportunity; and when once a proper start had been made
and a fit example set, Canadians learned so rapidly that the
viceregal pedagogue-prime-minister was certain to find his
position untenable. Even before the end of the first parliament
symptoms of trouble had appeared. The faculty for
accepting tuition, more particularly in politics, is one of the
least permanent elements in ordinary humanity; and not
all Sydenham’s tact could disguise the fact that Canada
was being consciously and firmly educated by her governor-general.

Besides, the united legislature was no ideal group
of men, but a turbulent and divided mass, with racial hate
at the centre lying in wait for its opportunity. Sydenham’s
success, as has been shown, was less than he himself thought,
thanks chiefly to the French. He tried to conciliate those
restless spirits, but ‘members of that party who accepted
office were invariably rejected from their seats, when they
sought to be re-elected, and an overture made to the party
through Mr La Fontaine was abruptly broken off. As the
session advanced, the supporters of the government, thus
weakened, were so reduced in numbers that, with all their
exertions, some of the most important ministerial measures
were passed by a bare majority, and in one or two cases
by the casting vote of the speaker.’

It may seem a lame conclusion to a great man’s work—the
lamer because his political practice has been chosen as
the most eminent contribution made by Sydenham to
Canadian progress. But there are things, doomed to failure,
which yet are necessary before the next step in progress can
be made, and in his two short years Sydenham taught
Canada the meaning of true authority, the importance of
public honour and spirit, the methods by which honourable
politicians combine in cabinet and party, and the possibility
of being popular without pandering to the low inclinations
of the political mob. I doubt if he ever could have comprehended
the real danger of his system, but then he was perhaps
the one man living who might have made it work. And,
if the opposition to him grew, it is well to remember that,
coincident with that opposition, he was carrying through a
mass of legislation such as no ordinary legislature would
accomplish in ten years; and that in addition he had taken
from discontent all its real sting and danger. To recur once
more to Greville’s estimate of the man:


He was always known to be a man of extraordinary
industry, but nobody knew that he had such a knowledge
of human nature, and such a power of acquiring
influence over others.... Though of a weak and
slender frame, and his constitution wretched, he made
journeys which would have appeared hard work to the

most robust men.... These are the materials out of
which greatness is made—indefatigable industry, great
penetration, powers of persuasion, confidence in himself,
decision, boldness, firmness.



Few groups of men have so disguised the higher things of
life—its heroics—in utilities, as that to which Sydenham
belonged. Yet free trade, and the relief of the poor, and
the quest for peace, and the bringing of innumerable
humanities into our average lives are no despicable achievements,
and if the establishment of decency and order in
Canada, and the origination of a great experiment in colonial
democracy, have little in them to win popular cheers, wise
men appreciate in silence, and remember.


II
 BAGOT, METCALFE, AND THE POLITICAL CRISIS
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A Troubled Period
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The second stage in the political development of United
Canada extends from the death of Sydenham to the
departure of Lord Metcalfe, his second successor, in
1845. In these years, as in those which preceded them, the
centre of political interest is still rather the governor-general
than the assembly, or rather is the relation of the governor
to the spirit of independence which made such rapid strides
in parliament after the first ‘non-political session’—if Gibbon
Wakefield’s phrase may be accepted. By his virtues and
his defects Sydenham had scattered the seeds of tempest,
and his successors reaped the whirlwind.

The causes of trouble were many and obvious. First and
foremost came the need for readjustment of the British theory
of colonial autonomy. The timid days of paternalism were
past, but neither whigs nor tories understood the system for
which the colonial leaders were calling—responsible government—nor
the actual constitution of the bonds which were
to hold Canada to Britain. A colony in their eyes was
something tentative, its population British, no doubt, but
rudely British, and its government a compromise between

a crown colony and the British parliament, but with the
emphasis on the crown colony features. Sydenham’s logic,
as has been shown, had fixed on the governor-generalship as
the key of the situation. As his own prime minister he
had determined to create, if necessary, a party. This party
was to support an administration of the recognized liberal-conservative
type, and his ministers were to represent not
a predominant factor, but all shades of Canadian opinion.

The fundamental error in this logical device was that
Canadians, being Britons living abroad, naturally claimed
the privileges of self-government enjoyed in the mother
country; that they were divided into parties; and that
they expected party opinion to be as dominant in Canadian
government as it was in England. Burke’s eloquent refutation
of non-party rule was as valid for nineteenth-century
Canada as it had been for Rockingham against the scheme
of George iii. To a modern critic nothing seems more obvious
than that parliamentary government, exactly as it was
practised in Britain, in all its details and with all its liberties,
was the only possible method of satisfying Canadian claims.

It was nevertheless difficult for any British government
to consent to what seemed simple and logical. The fate
of the American colonies hung still over the councils of the
Colonial Office, like the clouds of some storm, spent for the
present, but with possibilities of recurrence. Catastrophes
were still possible in the colonial world. Nor did the colonial
reformers make matters simpler. ‘Politics,’ said the Hon.
Isaac Buchanan to Ryerson, ‘in a new country are either
the essential principles of society, or parish business’; and,
unfortunately, not only were parochial details discussed
with all the seriousness of essential principles, but the principles,
wedded to obscure local matters, and darkened with
the violence and personality of village disputes, led Canadian
reformers into action neither mannerly, nor useful, nor wise.
The work of Somers, Walpole and Pitt, in England, had
sometimes to be done in Canada by eccentric reformers and
party intriguers. Members of the administration were not
always faithful to their cabinets; responsible officials had
to be reminded even of so elementary a duty as attendance

in the cabinet or assembly; and the air of compromise and
consideration for the other side, which is the most valid
explanation of British efficiency, was usually absent in
Canadian political crises. Friction in practically every
serious political resettlement delayed and weakened the
work of administration. In spite of Sydenham’s work as
political tutor to the colony, the conventions of the game
were not yet understood.

The racial question complicated the merely political
situation. Durham’s scheme of self-government for Canada
had presupposed the swamping of French national spirit
as the condition of future peace. Sydenham had systematically
ignored French-Canadian claims, and he had not
restrained himself from the use of most improper influence
to secure predominance for the British party in Lower
Canada. The national consequence, more especially of
Sydenham’s action, was ‘something very like a private
quarrel on his part, with the whole mass of the French
inhabitants of Lower Canada.’ Sydenham’s successors, then,
had to count, not merely on the normal party divisions, but
on this rampant nationalism, dividing existing divisions, and
running deep into the social as well as the political fabric
of the colony. So tense had the state of French-Canadian
feeling become, that the acceptance of government office
by one of their number automatically set him apart and
ensured his impotence in all matters of active political
influence.

Add to the various troubles the youth and crudity of the
community, the lack of political education in the new masses
of immigrants, the difficulties attached to mere existence in
a new land, the slow operation of any but material motives
and appeals, the naturalness of what more advanced communities
would call corruption, and all the elements of an
acute political difficulty are present.

Sir Charles Bagot’s Administration
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The selection of a successor to Lord Sydenham fell to the
great Peel cabinet of 1841, and Stanley, who was Peel’s

secretary of state for the Colonies, made what seemed a
whimsical choice in Sir Charles Bagot. For Bagot belonged
to an age and world very different from those of his Canadian
subjects. He had been one of Canning’s men, filling in succession
the positions of minister plenipotentiary at Washington,
St Petersburg and The Hague. His years of service had
included those in which Canning made his reputation as the
greatest foreign minister of Britain since William III and
Marlborough; and the greatness of the minister overshadowed
the performances of his colleagues. In the history
of diplomacy Bagot remains noteworthy as the negotiator
of the Rush-Bagot treaty, the ambassador at St Petersburg
when the definition of the north-west boundary of British
North America was being arranged with Russia,[1] and the
recipient of Canning’s famous rhyming dispatch of January
31, 1826. In the caprice of imperial statesmanship he had
been chosen to fill the governor-generalship of India, and
through the same caprice he was deprived of the opportunity,
which he had barely had time to refuse, because his brother
had voted against Canning on a vital question.

In his voluminous correspondence before and after 1842
he presents himself as an admirable representative of the old
and fading world of the eighteenth century and the Georges—witty
and cultured, knowing the whimsies and foibles of
men, and a little suspicious of their enthusiasms and their
serious moods. Belonging to Canning’s set, he was a man
rather enlightened than of fixed political principle, and more
at home with ‘men’ than with ‘measures.’ He might have
formed a bright and kindly figure in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair;
and they were sending him to Canada, the antipodes of the
world in and for which he had been bred.

At first sight he seemed hardly the man to mollify political
bitterness. Doubts were expressed as to his fitness for facing
an unusually troublesome popular temper, and the unrelenting
tories, whose support was a very doubtful gift to any
governor-general, looked to the member of an ancient English
family, who was also the nominee of a great tory ministry,

to exalt them over the heads of their rivals. Stanley, too,
had his clear-cut opinion of the proper course for Canada.
‘You cannot,’ he had written in his instructions, ‘too early,
and too distinctly give it to be understood that you enter
the province with the determination to know no distinctions
of natural origin or religious creed’—an admirable sentiment,
but one which rather overshot the mark. His desire to
extinguish hatreds and divisions and proscriptions went
farther than English usage permitted, and planned some
such administrative despotism as Bismarck imposed on
Germany, or George iii attempted to create in England. If
the people were not to be permitted to elect their rulers
through the operations of party distinctions and prejudices,
then the phrase ‘Responsible Government,’ to which government
had consented in the declarations passed under Sydenham,
was meaningless.

But by a whimsical chance the tory nominee of a great
Conservative government proved the means by which Canada
won her first substantial victory for self-government. Bagot
had been chosen, partly with an eye to more amicable diplomatic
relations with the United States, but also because he
had never committed himself to any violent political position,
and could conduct himself with firmness, discretion
and temper. But the British ministry was hardly prepared
to find their nominee force their hand, and precipitate a
condition of self-government far beyond anything that even
their moderate men could concede.

Bagot’s actual administration lasted only from January
12, 1842, when he arrived in Kingston, until, on March 29,
1843, he was able to write, from his death-bed, ‘The new
Governor-general is this moment arrived in the town—I am
to see him at 4 o’clock.’ Yet in these fourteen months he
had accomplished what not all the efforts of his successor,
backed by a powerful English ministry, could check, and
prepared Canada for the self-government which she received
at the hands of the Earl of Elgin.
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There is really only one central political situation during
the administration, and even important secondary details
must give place to the main issue. The need of Canada was

efficient administration, yet Sydenham had left, as a means
to that end, a ministry which had ignored the entire French-Canadian
element, a majority which had disappeared, and a
theory of state which contradicted the known desires of all
the progressive elements in the land. To defeat the policy
of the party of government, tories, French Canadians, and
radical ‘ultras’ were in the habit of uniting and obstructing.
Questions concerning the civil list, the new municipal
council and the clergy reserves, to mention no others, gave
the opposition ground for attack whenever they cared to
advance.

After a short hesitation—parliament would not meet
until autumn—Bagot saw his policy, and acted with a resolution
the more admirable because he was by no means sure
of British backing. It was a case of the man with genuine
local information and sympathy changing the instructions
which had been composed in remote ignorance. He began
by appointing a distinguished French Canadian, Vallières de
St Real, to the chief justiceship of Montreal; and a moderate
reformer, Francis Hincks, who was thoroughly trusted by
the reform party, to be inspector-general of accounts.

In both cases he was met with an encouraging loyalty,
which compensated for minor disappointments in his French-Canadian
experiments.[2] Then he advanced to the main
attack. His council had, fortunately for him, most sympathetic
interest in the situation, and, while one or two of the
more negligible were absent, men of keen mind among the
moderate conservatives, of whom W. H. Draper was the
most notable, not only urged him to act, but offered to make
necessary changes possible by resignation. The key of the
situation lay in the French party, although matters were
somewhat complicated by the fact that the French could not
in honour accept office without stipulating that Robert
Baldwin, the conscientious, intractable and pragmatic
minister, whose resignation had threatened to destroy the

peace of Sydenham’s first parliamentary session, should enter
office along with them.

On September 10, certain that, if he remained inactive,
he would have to face overwhelming parliamentary opposition,
he sent for the recognized leader of the French party,
La Fontaine. He had resolved on a partial surrender, and
even if Baldwin had to receive a place, he would consent,
but as an associate of the French reformers, and not on his
own terms. To his frank confession that he required French
support La Fontaine answered with his terms—four places
in the council and a willingness to accept Baldwin. At the
very moment of success an unexpected difficulty arose; for
Baldwin’s conscience, which was accustomed to operate with
a very wayward persistence, was uneasy at entering a ministry
not entirely homogeneous, and in which reforms might be
swamped by the other elements; and none of the new
ministers was willing to consent at once to the pensions
which Bagot wished to grant to certain of the retiring
councillors. On the 13th La Fontaine refused to accept office
on the terms which he himself had dictated, and the situation
was the more critical since Bagot’s present ministers spoke
of resignation, and Baldwin had already commenced the
attack in an onslaught on the address. Bagot met the crisis
by publishing in the assembly through Draper his very frank
offers; after which, not only did the house approve, but the
minister-elect came quietly in, and, writes Bagot with pardonable
pride, ‘the House is now prepared to pass any measure
or adopt any course I may suggest.’

That Sir Charles Bagot had accomplished a political
stroke of the first importance, no one will now deny. It is
true that the complete ruin of his health flung the reins of
administration more completely into the hands of his new
councillors than he had anticipated. It is also true that he
was preparing trouble for a successor who did not care to
follow in his footsteps. But the results in Canada were
immediate and beneficial. Administration on sound lines
became once more possible, and Bagot’s ministers stood by
his memory in loyal defence, long after loyalty to the man
could be of any personal advantage to them. In a time not

overburdened with political sympathy and honest loyalty,
Bagot’s minister of Finance was able to write: ‘Sir Charles
Bagot’s policy was consistent from first to last, and there
was never any reason to suppose that he would have obstructed
a ministry which he had taken an active part in forming.
To the last he maintained the most cordial relations with all
his ministers, and took an affectionate leave of them shortly
before his death, appealing to them to defend his memory.’

But British opinion hardly kept pace with the sound
developments of the governor-general. It is true that
Sydenham’s very able political secretary, Murdoch, wrote
to say how entirely he agreed with Bagot’s new arrangements,
but even among the radicals the principles of home rule
were hardly yet understood by British politicians, and Stanley
had no intention of granting what Lord John Russell himself
suspected as separationist in its consequences. The actual displeasure
shown towards Bagot, and the extent to which that
displeasure weighed him down, have been exaggerated, but
there is no doubt that Peel and Stanley yielded with a bad
grace, and changed the system as soon as Bagot’s resignation
gave them a chance. Stanley thought that Bagot should
have rallied round him an essentially governmental party,
and, strong in their support, have defied the hostile sections.
In violation of all the most valid parliamentary traditions
he and Peel cherished the hope that this party, formed by the
detachment of individuals from both extremes, was a possibility,
and that, even faced by a hostile majority, he could
still carry on the ‘Queen’s Government.’

Peel gave his opinion in a letter pregnant with his calm
wisdom, but undoubtedly mistaken in relation to Canadian
facts. ‘I think,’ he wrote, ‘he should fight the battle as long
as he possibly can, in the hope that by great prudence, and
moderation, and strict adherence to constitutional forms,
even where the extreme exercise of his power is necessary,
he may call to his aid whatever there may be of a sound
public opinion out of the Chamber, or may betray his opponents
into some false steps which will give him an advantage.’

The precedent of the younger Pitt was obviously in the
writer’s mind; but there was really no resemblance between

the cases. Pitt was backed by royal influence; Bagot had
no such munitions of war. Pitt had to control a chamber
peculiarly susceptible to the means of persuasion then at the
disposal of the king’s minister, and, being gentlemen of
intellectual tastes, equally susceptible to arguments and
manœuvres, which appealed to them as members of the
political aristocracy; Bagot had to face a keenly democratic
assembly. Pitt happened to be fighting against an unscrupulous
alliance of parties, with popular feeling on his
side; Bagot was asked to thwart the people of Canada in
one of their most dearly cherished ambitions. Parallels,
despite Plutarch, are of little value in history and politics,
and the circumstances in politics make each new venture
something unique and unprecedented.

Stanley could not but feel regret that things happened
as they did, and while he admitted necessity as a plea, he
said explicitly to Bagot that he should have preferred to see
the necessity ‘demonstrated’—a phrase which means, if it
have any meaning, that Stanley was prepared to see Canada
plunged into disorder before he yielded. In the end he gave
a reluctant assent, not disapproving in so many words, but
hoping even yet that Bagot might be able to recover in other
directions his concessions in the council. ‘The present seems
to me a favourable time for impressing on your government
as a body, the propriety and necessity of adopting that act
[the Act of Union] as a whole; and of declaring their intention
to stand by the provisions, including civil list, and
any other debatable point—to take it, in short, as a fait
accompli.’

That Bagot felt the underlying distrust is no doubt true.
He bade Peel and Stanley give frank expression to their
displeasure, if it existed in excess, by public recall. But
there is nothing to suggest that he brooded over the feeling.
On the contrary, there are repeated expressions of pleasure,
in his latest dispatches, at the support he had received.
‘I think I could satisfy you,’ he wrote on November 11,
1843, ‘if it should become necessary, that I took the least
of two evils.’ A little later he was ‘abundantly satisfied,
and gratified, and fortified, by the light in which the government

is disposed to view my late measures’; and just before
the end he could assure Peel, at once of his confidence that
the surrender had been wise, and of his happiness in Peel’s
approval: ‘Your letter, the communications, both public
and private which I have received from Lord Stanley, and
the language held in the House of Commons, as to my recent
measures, which I always knew might be as hazardous as
they were clearly inevitable, have carried me through a
period of anxiety such as I hope will never befall me
again.’



MEMORANDUM FROM MR LA FONTAINE

TO SIR CHARLES BAGOT

(Translation.)



Kingston, 27th Sept. 1842.

Mr La Fontaine has the honour to inform His Excellency the
Governor General that, complying with the authorization he
received, he communicated with Mr Girouard, making known
to him His Excellency’s wish to offer him the office of a Land
Commissioner, with a seat in the Executive Council.

Mr La Fontaine has to express sincere regret that the failing
and uncertain health of Mr Girouard will not allow him to accept
this office. In addition to the official reply of Mr Girouard
transmitted with this, Mr La Fontaine feels it to be a duty to
send His Excellency also a private letter from this gentleman on
this subject.

Mr La Fontaine more than any one will feel the loss of the
active services of Mr Girouard; but at the same time he feels it
his duty, in the interests of the same object that His Excellency
has in view, respectfully to suggest the name of Mr Morin, whose
integrity, talents and ability are so well known.

Mr La Fontaine is still confined to his room by sickness, and in
consequence begs His Excellency to accept his apologies for not
being able to wait upon him in person.
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Few men have done their inglorious duty with more
unswerving honesty, and with less credit from headquarters,
than Bagot. It is always easy to be relentlessly dogmatic
in error—the conventional pose of the hero. The difficulty
lies in accommodating preconceptions fortified by dignity
to suit things as they are. That Bagot accomplished, but
he certainly laid up a store of troubles for his successors;
for Metcalfe was the man that Bagot was not—a Quixote
with fixed principles.










	
[1]


	
He has therefore a secondary interest for Canadians as being indirectly
responsible for the facts connected with the Alaska Boundary Award.















	
[2]


	
Of Hincks he writes: ‘He has accepted the office, and accepted it in a
manner which I think does him much credit, making no exception to any one of his
future colleagues in the cabinet, nor any stipulations for himself of any kind,’
Bagot to Stanley, June 12, 1842.
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Nothing could have promised better than the appointment
of Bagot’s successor; for few among the public servants
of Britain had a better administrative record than
Sir Charles Metcalfe. He had been born into the tradition
of imperial service, and his education had been that of the
governing classes in Britain. At a very early age he had
undertaken most responsible work in India, and he had passed
through all the stages of Indian promotion until he had
been chosen to fill temporarily the highest place, after Lord
William Bentinck’s retirement. He had proved himself
something better than a mere efficient functionary, for,
sharing in the reforming work of Bentinck, he had kept an
extraordinarily open mind in matters of liberty and fair play.
At the cost of great discomfort to himself he had exposed a
financial scandal in which his superiors had been inclined
to acquiesce; and to him belongs the credit of freeing the
Indian press from harassing restrictions. Nor was his administrative

liberalism a facile go-as-you-please mood. The man
had that highest kind of political imagination whose fruit is
self-criticism. He saw with an amazing clearness the dangers
confronting British rule in India, and expressed his fears in
language adequate to their importance:


Our power does not rest on actual strength, but on
impression.... In their feelings, they [the inhabitants
of India] partake more or less of the universal disaffection
which prevails against us, not from bad government,
but from natural and irresistible antipathy....
Our greatest danger is not from a Russian invasion, but
from the fading of the impression of our invincibility
from the minds of the native inhabitants of India. The
disaffection which would willingly root us out exists
abundantly: the concurrence of circumstances sufficient
to call it into general action may at any time happen.



This is something more than mere shrewd insight: it is
evidence that the man had a sympathetic insight into the
minds of those whom he governed of an unusual power and
depth. Passing from India, he had done work of great
importance in removing causes of friction in the government
of Jamaica, and Bagot confessed that his was the first name
which presented itself to his mind as his successor, if indeed
it was not too humble a position to offer to so distinguished
a public servant.

In Canada, whatever his political errors, he impressed all
with his admirable qualities and his generosity. According
to credible evidence, he had unlimited patience in granting
and enduring interviews, never attempting ‘to close an
interview, except by occasionally wearing out importunity
by silence.’ He carried charity and thoughtful generosity to
a heroic pitch; and if his years in Indian authority had given
him the over-simplicity of great despotic public servants
(his critics called him Square-toes), he had also the high
civilian’s hatred of mean compromise and trickery. Canada
was to be governed by a more intellectual and powerful
Colonel Newcome.
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Metcalfe’s first beginnings were not unpeaceful. In a
tour through part of the province he was received ‘with
demonstrations of loyalty to H.M. the Queen, and with
kindness towards himself,’ and in his first parliament the
address was adopted without opposition. But the air was in
a highly electric condition. The question of a change in the
seat of government threatened to set the British against the
French inhabitants; and both of them against the little
circle of dwellers near Kingston, Lord Sydenham’s choice of
capital. Not only was the eternal trouble of the clergy
reserves ready to fill any gap in the proceedings of government,
but there was a strong anti-Anglican movement to
secularize the provincial university, and the political and
religious turbulence of Orange societies demanded some kind
of solution. Deeper down in men’s minds were the doubts
entertained by Canadian reformers as to the reality of the
self-government granted them by Britain.

In the struggle which followed, pamphleteers and speakers
contradicted and asseverated with reckless disregard for
truth. To Gibbon Wakefield it was ‘a great disturbance,
apparently about nothing,’ a complication of reforming
ambition with sheer bad manners.[1] To Egerton Ryerson it
was a factious attempt of unscrupulous politicians to snatch
from the governor-general powers of patronage which they
had previously disavowed as undesirable in administration.
To Metcalfe and Stanley it was a bold attempt to erect an
independent Canada; and the former was convinced enough
of the villainy of his earlier ministers to write:


I regard their faint profession of a desire to perpetuate
their connection of the colony with the mother country
as utterly worthless; although I do not imagine that
generally they have separation as their immediate
object, their present views being to establish the power

of their party, and to be sustained at the expense of the
British nation, but with perfect independence of its
supremacy in the government of the province.



Through the summer and autumn of 1843 relations
between the new governor and his ministers grew more and
more strained. Harrison, who was member for Kingston,
resigned over the question of the change of capital. The
control of the Orange society organization could not be
effected along the lines desired by the ministers. The legislative
council remained weak through the impossibility of
getting politicians from Lower Canada to accept positions
in it. The differences in temper and political ideal between
governor and ministers grew, and were not simplified by the
ill-mannered disregard for Metcalfe’s feelings, which allowed
his councils to propose measures without consulting him,
and to indulge in ill-tempered criticism behind his back.

The crisis came on November 24. There had been some
petty strife over minor appointments, and on that day the
two leaders, Baldwin and La Fontaine, came to demand that
Metcalfe should ‘not make any appointment, without first
taking their advice; and then should make it with a view
to sustain their influence.’ It is quite fair to say that the
ground of resignation was a demand, ungranted, concerning
patronage; but the whole question of responsible government
lay beneath, and the views entertained on that subject
by Baldwin and La Fontaine on the one hand, and by Metcalfe
and Stanley on the other, were absolutely irreconcilable.
Nothing remained but battle à outrance. Nor must supporters
of the modern system of British democratic government
allow surface crudities or rudenesses to conceal the fact
that on the main issue the Canadian statesmen were as
completely in the right as the British tories were in the
wrong. Even on the assumption that ill-manners in politics
often amount to constitutional error, and that Metcalfe
was pressed beyond decent limits in matters of personal
patronage, it was still true that he was supporting an untenable
position in constitutional practice. He had come,
he said, to govern Canada, not in the interests of a party,
but of the whole; and he had no intention of yielding to

party pressure. But there was really no such thing as the
will and mind of the Canadian population apart from that of
the majority, and the majority is most easily expressed in the
usual party form. Had Metcalfe been perfectly frank with
himself he would have admitted that, since his desires in
government coincided with those of the Canadian tories,
he must use all his strength and influence to maintain in
power not a United-Canada party, but a tory party which
could hope for but temporary supremacy, if even that, in
the minds of the general mass. Even assuming that the
Canadian conservatives were all that he declared them to
be—‘the men of wealth and education ... those to whom
the country is deeply indebted for putting down the rebellion
in Upper Canada ... those who were formerly most conspicuous
in their devotion to connection with the British
Empire’—they could only secure practical expression for
their patriotism by securing a majority in the country; and
when Metcalfe and his supporters sought to evade that
penalty by talking of ‘the violence of party spirit,’ or by
accusations of factiousness, they were not merely ignoring
the whole tendency of British politics since 1660, but forgetting
that the rebellion in both provinces had been the
result of that very position which they seemed inclined to
support.
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