The Colonization of Vancouver Island, 1849-18581
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Historians of the early colonial period have maintained that the Hudson's
Bay Company's colonial experiment on Vancouver Island failed owing to
the company's mistaken adoption of the "Wakefield system," a colonial
theory premised on high land prices, a land-based exclusionary franchise,
and the hope of an ordered and hierarchical society. The company's experiment resulted in the settlement of a mere handful of independent colonists
and a small, inbred, and company-dominated local gentry later known as
the Family Company Compact. Politically, the colony was polarized between this gentry and the few independent merchants, settlers, and radicals. 2
Only the arrival of tens of thousands of forward-looking American miners
and entrepreneurs in the Fraser River gold rush rescued the colony from
its corrupt and moribund state. In this article I question some of these
perceptions. I discuss the politics behind the grant of the island to the
company, explore the application of the Wakefield system on Vancouver
Island, show the extent and variety of land sales before the gold rush,
examine the motives for colonial settlement, investigate the limitations
and implications of the Wakefield model in a non-agricultural economy,
document the ways in which colonists bent the Wakefield system to local
conditions, and generalize about the nature of the colonial economy and
its impetus to settlement.
The Hudson's Bay Company's colonial experiment must be placed
against the backdrop of the company's thirty-year experience in the Columbia Department, the company's vast administrative unit to the west of the
Rocky Mountains. At the time of the Oregon Treaty of 1846 as many as
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1,000 Métis employees of the company and their families had retired to
farms in the fertile valley of the Willamette River, a southern tributary of
the Columbia. 3 The Willamette settlement had not, however, been recognized by the British government, and political and institutional barriers
prevented formal colonization in the Columbia Department before 1849.
Vancouver Island provided company employees with a legitimate colonial
opportunity that they had not enjoyed on the Columbia River, and between
1849 a n d the Fraser River gold rush some 1,000 non-Native people settled
on the island. Of these, 180 bought land in the Victoria area, of whom
only fifteen had never worked for the Hudson's Bay Company or its affiliate,
the Puget's Sound Agricultural Company. The colony, then, gave company employees the chance to settle, belatedly but legally, in British territory west of the Rockies.
The settlement history of the early colonial period on Vancouver Island is
more than just the story of a political squabble between the Family Company
Compact and the independent settlers. A larger conflict united all settlers.
The story of the early colonization of Vancouver Island is one of a struggle
between two sharply conflicting approaches, one devised and imposed by
theorists and officials in London, and the other originating in local experience and economic circumstances. The history of settlement on Vancouver
Island between 1849 and 1858 is the history of the gradual avoidance,
erosion, or abandonment of certain key conditions regarding land sales set
out in the company's prospectus. The Wakefieldian land laws were opposed
by colonial governors Richard Blanshard and James Douglas, by the
associate governor of Rupert's Land, Eden Colvile, and universally by the
colonists of Vancouver Island.
All settlers, whatever their affiliation with the company, viewed the
system devised in London as a hindrance to settlement and commercial
development. They understood the need to adapt to a new environment
bearing a new set of resources. The Wakefield model assumed the existence
of sufficient amounts of arable land to form an agricultural economy. On
Vancouver Island, however, such land was scarce, and immigrants concentrated, instead, on the island's varied natural resources, commercial
potential, and Native trade. The wealth that allowed colonists to buy land
at Wakefield's high prices arose not from the exports of an agricultural
economy, but increasingly from the earnings of a commercial, resourceoriented economy, and from Hudson's Bay Company contracts and wages.
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While company employees had, in the 1830s and 1840s, left the company
primarily to benefit from an agricultural opportunity in the Willamette
Valley, on Vancouver Island after 1849 t n e Y ^ft t n e company in order to
trade, fish, mine, log, retire, and farm. 4
Political events at first obscured these regional differences. Between
1846 and 1849 high-level negotiations occurred in London regarding the
fate of British Oregon. Anxious to cut its losses after the Oregon treaty and
to establish a permanent presence on the north Pacific, the British government resolved to establish a colony on Vancouver Island. The Colonial
Office accepted the company's offer to colonize the island after rejecting
three rival proposals put forward in 1847 and 1848.5 The company possessed advantages not shared by its rivals. Its strong ties in the City of
London were strengthened in the 1840s when Sir John Pelly served simultaneously as Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company and of the Bank of
England. 6 Such connections gave the company the financial stability necessary to undertake such a costly project.7 Officials at the Colonial Office also
believed that the Hudson's Bay Company had administered its colony at
Red River successfully;8 attached great importance to the company's stable
"Indian policy" ;9 and knew that the company had already diversified its
4
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west coast operations into activities suited to colonization, especially farming.10 Finally, the company signified its willingness to abandon its trading
monopoly on the island and to adopt a modern plan of colonization.11
In 1849 the third Earl Grey, secretary of state for the colonies, defended
the grant in a House of Lords debate. He was reported as follows:
After the treaty with America it became of importance that Vancouver's
Island should be setded with as little delay as possible. If the settlement were
delayed, and no constituted authority were established, it was clear that in a
short time the island would be irregularly occupied by persons whom it would
not be possible to dislodge. It had therefore become of importance that some
constituted authority should be established. But at the same time it was clear
that if the Government were to undertake to form such an authority, considerable expense would be incurred. It would be impossible to colonise such a
distant part of the world without entailing considerable expense. If the island
was to be colonised at all, it was clear that it must be done either by the Hudson's Bay Company, or by private individuals. Private individuals, however,
had not the means or the capital for the undertaking.12
The Charter of Grant, dated 13 January 1849, awarded the island to
the Hudson's Bay Company for "the advancement of colonization and
encouragement of trade and commerce," and set forth the principal conditions of colonization. The main condition was that the company must
establish "a settlement or settlements of resident [British] colonists" on the
island by 13 January 1854, or forfeit the grant. The grant, then, was
revocable at the end of five years. The company was to sell land at a
"reasonable price" and spend 90 per cent of land revenues on the colonization and improvement of the island — that is, on public schools, buildings,
roads, bridges, and other construction.13 Direct taxes were to be absent.14
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These somewhat general conditions were elaborated in the company's
prospectus of 24 January 1849 entitled "Colonization of Vancouver's
Island," which stipulated that land would cost £ 1 an acre; that no sale
would be of less than 20 acres; that colonists must pay their own way to
the island from Britain; that purchasers of 100 acres or more must "take
out with them five single men, or three married couples, for every hundred
acres"; that land districts would measure between five and ten square
miles; that for every eight square miles of land sold in the colony a square
mile would be reserved for the use of the Anglican clergy, and that a
further square mile would be reserved for "church and churchyard, schools,
or other public purposes." The prospectus also announced that the island's
resources would be generally available (except for coal, upon which a
royalty was placed), and its ports and harbours open to colonists and
foreign merchants alike.15 Sir John Pelly outlined the conditions of the
grant and prospectus in June 1849 as follows :
The company have no exclusive right of trade in Vancouver's Island. The
right ceased when the island became a colony, and if you will take a grant of
twenty acres of land there, you will be at liberty to hunt, and fish, and trade
with the natives and all the world; and should there happen to be coal under
your land, you will be allowed to work it for your own benefit on paying a
royalty of thirty pence per ton, of which only three pence, I may remind you,
will go into the pockets of the company, and 27- will be appropriated to
colonial purposes.16
The final clauses of the prospectus made provision for the appointment
of governor, council, assembly, and for the passage of laws. In July 1849
"An Act to Provide for the Administration of Justice in Vancouver's
Island" was passed at Westminster that introduced English common law
to the colony.17 In December 1849 Chief Factor James Douglas was
authorized to extinguish, on behalf of the crown, the proprietary rights of
the Native people of the island.18
The clauses relating to the sale of land were the most contentious conditions of what was, except from a Native point of view, a liberal and
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innocuous document. 19 What made them contentious was the existence of
free or cheap land south of the border. These conditions were not, however,
the work of local officials like James Douglas, who knew the Oregon land
laws intimately. The prospectus was drawn up in London by the company's
head office acting on the advice of the Colonial Office, which in turn subscribed to certain ideas of colonial theorist Edward Gibbon Wakefield
(1796-1862). This prospectus reflected current wisdom at the Colonial
Office more than economic conditions on the west coast of North America.
As E. E. Rich observed, Wakefield's scheme was "a dogmatic point in the
theory of the economics of colonisation upon which the Colonial Office
had pinned its faith, not a subterfuge inserted by the Company." 20
Wakefield assumed the presence in the colonies, as in England, of cheap,
available labour and of land suitable for the formation of an agricultural
economy. He pointed to the failure of the Swan River settlement in New
South Wales, founded in 1828, where low land prices had prompted immigrant capitalists and labourers to acquire more land than they needed or
could cultivate. This drove up the price of labour and caused a labour
shortage. "No one would work for wages if he could obtain land for himself. When land was cheap there was a shortage of labour; capitalists
could not employ their money profitably; settlement was dispersed and
the possibility of developing a truly civilized way of life prohibited. All
this could be corrected, Wakefield claimed, if land were sold for a sufficient
price." 21 Land, labour, and capital were to be introduced to the colonies
in appropriate proportions. The high price of land would force ordinary
immigrants to engage in wage-labour. They would form a landless pool
of immigrant labour which, the theory went, would encourage colonial
development by attracting capital.
Capitalists and other well-to-do immigrants would constitute the colonial
élite, and over time the landed population would form a representative
government. Only if initial barriers were placed on access to land could
a properly balanced and hierarchical way of life be recreated in Britain's
19
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colonies.22 "It is the great merit of E. G. Wakefield," Karl Marx wrote
a few years later, "to have discovered, not anything new about Colonies,
but to have discovered in the Colonies the truth as to the condition of
capitalist production in the mother-country." 23 Marx considered Wakefield "the most notable political economist of the 1830s."24
It should be noted that the scheme was intended to do more than reproduce a social hierarchy. It also bore the promise of individual mobility :
Wakefield hoped to encourage both wage-earning labourers and gentry to
emigrate to the colonies where they could improve their social and economic situation within a model English setting. Prosperous labourers would
be encouraged to buy land with their savings and obtain the franchise that
went with it. The whole scheme depended on the presence of agricultural
land, on a steady flow of wealthy emigrants in search of land, and on the
presence of landless immigrants willing to engage in wage labour for the
landowners.
The decision to impose the Wakefield system on Vancouver Island was
made by Earl Grey, an enthusiastic Wakefieldian.25 In June 1849 n e
defended the proposed price of land in a speech before the House of Lords.
He pointed out that the government had given the company no particular
powers or privileges, only the right to sell land in the colony: " . . . nothing
was given them but merely the land of Vancouver's Island . . . as was the
case of the Canada Company, the South Australia Company, the New
South Wales Company, and the New Zealand Company." And The Morning Chronicle reported him further as follows :
He believed that colonists would find it very much cheaper to pay 20 s. an
acre for land in a colony where they were sure the price would be expended
upon the land, than to go where they could get land for nothing, and be
obliged to get on as they best could without any assistance. In Western Australia the experiment was tried. The people got the land for nothing, and it
was a ruinous bargain. In South Australia they had to pay 1 £ an acre, and
they were well pleased with their bargain.216
Governor Pelly and his committee were equally enthusiastic about
Wakefield. In December 1849 the company's secretary explained to Hud22
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son's Bay Company chief factor James Douglas their reasons for charging
£ i an acre for land, in a passage that Fisher has described as "pure
Wakefield": 27
The object of every survey system of colonization should be3 not to re-organize
society on a new basis, which is simply absurd, but to transfer to the new society
whatever is most valuable and most approved in the institutions of the old, so
that Society may, as far as possible, consist of the same classes, united together
by the same ties, and having the same relative duties to perform in the one
country as in the other.
The Committee believes that some of the worst evils that afflict the Colonies
have arisen from the admission of persons of all descriptions; no regard being
had to the character, means or views of the immigrants. They have therefore
established such conditions for the disposal of lands, as they trust will have the
effect of introducing a just proportion of labour and capital, and also of preventing the ingress of squatters, paupers and land speculators. The principle
of Selection, without the invidiousness of its direct application, is thus indirectly adopted.28
The Londoners, by translating a plausible theory into official policy,
ignored the reality of economic conditions on the west coast of North
America. They were unaware of the colony's limited agricultural potential
and of the scarcity and expense of European labour there. With no knowledge of the California gold rush of 1849 they could not have foreseen the
difficulties prospective landowners would have in hiring and retaining
labourers, 29 and as yet they were unaware of the island's lack of arable land.
They showed, however, a puzzling ignorance of Oregon's generous land
laws which caused such a drain on colonial immigration; company officials
at Fort Vancouver had over the years kept the Governor and Committee
provided with copies of these land laws.30
The question here is how the Wakefield system was received and implemented on Vancouver Island. Wakefield was not welcomed on Vancouver
Island, neither by local Hudson's Bay Company officials, nor by visiting
Rupert's Land governor Eden Colvile, nor by the first two governors of
27
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Vancouver Island, Richard Blanshard and James Douglas. Blanshard
thought the Wakefield system "a mere theory, sure to fail in practice." 31
Even Wakefield had recognized that his scheme would not work in Upper
or Lower Canada because "an increased price of land would simply divert
settlement to the United States." 32 All landowners, from the colonial surveyor to the independent merchants, regarded the high price of land and
other land regulations as diametrically opposed to colonization.
The greatest proponent of colonization on the island was James Douglas.
It is true that he once said "the interests of the Colony, and Fur Trade will
never harmonize, the former can flourish, only, through the protection of
equal laws, the influence of free trade, the accession of respectable inhabitants; in short by establishing a new order of things, while the fur Trade
must suffer by each innovation." 33 This quotation is often used to bolster
arguments that the company's colonization of the island was doomed
because the fur trade was fundamentally incompatible with settlement, as
indeed, strictly speaking, it may have been. 34 Yet there was more to the
Hudson's Bay Company than the fur trade. Douglas made this theoretical
statement in 1838 with special reference to the fur trade of the Columbia
River and before he had any practical experience with colonization. The
"colony" he referred to was the Willamette. Economically and politically,
Vancouver Island was not the Columbia. None of the company's posts or
farms on the island was founded or maintained for the trade in fur, though
some valuable fur existed and some was traded to the island from the
Native people of the mainland. In practice, Douglas found it possible to
harmonize the interests of the colony with those of the Hudson's Bay
Company, not as a fur trade company, but as a resource development
company and as a colonial proprietor. 35 Douglas brought with him to the
island twenty years' experience at Fort Vancouver where, next to John
31
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McLoughlin, he had been the major architect of the company's programme of economic diversification on the Pacific coast.36
Douglas may have been the hard-nosed autocrat of legend — he was
known as "Old Square Toes" by Hudson's Bay Company clerks — but
he also had an extensive practical knowledge of "frontier" settlement and
economic conditions. He had been a Justice in the Oregon Provisional
Government; he knew the Oregon land laws intimately; he knew that
labour was scarce and expensive on the west coast; and he knew that land,
at least to start, should be free or cheap if immigrants and capital were to
be attracted. In December 1848, before receiving a copy of the company's
prospectus, he ventured his own ideas for the settlement of the island:
The first settlers in this country will have many difficulties to contend with,
first the scarcity and quality of food, the want of society, . . . . I would therefore recommend that a free grant of 2 or 300 acres of land be, in the first
instance, made to each family, to give them a property interest in the country.
As the Settlement improved, and the means of living increased, the free grant
of land might be discontinued.37
Years before he was appointed governor of the colony, while still a chief
factor and member of the Columbia Department's Board of Management,
Douglas expected some say in the disposal of land. Settlement was a subject,
Eden Colvile told Pelly in November 1849, in which Douglas "takes great
interest." Douglas wished to open a land office in the colony immediately
"and dispose of lots to British subjects making application for the same" :
He might also proceed forthwith to lay out town lots in eligible situations on
the said reserves or elsewhere, in the disposal of which I think he should not
be bound down by any rigid instructions as to price &c5 inasmuch as it is
frequently desirable to encourage in the first instance, by placing a moderate
36
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