Progress, Prosperity and Politics:
The Railway Policies of Richard McBride
P A T R I C I A E. ROY

The sixty-year-old controversy over the fate of the British Columbia Railway (formerly the Pacific Great Eastern) is a reminder that railways have
long been a staple issue of provincial politics. The promise of a transcontinental railway encouraged British Columbia to enter Confederation; the
failure of the John A. Macdonald and Alexander Mackenzie governments
to complete it within the promised ten years and controversies over its
route led to secession threats in the 1870s; and debates over responsibility
for the construction of the Esquimalt and Nanaimo Railway in the early
1880s delayed settlement of outstanding disputes between the federal and
provincial governments. Nevertheless, the completion of these railways
whetted the appetites of British Columbians for more.
British Columbia experienced the same enthusiasm for railways that had
appeared at various times in other parts of Canada from the 1850s on. So
pervasive was this enthusiasm and so close was the equation of railway
construction and progress that by World War I Canadians could boast
of having more miles of railway track per capita than any other country
in the world.1 A considerable part of that mileage was in British Columbia.
Railways were especially important to the Pacific province. Given its
mountainous terrain and distance from the rest of Canada, railways
afforded very specific manifestations of progress: the opening of new
country for settlers and speculators, the linking of isolated regions within
the province, and the creation of competition for existing railways, notably
the Canadian Pacific.
Provincial politicians were anxious to satisfy these demands even though
they lacked the funds to do so. Promises to build railways with money
borrowed on the province's credit, with land subsidies, or with bond
I wish to thank my colleague Peter Baskerville, who encouraged me to write this paper,
and the anonymous referee who offered good suggestions for improvement.
1

H. V. Nelles, "Introduction," to T. G. Keefer, Philosophy of Railroads (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1972) ; Robert Craig Brown and Ramsay Cook, Canada,
1896-1921: A Nation Transformed (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1974), pp.
148-50.

3
BG STUDIES, no. 47, Autumn 1980

4

BG STUDIES

guarantees were cheap and several late nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury premiers succumbed to the temptation. The legislature passed
several loan acts offering aid for railways, especially the much desired link
between the prosperous Kootenay and Boundary mining regions and the
coastal cities. Although the CPR, J. J. Hill of the Great Northern, and
a variety of promoters, including William Mackenzie and Donald Mann,
showed interest in the coast-to-Kootenay scheme, little came of it or of
other plans to build new railways.
The most encompassing early program was devised by Premier James
Dunsmuir (1900-02), who in private life controlled the Esquimalt and
Nanaimo Railway and extensive coal mines on Vancouver Island. As
premier, he concluded tentative agreements to assist Mackenzie and Mann
to build their Edmonton, Yukon and Pacific Railway from Yellowhead
Pass to Bute Inlet. How this railway would cross to Vancouver Island was
not clear but presumably it would use the Esquimalt and Nanaimo line
to reach Victoria. Dunsmuir also made an arrangement with the McLean
Brothers, Vancouver contractors, to construct a railway from the Kootenay to the coast and connections with ferries to Vancouver Island. Both
schemes recognized the political need to offer railways to the major regions
within the province. Both plans, being contingent upon federal aid, were
useful in Dunsmuir's "Fight Ottawa" campaign. Since the Laurier government was busy with plans for what became the Grand Trunk Pacific
Railway, federal aid was not forthcoming. It remained for Richard
McBride to bring many of these railway dreams — and more — to fruition and to enjoy short-term political success with them.
McBride, a native British Columbian, a lawyer and a Conservative,
became British Columbia's railway builder extraordinaire. He copied his
predecessors in promising to have certain railways built; he secured contracts with major firms and saw construction underway; and he linked
railways with other popular issues such as "Better Terms" and restrictions
on Asians. Above all, he never forgot that British Columbia was composed
of a number of regions and localities. Thus his railway programs were
designed to appeal to most of the settled parts of the province. Yet, during
the first half dozen years of his administration, McBride refrained from
making any firm promises about railways and from concluding any agreements with railway companies or promoters. He simply observed activity
in the province and, when possible, used it for his own purposes. He concentrated on putting the financial and political affairs of the province in
order. His administrative success established his credibility.
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By introducing party government when he became premier in 1903,
McBride helped to bring relative political stability to British Columbia.
This relieved some of the pressure to make extravagant offers to railway
promoters and permitted him to focus on his immediate problem, the
province's dismal financial situation. While the federal government and
eastern Canadian interests prospered during the first years of the new
century, the British Columbia economy was less buoyant. The mining
booms in the Kootenay and the Klondike had passed their peaks; the
fishing industry was in a state of flux; and industrial unrest gripped the
province. The reckless financial policies of previous administrations had
imperilled the provincial treasury. The balance of liabilities over assets
was $8,539,878.68. 2 Before granting a million dollar loan to meet pressing
provincial obligations, the Bank of Commerce insisted that the government balance its budget and undertake no new projects. Fortunately for
McBride, most of the railway schemes to which his predecessors had
offered subsidies had been stillborn. When railway promoters did attempt
to collect cash subsidies promised earlier, McBride tried to have them
accept land gréants instead.
McBride was also fortunate to come to power just as British Columbia
began to share in the boom. The population increased by 119 per cent
between 1901 and 1911. Provincial revenues, helped by increased demand
for such resources as fish, lumber and minerals, by the imposition of new
taxes and by rising revenues from timber royalties and licences, were
improving. By 1909-10, the province had a surplus of $2,491,748 and
assets almost sufficient to pay off its accumulated liabilities.3 In addition,
the availability of cheap capital was making it possible for Canadians to
enjoy an orgy of railway building and British Columbians shared in the
fun. The ambitions of land speculators, who were envisioning "coming
railway centres" in many parts of the province, and of railway promoters
seemed limited only by their imaginations. The press reported such
grandiose schemes as the Pan-American Road and the TransalaskanSiberian Railway. The former was supposedly already building the Dawson City-Vancouver portion of its projected Dawson-Buenos Aires line;
the latter planned to pass through Vancouver en route from New York
City to Paris.
McBride was too shrewd a politician to ignore the public interest in
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railways but he respected Finance Minister R. G. Tatlow's firm hand on
provincial purse strings. The McBride government's first speech from the
throne expressed pleasure with the Grand Trunk Pacific plans and urged
co-operation with the Dominion in any reasonable plan to construct an
all-Canadian route to the Yukon. It did not mention the coast-to-Kootenay
project or any provinciaJly aided railway. Nevertheless, McBride basked
in reflected glory when the New Westminster railway bridge across the
Fraser River, begun by his predecessors, was opened in 1904. He hinted
he might call a special session to deal with the railway situation, including
provision for aid; his government considered buying the Esquimalt and
Nanaimo Railway from James Dunsmuir; he undertook negotiations to
provide bonuses and tax concessions for the CPR in return for its building certain lines in the southern interior; and he discussed Canadian
Northern plans with Sir Charles Tupper, the Canadian High Commissioner in London, and others. As proven railway builders, Mackenzie and
Mann of the Canadian Northern received slightly more encouragement
than most promoters. McBride usually told promoters that his government would not interfere with any request by private individuals to secure
charters through the private bills committee of the legislature but that it
had no immediate plans to enact any legislation in aid of railways. In
fact, McBride told the legislature he would not propose any "railway
legislation" until he could bring in measures that would mean "actual
construction."4
Despite the lack of government aid, some railway companies were
building within British Columbia and creating both political problems
and opportunities. The CPR, with its near monopoly of rail transportation
in the province, was highly unpopular. McBride denied his government
was a "creature of the C.P.R." and, as proof, cited his government's taxation of the railway. Nevertheless, he ignored the protests of his AttorneyGeneral, Charles Wilson, and agreed in 1906 to give the CPR some
valuable coal properties promised to one of its subsidiaries a decade earlier.
McBride, who apparently feared that Sir Thomas Shaughnessy might
ruin his government, was also anxious to see the CPR complete a line
from Midway to Penticton.5 Hill's Great Northern and its subsidiaries,
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especially the Vancouver, Victoria and Eastern, were also actively surveying and building in the southern interior. As a rival to the CPR, the
GNR enjoyed some popularity; as a conduit drawing provincial trade to
the United States, it encountered considerable hostility. At one point,
Pinkerton detectives advised McBride that the Vancouver Conservative
machine might collapse if his government did not introduce a policy
favourable to the W & E but also warned that any measure favourable to
Hill was unlikely to pass the legislature. Damned if he did and damned if
he didn't, McBride allowed rumours about pending railway plans to
circulate, thus pleasing the Vancouver Conservatives; in fact, he did
nothing and avoided confrontation with Hill's opponents in the legislature.
The chief opportunity for political gain came from the most important
railway project in the province, the Grand Trunk Pacific. The GTP was a
federal enterprise but McBride skilfully adapted it for his own purpose by
bringing it into his provincial rights campaign and by linking it with
British Columbia's anti-Asian policies. When the GTP bill was before
Parliament in 1904, the McBride government submitted a minute of
council requesting that the British Columbia section be constructed from
the seaboard easterly. This would give British Columbians an opportunity
to sell their goods and services to the railway and its contractors whereas
a railway built from the east would bring its supplies and workers with it.
The federal Liberals expected their plan to build a second transcontinental
would be popular in British Columbia but they also recognized the attractiveness of McBride's argument for the voters.
During the 1904 federal election campaign, the Liberals published a
letter from Charles M. Hays, the GTP's general manager, promising to
build the railway from the west as well as from the east. This was only an
election gimmick. Once the federal Liberals swept the province, Hays
reverted to his earlier position of trying to barter construction from the
west for a provincial land grant. He claimed construction from the coast
inland would be especially costly since supplies would have to be brought
to Vancouver over a rival road and then shipped by coastal steamer to
the GTP terminus. Moreover, the western end would secure little traffic
until it became part of the through line whereas the eastern end would
acquire traffic as it progressed.6
McBride refused to surrender. During the 1907 provincial election, he
joined other Conservative speakers in describing the GTP's refusal to
build from the west as another blow at the province from the Dominion
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government. Eventually he found a trump card. The G T P required his
government's approval before it could obtain full access to Indian reserve
lands at Kaien Island, the proposed terminus. 7 After long and difficult
negotiations, the province conveyed the lands to the G T P at $2.50 per
acre. In return, the G T P agreed to begin construction eastwards from
Prince Rupert before 1 June 1908, to procure all supplies in British
Columbia whenever circumstances would permit, and to employ only
white labourers unless it could prove to the government that this was
impossible.
The white labour clause reflected British Columbia's well-established
anti-Asian prejudices. The same 1904 minute of council insisting on
construction from the seaboard also demanded that no Asiatics be employed. Liberals had assured British Columbians that the federal government would not permit the employment of Asians On Grand Trunk construction, but on the eve of the 1907 provincial election the Conservative
Vancouver Daily Province revived the matter. In headlines it charged
there was a conspiracy between Sir Wilfrid Laurier, W. W. B. Mclnnes,
a prominent local Liberal, and the G T P to import 50,000 Japanese railway labourers. 8 While McBride might very well have won the election
without such a roorback, it did him no harm. The Conservatives won
twenty-six of the forty-two seats in the legislature, representing a gain of
four seats over the 1903 results.
Politically, McBride was now secure. Financially, the province was in
good order; the accounts for 1907 had revealed a surplus of over one and
a half million dollars. In addition, McBride was able to boast that despite
the refusal of his government to subsidize them, a number of railway
companies were building new lines in the province. On 6 June 1908 he
told an audience at Duncan, on Vancouver Island :
We are now building the Vancouver, Victoria & Eastern in the south-east
Kootenay, sections of the Kootenay road in the valley of the Fraser and the
Alberni extension; and it actually does seem to me that the railways are
doing better without Government bonuses than they did when they were in
receipt of these favours from the government of the day. In addition to all
this it should not be forgotten that one of the first acts of the present government was to increase railway taxation from $18 to $90 a mile or five hundred
per cent. And while we have made every endeavour to encourage the growth
and extension of legitimate railway enterprises, receiving with open arms the
Grand Trunk Pacific, the Canadian Pacific and Great Northern, we have
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given the coldest of cold shoulders to the chartermongers, and I do not at all
mind telling you that we want no more of them. Five years ago we had some
150,000 miles of railway line in view, on paper, but today we have genuine
activity in much-needed and important railway construction, and let us keep
up the good work. We have the Grand Trunk Pacific ; we wish to see more of
Mr. Hill's roads; we have the C.P.R. building and presently, no doubt, we will
have Mackenzie and Mann knocking at our doors. Let us give decent encouragement to these undertakings; but let us give nothing more.9
Although the British Columbia public had not heard it, Mackenzie and
Mann were already knocking at McBride's door and seeking more than
"decent encouragement." Indeed, McBride may have even invited them. 10
In the fall of 1908 Mackenzie and Mann undertook serious negotiations
with McBride. On 25 January 1909 the premier launched a trial balloon
by telling the legislature that his government would
welcome any fair and equitable arrangement that will bring the Canadian
Northern into this province. It is a thoroughly Canadian system, controlled
by Canadians: it has done a great deal for the farmers of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta and may readily do a great deal for British Columbia.
Assistance will be necessary but the interests and rights of the province will
be served.11
McBride said no more in public but continued discussions with Mann
and assiduously cultivated a receptive audience. Meanwhile, the CNR
secured federal approval of its line from Yellowhead Pass to Vancouver
and commenced surveys. The public expected McBride would soon announce a railway policy. "Railway construction is one of the greatest
essentials in the growth and development of this province and in the policy
which he is framing Premier McBride is pursuing a course that materially
promotes the settlement and growth of British Columbia," observed the
Kamloops Standard in mid-October. 12 The public was not disappointed.
O n October 20, two days after announcing the pending dissolution of the
legislature, McBride presented his railway program. He had abandoned
the policy of giving nothing more than "decent encouragement" to railways ; he now offered them bond guarantees and direct subsidies. McBride
had succumbed to the same railway mania that had affected his predecessors in the province and his contemporaries elsewhere in the country.
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McBride, the prudent premier, was about to become British Columbia's
railway builder extraordinaire with a collection of railway plans designed
to appeal to almost all regions in the province.
#

#

*

During the 1909 election campaign, McBride claimed that he had been
seeking a railway bargain for six years and was now able to conclude it.
Implicit in his statements was the idea that six years of good government
had given the province the financial resources necessary to give practical
assistance to railway companies. The chief feature of the program was an
agreement with Mackenzie and Mann and the Canadian Northern Railway for the construction of approximately 600 miles of railway from
Yellowhead Pass via Kamloops to Vancouver, New Westminster and
English Bluff, whence connections would be made with Victoria. The
CNR would also build approximately one hundred miles of line linking
Victoria with Barkley Sound on the west coast of Vancouver Island. To
aid the company, the government proposed to guarantee 4 per cent
interest on bonds to be issued at the rate of $35,000 per mile. Although
the Canadian Northern agreement was the centrepiece of the plan,
McBride was too politically astute not to have something for the southern
interior. On the same day he signed the agreement with Mackenzie and
Mann, he concluded an agreement with the Kettle Valley Railway Company whereby the province provided a $5,000 per mile subsidy in cash
or 3 per cent inscribed provincial stock for the construction of a maximum
of 150 miles of railway between Penticton and Nicola. The company,
which was working in close co-operation with the CPR, agreed to build
from Midway to Penticton without aid. The CPR was then in the process
of acquiring the Kettle Valley company but no public mention was made
of this. As well, McBride knew of old local wounds and insisted that the
Kettle Valley pay the debts its predecessors had incurred with local workmen and suppliers before it collected any of the subsidy. Indeed, these
debts may have cost him the Greenwood seat in the 1907 election.13
Not everyone agreed with McBride's new policy of offering financial aid
to railways. The criticisms were chiefly aimed at the large guarantee
offered to the CNR. R. G. Tatlow, the Minister of Finance whose restraining hand had made a success of retrenchment, argued that the aid was too
generous; F. J. Fulton, the Minister of Lands and Works, thought railways would come to the province without aid. Both resigned from the
13

Duncan Ross to Wilfrid Laurier [n.d.a circa 1907], Public Archives of Canada
(hereafter PAC), Wilfrid Laurier Papers no. 131445-47.

