The Royal Navy
and the Oregon Crisis, 1844-1846
B A R R Y M. G O U G H

The division of Oregon as announced in a treaty signed by Great Britain
and the United States of America on July 15, 1846, brought to a conclusion the protracted contest for the sovereignty of the region, a rivalry
in which the Royal Navy played a significant part, especially in the latter
stages. The Anglo-American Convention of 1818, the terms of which
were renewed in 1827, recognized the historic claims of Britain and the
United States to Oregon but did not allow for any means whereby the
matter could be resolved by arbitration. War would be the alternative
should diplomacy fail, and in this regard naval and military preparedness
were important considerations at the height of the crisis from late 1844
to June 1846.
The diplomatic issues involved in the Oregon question are well known,
even if interpretations of the outcome vary. 1 But the Royal Navy's role in
the crisis has been strangely neglected on two counts. The one is that it
has not been explained how British naval power was largely responsible
for achieving an equitable settlement for Britain. The United States
government could ill afford to neglect British primacy at sea and diplomatic developments reflected this. The other is that the activities of
British warships on the Northwest Coast of America — which were so
beneficial in supporting national political and commercial interests at a
time of turbulence on the frontier — have not been examined or narrated
at length. The purpose of this essay is to correct these deficiencies by
demonstrating how British naval primacy influenced the course of Anglo* Adapted, by permission of the publisher, from Barry M. Gough, The Royal Navy
and the Northwest Coast of North America, i8io-igi4:
A Study of British Maritime
Ascendancy (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1971 ).
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American relations and showing how British warships protected national
interests and claims, provided naval intelligence important in formulating
Foreign Office policy, and made their influence felt, perhaps out of all
proportion to their numbers, on the Northwest Coast and in the Pacific at
a time when relations with both the United States and France brought
the government almost to the point of war before the Oregon crisis subsided and the area was partitioned by treaty. 2
The territory in dispute in 1844-1846 lay west of the Continental
Divide between the northern boundary of California (42 °N) and the
southern extremity of Russian America (54°4o / N). Britain and the
United States each claimed this region by virtue of exploration, discovery
and trade. 3 Each nation realized that a solution to the Oregon question
probably would be found in an equitable division of the country. Apart
from the often exaggerated vote-getting election slogan of the Democratic
Party in America — "Fifty-four Forty or Fight" — that swept James K.
Polk into the presidency in 1844, each nation eventually saw the advisability of compromise. Essentially, therefore, the issue was how to divide
Oregon between the two claimants. In other words, should the boundary
extend along the 49th parallel from the ridge of the Rocky Mountains to
the sea, as the United States insisted? Or should it follow the Columbia
River from where its course intersects the 49th parallel to the Pacific, as
Great Britain initially contended?
If war were to be avoided, as each party wished, it was necessary to
limit the area in contention to that which extended west and north of the
Columbia River to the 49th parallel, including the southern tip of Vancouver Island. Within this territory were three geographical regions of
importance to fur trade, settlement and maritime development. The
nucleus of British commerce on the Northwest Coast was Fort Vancouver,
situated about 100 miles inland near the head of navigation on the
Columbia River for ocean going ships. Fort Vancouver was built on the
north bank of the river in 1826, as the Foreign Office and the Hudson's
Bay Company realized that the Columbia might become the international
2
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boundary. Nearly opposite Fort Vancouver, the Willamette River joined
the Columbia after draining the Willamette Valley. The Columbia River
basin may have been rich in furs and lands for settlement, but it was not
readily accessible to shipping owing to dangerous, shifting shoals at the
river's mouth.
The second area of contention was Puget Sound, reaching southward
from the Strait of Juan de Fuca. In addition to offering fine anchorages,
this body of water offered possibilities of great maritime expansion for
the nation that could control its shores. It also furnished, from the north,
a more sheltered and safe approach to the Columbia Country than that
via the Columbia's estuary. Ships could anchor near Fort Nisqually at the
head of the sound and from there travellers and traders could reach Fort
Vancouver by going through the Nisqually and Cowlitz river valleys.
The third district of importance, especially to the British, embraced
the southern tip of Vancouver Island. This area had several fine harbours
readily accessible to ships and arable land nearby. For these reasons, the
Hudson's Bay Company, whose maritime operations on the coast and in
the Pacific were hindered by the difficult navigation of the Columbia
River up to Fort Vancouver, built Fort Victoria in 1843. The Island was
also almost certain to be in British territory after an agreement was
reached with the Americans. 4 Vancouver Island was therefore the focal
point of British concern and the last line of defence against American
expansion in Oregon.
Throughout Oregon, the Hudson's Bay Company held a British commercial monopoly. The Company successfully destroyed competition by
American and Russian traders on the Northwest Coast in the 1820's and
1830's. However, they were unable to halt the flow of American settlers
who came overland by way of the Oregon Trail after 1842; settlement
spelled the end of the fur trade in the Columbia River Basin in more
ways than the destruction of habitat for fur-bearing animals. Although
the implications of the influx of Americans received scant attention in
discussions between the British and American governments in reaching a
compromise over the Oregon boundary, it must be remembered that
Britain could not have controlled an area populated by Americans. In
retrospect, the only feasible method of permanent defence that Britain
could have employed in this region was British settlement. This view is
supported by reports from British naval and military officers, submitted
in 1845 a n d 1846, which described American settlements on the south
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bank of the Columbia River and in the Willamette Valley. The British
ministry knew that Company interests, at least south of the Columbia,
would have to be sacrificed for the preservation of peaceful AngloAmerican relations.
The Company understandably opposed a surrender of the Columbia
River Basin and Puget Sound, and warned the Foreign Office accordingly. It felt that the British would lose a valuable field of commerce,
and, more important, that the Americans would gain the upper reaches
of the region giving them "the command of the North Pacific and in a
certain degree that of the China Sea, objects of the greatest commercial &
political importance to Gt. Britain." 5 The Company also fully realized
that New England commercial and shipping interests sought these ports. 6
It appeared to Dr. John McLoughlin, Director of the Company's Western
Department, that the United States Navy also hoped to develop a base
on Puget Sound. 7 In view of this, the British government was caught between the appeals of the Hudson's Bay Company for support and the
demands of the American government for "All Oregon."
While diplomatic developments ran their course, the Royal Navy
protected British interests on the Northwest Coast. The first mention of
plans to support the British position in Oregon was contained in instructions to the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, written in late 1842, which
ordered a warship "to the coasts of the Territory of the Columbia River,
the Straits of San Juan de Fuca [sic] and Gulf of Georgia." 8 Why no ship
carried out this duty remains obscure; most likely, the demands of the
station were such that no vessel was available for this service. However,
the plans were fulfilled late in 1843, when the Foreign Office advised the
Admiralty to instruct the British Admiral in the Pacific to send a warship
to the Northwest Coast, to "show the flag" at the main centres of Hudson's Bay Company trade. 9 The task fell to the 18-gun sloop Modeste,
Commander the Honourable Thomas Baillie.
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H.M.S. Modeste arrived at the mouth of the Columbia River on July
7, 1844; her object was to indicate to the Americans that Britain would
not tolerate interference with her trading interests and territorial claims
in Oregon. Baillie rightly believed that his mission could best be achieved
by taking the Modeste upstream to Fort Vancouver. Aided by a Company pilot, he navigated the treacherous waters as far as the post, where
he learned that most of the two thousand setders — of whom only 450
were British — lived south of the Columbia and that only a few lived
north of the river. His report strengthened the view of the British government that only the territory south of the river should be relinquished to
the United States. 10
After a three-week stay at Fort Vancouver, Baillie sailed downstream
for the river's mouth, where the Modeste grounded on the notorious bar
and narrowly escaped disaster/After repairs were made at Baker's Bay,
he pointed the Modeste to the north and Fort Victoria. But the harbours
of Vancouver Island's southern tip were as yet uncharted, and Baillie was
forced to run in to Captain Vancouver's old anchorage, Port Discovery,
across the Strait of Juan de Fuca from Fort Victoria. After receiving provisions from the Company off the entrance to Victoria harbour, the
Modeste sailed for Port Simpson, the main trading centre on the north
coast, near the northern extremity of British claims. There a further
examination of her hull revealed more extensive damage than had been
disclosed at Baker's Bay, but successful repairs eliminated the possibility
that she might have to return to England. 11
Having completed her mission, the Modeste sailed for the Hawaiian
Islands. Her visit to the disputed district was significant in that it marked
the first of a series of visits by the Royal Navy to show the Americans,
and, indeed, the Hudson's Bay Company, that Britain intended to protect
her interests in Oregon, notwithstanding Lord Aberdeen's conciliatory
foreign policy.
This was the first use of "gunboat diplomacy" in the Oregon crisis and
it coincided with the formation of plans in London to reinforce the defences of British North America. In the event of war with the United
States, the critical areas of operation would be the Atlantic seaboard, the
St. Lawrence River, and Lakes Ontario and Erie. In preparing for hos10
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tilities, the Admiralty and the War Office were reminded of the experiences of the War of 1812. During that war waterways were essential to
communications, and sea power on the Lakes played a decisive role.
Consequently, in 1845, t r i e R ° v a l Navy sent Captain F. R. "Bloody"
Boxer to examine American military establishments on the Great Lakes.
This officer advised the Admiralty that Britain's defence of Canada and
the "exposed frontiers of Canada West" depended on maintaining "the
command of the navigation of the lakes." 12 He suggested methods, which
were largely implemented, of increasing British maritime strength on the
Lakes and of conveying troops thereto. His reports and those of other
investigators reflected the need for increased military preparations during
the gravest foreign crisis to face Britain since the War of 1812.
The problem of sending troops to the remote Northwest Coast would
be a major one in the event of military operations there. Soldiers would
have to be transported overland from Canada or sent by sea. As a matter
of fact, Baron Metcalfe, the Governor-General of Canada, thought that
European and native troops from India would assist the British cause.13
When the United States Congress passed an Oregon bill to incorporate
the territory to 54°4o' in the Union, the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel,
considered sending to Oregon secretly a frigate bearing Royal Marines
and a small artillery force.14 But this remained only an idea as the Foreign
Minister, Lord Aberdeen, believed that the strength of the Royal Navy in
the Pacific was sufficient to deal with any incident. Simultaneously, Sir
George Simpson, the Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company Territories
in North America, thought that the British position could be strengthened
by stationing four warships (two sail and two steam) in the Columbia
with a large body of marines and two thousand Métis and Indians on
board. 15 The ambitious proposal of the "Little Emperor," as Simpson
was called, did not bear fruit. However, he did convince the Governor
12

13

14

15

This report and those of other officers, naval and military, relating to the defences
of British North America at this time, are in Adm. 7/626.
Baron Metcalfe to Lord Stanley, 4 July 1846, confidential, W [ a r ] . 0[ffice Records,
Public Record Office]. 1/552.
Sir Robert Peel to Aberdeen, 23 February 1845, Aberdeen Papers, Add. MSS
43,064, fols. 178-81, B[ritish]. M[useum, London]. Peel referred to this ship as
"an additional frigate"; he must have known that the America 50 was then bound
for Oregon.
Sir G. Simpson to Pelly, 29 March 1845, copy, F foreign]. 0[ffice Records, Public
Record Office]. 5 / 4 4 0 ; on this proposal see E. E. Rich, The History of the Hudson's Bay Company, i6yo-i8jo
(2 vols.; London, 1958-59), I I , 724, and G. P.
Stacey, " T h e Hudson's Bay Company and Anglo-American Military Rivalries
during the Oregon Dispute," Canadian Historical Review, X V I I I (September
1937), 285-301.

The Oregon Crisis, 1844-1846

21

and Committee of the Company, the Governor-General of Canada, the
Duke of Wellington and the Foreign Office that the British should have
a military post near Fort Garry, Red River, to counteract American influence in the Canadian Northwest. 16 And finally, "in deference to the
earnest entreaties of the Company," 17 the British government sent 346
troops of the 6th Regiment of Foot, the Royal Warwickshires, from Cork
to Lower Fort Garry by way of York Factory in Hudson Bay. These
soldiers reached their destination September 18, 1846.
As an aid to this expedition, two British officers stationed in Canada
were sent to Fort Vancouver "as private travellers." They were to report
to London and Montreal on the feasibility of sending troops overland to
Oregon in the event of American encroachment on British rights there.
They were also instructed to gather information on American settlers,
and in cooperation with officers of the Royal Navy, to ascertain the possibilities of defending British interests on the Northwest Coast from an
American attack. This hasty investigation was promoted by Simpson,
who met with Peel and Aberdeen in London on April 3, 1845, and sailed
for Montreal three days later with complete authority from the Ministry
to arrange details of the military reconnaissance of Oregon. Lieutenants
Henry J. Warre and Mervin Vavasour were chosen for the undertaking,
and Simpson accompanied them from Montreal to Fort Garry. 18
The first stage of the trip presented so many difficulties that these officers immediately advised the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies
that a route via York Factory would be much better for any cavalry or
artillery which might be dispatched to the Canadian Northwest. 19 Warre
and Vavasour then began their journey on horseback across the plains
and through the difficult passes of the Rockies, accompanied by their
guide, Chief Factor Peter Skene Ogden, and seven Company servants.
They hoped to reach the Pacific by mid-August, in advance of Lieutenant
John Fremont of the United States Army, who was thought to be on a
similar mission for the United States.20
16

17
18

19

20

See Simpson to Lts. Warre and Vavasour, 30 May 1846, confidential, W.O. 1/552,
and Alvin C. Gluek, Jr., Minnesota and the Manifest Destiny of the Canadian
Northwest (Toronto, 1965), 60-71.
G.O. Memorandum on H.B.Go. Defence, 27 November 1845, C O . 537/96.
H. U. Addington (F.O.) to J. Stephen ( C O . ) , 3 April 1845, confidential, W.O.
1/553. The planned meeting with officers of the Royal Navy is mentioned in Henry
J. Warre, "Travel and Sport in North America, 1839-1846," typescript, R.G. 24,
F71, 52, P[ublic]. Afrchives of]. G[anada, Ottawa]. Simpson to Pelly, 4 May
1845, D. 4/67, fols. 13-15, H.B.G.A.
Warre and Vavasour to Sec. of State for the Colonies, No. 1, 10 June 1845, W.O.
1/552.
Simpson to P.S. Ogden, 30 May 1845, confidential, copy, ibid.

22

BG STUDIES»

The hazards they faced convinced Warre and Vavasour that Simpson's
proposal to send British soldiers overland to Oregon was impracticable to
say the least and certainly optimistic. Alternatively, they realized that
Oregon could be defended best by establishing control over the strategic
waterways of the area, chiefly the Columbia River and Puget Sound, in
order to exclude American warships from the region. They assessed Fort
Victoria as "ill-adapted either as a place of refuge for shipping or as a
position of defence." 21 But not so with Fort Nisqually, which Vavasour
described as having fine harbours, accessible at any season to ships of any
size and therefore the most suitable place for disembarking British
troops. 22
Warre and Vavasour found Cape Disappointment to be the key position in the defence of that part of Oregon. Perhaps with some exaggeration, Simpson had emphasized that British fortification of this headland
on the north bank of the Columbia would be advantageous, for enemy
warships entering the river would have to "pass so close under the Cape"
that shells from a battery "might be dropped almost with certainty" upon
their decks.23 On the other hand, the merits of Simpson's proposal became evident to Warre and Vavasour when they reached the river entrance. Consequently, they recommended that Chief Factor Ogden buy
the land from two American settlers under the pretence that it would be
used as a Hudson's Bay Company trading post.
Subsequently, Vavasour submitted plans to his commanding officer in
Canada for three batteries of heavy guns at Cape Disappointment, and
an additional battery of similar guns at Tongue Point on the south bank
of the river.24 With these fortifications, it was believed the British would
be able to control the entrance to the hinterland from the sea. Moreover,
as Warre so cogently pointed out, they could control "the whole of the
country south of Puget's Sound, there being no other harbour or place of
landing between the Columbia River and St. Francisco [sic], where ships
of sufficient tonnage to navigate the Pacific could enter or remain at
anchor in safety."25 Nothing came of these plans, for reasons that remain
obscure. Probably the British Ministry realized that the military defence
21
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of Oregon was impracticable. In any event, in a war over Oregon, the
decisive theatre would not be the Northwest Coast but the Atlantic seaboard and Great Lakes region. In other words, a war over Oregon was
unlikely to take place there.
Meanwhile, what Peel had referred to in September 1844, as "a good
deal of preliminary bluster on the part of the Americans" continued to
grow in intensity.26 By early March 1845, the Prime Minister, although
unable to persuade Aberdeen of the merits of sending a secret force from
Britain to the Columbia by sea, did convince him that a British warship
should appear on the Northwest Coast from time to time, and that the
flagship of the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, should also call there. Subsequently, the Foreign Office advised the Admiralty that "Rear Admiral
Sir George Seymour should himself visit that Coast at an early period in
the Collingwood with a view to giving a feeling of security to our own
Settlers in the Country, and to let the Americans see clearly that H.M.'s
Govt, are alive to their proceedings, and prepared, in case of necessity to
oppose them." 27 With these words, the British ministry gave its first indication of being ready to use the Royal Navy to oppose the American
"bluster." 28 The change of policy prompted Aberdeen to write to the
British Minister in Washington: "At all events, whatever may be the
course of the American Govt., the time is come when we must endeavour
to be prepared for every contingency." 29
The British ministry could be assured that Rear-Admiral Sir George
Seymour, appointed Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, in May 1844, would
employ warships to their best effect in support of British policy. Seymour
was an outstanding officer whose forcefulness and ability made him the
choice of Lord Haddington, the First Lord of the Admiralty, and Sir
Robert Peel as Commander-in-Chief, Pacific. He knew a good deal about
the Northwest Coast. Before he sailed for the Pacific on September 7,
1844, he had read Vancouver's Voyages, Robert Greenhow's Memoir . . .
on the N.W. Coast of North America, and the Secretary of the Navy's
report to Congress, November 1843, o n American activities in the Pacific.
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He had also studied the events leading to joint occupation of Oregon,
examined charts of the Columbia, discussed the importance of the region
with Sir John Barrow at the Admiralty, and visited Hudson's Bay House
in London. He was anxious that the ships under his command should do
everything within Foreign Office instructions to keep Oregon and California out of the American hands and as many South Pacific islands as
possible from falling under French control.30
But the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, was acting under a handicap
which had plagued his predecessors and would plague his successors until
the advent of the telegraph and wireless telegraphy. Several months must
elapse before a reply to his most urgent message could reach him from
the Admiralty. At the time of the Oregon crisis, outwardbound dispatches
were conveyed from London to Jamaica and Colon by monthly steam
packet, then across the Isthmus of Panama by mule or horse, and on to
Callao, which was the port for Lima, and Valparaiso by Pacific Steam
Navigation Company ships. This took 55 days, considerably shorter than
the 120 days previously required on the route around Cape Horn but
still a long time. There was no certainty that a reply would reach the
Admiral immediately, however, for he might be absent from port at the
time. Furthermore, sending ships from point to point in the vast Eastern
Pacific was time-consuming. The passage from Valparaiso to Hawaii was
at least 60 days, and from Hawaii to the Northwest Coast a further 21
days under the best conditions. In view of these limitations, the responsibility placed on the flag officer as an interpreter of British diplomacy was
great indeed. He had to assess the validity of old intelligence in relation
to his latest instructions and make the best possible disposition of his
forces under the circumstances. Similarly, captains under his command
frequendy were required to exercise judgment concerning their actions
and movements.
Seymour was at Lima, Peru, on July 6, when he received orders to sail
for Oregon. He had to decide whether to sail first for Tahiti, where he
hoped to forestall the French who were planning to establish a protectorate, or to sail directly for the North Pacific. He decided to wait at Lima
for news of events in London and Washington. On July 14, he read a
Liverpool paper reporting that no action on the Oregon issue could occur
30
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