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Ubique quo Fas et Gloria Ducunt
The motto of British Columbia is splendor sine occasu. Much of the
credit for that splendor may be due to the work of the Royal Engineers
in British Columbia. In an article on military colonization in Canada,
Robert England commented that "one of the most striking examples of
the influence of military methods and personnel is to be found in the
history of British Columbia." 1 The Royal Navy had a significant role in
the development of British Columbia, but their presence was naturally
restricted mainly to the coast. Barry Gough tells the story of the Royal
Navy in British Columbia in his book, The Royal Navy and the Northwest Coast of North America, i8io-igi4.
However, the full story of the
Royal Engineers in British Columbia and their meaning for this province
is yet to be told.
It is impossible to do justice to the Royal Engineers in an essay, but
an attempt will be made to give some indication of the significance of
the various groups that came and to explain the unique relationship
between British Columbia and the corps, in particular the Columbia
Detachment. Discussing their mission, The Emigrant Soldiers' Gazette
said :
For such a body [Lytton] turned to the Corps of Royal Engineers, where
the call for volunteers was speedily responded to, and the Times shortly
afterwards, speaking of the corps with reference to the present expedition,
said in a leading article on the subject, "Whenever Her Majesty's Government want a body of skilful, intelligent, and industrious mechanics to perform any task requiring peculiar judgment, energy, and accuracy, such as
the arrangement of a Great Exhibition, the execution of an accurate
National Survey, and so on, or even the construction of houses, roads and
bridges, in a new colony, they have only to turn to the Corps of Royal
Engineers, and they find all the material they want." 2
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An elite corps, whose history can be traced from William the Conqueror,
the Royal Engineers were the brains as well as the brawn of the British
army, as may be seen from the chart illustrating the "Development of the
Corps of Royal Engineers,"* although they did not come under the War
Department until 1855 when the Ordnance Department was abolished.
An officer corps until 1856 when the Royal Sappers and Miners were
amalgamated with the Royal Engineers, with the men to be known as
sappers of the Royal Engineers, the corps continued to be in charge of
engineering and military stores, as well as a great variety of other tasks.3
The corps demanded intelligence and accomplishment rather than
money and patronage, and it is unusual to find a commission in the Royal
Engineers purchased, the normal entrance being graduation from the
Royal Military Academy. So capable were they in so many fields that
the Royal Engineers found themselves working in civilian areas as well
as in military. Major-General Porter, in his official history, says:
The Corps of Royal Engineers differs from every other branch of Her
Majesty's Service, inasmuch as it is called on to perform not only its duties
in connection with military operations, but also many varieties of scientific
work of a purely civil nature. There is scarcely a Department of Government in which members of the Corps are not to be found holding high office,
purely on account of their scientific attainments. The motto which it bears,
"Ubique," is as true in its civil as it is in its military work.4
On four separate occasions the services of the Royal Engineers were
called upon in British Columbia. The first occasion predates the colonial
period and concerned the Oregon Boundary Dispute. In the spring of
1845 British-American relations concerning the Oregon situation had
reached such a pitch that when Sir George Simpson presented his memorandum on March 29, as a result of a request by the Foreign Office for
information on American settlers in Oregon from Sir John Pelly, Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company, the British government decided to
take some action. Sir Robert Peel and Lord Aberdeen conferred with
Simpson on April 2, and the following day Aberdeen issued orders for
Governor-General Lord Metcalfe to have Sir Richard Jackson, com1858), p. [1] See also Lillian Cope, "Colonel Moody and the Royal Engineers in
British Columbia" (Vancouver, University of British Columbia, unpublished M.A.
thesis, 1940), p. 18.
* Table I, Development of the Corps of Royal Engineers.
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mander of the forces in Canada, select two military officers "who should
proceed as private travellers to the Oregon Territory, and examine the
important parts of the country, in order to obtain as accurate a knowledge of it as may be requisite for the future and efficient prosecution of
military operations in it, should such operations become necessary."5
According to Sir Henry James Warre, there were many applicants for
the expedition, but eventually he and Lieut. Mervin Vavasour of the
Royal Engineers were selected.6 Lieut. Warre was aide-de-camp to his
uncle, Sir Richard Jackson, and was a few years older than Vavasour,
who had been in Canada since September 1841, working mainly on the
canals in Ontario. They were to follow Simpson's instructions, and were
conducted by him to Red River, where they arrived June 7, having left
Montreal May 5. Simpson gave them and Ogden, his own officer, written
instructions before leaving Fort Garry, June 16. They reached Fort Vancouver on August 25, 1845, a n d left for Montreal on March 25, 1846.
Warre says of their instructions: "The officers so employed would find
one or more of Her Majesty's Ships with the Commanders of which they
were to communicate." 7 Warre and Vavasour visited the Willamette
Valley and the mouth of the Columbia before meeting Lieut. William
Peel and Capt. H. W. Parke, R.M., and returning with them and James
Douglas and J. W. Sangster of the Hudson's Bay Company up Puget
Sound to H.M.S. America anchored in Port Discovery. Peel, the son of
the Prime Minister, had been sent by Hon. Capt. John Gordon of the
America, brother of Lord Aberdeen, to report on the country. Warre and
Vavasour spent two days with Peel and Gordon before going on to Fort
Victoria on September 27, the America then sailing for Hawaii. Gordon
sent Peel via Central America to London where he arrived at the
Admiralty, February 10, 1846, with several reports which were forwarded
to the Foreign Office the same day. The reports 8 included Peel's report
to Gordon, September 27, 1845; Peel's report to Pakenham, January 2,
1846; Gordon's report to the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, Rear
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TABLE I
DEVELOPMENT OF THE CORPS OF ROYAL ENGINEERS

l66l

FORMATION OF BRITISH REGULAR ARMY
OFFICERS
King's Engineers
Employed from Norman times on King's fortifications
and works
1698
Engineer officers raised for permanent duty with ordnance trains for wars against France and the War of
Spanish Succession, 1701-1713

SOLDIERS
Skilled men enrolled for ordnance trains, raised for specific
campaigns and disbanded when no longer required
6 March 1JJ2
Formation of SOLDIER ARTIFICERS
through Great Siege, 1779-1788
10 October

at Gibraltar

served

iy8y

Formation of CORPS

OF ROYAL MILITARY

ARTIFICERS

for

constituted

work on defences at home and in defended ports of rapidly
growing empire

CORPS OF ENGINEERS given ROYAL title, becoming CORPS

June iygy
The Soldier Artificers at Gibraltar incorporated with the
Corps of Royal Military Artificers

26 May 1 y 16
ROYAL ARTILLERY AND CORPS OF ENGINEERS

on separate establishments
25 April

iy8y

OF ROYAL ENGINEERS

1812-1813
Name changed to ROYAL SAPPERS AND MINERS towards the

close of the Peninsular War, 1808-1814, in view of the
changing combat role of the military engineer
iy October 1856
CORPS OF ROYAL SAPPERS AND MINERS incorporated into the

CORPS OF ROYAL ENGINEERS at the end of the Crimean War, 1854-1856

w
o

April 1862
British officers and NCOs of the Honourable East Indian Company

w
H

Engineers amalgamated with the CORPS OF ROYAL ENGINEERS after the

a

suppression of the Indian Mutiny, 1857-1858

3

Submarine

Mining

Military Mechanical
Military

Flying

Tanks

Military

Signalling

Transport

PROGENY OF THE CORPS

|H

From 1871-1905 thence to the Royal Navy

^

From 1866-1910 thence progressively to the Royal Army Service Corps

^

From 1871-1912 thence to the Royal Flying Corps

fcq

Royal Engineers responsible for early development and operational use of the tank,
and when first used in mass at Battle of Cambrai, November 1917, they were
commanded by a Royal Engineers officer

°S.
^

From 1856-1920 thence to the Royal Corps'of Signals

Searchlights

From 1880 to 1938 thence progressively to the Royal Artillery

Works Service

From the earliest days the Engineers were responsible for fortifications and works
services i.e. military accommodation. During the Napoleonic Wars, 1808-1815, the
Royal Engineers were responsible for works services for the Royal Artillery, the
Royal Engineers and other Corps administered by the Board of Ordnance and for
defences. T h e responsibility for the works services of other arms was vested in a
civilian organization under a barrack master-general.
In 1882 the Royal Engineers once more assumed full responsibility for works
services at home and overseas.
I n 1904 the Royal Engineers remained responsible for works services overseas, but
a Civil Barrack Construction Dept. became responsible for works services at home.
I n 1917 the Royal Engineers once more assumed full responsibility for works
services at home and overseas.
I n 1959 the responsibility for peacetime works services throughout the world
passed to a civilian works organization, the Royal Engineers remaining responsible
for works services in war and in areas where the civilian organization cannot
operate in peacetime.

From 1882-1965 thence to the Royal Corps of Transport, formed 15 July 1965.
Transport Operating and
Civilian engineering aspects remain with the Royal Engineers.
Movement Control Services
(From chart in Corps Museum, Institute of Royal Engineers, Brompton Barracks, Chatham, England, September 1973.)
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Admiral Sir George Seymour, October 22, 1845; an<^ Dr. J o r m
McLoughlin's report to Gordon, September 15, 1845. With the exception of McLoughlin's report, which would be the Hudson's Bay Company's view, all the reports are dated after the discussions with Warre
and Vavasour in Port Discovery. As Rich says, "the naval and the military officers worked together,"9 and were obviously on very good terms.
Although Peel and Gordon give no credit to Warre and Vavasour,
their discussion must have had some influence, and their conclusions are
similar. Leslie M. Scott places more emphasis on Peel's oral report than
his written one, equating it with Warre and Vavasour's report, and suggests that Peel's testimony contributed to the sudden reversal of British
diplomacy in accepting the 49th parallel as the boundary.10 Joseph
Schafer implies that Warre and Vavasour's views influenced Peel's report,
and that "we have good reason to believe that the attitude of Great
Britain in the final stage of the negotiations was not unaffected by
them."11
Although Warre and Vavasour's own reports on Oregon arrived in
London12 too late to have a direct effect on the Oregon Treaty, which
was signed June 15, 1846, their views must have affected Peel's and
Gordon's, and so indirectly influenced the decision which settled on the
49th parallel as our boundary, but preserving Vancouver Island intact
in British territory. Except for the publication of Warre's Sketches in
North America and the Oregon Territory after his return to England in
1846, little was known of this expedition for the next sixty years, probably because of its secret nature. Aside from the settlement of the boundary, the only long-term effects must have been the increased awareness
in the British government of the British territory in the Pacific Northwest,
and perhaps Douglas' later attitude toward the Royal Engineers. Douglas
was at Fort Vancouver during Warre and Vavasour's visit, and accompanied them to Fort Victoria, and according to Rich, "the fur-traders
9
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1845, was not forwarded to Addington until July 18, 1846. W.O. 1/552 "Report
of Lieuts. Warre & Vavasour," pp. 438-441. Warre and Vavasour arrived in Montreal July 20, and Warre was in London by August 15 to give their final report. See
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formed a low estimate of their character and abilities, as of their naval
brother officers."13 However, Warre and Vavasour were travelling in the
guise of tourists, and Warre, in particular, was an avid sportsman.
McLoughlin was not told of their real purpose, and since there was some
suspicion that they were spying on his activities, he took strong exception
to their report on the company's relations with the American settlers.
He retired from the company's service in bitterness.14
The second occasion on which the Royal Engineers came to British
Columbia was a "second act" of the Oregon boundary "drama": the
actual survey of the international boundary in British Columbia, 18581862. Although the Oregon Treaty had been signed June 15, 1846, it
was not until August 11, 1856, that Congress authorized the appointment of a commission to carry out the provisions of Article 1. Archibald
Campbell was appointed commissioner, and Major J. G. Parke the
astronomer for the American Northwest Boundary Commission. The
British divided their North American Boundary Commission between
land and water survey parties. The first British commissioner was Capt.
James Charles Prévost of H.M.S. Satellite, who arrived in Victoria in
June 1857, just before the American commission on the Active. T h e
second British commissioner, Capt. G. H. Richards, arrived in November
1857, having been delayed by mechanical problems with the Plumper.
The American party began the land survey at Point Roberts, while the
British were surveying the waters. The British land commission arrived
July 12, 1858, and was composed mainly of Royal Engineers. The chief
commissioner was Capt. John Summerfield Hawkins, R.E., and the
other officers were Capt. Charles John Darrah, R.E., astronomer; Capt.
Robert Wolsely Haig, R.A., senior astronomer; Lieut. Charles William
Wilson, R.E., secretary, transport officer and commander of the Royal
Engineers detachment of 56 non-commissioned officers and sappers,
specially chosen for the work; Dr. David Lyall, R.N., in medicinal
charge; Dr. John Keast Lord, naturalist; and Dr. Hilary Bauerman,
geologist. In i860 they were joined by Lieut. Samuel Anderson, R.E.,
who became secretary of the commission after its return to England.
The British land commission had their first meeting with the Americans at Semiahmoo Bay on August 13, 1858, and differences came to
13
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Rich, p. 727.
Herman A. Leader, "McLoughlin's answer to Warre Report," Oregon Historical
Quarterly, v. 33, no. 3 (September 1932), pp. 214-229; also The Letters of John
McLoughlin from Fort Vancouver to the Governor and Committee, Third Series,
1844-46, edited by E. E. Rich (London, Hudson's Bay Record Society, 1944, v. 7 ) ,
pp. lv, 285-298.
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light immediately. Hawkins5 patience and determination to follow his
orders to co-operate with the Americans, plus the fact that the Americans
were always a season ahead in surveying, prevented the differences
between Hawkins and Campbell from interfering with the survey.
Hawkins5 problem was not unique, as friction developed again during the
prairie portion of the survey, between Campbell and the then British
commissioner Capt. Donald R. Cameron.15
Hawkins believed that his instructions were to survey and mark the
boundary in such a way that there could be no possibility of future
dispute, and in this situation it meant considerable work and time in
cutting a vista through the thick forests, and numerous permanent iron
markers, and some arrangement to maintain the markers and cuts.
Campbell thought the lengthy cutting and the iron markers too expensive, and wanted to limit them to the established points, refusing to refer
the matter to his government. A more successful meeting at Harney
Depot, Fort Colvile, in November i860, which "formed a marked contrast to the meeting in April 1859,"16 resulted in the agreement to mark
the boundary west of the Cascades with iron monuments (supplied by
the British), including a stone obelisk on the western terminus, and with
stone beacons along the remainder. The Americans agreed to extend
their cuts along the boundary, but most of the cutting was done by the
British, with about one-third of the boundary cut altogether. Local
magnetic conditions resulted in a number of the lines cut not meeting.
After much concern a solution was found, which caused many problems
to arise later that Hawkins had hoped to prevent. When settlers arrived
they found in some places two or three boundary cuts, and additional
markers which the American crews were to have removed. The British
records disappeared until 1898, when they were found by accident in
the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, by the observant Canadian chief
astronomer Dr. Otto Klotz.17 Marcus Baker published as much as he
could find of the American commission in 1900. The reports and maps
were not completed until 1869, when the final agreement was signed in
Washington on May 7, finally terminating the work of the two commis15
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sions. The American report was not published then due to cost and the
financial situation caused by the Civil War, although a limited edition
of the seven-sheet map of the land boundary was produced. For some
reason the British report was not published either, although some photozincographed copies of the maps were produced prior to the signing in
May 1869, and corrected copies were to be reproduced. At least five
mounted and bound sets of the maps were planned (one each for the
Foreign Office, the Colonial Office, the Topographical Office of the War
Department, the British Columbia government and the United States
Department of State), and an atlas, as planned by Hawkins, was
delivered in Washington on June 23, 1871, with the imprint "Photozincographed at the ordnance survey office, Southampton, under the
superintendence of Capt. Parsons, R.E., F.R.A.S.; Col. Sir Henry James,
R.E., F.R.S., etc., director, 1869." 18 (Capt. Parsons had been in British
Columbia with the Columbia Detachment.) Wilson was by this time a
captain, and was director of the Topographic Office, under Col. James,
and Hawkins suggested Wilson as the logical person to make the required
corrections to the maps.
The British land boundary commission consisted of 63 men, which
increased to about 125 with the hired men, such as packers and guides.19
The five American commissioners and their men had four companies of
infantry as escort to protect them from the Indians. 20 The British commission seems to have been popular wherever they went. The Indians at
Colvile were very sorry to see them leave, and in many instances during
the survey the Engineers were aided by Indians. The commission members joined in with the society in Victoria and in Forts Vancouver and
Colvile, and contributed with their presence and their balls.
The boundary commission worked hard and well in their four years
here, in spite of "the disorganization prevailing in every branch of business or industry" and "the very high prices ruling here, for every description of article or of labour" 21 due to the gold rush. If we may speculate
for a moment, if Campbell had been less suspicious and more co-operative in following Hawkins' wise suggestions for cutting and marking the
18
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Marcus Baker, Survey of the Northwestern Boundary of the United States (Washington, 1900), p. 25.
Herman J. Deutsch, Surveying the 4Qth Parallel, 1858-61 (Tacoma, Washington
State Historical Society, 1962), p. 5. Also axemen, who struck for higher wages in
June 1859, probably British Columbia's first strike. See Wilson, p. 11.
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ARRIVAL OF THE COLUMBIA DETACHMENT OF ROYAL ENGINEERS IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

Group I

Group II

Group HI

Group IV

Capt. Parsons & 20 men
(chiefly surveyors) left
Southampton Sept. 2, 1858,
on LaPlata; came via Panama; arrived Oct. 29, 1858.

Capt. Grant & 12 men
(chiefly carpenters) left
Southampton Sept. 17, 1858,
on Arato;* came via Panama; arrived Nov. 8, 1858.

Gapt. Luard & 121 men, 31
women & 34 children left
Gravesend Oct. 10, 1858, on
Thames City; came around
Cape Horn; arrived April

Sgt. Rylatt & 4 men, 6
women & 4 children left
London Docks Jan. 3, 1859,
on Euphrates; came around
Cape Horn with stores;
arrived June 27, 1859.

Breakenridge, Arch. T.
Brown, Jonathan
Colston, Robert
Gonroy, James
Duffy, James
Ellard, James
Goskirk, Robert
Kennedy, David
Lomax, Thomas
Leech, Peter John
McGoll, William
Maclure, John
McMillan, Murdock
Meade, John
Robertson, Alex. S.
Shannon, James
Turnbull, James
Armstrong, Robert

12, 1859.

Alexander, Walter
Rylatt, R. M., and wife
Bonson, Lewis F.
Bowden, Corp. Wm., R. A.,
Bruce, Henry
and wife
Dawson, Samuel
Deasy,
Spr Daniel, and wife
Edwards, Wm. "Black Bill"
Hall, Spr James, and wife
Kennedy, James
Hall, Corp. Wm., wife and
Maynard, Joseph
3 children
Manstrie, William
Keary, Mrs. James, and son
Allen, Frederick*
Bowden, George*
Byers, William*
Dobbs, George*
Dransfield, Henry*
Eade, Charles*
Johnson, Samuel*
Thurgate, Frederick*
(* uncertain if with this
group)left Liverpool Oct. 30, 1858, on Asia; came via Panama; arrived Dec. 25, 1858.
Col. and Mrs. Moody and 4 children
* Name given by Cope, p. 21 ; not in Times or B.C. Papers.
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boundary, the boundary problem could have been solved in 1862, or at
least in 1869 when the report was signed. The Engineers arrived back in
England on July 14, 1862, but the duties of the commission were not
completed until June 7, 1869, and it was another two years before the
corrected maps were deposited in Washington, 25 years after the Oregon
Treaty. The final report, however, did not come until 1937, 91 years
after the treaty !
Following the publication of the British and American papers in 1899
and 1900, a new survey was carried out by Canadian and American
crews between 1901 and 1907, and "few corrections were found necessary, so carefully had the work been done by the original surveyors."22
Lines were cleared and markers restored, but permanent patrols to maintain the line did not begin until 1925. A treaty signed at Washington,
April 11, 1908, provided for the appointment of special boundary commissions by Canada and the United States. A joint report was issued in
1921, and another in 1937 containing most of the relevant data on the
boundary line.
The third and largest group of Royal Engineers to come to British
Columbia, the Columbia Detachment, began arriving about three months
after the Engineers of the boundary commission. As a large majority of
the men elected to remain in British Columbia when the detachment
disbanded in 1863, it may safely be said that the Columbia Detachment
had the greatest impact on the province of the various groups of Royal
Engineers. They arrived in four groups,* October 29 and November 8,
1858, and April 12 and June 27, 1859, w^h their commander, Col.
Moody, arriving on Christmas Day, 1858. Writing in his diary in Victoria
on November 14, 1858, Lieut. Wilson says:
Some of the Engineers for British Columbia have arrived,
and on December 30 he adds:
All the officials for British Columbia have come out here, nearly all Engineer
officers; when the Thames City arrives we shall have quite a gathering of
the corps; 10 Engineers meeting in this part of the world will be a novelty.23
Much has been written about the work of this Columbia Detachment.
In the words of Don Thomson, speaking of their surveying:
In the face of such conditions the record of solid accomplishments made
22

Mapping

the Frontier, p. 18.

* See Table IIa Arrival of the Columbia Detachment. . . .
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