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Chapter 1
Historical Background

‘We Pity the wretched human race, who for
the sake of a few acres of ice are cutting one
another’s throats’ commented the philosophers
towards the end of the eighteenth century. The
reference was to Canada, for whose possession
the French and English were at war.

Two years previously, when all America was
claimed by the kings of Spain and Portugal,
Francis I had exclaimed ‘I'd like to see the
clause in Adam’s will which left them this vast
heritage!’ And he had some reason for saying
so, for part of this region was soon to take the
name of New France.

The French, it is true, have not been able to
keep this magnificent American colony. None
the less, much of its population still remains
French, and is attached to Ancient Gaul by
those ties of blood, of racial identity, and of
natural instinct, which international politics

" can never break. And those ‘few acres of ice,’
as they were contemptuously called, now form
a Kingdom whose area is greater than that of
Europe.

A Frenchman had taken possession of these
vast territories in 1534. Jacques Cartier, of St.
Malo, had followed deep into the heart of the
country a river which he called the St.
Lawrence. A year later another French explor-
er reached a group of log-huts - ‘Canada’ in
the Indian language — which has become Quebec
and another hamlet which has become Montre-
al. Two centuries later these cities, about the
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same time as Kingston and Toronto both
claimed to be capitals, until, to put an end to
their rivalries, Ottawa was declared to be the
centre of government of that great American
colony which is now known as the Dominion of
Canada.

In 1606 another Frenchman, Champlain,
founded Quebec, and a few years later the Eng-
lish established their first settlements on the
shores of Virginia. Then were sown the seeds
of national jealousy which developed into a
struggle between England and France in the
New World. The Indians were drawn into it,
the Algonquins and the Hurons siding with
Champlain against the Iroquois, who allied
themselves with the forces of the United King-
dom.

The war continued intermittently and with
varying fortunes. It involved horrible mas-
sacres, and ended only when, after Wolfe and
Montcalm had fallen on the Heights of Abra-
ham, Louis XV, by the treaty of 1763, ceded
to England all rights in the whole Canadian ter-
ritory.

But the English did not understand how to
conciliate the peoples who had submitted to
them; they knew only how to destroy. But a
nationality cannot be destroyed when most of
its inhabitants have kept the love of their for-
mer motherland and her ideals. In vain did the
British try to impose English law on the French
Canadians, to force them to take an oath of
loyalty. As a result of energetic protests a Bill

was passed in 1774 placing the colony under
French legislation.
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Now, having nothing further to fear from
France, the United Kingdom found itself faced
with the Americans. Their forces even marched
upon Quebec, but did not succeed in storming
the City. A year later — on 4th July 1776 — came
the Declaration of Independence of the United
States.

Then came a distressing time for the French
Canadians. The English were obsessed by one
fear, that their colony would escape them by
joining the great Federation and seeking refuge
under the Star-Spangled Banner which the
Americans were unfurling just over the hori-
zon. But nothing of the sort happened — which
is to be regretted in the interests of all true pa-
triots.

In 1791 a new Constitution divided the land
into two provinces: Upper Canada in the west,
Lower Canada in the east, with Quebec as its
capital. But the struggle continued between the
two races, at first solely on the political field.
The royalists — the loyalists, as they called
themselves — even thought of repealing the
Constitution of 1791, and of reuniting Canada
into one province, so as to give more influence
to the British element, and to proscribe the use
of the French language, which was still the lan-
guage of parliament and judicature. But the
‘reformist’ deputies protested so energetically
that the Crown gave up this detestable scheme.

Yet the dispute became more embittered,
and the election led to serious clashes: in 1831 a
riot in Montreal cost the lives of three French-
Canadian patriots. Meanwhile, thanks to emi-
gration, the English element in Canada was re-
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inforced, and became more audacious than ev-
er; its only aim was to anglicise Lower Canada
at all costs. The patriots, on the other hand,
had decided to resist, legally or otherwise.
From so tense a situation, terrible conflicts
might arise; the blood of both races would flow
on a soil originally conquered by the courage of
the French explorers.

"Such was the position in 1837, when this
record begins. It is essential to understand the
antagonism between the French and the Eng-
lish, the vitality of the one, the tenacity of the
other.

And yet was not that New France a fragment
of la patrie, like Alsace and Lorraine, which
were to be torn away thirty years later by a
brutal invasion? And the efforts made by the
French Canadians to regain at least their auton-
omy — is it not an example which the French of
Alsace and Lorraine should never forget?

It was indeed to make arrangements in view
of a probable insurrection that the Governor,
Lord Gosford, the Commandant-general, Sir
John Colborne, Colonel Gore and the Chief of
Police, Gilbert Argall, were consulting togeth-
er on the evening of 23rd August, 1837. The
symptoms of a revolt were only too evident,
and they had to be prepared for any emergen-
cy.

‘How many men can you muster?’ Lord
Gosford asked Sir John Colborne.

‘Far too few, I regret to say,’ the general
replied, ‘and I'll have to call in some of the
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troops from the country. I cannot bring into
action more than forty battalions and seven
companies of infantry, for we can’t possibly
withdraw any from the garrisons of the forts at
Quebec and Montreal. '

‘What artillery have you?’

‘Three or four field-guns.’

‘ And cavalry?’

‘Only a picket.’

‘If you have to disperse those troops over the

adjoining countryside,’ Colonel Gore reflect-
ed, ‘there won’t be enough. It’s very unfortu-
nate that you had to dissolve the constitutional
associations formed by the Loyalists. Then we
should have had hundreds of volunteers, whose
help we should not despise. ’

‘I could not let those associations continue,’
Lord Gosford explained. ‘Their contact with
the people would have led to disturbances every
day. We had to avoid everything that might
have led to an explosion. We’re on a powder-
magazine, and we must walk in felt slippers.’

The governor was not exaggerating; he was a
man of great ability, and a conciliatory disposi-
tion. Since his arrival in the colony he had
shown much kindness to the French colonists,
having — as was well said — ‘a dash of Irish gai-
ety, which harmonised very well with that of
' If the rebellion had not yet
broken out it was because of the circumspec-
tion, the kindness, the spirit of justice which
Lord Gosford had shown; both by nature and
by conviction he was opposed to violent mea-
sures.

the Canadians.

‘Force.’ he said, ‘may compress, but it
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does not suppress. In England they forget that
Canada is next door to the United States, and
that the United States ended by gaining their
independence. I can see that in London the
ministry wants an aggressive policy. By the ad-
vice of the Commissioners, Parliament has
passed by a large majority a resolution to prose-
cute the opposition Deputies, to make use of
the public funds, to alter the constitution so as
to double the number of the English electors.
But that does not show much wisdom: there’ll
be bloodshed on one side or the other.’

This was indeed to be feared. The steps tak-
en by the British Parliament had produced an
agitation which only wanted an opportunity to
declare itself. Secret councils and public meet-
ings were arousing public opinion. Threats were
being exchanged at Montreal as at Quebec be-
tween the Reformists and the supporters of the
English domination, and the police knew that a
call to arms had been circulating throughout the
country. The governorgeneral had been hanged
in effigy. All they could do was to prepare for
the outbreak.

‘ Has Monsieur de Vaudreuil been seen at
Montreal?’ Lord Gosford asked.

‘He doesn’t seem to have left his house,’
said Gilbert Argall. ‘But his friends keep visit-
ing him, and they’re in daily touch with the lib-
eral Deputies, and particularly with Gramont
of Quebec.’

‘If an outbreak occurs, it will undoubtedly
be due to them,’ Sir John Colborne agreed.

‘Then why not arrest them?’ asked Colonel
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Gore. ‘Why doesn’t your lordship destroy the
plot before it is hatched?’

‘If it doesn’t get hatched first!’ The Gover-
nor-general turned to the chief of the police.
‘Didn’t Monsieur de Vaudreuil and his friends
take part in the insurrections of 1832 and
18357’

‘They did,’ Sir Gilbert Argall replied, ‘or
rather there was good reason to think so; but
direct proof was lacking, and it was impossible
to prosecute them, just as it had been in 1825.°

‘ That proof should be obtained at any
price,” Sir John Colborne declared, ‘so that
we might put a stop to the intrigues of these
Reformists once and for all. There’s nothing
more hateful than civil war! But if it comes to
that, we must show no mercy, and the struggle
must end to the advantage of England.’

Such words were characteristic of the Com-
mander-in-Chief of the British Forces in Cana-
da. Sir John Colborne was the man to put down
a revolution with all due vigour; yet to take
part in secret investigations such as fall to the
lot of the police would be not at all to his taste.
Hence for many months police agents had had
the whole of the task of watching the proceed-
ings of the French-Canadian party. The towns
and the parishes of the St. Lawrence valley had
swarmed with detectives. At Montreal, in
place of those constitutional bodies whose disso-
lution Colonel Gore regretted, the Doric Club
— all its members were the most fanatical of
loyalists ~ had taken upon itself to suppress the
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insurgents by all possible means. And Lord
Gosford feared that at any moment, day or
night, the outbreak might occur.

It can be understood, therefore, how the
Governor’s friends urged him to support the bu-
reaucrats — as the supporters of the Crown were
called — against those who upheld the national
cause. Besides, Sir John Colborne was not the
man for half-measures, as would appear later,
when he succeeded Lord Gosford in the govern-
ment of the colony. Colonel Gore, an old sol-
dier and a hero of Waterloo was all for acting
vigorously, and without delay.

On 7th May this year a meeting, in which
the leading Reformists had taken part, had
passed a number of resolutions, which were to
become the political programme of the French
Canadian opposition. Thus they proclaimed
that ‘Canada, like Ireland, should rally round
a man endowed with a hatred of oppression,
and a love of his country, which nothing, nei-
ther promises nor menaces, can shake.’

The man who said this was the Deputy Pap-
ineau, who had an immense popularity among
the French-Canadians.

At the same time the assembly decided to ab-
stain as much as possible from consuming im-
ported articles, and only to use the country’s
own products, so as to deprive the government
of the revenue obtained from ‘the duties on for-
eign merchandise.

Lord Gosford replied to these declarations on
15th June, by a proclamation forbidding sedi-
tious meetings, and by ordering the magistrates
and officers of the militia to disperse them.
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