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2 ® Canada and the road to confederation, 1837-67

vast nation with its small population divided by
geography and climate, culture and language
would create regionalism that threatened the
nation’s survival.

The rebellions of 1837

On September 12, 1759, British General Sir
James Wolfe defeated the French forces of
Marquis de Montcalm on the Plains of Abraham
outside Quebec City. The British victory
essentially ended the Seven Years war (French
and Indian War) of 1754-63 and gave British
control of the much of the continent, but not for
long. The US Revolution reduced Britain’s
holding in the New World to British North
America comprised of the independent colonies
(from east to west) of Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick,
Prince Edward Island, Lower Canada (Quebec—French speaking
majority) and Upper Canada (Ontario). Rupert’s Land belonged to
the Hudson’s Bay Company and was eventually sold to Canada in
1869. The newest colony in the mix was Upper Canada.

Following the US Revolution, large numbers of settlers poured
across the porous border into Canada. They fell into two loose
categories: farmers lured by vast tracks of fertile farmlands and the
more important second group of United Empire Loyalists (also
known as Tories), political refugees who fled to remain “Loyal” to
the Crown. Many had fought in Tory regiments against the
Revolution and had their property confiscated and were forced out
of the United States. Influential and motivated by a desire to
prevent revolutionary ideas filtering north, they joined forces with
Upper Canada’s established British merchant class of bankers and
business men and became the powerful conservative élite that
controlled Upper Canada. Their outlook was patriarchal, class-
conscious, anti-democratic and monarchist. Their values would give
the colony its pro-British character and abiding distrust of the
United States. They were the dominate élite, the “Family Compact”,
a loose-knit fraternity that opposed any changes which could
potentially undermine their privileged status, the British connection
or contained the slightest hint of republican ideas and values. The
challenge to the Family Compact came from the elected legislative
assembly. Notably a group of British reformers (liberals) who landed
with a trunk full of radical liberal ideas and political ambitions
inspired by the US and French Revolutions and the European
rebellions of 1830. They demanded an end to aristocratic and
church privilege, advocated responsible government, popular
elections and spoke a language of political change that challenged
the status quo. They were joined by many immigrants from the
United States who added their voice which sounded like
republicanism to the Family Compact. Frustrations reached critical
mass in 1837 and exploded into gunfire.

The Constitution Act (British North America Act) of 1791 was the
problem. The British passed the Act following the US Revolution
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