


At any time in the last half of the 20th century a book with this title would 
have been met with disbelief at best and at worst derision. The “conventional 
wisdom “for some time has been that there was no significant history of the 
black communities in Canada worth telling.

With this book that features a selection of intriguing profiles of outstand-
ing black Canadians, the author has presented a powerful challenge to that 
old limited perspective. Building on efforts undertaken over the years by a 
small band of writers, librarians, academics, public historians and modern-day 
griots (African keepers of oral history) to keep these stories alive, Fil Fraser has 
offered us an intriguing and unusual gift.

It is one that provides readers with easy access to important aspects of our 
country’s history about which most Canadians have been for the most part 
completely unaware.

It is a gift that has the potential to stimulate some fundamental shifts in 
our personal perceptions about our country and its ongoing difficult efforts 
to create a prosperous, inclusive, caring and truly multicultural society.

It is a gift full of exciting surprises about the role of members of the vari-
ous black communities in the development of Canada in the more than 400 
years that they have been part of our mosaic.

While acknowledging that the stories of these black communities has 
often been one of trials and tribulations, the authors special contribution is 
to present us with powerful stories—covering the period from 1600 to the 
present—of outstanding leadership by black Canadians. He invites us to cel-
ebrate these achievements and to draw on them for inspiration in our own 
lives.

This gift is a timely one; it will understandably be welcomed by members 
of the present-day African Canadian communities who are eager to know 
their own particular stories. It will also be welcomed by educators, by com-
munity leaders, by museum directors and by social activists and policy mak-
ers who are eager to strengthen a full awareness of our diverse histories and 
the behaviours and actions needed to create harmonious communities out 
of this diversity.

It will be welcomed as well by anyone who is hungry for inspirational stories 
of leadership that demonstrates evidence of courage, resilience, discipline, 
 creativity and respect for others in building sustainable communities. 

In that sense it is a gift for all Canadians and a gift for all ages. We are 
indebted to Fil Fraser for this precious gift.

–Donald Simpson Ph,D, Chief Explorer, Innovation Expedition Inc.; Innovator in 
Residence, The Harriet Tubman Institute for Research on the Global Migration of 
African Peoples; Author, Under the North Star : Black Communities in Upper Canada 
Before 1867
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Dedication
If someone says that you’re not as good as they are, prove to 

them that they are wrong.

–Felix Paul Blache-Fraser

To the courageous and determined women and men 
who overcame every kind of obstacle to make meaningful 

contributions to the creation of Canada, and upon whose 
shoulders we proudly stand.



My real writing career started because of Grant Kennedy, 
the founder of Lone Pine Publishing. During lunch at the 
University of Alberta Faculty Club a few years back, we were 
talking about a short story I had written when I said, “You 
only know you’re a writer when someone else says you are.” 
“Well,” he replied, “would you consider yourself a writer 
if someone offered you an advance to write a book?”

The book was Alberta’s Camelot: Culture and the Arts 
in the Lougheed Years, published in 2003. So my first 
thanks go to Grant Kennedy, now happily retired on the 
Sunshine Coast but still a significant influence in Canadian 
publishing.

Camelot was followed three years later by Running 
Uphill: The Fast, Short Life of Canadian Champion Harry 
Jerome, which became the basis for a feature documentary 
film produced by the National Film Board of Canada. 
It was Denham Jolly, the first Black owner of a radio 
station in Canada, who encouraged me to write the 
biography of Harry Jerome. But it was Almeta Speaks 
who, a decade earlier, introduced me to a part of Canadian 
history of which I was largely unaware, by hiring me as 
the narrator/host of Hymn to Freedom, a four-hour doc-
umentary history of Blacks in Canada. I owe both of 
them a debt of gratitude.

Gary Whyte, publisher of Dragon Hill Publishing 
Ltd., rose to the occasion and managed the publication 
of Running Uphill within a short time frame, allowing me 
to present the first copy to Governor General Michaëlle 
Jean at the Harry Jerome Awards in Toronto in April 
2006. And now, How the Blacks Created Canada, also pub-
lished by Dragon Hill, has deepened my perception of the 
role of minorities in Canada and reinforced my love for 
this still imperfect but remarkably wonderful country.
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a distinguished author in her own right, who shared 
insights and information with me. There are many others, 
too many to mention here, who should know how much 
I appreciated their interest and encouragement.

Through it all, my publisher, Gary Whyte, and his asso-
ciates have given me extraordinary support with their 
appreciation and respect for my work and their efforts to 
make readers aware of my books. My thanks to Kathy 
van Denderen, my editor, whose work on the manuscript 
for this book has been both efficient and professional. 

Finally, I’m not kidding when I say that none of this 
would have been possible without the limitless and 
unwavering support of my loving wife of 27 years, Gladys 
Carol Odegard.
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Foreword
A complete account of the Black contribution to  Canada 

is long overdue. There are academic treatises, articles and 
biographies of Black Canadians who made their mark on 
our country. There are artifacts, photographs and journals 
in museums and archives that depict the Black experience. 
But until now, there has never been a book that traces the 
many achievements of Black individuals and communities 
from sea to shining sea. At last, the wait is over.

For more than 400 years, Blacks have been an integral 
part of the warp and weave of this great country. For 
example, as an interpreter between the French and the 
Mi'kmaq people in the early 1600s, Mathieu Da Costa 
played a vital role in developing the fur-trade industry in 
Canada. Da Costa was a freeman. Those who came after 
him, enslaved and brutally exploited during the largest 
shift of population that the world has ever seen, however, 
played no less an important, if often ignored or forgotten, 
role in shaping Canada.

Thanks to Fil Fraser’s How the Blacks Created Canada, 
our role can no longer be ignored or forgotten. This 
book is a “celebration of achievement” from the story of 
how a small Black community saved British Columbia 
for Canada, to the trials and triumphs of Blacks in Upper 
Canada, to the profound influence of the Black church in 
Nova Scotia. Blacks, through the sheer force of character 
and a never satisfied appetite for change, transformed 
this nation. They paved the way forward for the “icons 
and trailblazers” of today who continue to define Canada.

You will read in this book about the many Black 
Canadians who made contributions that count—to the 
arts and Canadian culture, to Canadian laws and policies 
and to Canada’s status on the world stage. When you 
 consider the magnificent splendour of their collective 
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accomplishments, however, I hope you will come to appre-
ciate the most important contribution of Black Canadians.

I believe that Black Canadians, through their struggle 
for equality, dignity and a clear, strong voice, have played 
a central role in helping to create a Canada that is more 
diverse, more inclusive and more welcoming to other 
cultures. To be sure, the struggle continues. But just as 
surely, Blacks have made, and continue to make, critical 
advancements. For that, all Canadians should be grateful, 
and all Black Canadians should be proud.

That’s because the full impact of the work of Black 
Canadians in helping to create a more diverse and inclu-
sive Canada is more important now than ever before. 
Diverse and inclusive countries attract the best talent. 
By  bringing together different cultures and experiences, 
these countries become hubs of innovation and creativity. 
Their industries prosper. Their cultures thrive. And their 
societies become more compassionate.

The great Dr. Martin Luther King once observed: 
“Almost always, the creative dedicated minority has made 
the world better.” This book vividly underscores how one 
such creative dedicated minority, Black Canadians, did 
indeed make our world a better place. Our journey, the 
journey of all Canadians, continues.

As such, I hope that How the Blacks Created Canada will 
encourage all Canadians to build bridges among the more 
than 200 different ethnic groups in our country today. 
I hope it will help Canadians to recognize the importance 
of understanding and tolerance. And most of all, I hope it 
will inspire others to strive to make a difference.

–Hon. Donald H. Oliver, Q.C.

HOW .THE .BlACkS .CREATED .CANADA
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Yes, HistorY Made You:  
Now, Go Make HistorY!

For Howard Douglas McCurdy, PhD (1932–)

Africans—Black people—Negroes, by whatever name, 
from whatever roots or routes, created the possibility for 
modernity, for being “new” and “advanced” and achieving 
“progress.” Our present world—globalized by commerce 
and mass media—began to emerge half a millennium 
ago, when African peoples were captured and forced onto 
European vessels and then surged into the Americas to 
mine gold and silver, harvest sugar cane and cotton, 
nurture their masters’ families, and entertain all with 
song and jests.

Some are ashamed—or feel victimized—by this history. 
We need not be. Obviously, those first “New World” 
Africans were hardy, superb, intelligent, spirited and 
industrious. They survived the horrors of rape, infanti-
cide, torture, gross abuse and casual massacres, as well as 
the crimes of lynch law, two-faced religion, scorched-
earth destitution and unlettered tutoring. Not only did 
they survive, but they also gave the world new forms of 
speech, advanced styles of music and a superior theology.

But let the history books also show that our ancestors, 
those stolen and exploited Africans, through their 
sweat, constructed Western Europe: they financed the 
Renaissance, paid for the launching of globe-carving, 
imperialist navies and heaped up the capital necessary to 
inaugurate the Industrial Revolution. It was their determi-
nation, too, to seize their liberty that fostered transcendent 
arguments over freedom and tyranny, revolution and the 
rule of law, democracy and aristocracy/elitism, white 
supremacy and anti-racism. Their struggle insisted upon 

Preface
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the innate dignity of humanity, a concept essential to any 
notion of liberation.

Their desire for liberty also gave birth to nations: 
Crispus Attucks was the first rebel to die in the American 
Revolution; but 3500 other African Americans fled the 
Republic for British North America, thus becoming 
“a founding people” of what became Canada. Then, the 
slaves of San Domingo rose up, throwing out their 
French masters and founding Haiti, the world’s first 
Black republic. Soon, other “overseas” Africans were 
returning to the continent, helping to establish Sierra 
Leone and Liberia.

In the 20th century, the Harlem Renaissance and 
 Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion espoused Pan-Africanist and Black Pride theories 
that nourished independence movements in Africa and 
the Caribbean and that then returned to North America 
as Civil Rights Movement activism and Black Power 
 agitation. In turn, these intellectual and socio-political 
engagements supported the liberation of South Africa 
from apartheid rule, electing Nelson Mandela president 
there, and inspired the construction of a “dream coalition” 
that installed an African American, Barack Obama, 
in the White House.

But Fil Fraser’s focus is Canada, this “astonishing 
country,” as he says, and one which owes an astonish-
ingly unacknowledged debt to its citizens of African/
Negro ancestry. Not only because our ancestors were 
enslaved in five of the original colonies (Nova Scotia, 
New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Nouvelle-France/
Quebec, and Upper Canada/Ontario), but also because 
our free ancestors helped to buttress colonial Canada 
against potential and actual American invasion.

HOW .THE .BlACkS .CREATED .CANADA
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PREFACE

Writing in 1852, the U.S.-born, African Canadian 
abolitionist Mary Ann Shadd proposed that free African 
Americans emigrate en masse to Canada West (Ontario) 
or British Columbia, not just to escape the reach of the 
pernicious U.S. Fugitive Slave Law, but to “garrison” (her 
exact word) these lands against the Republic’s insatiable 
appetite for new slaveholding territory. She saw clearly that 
it was in Black self-interest to keep colonial British North 
America (Canada) safe from American expansionism and 
to “keep up the balance of power”: African Americans 
needed to back British imperialism—tactically, to con-
tain and defeat American slavery—strategically.

Even though vast thousands of African Americans who 
entered British North America before the U.S. Civil War 
never read, presumably, a single word that Shadd wrote, 
their presence and their anti-slavery inclinations did 
serve, as Fraser discusses, to help keep British North 
America “British,” or, rather, to make it more possible for 
these colonies to confederate into Canada.

Scholars state that the American Revolution created 
both the United States and Canada—the latter as a kind 
of reactionary, anti-republican state. But Canada was 
also shaped by the anti-slavery strategies that brought 
visionary emancipationists like Harriet Tubman to its 
“Dominion,” and this legacy is radical. Indeed, the 
Canadian tradition of “progressive conservatism”—that 
ultra-soft socialism—owes something to anti-slavery 
rhetoric.

But such history is always only a prelude. Fil Fraser’s 
How the Blacks Created Canada demonstrates, with 
narrative zeal, stylistic panache and attractive wit how 
Blacks have consistently defined and redefined “The Great 
White North,” from putting our stamp on geography 
(Amber Valley and Africville) to making our mark on 
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the state (Lincoln Alexander and Michäelle Jean). Yes, the 
list of accomplishments and of the accomplished is long. 
But it will be even longer once we have recovered much of 
our hidden history and once you—you—have blazed 
upon our era your good name and your stellar deeds.

George Elliott Clarke, OC, ONS, PhD
E.J. Pratt Professor of Canadian Literature

University of Toronto
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Across geography and across time, Blacks have 
played pivotal roles in the creation of Canada. 
But while their achievements are gradually being 

chronicled in a developing library of both popular and 
scholarly works, with rare exceptions, that history has 
been virtually invisible to mainstream Canadians. 
Black immigrants and refugees from the United States, 
from the Caribbean and from Africa, like those from 
many other parts of the world, have endured a soul-
sapping storm of prejudice and discrimination. But in the 
age of Obama, as Blacks (like the Irish, the Ukrainians, 
the Italians and others who struggled to join the Anglo-
centric mainstream before them) begin to emerge as fully 
integrated citizens, it’s time for all Canadians to know 
who they are. It’s time to celebrate the contributions and 
achievements of those whose roots in our soil are as deep 
as anyone else’s.
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Without a substantial Black community there is per-
suasive evidence that, before joining Confederation, 
British Columbia might have been lost to the United 
States. The record shows that in 1858, James Douglas 
invited some 800 former American slaves and freemen 
to settle in  Victoria. At a critical moment in history, 
they became the majority non-Native population of 
what was then a British outpost, staving off the potential 
threat of an America that might have stretched from 
California to Alaska.

Six thousand kilometres to the east, at the dawn of 
Canadian history, African navigator Mathieu Da Costa, 
acting as a guide and interpreter, eased the way for 
Samuel de Champlain’s explorations. His pioneering 
knowledge of Aboriginal languages facilitated commu-
nication between Europeans and the First Nations of 
North America. Da Costa is reported to have been fluent 
in Dutch, English, French and Portuguese as well as 
Aboriginal languages. He was the first free Black to come 
to what would become Canada.

In the 1770s, Blacks who moved to Nova Scotia with 
the United Empire Loyalists became Canada’s largest 
Black community. Portia White, one of our country’s 
most internationally acclaimed singers, and the contem-
porary opera star, Measha Brueggergosman, are both 
descendants of the Black Loyalists community.

In Ontario, Josiah Henson’s historical homestead near 
what is now Dresden, Ontario, is a reminder of Dawn, 
a vibrant community that he led after coming to Canada 
through the storied Underground Railway, leaving 
behind half a lifetime of slavery. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
bestselling novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was inspired by 
Henson’s life story.
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A later descendant of the migrants who had followed the 
“north star” to freedom, the gifted composer Nathaniel 
Dett, born in Drummondville (now Niagara Falls), 
Ontario, in 1882, left a legacy of works that are part 
of  Canada’s classical music repertoire. The respected 
 Nathaniel Dett Chorale performs today on radio and 
television and in concerts across the country.

In the early years of the 20th century, Black settlements 
dotted the prairies. Settlements near Maidstone, 
 Saskatchewan, like others at Breton and Wildwood in 
Alberta, saw the development of thriving communities 
by Blacks who had come north from the U.S.

The past and present role of Blacks in sports and enter-
tainment is well known. Harry Jerome and Donovan 
Bailey, Oscar Peterson and Oliver Jones are all national 
icons. In 1955, when television was literally still black 
and white, Eleanor Collins, whose family came from 
Oklahoma at the turn of the 20th century, became the 
first woman of any colour to host her own national tele-
vision program, The Eleanor Show, on the CBC.

In Ontario, Lincoln Alexander became the first Black 
lieutenant-governor in Canada, while Jean Augustine, 
the first Black woman to be elected to the House of 
 Commons, served as a cabinet minister and as deputy 
prime minister under Jean Chrétien.

Many others names are woven into the fabric of 
 Canadian history: John Ware, Alberta’s famous Black 
cowboy; Mary Ann Shadd, the first Black newspaper 
publisher in North America; and author Carrie Best, 
whose biography, The Lonesome Road, won interna-
tional acclaim. The record of achievement includes 
human rights activist Rosemary Brown, Chief Justice 
Julius Isaac, broadcaster/businessman Denham Jolly, 
MP Howard McCurdy, Senator Donald Oliver, hockey’s 
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Herb  Carnegie, Giller Prize–winning author Austin Clarke, 
Governor General’s Award for Poetry winner George 
 Elliott Clarke, Ontario Human Rights Commission leader 
Daniel G.  Hill and his famous sons, musician Dan Jr. 
(“Sometimes When We Touch”) and author Lawrence, 
whose The Book of Negroes won the 2009 Commonwealth 
Book Prize, to name a few.

One cannot, of course, overlook the Governor General of 
Canada; the Right Honourable Michaëlle Jean, a Haitian 
refugee, has brought incandescent luminosity to the 
highest office in the land.

Anthropologically speaking, we are all children of 
Africa. Lucy, the name attributed to the oldest human 
skeleton discovered, lived some three million years ago and 
is, figuratively, grandmother to us all. Anthropologists tell 
us that Africa was the crèche of the human race. It’s at 
best ironic, at worst tragic, that the role of Africa’s mod-
ern descendents in the development of the Western world 
has been largely unheralded. Much of what has been 
written and reported on Blacks has focused on stories of 
prejudice and racism that cry out to be told; from pre-
Confederation Canadian slavery to the current, almost 
apocryphal offence of DWB: Driving While Black. Word 
on the Toronto street is that if you’re Black and drive 
a good car, be very careful around certain police officers 
and in certain neighbourhoods.

But this book is not about racism and discrimination. 
It is a celebration of achievement, which is a much better 
story. There are literally thousands of Black Canadians, 
women and men in all parts of the country who are 
modern pioneers, breaking down walls of prejudice, 
opening new doors and creating vocational and profes-
sional pathways that others will surely follow. The tough 
reality for the writer is that they cannot all be included in 
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this book. To properly chronicle the lives and contribu-
tions of all of the Black men and women who have 
 contributed to the creation of Canada would expand this 
volume to encyclopaedic proportions. (Did you know 
that when Prince George, BC, celebrates Black History 
Month, a steel pan band is at the centre of the event?) 
Inevitably, people who should be included will be left 
out. For this, I apologize.

Black icons include community builders, politicians 
and physicians, athletes and musicians, authors and 
actors, scientists and inventors, academics and business 
leaders. All have helped to create Canada by changing 
perceptions through education and example, making 
the country more inclusive and better able to manage the 
diversity that defines the way we see ourselves.

Finally, a word about terminology. I have chosen to use 
the term “Black,” capitalized, to refer to a people who 
have, across time, been variously described as Negroes, 
 Coloureds and Afro or African Canadians, not to 
 mention a stinging variety of less salutary terms. 
There  has been some controversy about whether the 
term “African  Canadian” (a northern echo of the workable 
“African American”) covers the whole demographic. 
Clear distinctions can be drawn between the Blacks who 
came early with the British Empire Loyalists, those 
who escaped slavery through the Underground Railway, 
and those who, generations later, emigrated from the 
West Indies and modern Africa. It is my view that 
“Black,” at least in this era, best describes to the largest 
audience who we are. The term has been rescued from 
the derogatory stink of earlier times and given a proud 
spin by the present generation.

You may also notice that I use the term “mainstream 
Canadians” to describe the demographic majority of our 
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population. I refer specifically to white, Anglo-Saxon and 
Anglo-Celtic Canadians and those Europeans who fit 
comfortably into a culture with middle-class demo-
cratic values. Many with eastern or southern European 
roots now perceive themselves as part of the main-
stream. But “mainstream” still does not, at this stage of 
our country’s development, include visible minorities 
or First Nations people.

This is not to say that minority persons cannot feel 
themselves to be part of the mainstream and subscribe to 
its core values. But we are not a melting pot. As a lifelong 
broadcaster and journalist, I have always worked and 
lived successfully in the mainstream. In fact, it is thanks 
to Denham Jolly, the creator of the Harry Jerome Awards, 
that, in my 70s, quite late in life, I really became seriously 
involved for the first time in the issues Black Canadians 
faced. I am profoundly grateful to both Jolly and to my 
publisher, who encouraged me to research and write the 
present volume, for steering me into a profound appre-
ciation of Canadian life and realities.

How the Blacks Created Canada, published by Dragon 
Hill Publishing, places the contributions of ethnic groups 
in building Canada in a modern perspective. This and 
other books published by Dragon Hill are fitting recog-
nition of the diversity of people who are the bedrock of 
this remarkable country. It is my hope that these books 
will surprise and delight Canada’s maturing mainstream 
audiences.
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Saving  
British  Columbia 

for Canada

It is at once the most dramatic and the least well-
known story in Canadian history. Imagine Canada 
without a west coast, with the United States stretch-

ing up the Pacific from California to Alaska. What kind 
of country would we be if our western boundary began 
on the eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountains, stretch-
ing from sea to shining mountains? Few know how close 
we came to that possibility.

Consider pre-Confederation Canada in the mid-1840s. 
Aside from settlements in what decades later would 
become Lower and Upper Canada, Rupert’s Land, the 
vast territory to the north and west, was mostly 
the  fur-trading preserve of the competing North West 
and Hudson’s Bay companies. Under licence from the 
 British crown, the two companies traded for furs from 
forts located across the far north all the way to 
the Pacific and extending south to include the basin of 

CHapter oNe
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the Columbia River. Fort Vancouver, the Hudson’s Bay 
Company’s principal western fur-trading post, was set on 
the banks of the Columbia River, across from present-day 
Portland, Oregon. The largest river in the Pacific 
northwest rises in Canada from Columbia Lake in the 
Kootenay Valley. The Columbia River flows north through 
Golden, then turns south, passing through Revelstoke 
on its 2000-kilometre journey to the Pacific. Within its 
670,000-square-kilometre basin, the river envelops both 
Oregon and what is now the state of Washington.

The Oregon Territory had for many years been a matter 
of dispute between Britain and the U.S., with both claim-
ing the territory. James Douglas, appointed governor for 
what was then the Crown Colony of Vancouver Island, 
was becoming concerned about the increasing American 
population south of the Columbia River. A provisional 
U.S. government had been established at Wilmette, across 
the river from Fort Vancouver. “An American population 
will never willingly submit to British domination,” Douglas 
wrote, “and it would be ruinous and hopeless to enforce 
obedience, on a disaffected people; our Government 
would not attempt it, and the consequence will be the 
accession of a new State to the Union.” With so many 
settlers pouring into the West, “Every sea port will be 
converted into a naval arsenal and the Pacific covered 
with swarms of Privateers, to the destruction of British 
commerce in those seas.”

By 1845, the white population in Oregon had grown 
to some 6000. There were rumblings of war as many 
Americans believed that their country’s manifest destiny 
was to stretch from Panama to the Arctic. American 
president, James K. Polk, had won the 1844 election on 
a chest-thumping platform of “Fifty-four Forty or Fight.” 
While the United States saw the West as a territory to 
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settle, Great Britain viewed the vast northern hinterland 
mainly as a treasure trove of beaver pelts. With the border 
at 54°40' North, western Canada would have been an 
arctic preserve with the U.S. encompassing Vancouver 
Island, Edmonton, Winnipeg and lower Hudson Bay.

An awakened Britain responded to the U.S. with a pro-
posal that the border follow the 49th parallel across the 
prairies to a point near what is now Trail, BC, and then 
follow the Columbia River to the Pacific, setting the 
river as the southern border of what was to become 
Canada. The Americans would have none of it. They 
began to form militia units and threatened to storm 
Hudson’s Bay forts. The Royal Navy established a force 
at Esquimalt.

In the end, the British foreign secretary, Lord Aberdeen, 
negotiated an agreement to set the border along the 49th 
parallel, essentially from Lake Superior to the Pacific, 
with an arrangement that would see all of Vancouver 
Island remain under British rule. A strange anomaly left 
Point Roberts, which has no land connection to the U.S., 
as part of the United States. The Treaty of Washington 
was signed on June 15, 1846, seemingly resolving the issue 
and leading to the creation of the state of Washington.

But in the 1840s, Canada was still decades away from 
becoming a country, and in the Wild West, anything 
was possible. Pressure mounted as, after gold was discov-
ered in California in 1848, a torrent of Americans 
flooded west. During the next year, hordes of fortune 
seekers (heralded as the quasi-mythical “49ers”), fuelled 
by stories of people picking up gold nuggets the size of 
goose eggs off the ground, came in search of a quick 
fortune. Some reports say that as many as 80,000 
adventurers poured into California.
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After a romantically storied decade, as the gold that 
had lured the 49ers to California petered out, rumours 
surfaced of another find near Yale in the Fraser River 
Canyon. The news spread like wildfire after it leaked out 
that, early in 1858, James Douglas had sent a shipment 
of the yellow metal to San Francisco to be refined. The 
49ers swarmed northward to cash in on the discovery 
and, as a consequence, opened a frontier for what some 
believed should have been part of the American West. 
Britain needed to take dramatic action to maintain 
 control of the territory, and Douglas, one of the most 
formidable leaders in Canadian history, was the man to 
do it. As Crawford Killian put it in Go Do Some Great 
Thing: The Black Pioneers of British Columbia, “Had 
anyone else attempted to govern the new colony during 
the 1850s and early 1860s, it is likely that British 
Columbia—perhaps all of western Canada—would 
have become part of the United States.”

Britain established the Crown Colony of Vancouver 
Island in 1849, leasing the entire island to the Hudson’s 
Bay Company. In August 1858, on Douglas’ urgent rec-
ommendation, the Crown Colony of British Columbia 
was created to include and formalize Britain’s claims to 
the mainland. James Douglas, acknowledged as the Father 
of British Columbia, was installed as the governor of 
both colonies.

old square toes
James Douglas had worked his way across the west 

and up though the ranks to become the chief factor of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company’s main trading centre at 
Fort Vancouver. With pressure from the Americans 
mounting, he recommended that Britain establish a new 
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western base on the southern tip of Vancouver Island. 
He had selected Victoria as the site in 1842 and super-
vised construction of the new fort the following year. 
In 1849, after nearly 20 years at Fort Vancouver, Douglas 
moved his family north and set about building the 
capital for the Crown Colony of Vancouver Island at 
Fort Victoria.

With the onset of the major thrust of the Fraser 
 Canyon gold rush in the spring of 1858, Douglas and 
his British masters worried that the American influx 
would put their claim to what is now British Columbia 
in jeopardy. In the 19th century, territorial claims were 
confirmed through settlement. And with as many as 
30,000 would-be miners and the touts who lived off 
their avails heading north for the jumping-off spot at 
Fort Victoria, he needed settlers right away.

It has never been clearly established how much a factor 
Douglas’ own racial background influenced the ensuing 
events. Douglas’ personal heritage is fascinating in its 
own right. He was born on August 15, 1803, the second 
of three children born in British Guiana to a Black 
mother and a Glaswegian father. James’ mother, Martha 
Ann Tefler, originally from Barbados, was free coloured, 
which in her time and place meant a free person of 
mixed European and African ancestry. The reality she 
and other “mulattos” or “Creoles” faced was that if any 
part of you is Black, and it shows, Black is how the 
world sees you. James and his siblings, an older brother 
Alexander and his sister Cecilia, were taken to Great 
Britain by their father, John Douglas, and given British 
educations. Martha Ann, who had business interests of 
her own, remained in Guiana. It was typical of colonial 
liaisons of the era that James’ parents lived together and 
had children but never married.
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Alexander turned out to be physically frail and of 
 limited intelligence. But James was tall and ruggedly 
muscular even as a young teenager. At preparatory school 
in Scotland, he developed a reputation as a hard-hitting 
scrapper who never backed down from a fight. When he 
was 16, James joined the North West Company as an 
apprentice, displaying both a capacity for focused hard 
work and an inquisitive, analytical intelligence. He rose 
quickly through the ranks at fur-trading stations across 
the west, from Fort William at the head of Lake Superior 
to Isle a la Cross to Fort Vermillion to Fort St. James, 
and he eventually became chief factor at Fort Vancouver. 
He learned accounting, became expert in the business 

Sir James Douglas, the Father of British Columbia, sometimes known 
as “Old Square Toes,” was a tough administrator who prevented BC 
from falling into American hands.
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methods of the fur trade and carefully studied the char-
acter of the various Native tribes, the company’s indis-
pensable suppliers. James studied history and politics 
and nearly made a fetish of observing the minutest 
details of every transaction, at the same time displaying 
an unrelenting commitment to punctuality. He was, in 
short, the perfect company man.

Douglas’ complexion reflected his ancestry, and it’s 
likely that most of his contemporaries were aware of his 
mixed racial heritage. Some fur traders reportedly 
referred to him as a “Scotch West Indian.” His heritage 
does not, however, seem to be a fact he either empha-
sized or dwelt upon. His own marriage to Amelia 
 Connolly, daughter of an Irish-Cree union, indicated 
that racial differences were unimportant to him. And 
the fur-trading companies showed little concern for 
racial background—what counted was ability, loyalty 
and hard work. Like many European members of the 
fur-trading companies, Douglas had “married” Amelia 
according to Native customs—à la façon du pays, meaning 
“in the fashion of the country.” It was only after the birth 
of several children that the marriage, which seems to 
have been a lifelong love affair, was solemnized in 
a Christian ceremony.

The Father of British Columbia was a no-nonsense 
autocrat who ruled with absolute authority and an impe-
rious air that was almost cartoonish. Some dubbed him 
“Old Square Toes.”

In the spring of 1858, the need for settlers in Fort 
Victoria was urgent. And the most readily available 
 candidates were Blacks—former slaves and freemen who 
had migrated from the perilous American south to 
 California, which had declared itself a free state. Alas, 
for the “coloured” migrants, the state was far from free. 
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Laws were passed that, among other things, prohibited 
a  Black man from testifying in court against a white 
man. Black voting rights, which seemed to exist on 
paper—all residents had to pay a poll tax—were never 
real. Legislation allowing newly arrived slave owners to 
retain their “property” was being advanced in spite of 
the state’s constitutional prohibitions against slavery. 
In March, the legislature took up a bill to restrict the 
immigration of Negroes, requiring them to register. 
Racism was alive and thriving in the “free state.” Having 
escaped from slavery, having endured and often pros-
pered, the Blacks, who owned taxable property estimated 
at $5 million in value, found their status as citizens to 
be, at best, flimsy.

On the evening of April 14, 1858, Jeremiah Nagle, 
captain of the Commodore, a side-wheeler steamship that 
sailed between San Francisco and Victoria, attended 
a mass meeting held at the Black Zion Church in San 
Francisco. The congregation, in the face of mounting 
racism, was urgently considering mass emigration to 
Panama, to the Mexican state of Sonora, or to the 
 Colony of Vancouver Island. Nagle, with Douglas’ 
approval, invited the group to come north. He bran-
dished maps and a letter from “a gentleman in the service 
of the Hudson’s Bay Company of undoubted veracity.” 
The immigrants would be given British subject status, 
the right to vote and own property and would eventually 
be eligible for British citizenship.

Less than a week later, on April 20, an advance party 
of some 35 members of the congregation embarked for 
Victoria aboard the Commodore. Their mission was to 
meet with Governor James Douglas to confirm that life 
under the British flag would be better. A hopeful wharf-
side gathering of almost the entire Black population of 
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San Francisco saw them off. After a rough five-day voyage, 
the Commodore docked at Victoria on a warm spring 
day. The peach trees were in bloom, and the profligate 
vegetation that can take your breath away when you fly 
in today from points east was almost wantonly lush.

Upon disembarking at Victoria, some members of the 
delegation knelt in prayer, seeking heavenly blessing for 
a  new life of freedom under the protective paw of the 
 British lion. Their hope for a better future was only slightly 
dimmed by the presence of their fellow passengers aboard 
Captain Nagle’s ship, about 450 white men heading for 
the gold fields.

The delegates sent word back to San Francisco that 
they had found “one of the garden spots of the world.” 
Vancouver Island was “a place which has unfolded to us in 
our darkest hour.” Douglas gave them a warm welcome 
and confirmed that they could buy land for a pound per 
acre with 25 percent down and the balance to be paid 
within four years. After nine months as property owners, 
they had the right to vote and to serve on juries. And 
when they completed seven years as residents, they could 
apply for British citizenship. Reverend Edward Cridge, 
the Anglican chaplain to the Hudson’s Bay Company 
also warmly entertained the delegation. Cridge invited 
them to join his congregation, promising that they 
would be accepted without discrimination.

Upon getting the news, Blacks in San Francisco created 
an emigration company, and some 400 families followed 
the original delegation to a new life in British Columbia. 
By the end of 1858, some 800 Blacks had made the move 
to Victoria. (Various accounts have put the number 
somewhere between 600 and 1000.) Many sold their 
California properties, often at a loss, but they arrived at 
their new home with sufficient resources to buy land 
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and set up businesses. Within two years, members of the 
Black community, both literate and skilled, were 
reported to own property valued, for taxation purposes, 
at an estimated 50,000 pounds.

Among the immigrants were Samuel Ringo, who 
operated restaurants and other businesses; Joshua 
Howard, who offered legal services; Willis Bond, a former 
slave who became a property owner, a contractor and an 
auctioneer; and several people with accreditation as 
teachers. Bond was later described by the Speaker of the 
Vancouver Island Assembly as “one of the cleverest men 
white or black that I have ever met.” The former slaves 
had found a new home where they were accepted and 
could live as full citizens.

There are conflicting reports as to whether one of the 
members of the first advance party was Mifflin Wistar 
Gibbs. But it’s certain that he was one of the earliest 
immigrants to the colony who soon became one of the 
most respected leaders of the Black community. A well-
educated businessman, he and his partner, Peter Lester, 
had operated The Pioneer Boot and Shoe Emporium in 
San Francisco, which, in spite of some ugly racial inci-
dents, had been very successful. Both men had fought 
slavery and were dedicated to improving the lot of Blacks 
in America.

Gibbs was born in Philadelphia in 1828, the son of 
a Methodist  minister. As a young man, he helped escaped 
slaves and freemen navigate the Underground Railway 
through Pennsylvania to southern Ontario. By the time 
he was 20, he had joined the Black abolitionists, Charles 
Lennox Remond and the legendary Frederick Douglass, 
on an anti-slavery speaking circuit. Gibbs petitioned the 
Pennsylvania government for Blacks to have the right to 
vote. The lure of California, which had declared itself 
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a free state, took him to San Francisco in 1850. Literally 
starting from scratch, he began earning his living shining 
shoes. It wasn’t long before his entrepreneurial talent saw 
him opening a store that successfully sold imported boots 
and shoes from London and New York. In California 
he  honed his political activism and, in 1855, became 
the founder of San Francisco’s first Black newspaper, the 
Mirror of the Times, edited by a leading Black intellectual, 
William H. Newby. The newspaper was dedicated to 
advocating equal rights and denounced a series of recently 
enacted “black laws” that made a mockery of California’s 
free state status. In 1857, Gibbs and Lester refused to 
pay a state poll tax unless they were allowed to vote, 
sparking a battle that saw them attacked and beaten 
in their own store. They barely avoided the confiscation 
of their property.

Given his demonstrated entrepreneurial skills, it should 
come as no surprise that Gibbs arrived in Victoria with an 
inventory of boots, picks and shovels and other mining 
supplies that promptly sold out. He immediately sent 
word to Lester in San Francisco to send more. Gibbs 
bought a house for $3000 that became the site for a mer-
cantile business, reportedly the first outside the Hudson’s 
Bay Company. The firm of “Lester and Gibbs—Dealers 
in Groceries, Provisions, Boots, Shoes, etc., Wholesale & 
Retail” became a serious competitor to the Bay’s own store. 
Gibbs bought more property and prospered as both a busi-
nessman and a community leader. In addition to other 
ventures, he became a director of the Queen  Charlotte 
Coal Company. He eventually resigned the directorship 
so that he could bid on a contract from the company, 
which he won. In January 1859, with 50 men, he headed 
north to the Queen Charlotte Islands to build a railway 
and wharves from the coalmine to Skidgate Harbour. 
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He shipped “the first cargo of anthracite coal ever 
unearthed on the Pacific seaboard.”

Gibbs was not totally preoccupied with business; his 
involvement in community and political affairs is the 
most important part of his legacy. When James Douglas 
created a House of Assembly for the Crown Colony of 
Vancouver Island in 1860, in keeping with the times, the 
right to vote was restricted to property owners, and Gibbs 
was among the first to be elected. In a demonstration of 
the political muscle the Black community could exercise, 
Gibbs and 17 other Black property owners voted as a block 
to elect two candidates—George Hunter Cary and Selim 
Franklin—in the process intentionally defeating Amor 
de Cosmos, the radical publisher of The British Colonist. 
De Cosmos was a bitter opponent of James Douglas. 
From the first issues of his newspaper, he had launched 
a series of harsh attacks against the governor.

The story of de Cosmos is an intriguing part of British 
Columbia’s history. Born William Alexander Smith in New 
Brunswick, he managed to get an act of the California 
 legislature to change his name to Amor de Cosmos 
(he later capitalized the “d”), “lover of the universe.” He was 
as eccentric as his name, founding what is now the 
 Victoria Times Colonist in 1858. He was briefly a member 
of the Canadian parliament, the second premier of BC 
and a lifelong enemy of Sir James Douglas. (Ironically, 
Douglas and de Cosmos are buried, not more than 200 feet 
apart, in Victoria’s Ross Bay Cemetery.) In a strange turn 
of events, both Gibbs and de Cosmos were members of an 
1867 delegation that worked to bring British Columbia 
into Confederation.

In 1866, Gibbs, now a British citizen, was elected to 
the Victoria Town Council and became chairman of the 
Finance Committee. But in 1869, after spending more 
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than 10 years north of the border, Gibbs decided it was 
time to return to the United States. The Civil War had 
ended, Abraham Lincoln had moved to abolish slavery 
and conditions for Blacks in the U.S. seemed to be 
improving. Gibbs’ wife, Maria, and their children had 
left for the States the previous year to join other members 
of their family. After settling his affairs in what was now 
Canada, Gibbs moved south. He enrolled in law school 
at a business college in Oberlin, Ohio, and, in 1871, 
moved to Little Rock, Arkansas. He spent a year with 

Sir James Douglas lies in an elegant plot in Victoria’s Ross Bay Cemetery. 
Interestingly, his archrival Amor de Cosmos, the second premier of BC, 
is buried a stone’s throw away.
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a local firm then established his own law practice. In sub-
sequent years he held various judicial and political posi-
tions and, in 1897, was appointed American Consul to 
Madagascar. He returned to the United States in 1901 
and became president of an African American savings 
bank in Little Rock.

Gibbs made his last visit to Victoria in 1907. He was 
honoured in a number of ceremonies for his business 
acumen and for the dedication that had helped to build 
a community. Mifflin Wistar Gibbs, a pioneer in the 
development of British Columbia, died a wealthy man in 
Little Rock on July 11, 1915.

The influence exercised by Gibbs, Douglas and other 
members of the Black community in the development of 
British Columbia lasted only a few years. But their pres-
ence critically strengthened James Douglas’ hand as he 
strove to keep the territory in British hands and, ulti-
mately, as part of the Dominion of Canada. By the end 
of 1858, the Black community had become the majority 
non-Aboriginal population of Victoria. They founded 
businesses and participated fully in the life of the com-
munity. Some were recruited as members of the colony’s 
first police force. One report has a Jamaican as the first 
chief of police. Others started farms, and a few tried their 
hands in the gold fields. In contrast to what had occurred 
in California, in British Columbia a separate church was 
not established, people having decided that it was better 
to become actively involved in existing local churches 
instead. Reverend Cridge invited them to join his con-
gregation, and many did. The Gibbs and Lester families 
belonged to the congregation of Reverend Cridge’s Christ 
Church Cathedral.

In 1860, in response to continuing threats from the 
U.S., members of the Black community offered Governor 
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James Douglas their services as a volunteer militia. 
Douglas was concerned, among other things, with what 
became known as the Pig War. San Juan Island had been 
used earlier as a Hudson’s Bay Company farm but was 
occupied by U.S. troops after an American settler shot 
a British pig. Douglas precipitously ordered the British 
Naval force at Fort Esquimalt to take the island back. 
But the British commander, Admiral Baynes, refused to 
start what might have led to outright war with the U.S. 
The Americans were spoiling for a fight, some itching to 
take over Vancouver Island. Under the circumstances, 
Douglas was happy to accept the offer of a self-supporting 
militia. Cooler heads eventually resolved the Pig War, 

The plaque at the foot of Sir James Douglas’grave. His wife, Amelia, and 
some of his children are buried in the same plot.
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outright conflict was avoided, and today San Juan Island 
is on the American side of the border, part of Washington 
state. In August 2009, the island community celebrated 
the 150th anniversary of the Peaceful Resolution of the 
International Boundary Dispute, which took place from 
June to October 1859.

In July 1861, the Victoria Pioneer Rifle Company, 
with about 50 Black men partially sponsored by Mifflin 
Gibbs, was officially sworn in. A “Committee of Coloured 
Ladies” helped raise money. It is a sobering reflection of 
the times, however, that when James Douglas retired in 
1864, the militia, also known as the African Rifles, was 
not allowed to participate in his farewell ceremonies. The 
new governor, Arthur Kennedy, refused to recognize 
the company and, in the spring of 1865, it disbanded in 
humiliation and disgust.

For a time, the Black community in Victoria grew and 
prospered in spite of continued incidents of racism, 
mostly from Americans passing through to the gold 
fields. One of the most successful Blacks was John 
 Sullivan Deas, who developed the technology to safely 
can salmon and played a major role in establishing the 
British Columbia canning industry. Deas, born in South 
Carolina in 1838, moved to California in 1860 and to 
Victoria in 1862, where he established a hardware store 
at the corner of Fort and Broad streets.

An expert tinsmith, Deas took over a cannery built 
near New Westminster in 1872 by Captain Edward 
Stamp. Deas moved the operation to what is now Deas 
Island, and, by 1874, the cannery was made up of three 
large buildings occupying a seven-acre site surrounded by 
a dike. The property included a wharf and several smaller 
buildings. It was the most successful canning operation 
in the west. In 1878 Deas sold the business for a reported 
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$13,000 to $15,000 and moved back to the U.S. With 
his wife and seven children, he settled in Portland, 
 Oregon. He died on July 22, 1880, at the age of 42.

Some members of the Black community returned to 
the U.S. after the Civil War ended in 1865, but many 
remained in Victoria, with others branching out to estab-
lish communities in places like Salt Spring Island. At this 
writing, Nadine Sims, granddaughter of the island’s first 
settlers, Louis and Silvia Stark, was alive and well, a feisty 
87-year-old. She is on track to match her grandmother’s 
great age of 105. The Starks first arrived in 1860 with 
15 cows, and they established a homestead on 100 acres 
of land. A great granddaughter still lives on the property.

But as British Columbia attracted more broadly based 
settlement after it became part of the Dominion of Canada, 
old patterns of discrimination established themselves. 
Blacks who had enjoyed unencumbered citizenship in 
the days before Confederation found themselves excluded 
from the growing white mainstream. At the same time, 
many of them intermarried, and their descendents have 
complexions that are often on the borderline between 
Black and white.

But there is no denying the critical role that Blacks 
played in helping James Douglas to keep British Columbia 
under the British flag.

Two hundred and fifty years before Douglas governed 
British Columbia, another remarkable individual, 
Mathieu Da Costa, whose story has almost been obscured 
by the sands of time, played an important role in open-
ing up the eastern coast to European exploration and 
settlement.
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