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Abstract 
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During the years 1848 to 1862 the Hudson's Bay Company 

began the mining of coal on Vancouver Island. In an attempt 

to assemble a skilled work force of coal miners, the Company 

sent out from Europe four separate groups of emigrant 

colliers. All of these men were bound to the Company by a 

written contract that imposed obligations and restrictions 

on both parties. This relationship was paternalistic. By the 

end of the period in question written contracts had become 

obsolete and the relationship between the miners and the 

Company had become a capitalist relationship. 

This study is an analysis of that relationship and how 

it changed over time. The analysis was done within a 

theoretical framework originating in the ideas of Karl Marx. 

Principal amongst those ideas, and that which was used as an 

explanatory vehicle in this study, is Marx's concept of 

class. Class, according to Marx, is not only a social 

grouping of individuals but is also a relationship that 

exists between social groupings described as classes. This 

relationship is an exploitative relationship which involves 

the appropriation of surplus value, or profit, by the 

capitalist from the primary producer of the commodity being 

produced, in this case coal. Over the fifteen year period 

that the Company attempted to mine coal on Vancouver Island 

the means by which it appropriated the surplus value 
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from the primary producers of the commodity, the coal 

miners, changed. The Company accomplished this by 

continuously reducing its obligations to the miners and the 

costs of those obligations. By the end of the period the 

sole nexus between the miners and the Company was purely 

cash payment. 

Peter A. Baskerville 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study is firmly rooted in the belief that 

how men and women earn their daily bread is vital to 

any understanding of history. The purpose of this study 

is to cast some light where little has shone before. 

Until the mid-twentieth century the lives of people 

who earned their living through wage-labour was deemed 

unworthy of systematic study by most academic historians. 

Historians of the region that is now encompassed by 

modern day British Columbia have been no different. 

Until recent decades, local historians either ignored 

labour or trivialized the lives of working people. Where 

Edward Thompson sought to rescue working people ''from 

the enormous condescension of posterity"; labour historians 

in B.C. have attempted to rescue working people from 

ignorance as well as condescension. This task must 

continue, because even the most recent popular history 

of the region persists in treating working people as a 

frippery. 2 As a small contribution to the growing volume 

of work in B.C. labour history, this thesis is a limited 

study of a specific group of workers engaged in a particular 

kind of work over a brief period of time when they were 

employed by a single employer. 

This study will examine the records of those people 

who were engaged to mine coal for the Hudson's Bay 

Company between the year 1848 and 1862, when the Company 



2 

gave up the enterprise. The principal concern of this thesis 

is the relationship that existed between these workers and 

their employer, and about changes that took place in that 

relationship. Historians have written about the origins of 

coal mining in British Columbia, but we know far too little 

about the relationship that existed between employers and 

their workers when the industry was being established. 3 

We know that the Hudson's Bay Company officials were aware 

of coal deposits on Vancouver Island as far back as 1835. 

With virtually no market for the product and a management 

that was determined to stick to what it did best, trading 

furs with the Indians of the region, the deposits went 

undisturbed until 1848. In 1848 the soon to be inaugurated 

Pacific Steam Ship Mail Company contracted with the 

Hudson's Bay Company to supply it with 1,000 tons of 

coal. The Company brought six colliers and their families 

out from Scotland to work the coal at the Northeast tip 

of Vancouver Island at a Company post called Fort Rupert. 

For a variety of reasons that this study will examine 

in detail the men and their families deserted the Company's 

service and joined the gold rush in California in 1850. 

The Company brought out a second body of miners from 

Scotland who were no more successful than their predecessors 

in finding a viable seam of coal. The Company then 

shifted its activity to the area of present day Nanaimo 

where it did discover a workable seam of coal. The Company 



carried on coal mining activities at Nanaimo until 

1862 when it sold all of its interests to the newly 

formed Vancouver Coal Mining and Land Company. 

The first historian to mention coal mining on 

Vancouver Island was Hubert H. Bancroft. His History of 

British Columbia, 1792-1887 published in 1887, contains 

an elaborate sixteen page description of events at 

Fort Rupert. His description of events is flawed by 

its source, Michael Muir. Muir's account is based on 

his memory of events that took place nineteen years 

3 

before when he was only nine years old. It is not surprising 

therefore that there are inaccuracies, some of which 

4 have generated controversy. The Hudson's Bay Company's 

operations at Nanaimo, which lasted twice as long as their 

efforts at Fort Rupert, occupies a scant four pages of 

Bancroft's work. None of this offered much insight into 

the relationship between the Company and the coal miners. 5 

Of the other pre-World War I histories of the region 

even less can be said. Scholefield and Gosnell's work 

is primarily a political history and makes no mention 

of coal mining. 6 Judge F.W. Howay's discussion of coal 

mining begins after 1862 and merely mentions that the 

mines had been started by the Hudson's Bay Company.? 

Between the end of World War I and the end of World 

War II a few historians discussed the origins of coal 

mining, with mixed results. Walter N. Sage gave the 



Nanaimo coal mines cursory treatment in a brief four page 

description in his 1930 publication of Sir James Douglas 

and British Columbia. 8 An article by Barrie Goult in the 

British Columbia Historical Quarterly in 1939 added 

considerable detail to our knowledge of the early coal 

miners and the perils of their ocean passage from England 

but said little if anything about their life in Nanaimo. 9 

B.A. McKelvie's article in the B.C.H.Q., "The Founding 

of Nanaimo," is precisely what its title says. It contains 

little about the work relationship between the Hudson's 

Bay Company and the coal miners. 10 McKelvie penned 
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another brief three page piece in the Hudson's Bay Company's 

official organ, The Beaver, in 1951 which discussed the 

connection between the Company and the British Admiralty. 11 

Little else was produced between the wars save for a pioneer 

homily by the city's first mayor in 192412 and a fiftieth 

anniversary souvenir programme of questionable accuracy. 13 

Since the end of World War II the flood gates have 

literally been thrown open and a veritable deluge of 

material has been published by both academics and amateurs 

on every conceivable aspect of life in Nanaimo. Ideology 

has been high on the list of topics selected for discussion. 

There have been a variety of articles and books that link 

. C 1 · . 14 the historical development of Nanaimo to atho icism, 

. 15 · 1 . · 16 d t d · • 17 communism, socia ism, an ra e unionism. 



The City of Nanaimo and its historical societ ies have 

published no less than five books, since 1958, on the 

h . t f N . 18 f · · is ory o anaimo, none o which analyzes the relation-

ship between the Hudson's Bay Comp any and its employees. 

Little if any attempt has been made to analyse the type 

of society the Company and its employees made during 

those early days at Nanaimo. 

The only comprehensive history of the region written 

during the period, Margaret Ormsby's British Columbia: 

A History, is primarily political and only mentions 

the Hudson's Bay Company's mining operations in passing 

and then erroneously dates the sale of the mines as 

1864 instead of 1862. 19 Two other books on important 

aspects of British Columbia history deserve mention 

here. Rolf Knight's Indians at Work is one of those 

seminal works that alerted me to an element of labour 

that is entitled to more serious attention than it has 

received to date. If there is anything wrong with Rolf 

Knight's work, it is that his criticism of Robin Fisher 

is not harsh enough. 2° Fisher's Contact and Conflict 

cannot profess, as its subtitle implies, that it is a 

comprehensive analysis of Indian-European Relations in 

British Columbia, 1774-1890, without any discussion 

whatsoever of Indians as wage-labourers. 21 As this thesis 

will demonstrate, Indians played not just an integral, but 

indeed a vital role in the production of coal on Vancouver 

5 



Island throughout the period of this study and beyond, 

An examination of the secondary literature on the 

Hudson's Bay Company has shown much of it to be fruitful 

but frequently inaccurate with respect to the coal mines 

that the Company operated on Vancouver Island. 22 The 

only study carried out to date that specifically studied 

the role of labour in the Hudson's Bay Company deliberately 

excluded the Western Department. 23 Keith Ralston's 

1983 article, "Miners & Managers:The Organization of 

Coal Production on Vancouver Island by the Hudson's 

Bay Company, 1848-1862," was in many respects a guiding 

light and essential to the formulation of this thesis. 24 

Ralston studied the management structure and how it 

changed over time but did not dwell extensively on 

labour relations, 

The last body of secondary source material that was 

examined were the unpublished theses and dissertations 

that either specifically dealt with coal mining, the 

Hudson's Bay Company or the region during the period 

1848 to 1862. Brian Smith's 1956 B.A. thesis was poorly 

documented and raised more questions than it answered. 

His depiction of Nanaimo as a harmonious and almost 

idyllic community flies in the face of the historical 

record. 25 John Malcomson's Master's thesis,while not 

dealing with the relationship between the coal miners 

and the Hudson's Bay Company, did add immeasurably 

6 



to an understanding of what the role of the state was 

during this era. 26 The men referred to in the title 

of Daniel T. Gallacher's 1979 doctoral dissertation, 

"Men, Money, Machines:Studies Comparing Colliery Operations 

and Factors of Production in British Columbia's Coal 

Industry to 1891", are the managers of the coal works, 

Labour, while a factor of production, received superficial 

analysis primarily based on questionable secondary sources 

and is particularly weak on the Hudson's Bay Company era. 27 

Richard Mackie's economic history of the region from 

1849 to 1858 has little to say about labour relations. 

As will be demonstrated in this thesis, Mackie's assertion 

that "Coal, then, was the first major export of Vancouver 

Island that was not the product of Indian labour"~B 

is quite wrong. 

Having completed an exhaustive examination of all 

the pertinent secondary literature, both published and 

unpublished, and having failed to find a satisfactory 

examination and/or explanation of the relationship 

between capital and labour on Vancouver Island between 

the years 1848 and 1862, an examination of primary source 

material was conducted, Both the Provincial Archives of 

British Columbia and the Hudson's Bay Company Archives 

in the Provincial Archives of Manitoba yielded a plethora 

of documentary evidence from which to construct the 

argument of this thesis. 

7 
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The argument of this the sis is firml y grounded i n the 

intellectual tradition of Marxism and class analysis. Before 

we can analyse class we must first define it. It is fairly 

well known amongst students of Marxist scholarship that 

Marx himself never wrote a systematic definition of the 

term. At the one point where he was about to address the 

issue(Chapter fifty-two of Volume III of his magnum opus 

Capital) the text abruptly ends and a note by his colleague 

Frederick Engels states:"At this point the manuscript 

breaks off. 1129 As a result the literature on the subject, by 

both Marxist and non-Marxist scholars, is voluminous. Any 

definition that is accepted must therefore be carefully 

scrutinized by returning to the original text, wherever 

possible, in order to be certain that the integrity of 

Marx's original ideas have been maintained, Having done 

that, the one definition of class that appears to offer 

the greatest possibility for genuine historical 

understanding is that which nas been put forward by 

Geoffrey de Ste. Croix. In his book, The Class Struggle in 

the Ancient Greek World, he offers the following definition 

of class. 

Class(essentially a relationship) is the 
collective social expression of the fact of 
exploitation, the way in which exploitation 
is embodied in a social structure. By 
exploitation I mean the appropriation of part 
of t he product of the labour of others: 



in a commodity-producing society this is the 
appropriation of what Marx called "surplus 
value". 

A class(a particular class) is a group 
of persons in a community identified by 
their position in the whole system of social 
production, defined above all according to 
their relationship(primarily in terms of the 
degree of ownership or control) to the 
conditions of production(that is to say, the 
means and labour of production) and to other 
classes. 

He adds further that, 

The individuals constituting a given 
class may or may not be wholly or partly 
conscious of their own identity and common 
interests as a class, and they may or may not 
feel antagonism towards members of other 
classes as such, 

It is of the essence of a class society 
that one or more of the smaller classes, in 
virtue of their control over the conditions 
of production(most commonly exercised through 
ownership of the means of production), will 
be able to exploit - that is, to appropriate 
a surplus at the expense of - the larger 
classes, and thus constitute an economically 
and socially(and therefore probably also 
politically) superior class or classes. 30 

De Ste. Croix's departure from previous interpreters 
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of Marx lies in the emphasis that he places on exploitation. 

It has been nearly twenty-five years since Edward 

Thompson published his Making of the English Working Class. 

That work, and Thompson's subsequent contributions to 

Marxist scholarship, 31 have heavily influenced a great deal 

of the history that has been written by both Marxist and 

non-Marxist historians. Because of Thompson's work it is now 

recognized that Marx's concept of class is a relationship. 

Thompson, however, emphasised the aspect of struggle 
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in that relationship, not exploitation. Other scholars, 

most notably in Canada Bryan Palmer, have been influenced 

by this interpretation and as a result a great deal 

has been written about the struggle to control the 

work place. 32 This effort has been further refined and 

influenced by Harry Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital 

The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Centurv. 33 As a 

result a great deal has been written about the struggle to 

control the labour process, another Marxist concept that 

is currently in vogue. 34 All this material emphasizes 

struggle rooted in the division of labour and control over 

the technical means by which commodities are produced. It 

does not emphasize exploitation. This unfortunately tends 

to reduce Marx to the level of a technological determinist, 

something he definitely was not. This is where de Ste. 

Croix's interpretation of Marx and his emphasis on 

exploitation in his theory of class can save us from serious 

error. 

What de Ste. Croix recognizes, as so many before 

him have also, is that the value of Marx's theories 

lie in their historical nature. It was Marx's great 

effort to determine what were the significant social 

features that differentiated one historical epoch from 

another that finally led him to write Capital. It is 

this aspect of his theory of class that makes de Ste. 

Croix's interpretation a genuine theory of history: 



As I claim to have found the theory in 
Marx, I cannot of course pretend that it is 
new; but I have never seen it stated clearly 
and explicitly. My point is that the most 
significant distinguishing feature of each 
social formation, each "mode of production", 
is not so much how the bulk of t he labour of 
production is done, as how the dominant 
propertied classes, controlling the 
conditions of production, ensure the 
extraction of the surplus which makes their 
own leisured existence possible. 

Further on he adds, 

What I think has been often overlooked 
is that what Marx is concentrating on as 
the really distinctive feature of each 
society is not the way in which the bulk 
of the labour production is done, but how 
the extraction of the surplus from35 the immediate producer is secured. 

Such an approach will give new understanding to 

the origins of coal mining in British Columbia. Following 

de Ste. Croix's definitions, this study will examine 

the relationship between the owners of the means of 

production, the Hudson's Bay Company, and the immediate 

producers of the coal, the miners, in an attempt to 

understand how the surplus value that they produced 

was extracted, and whether or not it changed over time. 

It is hoped that this study and this method will help 

us to understand the origins of industrial capitalism 

in nineteenth century British Columbia. 

11 
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CHAPTER I:Early Prospects and False Starts:1848-1852, 

The Honourable Company of Adventurers of England 

trading into Hudson's Bay, better known as the Hudson's Bay 

Company, began in 1670 as, and by and large remains to this 

day, a house of merchant capital, As such, its capital was 

not part of the means of production which produced the 

commodities that it sold, During the course of its history, 

however, the Company has on occasion invested capital in the 

direct production of the commodities which it sold. As such 

it became industrial capital. There are important 

differences that distinguish the two forms of capital that 

directly bear on this study. In particular the relationship 

between capital and labour is significantly different. Marx 

points out for example: 

... merchant's capital, which commissions a 
number of immediate producers, then collects 
their produce and sells it, perhaps making 
them advances in the form of raw materials, 
etc., or even money. It is this form that 
provides the soil from which modern 
capitalism has grown and here and there it 
still forms the transition to capitalism 
proper. Here too we find no formal 
subsumption of labour under capital. The 
immediate producer still performs the 
functions of selling his wares and making 
use of his own labour. 1 

Conversely, under industrial capital t he immediate producer 

sells his labour, which is incorporated into the end 

product that the capitalist then sells, appropriating the 

profit. This transaction alters the relationship of the 

immediate producer, the wage-labourer, to the capitalist. 
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Labour is now subordinate to capital and alienated from 

the product of its own labour. The tension in such a 

relationship breeds conflict. Indeed, class conflict is 

inherent in the very existence of industrial capital 

according to Marx. 

Industrial capital is the only mode of 
existence of capital in which not only the 
appropriation of surplus value or surplus 
product, but also its creation is a 
function of capital. It thus requires 
production to be capitalist in character; 
its existence includes that of the class 
antagonism between capitalists and wage­
labourers.2 

Therefore to understand the emergence of industrial 

society on Vancouver Island, it is important to pay careful 

attention to the subtle nuances of the changing relationship 

between capital and labour at this very early stage of 

development. As discussed briefly in the introduction, 

the key to understanding the different economic formations 

of society is to understand how capital appropriates 

surplus-value, that is to say profit, from labour. In the 

case of the Hudson's Bay Company's coal mining operations 

on Vancouver Island, the Company attempted to increase its 

profits by reducing its cost of labour. In doing so the 

Company changed its relationship with its employees from 

its initial "paternalistic" relationship to a purely 

capitalist one that approximated the cash nexus of the 

free market. 
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When the Company signed its first contract to supply 

coal to the Pacific Steam Ship Mail Company in 18481 

it possessed absolutely no expertise in the area of 

18 

coal mining. It therefore turned to outside sources for 

assistance. Through the auspices of Lord Selkirk, Company 

officials were introduced to David Landale. 4 Landale, who 

had himself started his career in the coal pits, was one of 

the most "eminent" mining engineers in nineteenth century 

Scotland. 5 He agreed to act as purchasing and recruitment 

agent for the Company's mining venture. From late May until 

early July of 1848, Landale advertised throughout the 

Scottish mining districts for an Oversman(foreman) and six 

miners. 6 Finally on July 9,1848, Landale was able to write 

triumphantly to the Company that he had located a likely 

candidate in Ayrshire. 

The man's name is John Muir age 4J - his 
oldest son Andrew is 21 - the second John 
19 the third Robert is 17 and the fourth is 
nearly 15 and at present makes as half a man 
in the pit. 7 
During the following four months the Company struggled 

to adapt existing Company policy to a new set of 

circumstances. There was to be a formal written contract 

signed by both parties, the Company, or its agent, and the 

miners. Being completely unfamiliar with the coal industry, 

the Company left the details of the contract to the 

negotiating skills of David Landale. 



No written version of these contracts has survived, 

Some of the details of both the contracts and the negotia­

tions can be gleaned from the Company's correspondence. In 

a letter of May 31,1848, Sir John Pelly, a member of the 

governing Committee of the Hudson's Bay Company, proposed 
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to Lord Selkirk that the oversman be paid £100 per year and 

a bonus of ten per cent on all the coal produced by the 

miners over and above their required monthly quota. The 

miners were to be paid fifty pounds a year with a monthly 

quota of thirty tons; they were to receive 2S 6d per ton for 

8 every ton produced over thirty tons per month, The 

oversman's bonus was ultimately set at five per cent. 9 

By nineteenth century standards these were high 

wages. A full week's work in Scottish coal mines was five 

and a half days. If they could, miners would work the entire 

fifty-two weeks of the year. If fifty pounds is divided by 

286 working days, the average daily wage would be JS 6d, 

which is consistent with wage levels that prevailed in 

Scotland at that time. 10 The 2S 6d, which the miners fully 

expected to make each day(see appendix I) increases their 

annual income to approximately - eighty-five pounds, An 

important consideration which must be made when comparing 

incomes is that miners could not be sure that they would 

work every day. Short time was a constant problem for all 

miners in Great Britain and it could reduce a man's annual 

income to well below fifty pounds. In contrast, the miners 
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hired to go out to Vancouver Island were guaranteed an 

annual income of fifty pounds. 11 

By Hudson's Bay Company standards, fifty pounds a year 

was an exceptional salary for a manual labourer. In 1848 

the Company was paying seventeen pounds a year to labourers 

and twenty-five pounds a year to a skilled tradesman. 12 

A more interesting comparison is to contrast them to 

the annual salaries of the Company's management in the 

field, Fifty pounds a year would have placed these men on a 

similar financial footing as an apprentice clerk or 

postmaster. At eighty-five pounds a year, including their 

bonus, these men were receiving more money than the average 

full-fledged clerk. The oversman's salary of £100 a year 

plus bonus exceeded that of a senior clerk, who would have 

received the s2me salary but would not have been eligible 

for a bonus. 13 

Salaries were not the only inducement t o going out to 

Vancouver Island, When the men asked if they could bring 

their wives and children the Company cautiously agreed. 

All transportation expenses were to be paid by the Company. 

Landale was encouraged to hire men with one or two children 

at the most in order to limit the outlay of the Company. 

During the voyage rations for husbands and wives would be 

provided at Company expense. Children's rations were to be 

debited to each miner's account. The Company's Secretary, 

Archibald Barclay, thought that this would not amount to 
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much since the two adult rations would "probably be 

sufficient for all'1
•
14 We will return to the topic of food 

later. At this point suffice it to say that the Company's 

interest in the welfare of its employees' families concerned 

production, not reproduction. Indeed, women and children 

were considered "unproductive", and their purpose to the 

Company was neatly summed up in a letter to one of their 

recruiters: 

The object of our Company in wishing to 
married men is to prevent desertion and 
ensure some degree of steadiness, but 
children are an encumbrance, and 
therefore the fewer the better.

15 

have 
to 

The Company offered high wages, free transportation and 

full provisions in order to encourage these Scottish 

emigrants. Such high expenditures dictated that the Company 

would have to intensely exploit its labour force in order to 

recover these expenses, The execution of the recruitment 

scheme, first of all, went a long way towards discouraging 

their departure. Landale, inexperienced with the workings of 

the Hudson's Bay Company, took a tentative departure date as 

firm and so informed Muir and his party. He was embarrassed 

to explain his error to both the men and the Company. On 

October 4,1848 he wrote Barclay: 

The men are exceedingly anxious to know 
the day they are likely to be wanted in 
London, Some of them are now situated very 
uncomfortably. Trusting to the earlier day 
named by me, they had sold their furniture -
and are now out of a house & out of work. 16 



22 

Nothing appears to have been done to rectify this state of 

affairs for at least three weeks. Despite such abuse the men 

all signed their contracts on the twenty-fourth of October 

when Landale visited them in their home town of Irvine. No 

doubt nearly destitute, they must have been anxious to get 

their hands on their advance money. 17 Landale told them to 

be in Troon on the eighth of November to catch the coastal 

steamer to London. 18 

Once again this turned out to be a false start. In 

fact, Barclay did not want them in London before the twenty­

eighth of November. Realizing the inconvenience, he offered 

to provide them with ration money, which he calculated to be 

worth one shilling per ration per day. Husbands, wives and 

children over fourteen were entitled to a full ration each, 

and children under fourteen were calculated to be the 

equivalent of half a ration each. Funds were to be provided 

from the twelfth of November. 19 

Landale was "vexed" by the news and protested to 

Barclay that the salaries and rations should start on the 

original date of embarkation, the eighth of November. 2O 

Barclay agreed with Landale. 21 The additional four days of 

funds was no doubt appreciated, as the situation for some 

appears to have become desperate. Muir informed Landale that 

he was moving into a single house in Troon with John Smith, 

John McGregor and the families of all three miners, to await 

their departure to London. This would have been seventeen or 



eighteen men, women, children and infants in one house. 22 

They would remain in this cramped condition until the 

25th of November. It comes as no surprise that by the 

16th of November John Muir reported to Landale that the 

men were "not i n very good spirits. 112 3 
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They all sailed from London on December 1, 1848, aboard 

the vessel, Harpooner, but their faith in the Hudson's Bay 

Company must have been badly shaken by their recent 
. 24 experiences. 

The party consisted of: 2 5 

John Muir, Oversman his wife, daughter 
and two sons 8 and 9 

John Smith, Miner his wife and one 
child 

John McGregor, II his wife, two small 
children, one infant 

Archibald Muir, II nephew of John Muir 
Andrew Muir, " son of John Muir 

John Muir J r. ' II II II II II 

Robert Muir, II II II II II 

Michael Muir, " II " II II 

Six months later, after a long and storm-tossed voyage 

around the Horn, they arrived in Victoria harbour on 

June 1,184-9. 26 

Whatever abuse this group had suffered due to the 

incompetence of the Company or its agent would appear to 

have been stoically endured up until then. Upon arrival in 

Victoria this changed. The group demonstrated a willingness 

to protest a perceived injustice with a high degree of 

cohesiveness and solidarity. The reasons for this are 

straightforward. With the exception of Smith, they were all 

related to one another, and t he small size of the group 



probably lent itself to a quickly achieved consensus 

necessary for concerted and effective action. 27 They 

demonstrated this as soon as they came ashore in Victoria. 

With the exception of John Muir the ent ire group of 

immigrants from the Harpooner presented themselves to the 
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Hudson's Bay Company's Chief Factor, James Douglas, to 

complain about the provisions on the voyage out from 

England. Douglas investigated and found that the ship's 

surgeon, Dr. Alfred Benson, had, in an economy move, allowed 

the captain of the ship to blend together the passengers' 

provisions with those of his crew. He condescendingly 

dismissed their principal complaint that the salt beef was 

inferior. Douglas, always with an eye to saving a penny, did 

report to his superiors in London that: 

From the report of Dr. Benson and other 
parties it appeared to me, that these 
passengers who are chiefly from North Britain, 
and accustomed from infancy to an oatmeal 
diet would have prefered it to any other kind 
of food, and I am of the opinion, that in 
future shipments of Scottish immigrants for 
this country, the stock of preserved meats 
which were not relished by those who arrived 
this year, might be reduced and replaced by 
an additional supply of oatmeal, equally to 28 the advantage of the Company and of the emigrants. ~ 

This was not just the first of a string of baseless 

complaints from a bunch of "malcontents" that some 

historians would have us believe. 29 This was, in fact, the 

first manifestation of conflict over an issue that the 

miners perceived as substantial and, indeed, was fundamental 

to their very existence and prosperity. Management viewed 



the same issue as being inconsequential and the miners' 

behaviour as being insubordinate. 
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The issue of diet and the supply of food is worthy of 

more sophisticated analysis than it ha s received to date in 

the study of labour history both inside and outside of 

Bri t ish Columbia. Regardless of venue it cannot be denied 

that: 

Labour-power exists only as a capacity 
of the living individual. Its production 
consequently presupposes his existence. 
Given the existence of the individual, the 
production of labour-power consists in his 
production of himself or his maintenance. For 
his maintenance he requires a certain30 quantity of the means of subsistence. 

The supply of that means of subsistence in colonial 

Vancouver Island was a contentious issue that was not easily 

resolved. The Company was contractually obliged to supply 

a daily ration of food to every worker that it brought out 

to North America. It was not obliged to supply food to 

workers' wives whom it viewed as "unproductive", their 

presence necessary only to prevent the desertion of their 

husbands. Children were not supplied with rations either 

as they were considered an "en cumbrance", unless, as in the 

case of fifteen year old Michael Muir, they could be put to 

some kind of useful work.Jl 

The problem was not the quantity of food, although the 

Company came precariously close to running out on several 

occasions. The real problem wa s the food itself. As the 

Company's official historian, E. E. Rich, put it, 
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" ... fish was the mainstay. 1132 Until the 1860s and 1870s 

fish, except in London, was quite foreign to the British 

working class diet. 33 It come as no surprise then to learn 

that there had been trouble with workers in the fur trade 

over food. 34 

On the Pacific Northwest coast of America the origin of 

the problem was somewhat different. Many workers brought to 

Vancouver Island in these early days of the colony objected 

to the fish diet, but others saw it as a welcome relief from 

the monotony of salted meat sent out from England. Douglas 

wrote to his Chief Trader at Fort Rupert, describing the 

trauma that a recently arrived blacksmith was experiencing. 

He appears to dread the idea of living on 
salt provisions and I hope you will often be 
able to treat him to a mess of fresh fish.

35 
The problem was in fact not so much fish as it was salted 

fish, Furthermore, discontent with the Company's rations 

originated not only with what was provided but also with 

what was not provided and what was expected. 

Tea, which John Burnett has amply demonstrated, had by 

1850 become "the drink of all classes", and sugar consump­

tion both increased dramatically in the last five years of 

the 184os?6 Tea and sugar certainly were desirable enough 

commodities that emigrant workers either demanded or were 

offered a daily ration of both as an inducement to go to 

Vancouver Island. In May, 1850 , two groups of recently 

arrived labourers demanded ra t ions of tea and sugar. Backed 
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by the opinion of the recently appointed Governor of the 

Island, Richard Blanshard, the labourers threatened to 

strike or desert the Company. Douglas conceded a weekly 

ration of two ounces of tea and one pound of brown sugar 

which he calculated would cost the Company less than forty 

shillings a year and a small price to pay compared to 

the high wages that prevailed in nearby Oregon and 

California. 37 As we shall see, other working and living 

conditions at the coal workings could not be so easily 

ameliorated. 

Anticipating the arrival of the coal miners and their 

families, Douglas had dispatched Captain William McNeill, 

his son-in-law, clerk George Blenkinsop , along with their 

wives and families and a party of labourers to the site 

JB of the coal discovery. This was in early May, 1849. 

Plagued by illness, and with no resident doctor, the work of 

constructing the fort went slowly. Work came to a complete 

standstill on the JOth of Juiy when the sick list hit a peak 

of twelve men, which included all the carpenters. 39 They did 

not even begin to square lumber for their own dwellings 

until the 20th of August. 40 It is therefore not at all 

surprising that Douglas kept Muir and his men in Victoria 

until the end of August. They were not idle. In fact they 

were kept very busy digging a well and blasting rock for a 

dockyard. The dockyard work was of such primacy that Andrew 

Muir noted in his diary that they were kept working 
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", .. 9 hours per day to hasten completion of the dockyard 

before we should leave. 1141 Here is an issue that requires 

closer examination than it has received in the past by 

historians. 

The derogatory language used by historians to describe 

these early coal miners and their actions, by and large, has 

its origins in the documents that they used, Their 

disparaging comments has less to do with their own ideology 

than it does with the ideology of the author of the 

documents that they used and their failure to carry out even 

the most superficial analysis. The case in point is the 

three months that the miners spent in Victoria. In her 

"Introduction" to Fort Victoria Letters 1846-1851, Margaret 

Ormsby wrote: 

For almost three months they were around Fort 
Victoria, consorting with the listless 
English labourers who had been their 
shipmates. Douglas had to use persuasion to 
get them to move to Fort Rupert in August, 
1849, and then, he said, he had to coax and 
pet them. 42 

First of all the use of the verb "consort" and the adjective 

"listless", two words that have invidious overtones, is 

worthy of note. Second, while she gets the spirit of what 

Douglas said correct by saying that he had to use 

persuasion, she distorts the degree of persuasion that 

Douglas used by misrepresenting his use of the words "coax" 

and "pet". What in fact Douglas did say was: 
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I had the utmost difficulty last summer, in 
getting them off to Fort Rupert, and they 
have been kept in the service since solely by 
coaxing and petting; 43 
Ormsby's major mistake however, is her whole-hearted 

acceptance of the veracity of Douglas' statement. Unlike 

Andrew Muir, Douglas is not making his statement in the days 

or months immediately following the miners'dispatch to Fort 

Rupert, but rather after the miners have deserted the 

Company's employ the following summer. 44 Douglas had good 

reason to cast aspersions on the character of these men: it 

was easier than explaining the complexity of the 

relationship that had developed between the Company and the 

men, which possibly Douglas did not even understand himself. 

If Douglas' statement is true then how do we reconcile it 

with Andrew Muir's observation that what delayed their 

departure was the priorities of the Company, not their 

behaviour? Moreover, if Douglas felt this way about the 

miners one would expect that he would have confided in his 

superiors at an earlier date about their behaviour while in 

Victoria. He had ample opportunity. Eden Colvile, acting 

Governor of Rupert's Land for the Hudson's Bay Company 

visited Fort Victoria shortly after the Muirs had left for 

the coal workings. He reported to Sir George Simpson in a 

letter dated October 15,1849: 



Mr. Douglas speaks very well of Mr. Mure[sic] 
the headsman of the coal miners, & the 
rest left this place very well satisfied. 
They worked very well while they were here 
& I have no doubt a great quantity of coal 
will be got out this winter.

45 
The fact is that it was easier at the time for Company 

officials, as it subsequently has been for historians, to 

blame the desertion of these miners on a failing in 

character and the attractiveness of the California gold 

rush, than it was to acknowledge the harshness of the 

working and living conditions or the ineptitude of the 

management. 
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It is doubtful whether or not Muir and his party could 

have anticipated what they would be facing when they arrived 

at Vancouver Island. They sailed from Victoria for Fort 

Rupert on the 28th August, 1849. 46 They arrived at Beaver 

Harbour twenty-eight days later after a "tedious" voyage in 

the Company's brig the Mary Dare. 47 They did not find a 

hospitable environment. 

They found a handful of white men, living in communal 

housing, in a half completed fort, surrounded by 3,000 

Indians and a primeval forest. The first task that faced 

them was the construction of their own homes. The miners 

were capable of little more than the blasting of rock with 

which they laid the foundations of the chimneys for their 

houses. Their inability or their unwillingness to contribute 

more to this task was an irritant to the fort's management. 

George Blenkinsop noted in the Fort's Journal:"Smith & 
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McGregor are the only two who keep steadily at their jobs 

the others merely 'log attendence. 11148 

Antagonism between the management and the men, between 

capital and labour, surfaced early in their relationship at 

Fort Rupert. On October 10,1849, Muir and his men demanded 

possession of the recently completed eighty foot house which 

had been intended for the fur trade labourers. Captain 

McNeill, the Fort's Chief Trader, refused them the house but 

offered a compromise. A twenty-two foot extension would be 

built on to the exiting structure which they could occupy 

almost immediately. The miners agreed to work on the chimney 

as before, but absolutely refused to do any mining until 

they had four fireplaces, in front of which they could dry 

their clothes. Once again George Blenkinsop confided to the 

Fort's Journal: 

I fear they will turn out to be a 
troublesome set and as far as my humble 
opinion is concerned they have fully made up 
their minds to do just nothing. 

He added in French, 

Nous verrons. 49 

The problem with writing about this group of workers, 

as with so many others, is that few documents were generated 

which will allow us to hear the authentic voice of the 

workers. In this case the problem has been compounded by the 

fact that most historians have turned to the one document 

that has a coherent narrative and chronology, the Fort's 

Journal. This gives the view of local management. From its 
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beginning in May, 1849 until January 27, 1850, and again 

from March 23, 1850, until it suddenly breaks off, the 

author is George Blenkinsop. Between January 27,1850 and 

March 23,1850 the author was Charles Beardmore. 50 Beardmore, 

the junior of the two, followed the Company's standard 

procedure and entered a daily weather report and a rather 

laconic description of what was done by whom over the course 

of the day, with little or no editorial comment. 

Blenkinsop's bias and strongly held views have acted 

like an intoxicant on the narrative of some historians, 51 

who have made little or no attempt to examine the living and 

working conditions of these workers in any systematic way. 

Blenkinsop's prejudiced view of the miners' conduct seems to 

have its origins in the issue of housing. On November 13, 

1849, Blenkinsop complained bitterly in the Fort's Journal 

that: 

Both miners and servants have good houses 
to shelter themselves from the wind and rain, 
good warm comfortable ones too. But we 
unfortunate ones have but a miserable cold 
shed to hide us in. Ah! who would not be a 52 tyee to be so situated and so provided for. 

These sheds, which were probably the same ones erected upon 

their arrival in May,1849, must have offered miserable 

accommodation indeed. They had been thrown up in a matter 

of twelve hours with the most primitive of tools and not a 

particularly skilled work-force. They were composed of logs 

felled with an axe and were lined and covered with cedar 

bark,53 Housing was not the only source of grievances at 
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Fort Rupert. 

A complex relationship developed at Fort Rupert 

involving the miners, the Company and the indigenous 

population. There was constant tension. The Company had 

developed a trading relationship with the Indians long 

before the miners had even arrived. 54 The Indians gathered 

up the coal from the surface outcroppings and traded it with 

the Company for shirts, beads, blankets and other trade 

goods. 55 By the time the miners arrived the Indians had 

established a certain possessive right to the working of the 

coal. The subsequent conduct of the Indians would indicate 

that they saw the newly arrived miners, in the fall of 1849, 

as a group of interlopers. Conversely, the newly arrived 

miners provided an additional source of work and proved to 

be an alternate and competitive source of trade goods. 

The relationship between the miners and the Indians at 

Fort Rupert may well have been prejudiced by the miners' 

initial enQounter with North American Indians in the Straits 

of Juan de Fuca. Andrew Muir recorded in his diary how their 

ship had been becalmed just after they had passed Cape 

Flattery. The local Indians came along side in their canoes 

and boarded the ship to trade. The Captain, crew and 

passengers attempted to get them off the ship and finally 

had to physically push them overboard. The Europeans then 

found themselves surrounded by about forty canoes containing 

a large body of Indians making an unfamiliar and fearsome 
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noise. The brandishing of bows, arrows and spears added to 

their fears. Fortunately a stiff breeze came up making 

escape possible. Once the passengers started to trade 

tobacco and other "trifling" items with the Indians for 

salmon, they calmed down. At the end of a long sea voyage 

with their destination in sight, this would appear to have 

left a lasting impression on the mind of at least one minet~ 

The Indians at Fort Rupert not only traded coals for 

goods, they also traded their labour. Six Indians were 

employed by the Company to assis t Muir with the sinking of 

his shaft, For this they were paid one three-point blanket 

per month. The relationship was further complicated by the 

fact that they had to be supervised by their chief, who also 

received one three-point blanket per month.5? The Indians 

were employed in skilled and unskilled jobs that largely had 

to do with the construction of the establishment. They 

performed such menial tasks as digging drains, taking out 

tree stumps and hauling logs. Their skill as axemen was 

employed squaring timber. The Indians were virtually 

indispensable. George Blenkinsop noted in the Fort's Journal 

that "the Indians do a third of our work. Unless it rains we 

have usually from 50 to 100 employed daily at the above 

jobs. 1158 By November of 1849 t he Hudson's Bay Company had 

become an inte gral part of a n expanded local economy in the 

area of Fort Rupert. 

The integration of the i ndi genous population into the 
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economy of British Columbia has remained problematic to this 

day. Insensitivity to their culture, and a desire to have 

them conform to a model European work-force, has been an 

integral part of capitalist ideology since the early days of 

settlement. On the 25th of June, 1850 Sir George Simpson 

responded to James Douglas' latest report on Fort Rupert: 

The report of the peaceable behaviour of 
the natives, their industry & anxiety to see 
us settled among them are very satisfactory; 
with good man agement we have no doubt they 
will be found very useful & in due time we 
hope to see them adopt the habits of 
civilized l ife & work as labourers at the mine~9 

The reason for this was simple. The scarcity of labour, 

particularly skilled labour, constantly threatened to drive 

the cost of production, or for that ma t ter doing any kind of 

business, beyond the limits that would allow for a good 

return on inves tment. The number of Indians available for 

work far exceeded the demands of the Hudson's Bay Company. 

They were able therefore to establish a tariff for the 

exchange of coal as well as the transportation of coal by 

canoe from the shore to the ships, and maintain it. This 

proved to be so inexpensive that it was seen as an 

alternative to employing the miners. 

In his [Work's] letter to Sir George 
Simpson he says 'the 1000 ton s of coal 
contracted for by Captain Stout have all been 
collected entirely by Indians, at a cost of 
about 2/ 3½ per ton paid to the Indians, 
besides the labour of receiving them and 
shipping off to the vessel; which for the 130 
tons shipped on board t he 'Mary Dare" cost 
in the shipping about 3p per ton, together 



2/6½ 1 This is most important information, as 
it was feared they had been much more 
expensive - too many Indians cannot be 
employed in this way. 

The Committee do not suppose the 
coal can be got much cheaper by the 6o 
miners when they get their machinery up ... 

The surface outcroppings that the Indians had been 

exploiting were of a limited nature and by July of 1852 

Douglas was reporting that they had exhausted this source. 

"The Indians have not procured any coal this season," he 

stated, "as the labour of getting them out at the depth of 

ten feet below the surface is greater than the Indians are 

61 willing or able to encounter," 
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Management's enthusiasm for Indian labour was not 

shared by the miners. A certain amount of antipathy 

developed between the Indians and the miners. Since 1846 

white Europeans had been exchanging trade goods for coal, or 

the labour necessary to transport coal to awaiting ships in 

Beaver Harbour. By so doing the Europeans, whether they be 

Hudson's Bay Company official.s or the Royal Navy's "King 

George Men", had established a relationship that 

acknowledged the territorial preeminence of the resident 

Kwakiutl Indians. Thus when John Muir and his party began 

digging a shaft in order to exploit the underground deposits 

of coal it is not at all surprising that they should be 

viewed as intruders by the indigenous people of the area. To 

the Indians, this was their territory and their natural 

resource to be exploited and traded. They took steps to 
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drive off their rivals, the Muirs. 

Andrew Muir confided to his diary that the miners were 

constantly faced with" ... Indian annoyance by day and 

depredations by night, 1162 They were threatened with guns; 

rocks and other debris were thrown down on top of them as 

they worked in the pit; their tool shed was broken into on 

several occasions and valuable tools stolen. The situation 

continued to deteriorate until the early spring of 1850. On 

the morning of April 16th an exasperated John Muir informed 

George Blenkinsop that they had had their tool shed broken 

into for the last time. They were abandoning the pit unless 

Blenkinsop would erect pickets for the protection of the men 

and their property. 63 The conflict between the Indians and 

the miners had led to a conflict between the miners and the 

Company. The creation of a wage-labour force in mining had 

led to another unexpected problem:conflict with the 

pre-industrial labour force which claimed the resource. 

This complicated an already existing rivalry that the 

Company had with the miners in their relationship with the 

Indians. The Company held a Licence for Exclusive Trade with 

the Indians. On occasion it was violated by rival trading 

companies for furs, and from time to time by its own 

employees for fresh provisions and other wants. 64 In some 

instances it was even officially condoned, but if not 

carefully regulated it could seriously complicate the 

Company's trading relationship with the Indians. George 
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Blenkinsop explained the specific problem that arose at Fort 

Rupert in the Fort's Journal: 

Some time ago the miners applied for leaf 
tobacco to pay the Indians who drew water & 
did little erands for them. Captain McNeill 
allowed them some and now we find we get no 
ducks or geese though there are plenty in the 
camp; on enquiry we found t he miners were 
paying 12 leave s for a goose while we gave 
only 8. After t his we shall of course 65 be short of leaf tobacco when asked for. 

Muir's decision to abandon the coal workings on the 16th of 

April exacerbated the conflict that arose out of this 

rivalry, and contributed to the more substantive conflict 

over the control of work. The shortage of provisions turned 

into a veritable drought as the well paid miners outbid 

Company officials for fresh provisions from the Indians. 

Blenkinsop bemoaned his fate in the Fort's Journal: 

Trade now a days very dull we get but 
few furs and very little provisions, the 
miners going out into the camp and buying up 
all they can get at an enormous price, more 
than we can afford to give. 66 

Since their arrival, the miners had been a 

destabilizing influence on the normal order of society that 

existed at a Hudson's Bay Company fort. Their wages were 

different, the means of calculating their wages was 

different, their hours of work were different, even their 

rations were different. For example, Douglas had allowed 

them one pound of sugar and four ounces of tea per week. 67 

Most important, their relationship to the officers of the 

Fort was different, as demon strated by the instructions of 



James Douglas to the Fort's Chief Trader, Captain William 

McNeill: 

John Muir Oversman, and 7 miners are now 
forwrded by the brig 'Mary Dare' for the new 
establishment where they are to be 
permanently stationed and employed in mining 
and procuring coal under your order. 

It is however understood that the conduct 
and management of these men, while employed 
at their trade, is to be left to the Oversman 
an, a practical man who understands the 
business and can work them to the greatest 
advantage. 

They are of course subject to all the 
rules and regulations of the establishment, 
and are bound to receive and obey all your 
lawful orders. Mr. Muir will apply to you 
for such assistance and all the materials he 
may require for mining purposes, which we are 
bound to furnish, and otherwise to forward 
their work by every possible means. 

You will herewith receive a statement of 
the rations, we have agreed to give them, and 
a copy of the same is left in their own 
possession they will be entitled to only one 
ration per man, and those with families 
support them at their own expense. Mr. Muir 
should be treated with attention, and 
supplied with fresh food as often as possible. 
He is a respectable man and by no means hard 
to please, by keeping on good terms with 6S 
him, you will have no trouble with his gang; 
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The contradictory nature of these orders is obvious. Douglas 

has instructed McNeill that the men are to be "employed in 

mining and procuring coal under your order," and in the next 

sentence he is told "the conduct and management of these 

men while employed at their trade, is to be left to the 

Oversman", Douglas' intentions are obvious. He clearly 

envisioned McNeill as the overall manager and ultimate 

decision maker, as a Chief Trader would be at any Hudson's 
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Bay Company post. Muir's position was that of technical 

operations manager and immediate supervisor. The problem 

was where did one job end and the other one begin. Moreover, 

Douglas could not have been familiar with the miners' work 

habits, which were so dramatically different from the 

ordinary routine at a Company post, or he surely would have 

given McNeill advance warning. The conflict that arose at 

Fort Rupert did not confine itself to the workplace and 

must be seen in a wider social context. 

The privileged position of the miners, combined with 

the material and social egalitarianism of the frontier, 

challenged the hierarchial structure of the Hudson's Bay 

Company. Those charged with the maintenance of the social 

and political order of the Fort resented this challenge. 

Charles Beardmore, the Fort's junior clerk, wrote his 

sponsor in London, Aaron Chapman, M.P., complaining of the 

situation: 

Again there is no difference between 
the men's goods and the Gents. goods. A man 
going to the store and clothing himself and 
wife just as well as the commander of that 
Fort or Depot. This the single gents. don't 
care much about but the married feel it very 
galling to see the men's wives dressed as 69 well as their own and they not able to help it. 

One of those married men was George Blenkinsop, senior 

clerk and son-in-law of the Fort's Chief Trader, Captain 

William McNeill. Blenkinsop resented everything about the 

miners, their Saturday night "rows", their free use of 



"grog", their dancing, and most of all their perceived 

attitude to work. 70 Blenkinsop was literally beside 
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himself on October 31,1849, as he raged away in the Fort's 

Journal about the miners having "knocked off" work because 

it was raining too hard. He became obsessed with the idea of 

collecting evidence by which the Company could prove that 

the miners had broken their contracts and were therefore 

subject to disciplinary measures. 

On November 7th, Blenkinsop noted in the Fort Journal: 

The miners progress but slowly seldom or 
never are more than half of them at work at 
the same time, this arises from their system 
of spelling each other viz 4 work and J look 
on & vica versa. 71 

By November 10th, he was timing their absence from the Fort 

down to the minute: 72 

Miners absent from the Fort only 7 Hours 
18 minutes. 

Four days later he once again turned his attention to the 

system of spelling one another that the miners used. 73 

He accused the miners, in the safety of the pages of the 

Journal, of working less than four hours each. He took great 

delight in recording that any direct challenge to authority 

was met with a firm hand. On November 21st, John Muir 

brought two of the miners, Smith and McGregor, before 

Captain McNeill and accused them of refusing to obey his 

orders. McNeill threatened to put them in irons. Seeing that 

the Captain was prepared to carry through with his threat, 
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the two men agreed to go back to work. 74 

Dissatisfaction with the situation was not confined to 

management. As convinced as Blenkinsop was that the miners 

were not working hard enough and that the Company was not 

getting a fair day's work for a fair day's pay, the miners 

were equally convinced that they were not getting all the 

pay for which they had originally contracted. On March 27, 

1850 all the miners, except John Muir, petitioned James 

Douglas, demanding 2S 6d increase in pay per day. The miners 

claimed that the statements made to them in Scotland had led 

them to believe that they would be raising coal as soon as 

they arrived, not prospecting for it or sinking a shaft. 

They therefore had expected that they would have no problem 

whatsoever in achieving their bonus of 2S 6d per ton over 

and above thirty tons a month on a daily basis. Unless these 

demands were met the miners proposed to work out the 

remainder of their contracts as labourers, as provided for 

if they did not find coa1. 75 It is impossible to know 

whether the miners realized by the Spring of 1850 that there 

was no workable seam of coal at Fort Rupert. Certainly the 

prospect of never being able to raise coal and earn the 

additional half crown would be discouraging. On the other 

hand, it could encourage them to attempt to earn it another 

way. The terms of their contract gave them some leverage and 

they used it. 

Douglas wrote his superiors asking for advice 76 while 
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the management at the Fort attempted to cope with a new set 

of circumstances. On April 22nd, Andrew Muir and John 

McGregor blasted rocks, miners' work, until breakfast. The 

tide being too high after breakfast, George Blenkinsop 

proposed that they be put to work digging a drain, which was 

labourers' work. Muir and McGregor demanded that Blenkinsop 

clarify their situation; were they miners or were they 

labourers? Blenkinsop was infuriated by Muir's "impudence" 

and ordered all of the miners into the Fort's hall. He 

strapped on sword and brandish~d a pistol while threatening 

them with dire consequences if they did not go back to work. 

They reluctantly went to work. 77 Muir's and McGregor's 

efforts over the next few days further infuriated Blenkinsop 

and led to another confrontation. The result was that Muir 

and McGregor declared that since they could not work to Mr. 

Blenkinsop's satisfaction they would not work at al1. 78 

Muir and McGregor idled away their time hunting, 

canoeing and exploring the woods for more than a week. On 

the 3rd of May, Captain McNeill convened a meeting of all 

the miners in the hall. McNeill ordered Muir and McGregor to 

go back to work. They refused, demanding a trial by English 

law for the charges made by Blenkinsop that they had broken 

their contracts. McNeill ordered them put in irons and fed 

on bread and water. They remained in irons until the 9th, at 

which time they were given another chance to go to work. 



They refused again until they were tried. On the 11th they 

were released from the bastion where they had been 

incarcerated, Events were moving rapidly to a close. 79 
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In t he interim all the miners had stopped work. They 

wrote separately to Douglas protesting Blenkinsop's conduct 

and expressing doubt in the Company. Douglas implored the 

men to return to work and assured them that if Blenkinsop, 

or any other officer of the Company, had mistreated them, he 

would be dealt with, Finally, he reassured them that they 

would get the 2S 6d per day and that it would be paid 
So weekly. Governor Richard Blanshard, who had visited Fort 

Rupert in late March and, in fact, had carried the miners' 

petition personally to Douglas, was aware of the chaos that 

gripped the Fort in June and took steps to check it. On June 

22,1850 he appointed Dr. John Sebastian Helmcken, the 

Company's doctor at Fort Rupert, to the position of 

81 magistrate and justice of the peace for the area, 

On the 29th of June the miners appeared before Helmcken 

to lay charges against McNeill, Blenkinsop and Beardmore for 

false imprisonment and ill-treatment. Andrew Muir laid a 

separate charge of defamation of character against 

Blenkinsop. 

As McNeill and Beardmore were both absent from the 

Fort, Helmcken had to adjourn the case, Helmcken, having no 

familiarity with the law, referred the matter to Governor 

Blanshard, 82 It was too late. The bonds of legitimacy had 
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Andrew Muir's entry in his diary is an evocative 

articulation of a nineteenth century worker's sense of 

injustice: 

27th. The steamer Beaver arrived from Fort 
Victoria bringing the letters which contained 
nothing satisfactory we were to get our 
greviances[sic] redesst[sic] by the Dr. on 
the 29th we laid our case into him but he 
told us he could do nothing in it. This 
morning the Steamer left for the North end 
2nd July started with our canoe after dinner 
determined to make for some Christian place 
since we could get neither rights nor BJ 
privileges here neither one way nor another 
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As Barrington Moore Jr. has poignantly pointed out, 

people have a high level of tolerance in the face of 

injustice. Authority is undermined and people revolt when 

they perceive that the established authority in any given 

society has failed to fulfil a mutually agreed upon function 

that legitimates its existence, or legitimates the 

occupation of a position of authority by a given 

individua1. 84 It was not the antics of McNeill and his 

son-in-law, Blenkinsop that drove Muir to desert, but rather 

the failure, first of Douglas, then of Blanshard, and 

finally of Blanshard's appointee, Helmcken, to address or 

redress the miners' grievances. It would have been a 

meaningless revolt if he had not been joined by all the 

other miners and their wives and children. Only his father, 

mother and youngest brother s t ayed behind. 

The deserters eluded Company officials and escaped to 
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California aboard the brig England, which had been loading 

coal in the harbour. John Muir refused to continue the 

sinking of a mine shaft without the assistance of qualified 

miners and all mining operations came to a halt. The 

situation at Fort Rupert deteriorated even further. 

On August 17,1850 Douglas reported to Company officials 

in London that: 

Walker the blacksmith and six other men 
recruits by the "Norman Morison", whose names 
are enclosed, absconded at the same time as 
the miners. The other men in the 
establishment consisting of 11 of the "Norman 
Morison" recruits and a party of 11 Canadians 
influenced by their example had struck for 
double pay and many other allowances 
inconsistent with the rules of the service. 
Another party of eight men left the Fort in 
the presence of the officers and made their 
way by canoe to this place. 85 

Various attempts were made to get the men to return to work. 

These involved both persuasion and coercion and a diet of 

bread and water. However the Company failed to restore 

order for fifty days. 86 Once relative calm was restored to 

the Fort, the Company resumed trading with the Indians for 

coal they gathered from the surface outcroppings. Douglas 

knew, however, that this would not produce enough coal to 

supply the Pacific Steamship Mail Company and the burgeoning 

market in San Francisco. It was essential to recruit new 

miners in England in order to resume mining operations. 

As soon as Company officials in London heard of the 

desertions they took steps to hire replacements. 87 Neither 
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they nor Douglas doubted the wisdom of their judgement or 

their ability to manage coal miners. They put down their 

initial failure to a lack of good character in the miners. 

As if to demonstrate that they believed the men's collective 

action was due to individual failings, Barclay emphasised 

to their recruiter, Landale, that "You will of course be 

careful to select men of good character and quiet sober 

h b . t " 88 B 1 d t. f th d t. W. th. a is. arc ay ma e no men ion o e eser ions. i in 

three weeks Landale had managed to recruit an Oversman, Boyd 

Gilmour and four miners. 

Just as they were about to leave for London things 

began to go wrong. News of the events at Fort Rupert had 

reached Scotland and were circulating in the coal fields, 

Men began to back out of their agreements. Distraught by 

this turn of events, and with less than six days to go 

before the men were dl,l.e in London, Landale wrote to the 

Company's Secretary, Barclay, and recounted the frightening 

rumours. Barclay was astounded. He indignantly replied to 

Landale: 

With · respect to the story about the men being 
shot by Mr. Blenkinsop, and himself being 
hanged, I can only say that this is the first 
intimation the Company have had of these 
occurences, and they do not believe that 89 there is one word of truth in the report. 

A few more soothing words were added to assuage the miners' 

worst fears. 

Gilmour found three more miners to replace those that 
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had refused to go. They joined a blacksmith in London and 

sailed aboard a chartered vessel, the Pekin, on the 23rd of 

December, 1850. The party consisted of: 

Boyd Gilmour 
Robert Dunsmuir 

Adam French 
Archibald French 
Arthur Quiggley 

William H. Preston 

Oversman 
Miner 

II 

II 

II 

Blacksmith90 

The ship arrived in the Columbia River in early August, 

1851. As soon as the ship dropped anchor, the Company's 

worst fears were realized. The better part of the crew 

deserted, as did Quiggley, the miner, and Preston, the 

blacksmith. The rest of the party carried on to Fort Rupert 

in the Company's brig, the Mary Dare. 91 There they would 

stay until December, 1852. 

The Company's difficulties in getting men to work for 

them,in controlling men while they worked for them, and 

in keeping those men working for them were not unique. 92 

Their difficulties however were greatly aggravated by the 

great distances over which they had to transport their 

labour-force and the immense lengths of time it took. Thus 

the Company's investment in labour was more than mere wages 

and this heightened the value of that labour. It is 

therefore not surprising that the Company would try 

vigorously to control such a valuable commodity regardless 

of the feelings of the men. 

The miners who had deserted Fort Rupert for California, 
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with the exception of John Smith, all returned to Victoria 

in the Spring of 1851. Douglas attempted to persuade them 

to return to Fort Rupert but was unsuccessful. They made 

demands that Douglas characterized as "unreasonable" and 

"extravagant". John Muir had rented a sawmill and moved 

his extended family to Sooke on the Southwest tip of 

Vancouver Island. 93 

The arrival of a new group of miners at Fort Rupert did 

nothing to resolve the problems that were inherent to mining 

coal at that location. The new group was just as resistant 

to attempts by fur trade officials to supervise their work 

as the old group had been. In one instance the French 

brothers struck work for a day in an attempt to establish 

the principle of picking their own work place, This failed 

but, if nothing else, it demonstrates that the adversarial 

relationship between capital and labour had not disappeared 

with the departure of the Muirs. 94 

Indeed an atmosphere of dissatisfaction was pervasive. 

In March of 1852 Douglas reported to his superiors in 

London: 

The miners have of late shown frequent 
signs of discontent, but the arrival of the 
new boring rods, and the payment of their 
arears of wages in cash gave great 
satisfaction and removed every trace of 
despondency. I hope that my next report may 
contain more satisfactory intelligence, but 
r~ally ou~ frequent disappointments are 
discouraging. 95 
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It was in fact this failure to find coal that was the source 

of the greatest discontent. 

- Gilmour and his gang had been engaged on precisely 

the same terms as the Muir party. 96 Those terms included the 

payment of 2S 6d per ton for every ton of coalraised over 

thirty tons a month. As long as they did not discover coal, 

their incomes remained at the basic rate of fifty pounds a 

year. No doubt the workers would not have calculated their 

future prospects of earning at a minimum, but rather at a 

maximum. Any failure to obtain that maximum would not only 

be discouraging, but would also give rise to feelings of 

resentment towards whomever had promised it. The workers 

wished to maximize the money exchanged for their labour, 

whereas their employers wished to minimise the payment that 

they had to make for this commodity. 

This in fact is the real substance to the dispute which 

took place between the Muirs and George Blenkinsop. It was 

not, as Keith Ralston has suggested, over whether or not 

they worked as labourers. That was the symptom not the 

cause. 97 The Muirs had agreed to work as labourers, though 

only after the prospect of finding coal appeared remote and 

the depradations of the Indians had become so great as to 

seriously interfere with those prospects. Whether as miners 

or as labourers, the Muirs appear to have been determined to 

control the intensity of the labour that they exchanged for 

JS 6d per day. This conflict led Blenkinsop and McNeill to 
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resort to the only management technique they knew:brute 

force and ship's discipline. This was, as Keith Ralston has 

correctly pointed out, out-moded and ineffective. 98 

David Landale had warned the Company when the men were 

initially hired: 

They will have to be treated mildly in the 
ship; and if possible put under the order of 
the oversman who knows their ways. 

It is to be kept in mind by the party in 
command, that these people have been in the 
habit of earning high wages, and on piece 
work - that is they worked hard, or easy, and 
when they liked and they may take it 
ill at first with the regulations of a ship?9 

Nowhere in the Company's correspondence does this advice 

appear to have been passed on to the management in the 

field. Douglas did instruct McNeill that the men were to be 

under the supervision of the oversman, but even this was 

done in a confused manner that clearly contributed to the 

conflict that arose. Moreover, there still remained the 

problem of finding a workable seam of coal at Fort Rupert, 

At the end of July, 185?, Douglas followed up on a 

report that Indians had discovered coal on the east coast 

of Vancouver Island, He rehired John Muir to prospect along 

the coast of the Island in the "canal de Arro"(Georgia 

Strait). 100 On August 18th Douglas enthusiastically reported 

a coal discovery at Wentuhuysen Inlet which is the site of 

present day Nanaimo. 101- Muir's sons, John and Robert, and . 

his nephews, John McGregor and Archibald Muir were rehired 

and sent 
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t N . 102 o anaimo. 

By mid-September, Douglas had more or less given up on 

the prospect of ever finding a workable seam of coal at Fort 

Rupert. He issued instructions to the clerk he had posted to 

Nanaimo, William McKay, to commence construction of houses 

in anticipation of transfering the men and women from the 

coal operations at Fort Rupert. 103 In late November, with 

fresh reports of Muir's successes and Gilmour's failures, 

Douglas issued the order to abandon Fort Rupert. 104 

Genuine coal minig would now begin at Nanaimo. During 

the five years that the Hudson's Bay Company had attempted 

to exploit the coal deposits at Fort Rupert, the traditional 

relationship between capital and labour to which the Company 

was accustomed had been challenged. The work force, though 

105 never large, possessed a sufficiently rare skill that a 

strike or desertion posed a threat significant enough to 

exact concessions and privileges unheard of before in the 

service of the Hudson's Bay Company. To offset this the 

Company had made changes of its own. 

To introduce an element of stability, the Company had 

not only allowed but encouraged the miners to bring their 

wives and children with them. This was a privilege 

previously only extended to officers of the Company. They 

had retained the tradition of provisioning their employees, 

but not their dependents. The a dditional mouths to feed not 
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only stretched the food supply to its limits but it also 

had disrupted another established practice. Faced with the 

need to supply their families with fresh food, the men had 

attempted to trade with the Indians. This was a violation of 

the Company's Licence for Exclusive Trade. At first this had 

been tolerated, but when the men went on strike, the rule 

was vigorously and violently enforced in an attempt to force 

the men back to work. 106 This proved to be both expensive 

and an ineffective means of social control. 

The harsh living and working conditions and the dangers 

of the frontier dictated that the Company maintain firm 

control over the personnel in its employ. These same 

conditions amplified the conflict between capital and labour 

that is inherent in the industrial extraction of natural 

resources. The Company had in the past not only paid its 

employees wages but had also supplied them with food and 

shelter. Any inadequacies were tolerated in the isolation of 

the frontier. The growth of population and settlement, the 

expansion of communication systems, and the presence of 

alternatives undermined this tolerance and was an impetus to 

grievance and agitation. The Company's Licence to Exclusive 

Trade however made it the only source of food and shelter. 

If the Company was to successfully exploit the coal 

resources of Vancouver Islan d then it would have to find a 

way to obviate such a conundrum. 

The solution was simple and straight forward. They 
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would pay the men cash in lieu of rations and the men were 

free to buy food from the Company or buy trade goods and 

trade with the Indians for food. Thus when the Muirs were 

rehired to work at Nanaimo they were paid a shilling per day 

in lieu of rations. When Douglas informed his officer in 

charge, William McKay, of this change in the Company's 

routine, he remarked that this" ... will save you much 

trouble, 11107 This also loosened the bonds that tied the 

men to the Company and made their exchange a more economic 

one. 

The Company's first attempt to bring miners to the 

Pacific Northwest had been something of a failure, but had 

exposed the conflict inherent in relations between capital 

and labour on the mining frontier. The Company's next 

attempt to control workers over a great distance would 

involve a much larger body of workers and would result in a 

much greater disaster. 
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CHAPTER II:"A Melancholy termination to so hopeful an 
enterprise.":The voyage of the Colinda. 

Because the Company was uncertain that it would 

ever find a viable seam of coal it had kept each group 

of miners that it had brought out to Vancouver Island 

deliberately small. This lessened the danger of them 

ending up with a large body of men on their hands whose 

skills were unsuited for any of the tasks normally 

associated with the fur trade. The coal discoveries 
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that John Muir had made at Nanaimo now changed that 

situation. Estimates of the size of the coal reserves were 

such that it would justify a much larger work-force than the 

Company had assembled to date. Failure to take the 

initiative would mean that the Company would miss an 

opportunity to get in on the ground floor of a growing 

market in San Francisco for coal, A decision was called for. 

In his year-end report for 1852, Douglas reported their 

progress to date and made his recommendations: 

I am daily expecting the arrival of the 
steamer "Beaver" with Mr. Gilmour & his party 
of miners from Ft. Rupert: that reinforce­
ment added to Muir's party now at Nanaimo, 
will make a gang of 9 regular miners, & I 
expect to be able to induce a# of our 
common labouring servants, by an increase of 
pay, to undertake miners' work. The# of men 
employed in the pit may be thereby raised to 
about twenty hands, say 9 miners & 11 
labourers but I have no doubt there is an 
opening for a much greater number of hands ... 

Further on he added, 



In case the Committee should decide on 
sending out the miners, I would recommend 
young married men with 1 or 2 children, 
being selected for that purpose ... 1 
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Douglas cautiously recommended that the Company recruit and 

dispatch as soon as possible twenty additional miners. A 

report from John Muir, the Nanaimo Oversman, arrived on 

Douglas' desk a few days later. He disagreed with Douglas on 

the number of miners that could be successfully employed, 

recommending a force of thirty to forty, but concurring with 

Douglas that they should all be married with children, As 

Muir put it, 

I wo~ld have all married men with families 
and ::10 young men, as I know that young men 
would be troublesome. 2 

There are two things about this decision that stand out. 

First, Douglas' sole inducement for labourers to take 

up the dirty and dangerous task of mining coal is strictly 

economic, "an increase in pay". There is no talk of elevated 

social status, self-improvement or a challenging career 

opportunity here; the motivational factor is strictly 

economic, Second, all the new miners are to be married with 

children, The idea that men with wives and children were 

more stable and less likely to desert the Company's service 

appears to have been a widely held belief among Hudson's Bay 

Company management. 

Muir's endorsement of the ne cessity of hiring only 

married men would indicate that this belief knew no social 
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bounds. As we have seen Muir was no rebel. When his sons and 

nephews found the Company's rule tyrannical and deserted, he 

stayed behind. His views are more likely to have been 

conformist or "respectable". He would claerly appear to have 

endorsed the wide spread Victorian be l ief that marriage had 

a profoundly positive effect upon the moral character and 

behaviour of its participants, especially men. As Walter E. 

Houghton has so well demonstrated, this idealization of 

marriage and family life was excessively romantic. 3 The 

notion that men would exercise self-discipline and would 

restrain themselves from rebelling against oppression, 

unsafe or unsatisfactory working and living conditions 

because they had a wife and family was a middle class 

delusion, that no one perceived as such until the Edwardian 

period. 4 Delusion or not, that marriage and a family were 

criteria for hiring an employee reveals an attitude on the 

part of the Company that its relationship with its employees 

extended well beyond the work-site. The coal miners' 

families should not just be seen as a means by which the 

Company could control its labour force, but rather they 

should be seen as an integral part of the means of 

production. 

Douglas reported to his superiors in London that Muir, 



calculates that each head of a family is to 
have the assistance of two or three boys 
each of whom he supposes capable of 
performing half a man's work, and that 
each full grown miner will produce 1½ 
Tons of coal per diem.

5 
The separation of the home from the work-place, the 

segregation of the family from labour, was a Victorian 

middle class ideal, and like so many other Victorian 
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middle class ideals it had a double standard in its 

application accentuated by an acute class dimension. The 

miners' families that were to be brought out were, in fact, 

to be integrated units of production. While wives and 

daughters were not directly employed in the pit or even 

above ground they cannot be excluded from this unit of 

production. As Jeanne Boydston has cogently argued, women's 

housework was an integral part of producing the "means of 

subsistence" that was "necessary for the production of 

labour 11
•
6 Before these productive units could be employed 

they first had to be recruited, 

It was no accident that the Company turned to Scotland 

to recruit its coal miners. To say that they had a strong 

bias in favour of Scottish workers would be an 

understatement. James Douglas, having just resolved a strike 

of newly arrived English farm labourers in May,1850, 

expressed his opinion that, 



I would suggest that not over ten 
engaged servants be sent out by sea from 
England at one time unless at our special 
requisition and there[sic] should be chiefly 
from the Orkneys, which supply the most 
orderly, faithful and honest men in the 
Company"s employ. 7 

The Governor and Committee of the Company generally shared 

Douglas' point of view. As a result they had established a 

team of recruiters based in the Orkneys, the Shetlands and 

the Isle of Lewis. These three areas had continuously 

suppl~ed the Company with a steady source of labour for many 

years. In 1849 the Company began to experience difficulties 

in recruiting sufficient numbers of both skilled and 

unskilled labour from this traditional source. Their first 

rival had been railway construction, which had its last 

great boom in Scotland during the late 1840s and early 

1850s, Their second rival, emigration, was far more 

formidable.By the Fall of 1852 the situation had become 

serious. Barclay wrote to James Douglas, John Work and Peter 

Skene Ogden, who comprised the Board of Management for the 

Western Department: 

Unfortunately the Orkneys have ceased to 
furnish recruits for the service, owing to 
extensive emmigration [sic] of the · 
inhabitants to Australia, and the same rage 
for emmigration [sic] is extending itself to 
the Western Isles, so that the Company will 8 soon have to look to Canada alone for labourers. 

The Company did not look to Canada, however. Instead it 

looked to Norway. Sir George Simpson, the Company's chief of 

North American operations, renewed an old acquaintance with 

the British consul general in Christiania(Oslo), J.R. Crowe? 
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It would be to Crowe that the Company would turn in the 

Spring of 1853 when they began to have difficulty recruiting 

for the coal mines. 10 

The Company had at first turned to David Landale in 

Edinburgh at the beginning of April,1853. 11 They instructed 

him to hire thirty miners and ten mine labourers who would 

do the more mundane chores like pushing tubs of coal or 

operating the hoist. The miners were to receive the same 

rate of pay and provisions as the last gang that Landale had 

sent out in 1850. The labourers on the other hand were to be 

paid the same as labourers in the fur trade, seventeen 

pounds per year for five years. The coal miner contracts 

were to be for only three years. All were to be married. The 

total number of adults was not to exceed 100. "Families in 

which there are boys, two of whom can do work equal to that 
12 of one man are to be preferred." Landale's efforts did not 

appear to the Company to be having much success. Impatient 

for results they turned first to Crowe in Christiania and 

later made inquiries of a man named Kedston in Glasgow. It 

would appear that Landale was not having any trouble 

recruiting the more skilled"hewers" who actually picked and 

dug the coal at the face. It was the less skilled "drawers" 

or "pushers", who pushed the coal tubs that eluded the 

Company's efforts. 13 

Even a bonus of twenty-five acres of land could not 

induce Scottish labourers to sign on with the Hudson's Bay 



Company for work in the coal fields of Vancouver Island. 14 

Part of the problem may have been the Company's tenacious 

adherence to their established wage scale that only paid 

labourers seventeen pounds per year. In January, 1853 the 

Company admonished their recruiter in Stornoway for even 

suggesti~g that they offer "a small increase in wages", They 

further criticised him for having hired in the past, 

labourers from the Isle of Lewis who could not speak 

English. 15 Here the Company was clearl y contradicting 

itself, It had just issued instructions to Crowe in Norway 

to try and find them labourers there for the coal mines 

and that language was not a problem. He could dispense with 

interpreters. 16 The Norwegians apparently possessed 

qualities that superseded any forseeable linguistic 

difficulties. 

Barclay had written to Simpson in March of 1853 

expressing great enthusiasm for more Norwegians as the 

first batch recruited for the fur trade in the Fall of 

1852 seemed such ideal servants. 

Mr. Consul General Crowe of Christiania, 
by whom they have been procured, describes 
them as being as fine a set of young men as 
the Company can desire, most of them having 
just served their military term of servitude, 
with excellent characters for subordination 
and sobriety ... 17 

Servitude, sobriety and subordination, three attributes 

the Company clearly deemed important. This was consistent 

with the Company's rigidly structured hierarchy and military 
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method of operations, which is worthy of closer scutiny. 

Some idea of the relationship that men had with the 

Company and among themselves can be ascertained by examining 

the terms which the Company used to describe its employees. 

All employees were referred to as servants, when all 

employees were being described collectively. Management 

personnel were referred to as officers. Officers entered the 

Company as apprentice-clerks, clerks, or surgeon and clerk. 

An apprentice-clerk could be promoted to a clerk, a clerk to 

a trader, a trader to a chief trader, a chief trader to a 

chief factor. A surgeon and clerk was so titled because when 

not attending to medical matters a surgeon was expected to 

busy himself performing the duties of a clerk. A surgeon and 

clerk would be expected to follow a similar line of 

promotion as a clerk, if he so chose . All of these positions 

ranked above that of servants. The term servant was most 

commonly used to describe a skilled or unskilled manual 

labourer. That labourers were prescribed to a life of 

servitude is without doubt. In 1862 a group of students at 

the University of Edinburgh applied to the Company as 

"day labourers". The Company's Secretary, Thomas Fraser 

replied, 

It is to be hoped that you and your 
friends will turn your university education 
to better account than to become day 
labourers. It is unnecessary to enter into 
details as to the duties imposed on that 
class of persons in the Hudson's Bay service. 
They are sufficiently severe in themselves 
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but undoubtedly they might be borne by young 
men of spirit looking for promotion as a 
reward, But unfortunately there is no chance 
of rising in the service and your object 
would therefore never be obtained. 18 

In contrast the management of the Hudson's Bay Company 

could expect a continuous elevation in status and income 

commensurate with their authority and responsibility. This 

was not some corporate eccentricity but a representation of 

the society in which these people lived, In this society 

class in its turn achieves an independent 
existence over against the individuals, so 
that the latter find their conditions of 
existence predestined, and hence have their 
position in life and their personal 
development assigned to them by their 
class, become subsumed under it. 19 

That the Hudson's Bay Company wished to create such a 

society on Vancouver Island is without doubt. The Company's 

Secretary had written to James Douglas at Fort Victoria in 

December, 1849, 

The object of every sound system of 
colonization should be, not to reorganize 
soci~ty on a new basis, which is simply 
absurd, but to transfer to the new country 
whatever is most valuable and most approved 
in the institutions of the old, so that 
society may, as far as possible consist of 
the same classes, united together by the same 
ties, and having the same relative duties to 
perform in the one country as in the other. 20 

That the coal miners were to be permanent members of 

this colonial society is fairly certain. Like all other 

Company recruits, their contracts contained a clause 

guaranteeing them a passage ou t and home. No other group of 
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recruits had to date been offered the privilege of taking 

their families with them. A five month trip around the Horn 

was not something any emigrant was likely to want to repeat 

in the reverse unless they were absolutely distraught with 

homesickness. The odds were in favour of the Company 

retaining their services after their original contracts had 

expired, The Company's principal concern was insuring that 

once under contract, and having received their advance money 

that they embarked for Vancouver Island. 

that, 

Barclay wrote to Landale on July 5,1853 informing him 

The Governor & Committee approve of the 
amount of advances you recommend, but before 
an advance is made, the party requiring it 
should find security for his embarking 
according to agreement. This appears to be a 
reasonable and necessaryprecaution against 
breach of contract. 21 

While this may have been necessary, Landale thought that it 

was anything but reasonable. 

I have muted the subject at the beginning 
and the thing is impossible. From their rank 
in life it cannot be got of. 

and he explained why, 

Their masters are angry at losing them and 
nobody else will be security for them and to 
attempt it now would be to lose the half of 
them or more. Indeed several have already 
drawn back. 22 

By the twe.fth of July Barclay was beginning to have second 

thoughts on the subject and advised Landale that, 



... all things considered it may be as well 
not to proceed with the demand for security, 
but to run the risk of desertion & take the 
chance of repayment should any breach of 
contract occur. 23 
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Landale had taken the initiative however and had come up 

with an apparently ingenious solution to the problem, though 

he himself appears to have been apprehensive. On the 13th of 

July he wrote to Barclay from Kilmarnock, 

... I had procured the securities (such as 
they are) & herewith enclosed. The men of 
each district have become security for one 
another. That is, if any one of their number 
desert, the advance to be stopt off the wages 
of the remainder. We, the Company endevouring 
to follow them & recover the money for them 
in this country which I think a good choice 
as it gives them all an interest in bringing 
the whole to life. 24 

The securities consisted of three contracts signed by 

the recruits. On the 12th of July, Landale had fifteen men 

sign one document in Kilmarnock. The following day 

twenty-four more men signed a similar document in the 

neighbouring community of Crosshouse. It is impossible to 

say whether it was because they ran out of room on the 

one document or because certain men would only sign for 

certain others, but a second contract was signed at 

Crosshouse by five men. 

Eleven of the forty-five men or twenty-five percent, 

made their mark and were clearly illiterate. Most of the 

rest of the signatures are shaky or awkward which would 

indicate that these men were unaccustomed to signing their 
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names and may have learned to do so by rote. Their level of 

literacy is therefore questionable. 

Comparing the names on the contracts with those on a 

list sent to James Douglas reveals a number of discrepancies 

between the documents. Seven of the signatories appear to 

have not made the trip. One man whose name was crossed out 

on the contract, Allen Foulds, turns up on the list. Two 

young men, William Hunter and Peter Hunter were signatories 

but do not show up on the list. They may however be the 

"sons" listed under Andrew Hunter and sons~5some of the 

discrepancies were due to desertions that took place 

between the time that the contracts were signed and when the 
26 list was made up just prior to the men's departures. 

The replacement families found to take the place of the 

deserters were apparently larger, Landale indicated in the 

letter that accompanied the contracts that he had secured 

fifty-three and three quarter "dargs". 27 The list indicates 

fifty-five and three quarter dargs. The darg was the means 

by which Scottish colliers measured their daily output of 

coal, Its significance is far greater than a mere 

measurement of productivity. It goes a long way to 

explaining the type of relationship that the colliers 

expected to establish with the Company upon their arrival on 

Vancouver Island and it also gives us some idea of their own 

self image. In a discussion of the relationship that was 

developing between the collier and the nascent trade union 



movement in the Scottish coal fields at this time, Alan 

Campbell and Fred Reid point out that, 

Traditionally, he did not see himself as a 
wage-hand at all, but rather as an 
independent contractor, offering the labour 
power of himself and his family to the 
capitalist who had opened up the pit. The 
length of time that he was prepared to work 
was known as his "darg", meaning dark, and 
was seen as very much his own affair. So, in 
consequence, was the amount of coal he was 
willing to hew. It was natural, therefore, 
for colliers' unions to try to regulate the 
supply of coal, and hence its price and their 
wages, by shortening their "darg" and 
so restricting their output. 28 

Needless t o say the Company was determined to see that 

quite the opposite took place -- an expansion of output 

wherever possible. 
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The relationship between the Company and its existing 

labour force at Nanaimo clearly demonstrates the Company's 

concern to expand output well before the Golinda recruits 

had been signed to their contracts. Gilmour and his gang, 

who were now working at Nanaimo, had been engaged on exactly 

the same terms as Muir and his gang had been:£100 per year 

for the Oversman, fifty pounds a year for the miners, with 

a bonus of 2S 6d to each miner for every ton of coal brought 

up over and above thirty tons a month, When Muir and his 

gang had been reengaged in September 1852, the same terms 

applied. 29 

The first signs of trouble emerged in January, 1853, 

Gilmour's gang struck over what Douglas described as "a long 



string of petty complaints" which he claimed to have 

"disposed of in a very summary manner".JO Evidence of 

further discontent surfaced in April when Douglas reported: 

I have sent up 10 assistant miners, 
engaged at £25 per year, who turn out as 
much coal as the regular hands who came from 
Scotland, The latter are rather annoyed at 
this and disposed to be sarcastic at the 
expense of the novices. 31 

It was in the following month that the miners began to 

attempt to press home the advantage that they obviously 

knew they had over the Company. The demand for coal began 

to out-pace production and the men literally kept ships 

waiting in the harbour while they refused to produce 

more than their required monthly quota. They stated that 

2S 6d was not sufficient inducement for them to produce 

extra. Fearing it would "have a bad effect upon the others" 

Douglas refused to meet their demands. 32 By the 12th of July 

Douglas began to acknowledge the fact that he was going to 

have to deal with the problem of stagnating production. 

Douglas' dilemma is graphically illustrated by the report 

that he sent the Company's Secretary on that date. 

The labourers, whom we employ as assistant 
miners, became somewhat restive, as soon as 
they fell under the train ing of the regular 
miners, but they have now settled down 
quietly to their work, an d turn out as much 
coal as the other, who are by no means an 
industrious set of men, and seldom deliver 
more than a single ton of coal per diem; 
though if so disposed the y might easily cull 
a much l~rger quantity. Th(;: oversman assures 
me that he has seen them dig two tons of coal 
between 7 and 10 o'clock i n the morning and 



do nothing more for the rest of the day, 
which, was spent in idleness, as we have no 
further claims upon their time; their 
agreements with the Company requiring them 
to deliver only one ton of coal a day.

33 
He added 

I shall take the first opportunity of 
visiting that place, for the purpose of 4 inducing them to be a little more industrious. 3 

77 

Douglas reported the results of that trip to Barclay in a 

letter dated September 3,1853. Up until this time the 

isolation of their posts and the dangers of the wilderness 

had always given the Company the upper hand in dealing with 

discontented employees. The frustration of having to concede 

to his subordinates' demands and the pressures of the market 

place are evident in Douglas' report. Douglas certainly did 

not share the impression of the miners that they were 

underpaid. 

Every conceivable argument has been tried 
to remove that impression, without success 
and as a last resort I offered to raise the 
percentage on the extra coal, to 4/6 a ton, 
being induced to take that step by the 
present large demand for coal, which I have 
raised to 11 dollars when delivered at the 
mines, and have lately sold 230 tons to 
American ships at that rate. I was also much 
influenced towards that step, by the 
consideration that the "Pugets Sound 
Coalmining Association," an American 
Company, who have lately commenced digging 
for coal in Bellingham Bai' are paying their 
servants at the rate of 22 dollars a day, 
with board and lodging, and that unless our 
man [sic] are placed nearly on an equality in 
point of pay and emoluments, they would 
aesert and join the American Company. 

The presence of the rival American Company was not 
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all bad, It afforded Douglas an opportunity to hire 

additional miners on different terms of pay. He reported, 

I found three of the "Puget Sound Coalmining 
Association," discharged miners at Nanaimo, 
in search of employment. 

Being stout able young fellows, originally 
from the North of Engl and, and accustomed to 
mining work, I hired them for six months, in 
the capacity of Colliers Miners Shankers \ 
Linkers, or Labourers. Instead of giving l 
them a fixed rate of wages like the other 
miners I agreed to allow them 4/6 a ton, on 
the coal they produce, in lieu of wages, and 
to provide, tools and implements for labour, 
a free house and medical attendence, but 
their food is to be paid for out of their 
earnings. Those men expect to produce about 
two tons of coal daily, which will make their 
wages amount to 9/- a day, a remuneration 
that will always secure a sufficiency of 
hands for the Company's service, even should 
we be reduced to the necessity of having 
recourse to the labour market of California~5 

This was certainly not the laissez-faire labour market 

of the classical political economists, but, Douglas would 

appear to have taken another firm step in that direction. 

Contracts of only six months duration were unheard of in the 

Hudson's Bay Company service. This clearly gave both parties 

more flexibility should wages move up or down during the 

term of the contract. Moreover, Douglas had managed to 

maintain a rough parity with the other miners. Both 

Gilmour's and Muir's men earned fifty pounds a year which 

works out to JS 6d per day, added to the new piece-rate of 

4S 6d for the second ton of coal,raises their daily earnings 

to eight shillings, an additional one shillings in lieu of 

rations, brings their total daily earnings to nine shillings 
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the same as the new men, The significant difference was of 

course that they got paid the first JS 6d per day whether 

they worked or not, whereas the new group only got paid for 

what they produced, Finally it should be noted that Douglas' 

use of five different occupational descriptions was a 

deliberate attempt to avoid the situation that the Company 

had found itself in at Fort Rupert where Muir's men had 

declined work because it was not specified in their 

contracts and they did not consider it miners' work, This 

solution to the problem had been suggested by Landale who 

was in the process of incorporating these terms in the 

new contracts for the miners who were to come out by the 

Colinda~6 It should not be forgotten that the problems at 

Fort Rupert had not originated with the men refusing to do 

work other than that of a miner or "hewer", but rather 

with their efforts to maintain control of how much labour 

they exerted, 

As merchant capitalists, the Hudson's Bay Company 

officials had had little if any experience in dealing with 

the immediate producers of any of the commodities that they 

traded, They had had no need of knowing how to re~~late or 

control how much labour was exerted in order to produce a 

given quantity of a commodity. The idea that someone should 

not work from dawn until dusk six days a week, let alone 

that a labourer should exercise any control whatsoever over 
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the labour he exerted was totally foreign to their 

experience, It was, in their eyes, the labouring classes' 

duty to labour, and it was the middle class' duty to keep 

them at it. This, in the opinion of most middle class 

Victorians, was best accomplished by keeping wages low. The 

idea that high wages was an incentive to sustained or hard 

work flew in the face of accepted opinion. 37 This confusion 

of moral high mindedness and material self interest is well 

demonstrated by a report that James Douglas sent to London 

in March of 1854, It also illustrates some of the details of 

the agreement that the Company had come to with the miners 

who had been dispatched by the Golinda, and is worth quoting 

from at length, 

You will observe by my various reports 
since last September, that the miners have 
been quiet orderly and industrious. The 
additional sum allowed last summer for extra 
work, has been the main cause of stimulating 
them to more vigorous exertion and of 
rendering them more happy and contented, The 
miners by the "Colinda" will as you suggest 
be put upon the same footing as to pay on 
their arrival here. 

I acknowledge the force of your remarks on 
the general effect of high wages in 
diminishing exertion, of which this country 
offers every day examples: the miners have 
however so far proved an exception to the 
rule and have worked most steadily, each of 

-the regular m~ners producing at the rate of 
about 2 8/20 Tons of coal per diem, and the 
assistant miners at the rate of JO tons of 
coal per month, That has now become the 
"established darg," or days work, with the 
full conse~t of the miners themselves, and 
the newcomers will therefore be obliged to 
work at the same rate, that being our object 
in establishing so large a darg oefore tneir 



arrival, and it required some management 
to bring them over to our view. 38 
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As · one can see from this report the Company was now 

intricately concerned with the exploitation of labour. What 

constituted an acceptable "day's work" was of prime 

importance. The number of tons of coal that a man raised in 

an eight hour day had now become cebtral to the measurement 

of profitability, since the Company's fixed costs could only 

decline as a percentage of the selling price with the 

maximization of output. Moreover the men had been stimulated : 

to a "more voigorous exertion" of labour by the introduction 

of higher per ton rates of pay which acted as a means of 

self-discipline and control over their behaviour, It was 

precisely this issue, the Company's attempts to control its 

labour force, which contributed the most to the catastrophe 

of the Celinda. 

The Celinda had set sail for Vancouver Island on the 

4th of August, 1853. The voyage should have taken five to 

six months at the most. The ship had been making good time 

until it appraoched the Horn. As the ship rounded the Horn, 

the most dangerous part of its voyage, the Captain, John 

Mills, was found to be drunk. 39 This was only one of a whole 

series of incidents. Captain Mills' erratic behaviour and 

the response of his passengers are chronicled in the journal 

of the ship's surgeon, Henry William Alexander Coleman. 

Coleman, an experienced surgeon who had been to sea 
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before, had been appointed Surgeon and Super Cargo of the 

Golinda on July 11,1853. 40 He began to keep his journal on 

August 4,1853 because of "a sense of foreboding". Coleman's 

apprehension was not ill-founded. Two days into the voyage 

the passengers complained about the condition of the 

potatoes, which Coleman found upon examination that they 

were indeed, "uneatable". The following day the steward 

omitted a ration of oatmeal from the daily fare, which 

immediately generated further complaints from both the 

Scottish and Norwegian emigrants. He was most disturbed, as 

a Doctor, by the condition of the medicine chest: 

... still more inconvenient was that the 
Druggist who sent the chest spared a great 
deal of his time in as much as there was not 
a singlr pill made up ready for use, the raw 
extract sent & no pill machine sent, & the 
extracts were quite soft & as they will seem 
to get softer & they will be totally useless 
in a very short time. 41 

Needless to say the journal reflects the Doctor's 

profession and a great deal of the entries concern the 

medical health of the passengers and crew. The general 

discomfort, over-crowding, and overloading of the vessel are 

amply testified to in the pages of the Doctor's journal. On 

August 22nd, Coleman noted that the "male Hospital" was full 

of "oil & trade things", while the "female hospital" was 

jammed with "provisions", which meant he was unable to 

isolate the contagiously ill from the rest of the passengers 

and crew. Further on he added that the cargo was piled on 
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top of the water casks in the hold, as a result it took a 

morning's work to get the daily water ration out. 42 The most 

serious problem remained the behaviour of the Captain. 

The Captain's reign of terror began with petty 

harassments, such as ordering that only four lamps be left 

on between decks. 43 This escalated to the point where he was 

directly interfering in the Doctor's work. He went about the 

ship telling the sick passengers that they were not getting 

the proper treatment and that the Doctor did not know what 

h d . 44 0 . th f. e was oing. ne nigh e rightened the passengers by 

firing off a pistol on deck. He began to go about the ship 

with a brace of pistols in his belt. Fear spread rapidly 

through the ship with the report that the Captain had been 

overheard to say, "That it would be better for some of the 

owners if the ship was sunk. 1145 During all this a steady 

stream of thefts and misappropriations from the passengers' 

store of food was being carried out by the crew. 46 It was 

becoming increasingly obvious to the passengers that they 

would not make it to their destination without a stop at a 

port along the way for further provisions. They first 

petitioned the Doctor and then the Captain asking that the 

ship put into port. 47 There is clear evidence of the 

Captain's collusion with the crew and his own malfeasance. 

The Captain and crew had been feasting on the 

provisions that had been supplied exclusively for the 

passengers: The crew's stores, which were of an inferior 
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quality were then substituted, wherever possible, for the 

passengers' victuals. The crew's gluttony had exhausted the 

provisions long before the ship was due in port. The Captain 

knew he would have to put into port, but to do so would have 

been a violation of his contract, or charter party. The 

penalty for interrupting the voyage was half the cost of the 

freight, £2 ,000. If however, the Captain was forced to put 

into port by a mutinous crew or passengers the penalty would 

not apply. Captain Mills' solution to his dilemma was to 

stage a couple of boisterous meetings on deck, where there 

were ample witnesses to the fact that the passengers had 

demanded to be put into port, and then make an entry in the 

log book that this behaviour had constituted a mutiny. They 

changed course for Valparaiso, but feigning a poor wind they 

changed course again and ended up in Valdavida. They dropped 

anchor on the 7th of November, 1853. They remained there 

until December 10th, 1853, when they were towed to 

Valparaiso by a Royal navy steamer. 48 

The admiralty struck a court at Valparaiso to hear the 

charge of mutiny against the passengers of the Celinda. They 

were found not guilty. The court then took the extraordinary 

step of severely admonishing the Captain for his behaviour 

and ordered him to pay all costs for the court proceedings. 

The Captain was only able to pay these costs and to 

reprovision the ship by broaching the ship's cargo and 



~elling part of it off to local merchants. Two of these 

merchants, messrs Cousino and Garland, were actively 

recruiting the coal miners to work for them at their coal 

mine at Lota, South of the Bay of Concepcion. When the 

Captain was finally ready to leave he found that all the 

Scots and twenty-five of the Norwegians refused to go on 

with him in command. 49 
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The ship sailed on to Victoria where James Douglas, in 

his capacity of Governor of the Colony of Vancouver Island 

placed it under arrest. The Captain was charged with having 

broached the cargo; he was unable or unwilling to reimburse 

the Company for the loss. The crew had deserted as soon as 

the ship had dropped anchor. The Captain himself eventually 

deserted the vessel and left for California, Coleman, the 

ship's surgeon was paid off and shipped out to Callao. The 

ship sat in Victoria harbour for almost a year before it was 

sent to California with a cargo of coal in an effort to 

recover some of the loss incurred by the Company. 50 

The loss to the Company was not just financial, though 

that was substantial; actual monies paid out appear to have 

exceeded £1,300. 51 The greatest loss came in other ways. 

First, the Company lost the labour of the men permanently 

after having incurred considerable expense. Second, the 

Company lost ten months of intensive production which 

would have allowed them to enter the San Francisco coal 

market in a serious fashion. When they finally did ebter the 
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San Francisco market they found that one of their chief 

rivals was coal from Chile, dug by the very men they had 

brought out to the new world at such great expense, Finally, 

they lost their reputation as a respected employer in the 

coal fields of Scotland. 52 It was no accident that the 

Company's next recruits were from South Staffordshire, the 

southern most coal field in nineteenth century Great Britain 

save for the Forest of Dean. 

The voyage was not a complete loss, however, Some 

lessons appear to have been learned. The Company never again 

used an embarkation contract like the one that David Landale 

had designed. Whether it was obvious to them or not, it was 

these contracts that had contributed most to the decision of 

the miners to leave the Golinda at Valparaiso. The men had 

been willing to enter into these contracts only because they 

knew each other, had undoubtedly worked with each other, and 

over the years had come to trust each other, As coal miners 

they knew that a sense of co-operation and brotherhood was 

essential for their survival in a crisis. 53 The contracts 

not only amplified this solidarity but accent~ated the 

crisis. As each individual miner and his family decided 

whether to go on or not, a critical point was reached beyond 

which, the number unwilling to continue became an unbearable 

financial burden for the remainder who were willing to go 

on. This was of course due to the outrageous behaviour of 



the Captain of the Golinda, from which the Company would 

appear to have learned another lesson. 

The Celinda was not a Company owned ship but had been 

chartered. Nowhere in the records of the Hudson's Bay 

Company is there to be found either a testimonial or a 

letter of reference on behalf of the master of the Celinda, 

Captain John Mills, This is quite surprising when one 

considers the care with which the Company chose not only its 

merchandise but also its employees, whether they be common 

labourers or ship's captains. Whether a check into Mills' 

background would have revealed that he was the unprincipled 

rogue that he was, cannot be said for certain, but the fact 

that the Company appears to have made no effort whatsoever 

to check into his past, was quite uncharacteristic, The next 

gang of miners to be sent out by the Company would be in a 

Company owned ship mastered by a man who was familiar with the 

voyage and the Company. 54 Moreover they would be under much 

closer supervision. The Company accepted the necessity of 

not only having the miners recruited by a mining specialist 

but also that they must be accompanied to their destination 

under his supervision. 55 

To date, historians have treated the voyage of the 

Celinda with indifference, as though it were some obscure 

incident with nothing to teach us. Moreover, the 

parochialism of the profession has in a way left these men 

and their families without a flag. Having left one country 
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and having failed to arrive in another, they are neither 

emigrants nor immigrants, and have been allowed to vanish 

into the historical ether. This is unfortunate, as the 

recruitment of these men, their perilous voyage, their 

collective behaviour, and the Company's response casts some 

light on an otherwise dark moment in time. 

As Eric Hobsbawm has written, " ... the global triumph 

of capitalism is the major theme of history in the decades 

after 1848. 1156 The development of the coal mines on 

Vancouver Island, the efforts of the Hudson's Bay Company to 

recruit skilled labour in Europe and transport it thousands 

of miles around the world, the introduction of industrial 

wage labour into the region of Vancouver Island are all part 

of that theme. The voyage of the Golinda is a demonstration 

of how that "triumph" was fraught with difficulties and was 

not without its casualties. To use the words of James 

Douglas, the arrival of the Golinda in Victoria was, 

"A melancholy termination to so hopeful an enterprise. 1157 
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Subsumption of Labour" and the Origins of 
Industrial Capitalism in British Columbia, 
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The historical development of industrial capitalism in 

North America has differed significantly from the British 

experience in particular, and the European experience in 

general. No one was more acutely aware of these differences 

than Karl Marx. In an address to the Council of the First 

International in June of 1865, Marx placed great emphasis on 

the differences in the relationship of capital and labour 

that existed in North America. Capital was constantly 

frustrated by the insubordination of labour. As a result, 

wages, working conditions and even the social structure were 

decidedly different from Europe. 1 The development of coal 

mining operations on Vancouver Island were very much a part 

of that North American experience, 

North American capitalists faced a number of different 

problems that their European counterparts did not, but first 

and foremost, and the one which concerns us, was the problem 

of labour. First of all, it was scarce; second, when it 

could be obtained it cost more than it did in the European 

market; third, the first two problems made labour highly 

mobile; and finally all three problems were added to and 

amplified by a fourth problem, the availability of large 

amounts of cheap and even free land which offered an 

alternative to wage labour. Such circumstances seriously 
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inhibited the development of the British Columbia economy. 

The steps that the Hudson's Bay Company took to overcome 

this situation appear to be confusing, contradictory and 

even paradoxical unless placed within the proper theoretical 

framework. It must not be forgotten that what we are looking 

at is one company, involved in one particular type of 

production, involving a limited work force, over a brief 

period of time. Thus many of the most prominent 

contradictions will not work themselves out, nor are they 

comprehensible within the confines of this study, and must 

be seen within the context of being the origins of an 

economic and social system that came to fruition much later, 

Nevertheless, we are still able to identify those elements 

of production which distinguish capitalism at this 

rudimentary stage of its development. The most recent 

English transla t ion of Marx's great work, Capital Volume I 

contains new material which can assist our analysis. 

The editor, Ernest Mandel, has appended an originally 

planned part seven to Volume I which has not previously 

appeared in the English language. Entitled:"Results of the 

Immediate Process of Production", the text offers new 

insight on Marx's concept of the labour process, It is his 

distinction between "formal" and "real" subsumption of 

labour that is most useful to our analysis of early coal 

mining on Vancouver Island, After having described the 



changes that take place when wage labour is introduced into 

the economy, Marx goes on to say: 

All this notwithstanding, this change does 
not in itself imply a fundamental 
modification in the real nature of the labour 
process, the actual process of production, On 
the contrary, the fact is that capital 
subsumes the labour process as it finds it, 
that is to say, it takes over an existing 
labour process, developed by different and 
more archaic modes of production, And since 
that is the case it is · evident that capital 
took over an available, established labour 
process, For example, handicraft, a mode of 
agriculture corresponding to a small, 
independent peasant economy, If changes occur 
in these traditional established labour 
processes after their takeover by capital, 
these are nothing but the gradual 
consequences of that subsumption, The work 
may become more intensive, its duration may 
be extended, it may become more continuous or 
orderly under the eye of the interest~d 
capitalist, but in themselves these changes 
do not effect the character of the actual 
labour process, the actual mode of working. 
This stands in striking contrast to the 
development of as ecificall ca italist mode 
of production(large scale industry, etc. : the 
latter not only transforms the situation of 
the various agents of production, it also 
revolutionizes their actual mode of labour 
and the real nature of the labour process as 
a whole, It is in contradistinction to this 
last that we come to designate as the formal 
subsumption of labour under capital what we 
have discussed earlier, viz, the takeover by 
capital of a mode of labour developed before 
the emergence of capitalist relations. 2 

Coal mining in general, and on Vancouver Island in 

particular, is an industry in which the real subsumption of 

labour did not take place until the twentieth century. Until 

that time technological innovation, the application of 
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machinery, was confined to methods of moving the coal from 

the underground workings to the surface, from the pit mouth 

to its destination, pumping water, and circulating air. The 

actual hewing of coal at the face changed little in seven 

hundred years. Thus the subsumption of labour was in form 

only, the formal subsumption of labour. 3 The formal 

subsumption of labour restricts the means by which capital 

may exploit labour, restricts the means by which capital 

appropriates surplus value from labour~ It is these 

restrictions that underlie the conflic t and struggle that 

took place on Vancouver Island during these years. Because 

this human element, actual physical exertion, is so 

important to the production of coal, the means by which the 

capitalist may increase his profit, or surplus value, is not 

only restricted but, the struggle to extract that surplus 

value from labour is intensified. Marx suggested that with 

the formal subsumption of labour, "surplus value can be 

created only by lengthening the working day, 11
•
5 As we shall 

demonstrate, it is attempts by Company officials to lengthen 

the working day, or variations of that, which bring labour 

and capital into conflict. These conflicts are generally 

resolved in favour of capital but not without considerable 

cost. 

I 

As soon as Company officials in London learned the 
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outcome of the Golinda affair, they took steps to hire 

replacements for the men who had deserted in Chile. They 

advertised in the London newspapers for "miner-colonists". 6 

This time they went about things somewhat differently. It 

had been brought to their attention that someone with a more 

sophisticated knowledge of coal mining than either of their 
. 17 oversmen possessed was needed to run . the ceal mines. 

Therefore this time they sought out a man who was "capable 

of undertaking the entire charge & management of the 

Company's Coalpits & Brickfields in Vancouver's Island, 

bearing in mind that he will have to be his own engineer, & 

to keep his own accounts &&." 8 Having received satisfactory 

references, the Company offered the job of "manager" to 

George Robinson on the 20th of March, 1854. 9 Over the next 

few months Robinson negotiated the terms of his own 

contract, established the terms of the miners' contracts and 

recruited the miners. Once again the Company demonstrated 

that it was of the firm belief that its problems originated 

in the individual characters of its previous recruits. 

Robinson's former employer was informed that, 

Particular information is required in 
regard to his honesty, sobriety, temper & 
health. 10 

Robinson himself informed the Company in May of 1854 that he 

had concluded his recruitment and that he had hired no one 

"who could not produce me satisfactory testimonials. 1111 



The recruitment proce ss completed, the men were signe d to 

a uniform contract, based on the original that landale had 

drawn up, but with some changes sugges ted by Robinson. 
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In the new contracts the fixed annual salary had been 

increased to seventy-eight pounds from fifty. The term of 

the contract was to begin on the date of the arrival at 

Vancouver Island, not on the date of departure. They were to 

be paid, or more acurately credited, 2S 6d per day from the 

day they signed their contracts until they actually started 

work. The y and their families were to receive free rations 

on the vo yage out. Their first actual cash payment was to be 

thirty days after their arrival. Their bonus, like their 

predecessors', was set at 2S 6d per ton for every ton raised 

over and above their monthly quota. Their monthly quota had 

been raised from thirty tons to forty-five. Regardless of 

what was agreed to in England, the Company knew that the 

final arbiter of the terms that the men would actually work 

under was the conditions that prevailed in the colony at 

. . f . 1 12 their time o arriva, 

George Robinson, the miners and their families left 

London aboard the Hudson's Bay Company ship, Princess Royal 

in the early hours of the morning on June 3,1854, They 

arrived in Esquimalt harbour, Vancouver Island on November 

23,1854. They were quickly dispatched tp Nanaimo, What they 

found upon their arrival t he re was a situation that had gone 

from chaos to order and back t o chaos again. 
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Throughout the first six months of 185J the Company had 

two oversmen and five coal miners at Nanaimo, along with an 

assortment of labourers, assistant miners and transient 

miners. This proved to be two oversmen too many. Muir and 

Gilmour, who thought little of each other's abilities, 

bickered constantly. Muir fell ill in the summer of 185J and 

returned home to Sooke, leaving Gilmour in charge of the 

entire operation. 13 After an adjustment in wages(see pp,77-

78 above) production continued smoothly until the following 

summer. On August B,1854 the four contracts that the 

Company had with Boyd Gilmour, Adam French, Archibald French 

and Robert Dunsmuir expired. The ensuing negotiations reveal 

new developments in labour management relations. 

The Scots had the upper hand on the Company until the 

Princess Royal arrived with her passengers from South 

Staffordshire. It would appear that they tried to press 

their advantage. Douglas' report of August 11th speaks for 

itself, 

I have just returned from Colvile town 
[Nanaimo], where I have been on a visit, 
chiefly for the purpose of reengaging the 
miners on the expiration of their three years 
contracts with the Company on the 8th inst, 
They had declared to the officer in charge of 
Nanaimo that they would not work beyond that 
date, unless they entered into a new 
agreement with the Company and they were 
resolved to have favourable terms. 14 

There appears to have been genuine negotiations, which is 

significant in itself. Manual labourers were generally 
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engaged on terms prescribed by the Company. Throughout the 

rest of the report Douglas made much of his steadfast 

refusal to give into "absurd" and "extravagant" demands and 

he tried to play down the significanace of his concession of 

an additional sixpence a ton bonus money. The agreement was 

to remain in effect until the arrival of the Princess Royal 

at which time they would either negotiate a new agreement or 

the miners would take their passage home. 

One thing that this incident highlights is how the 

miners stood out from all the other "servants" of the 

Company in their contractual relationship, The only 

surviving contract that we can refer to, between the 

Hudson's Bay Company and its coal mining employees is one 

that was signed by a South Staffordshireman. There were 

changes in that contract from the one signed by the Scots, 

but, they were apparently in the area of remuneration, The 

South Staffordshire contract omits a key clause that was 

common to contracts signed in the fur trade. The fact that 

Douglas rrade no mention of it in his report would suggest 

that it was not in the contract that the Scots had signed 

either. That clause states, 

And the said ___ also engages and agrees 
that in the case the said Company shall not 
have any ship which wiil sail from North 
America for Europe immediately after the 
expiration of the said term of __ years or 
of such further term as her~in before 
mentioned, then he hereby promises and 
engag~s to remain in the s~rvice as a hired 
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servant of the said Company in North America 
until the next ship provided by them shall 
sail from thence to Europe upon the like 15 terms as are contained in this contract ... 

Needless to say that clause was designed to prevent 

precisely the situation that had just arisen at Nanaimo. 

Until the arrival of the next ship, in this case the 

Princess Royal, the Company had to negotiate with its 

employees or cease production, This is not to say that there 

were not alternate sources of labour. 

By December of 1854 the Company had persuaded thirteen 

labourers to become assistant miners, The problem with the 

assistant miners was that they lacked the approbation of the 

regular miners, they had proven themselves just as 

obstreperous as the regular miners about pay rates, and most 

important they lacked the skill and experience of the 

regular miners. 16 The occasional skilled miner did turn up 

on his own looking for casual work, but they were few and 

far between and not particularly reliable. 17 In order to 

ensure the continuity of production necessary to become a 

force in the Pacific coast coal market the Company had to 

secure a large body of labour under a firm contract, On the 

other hand the Company seemed anxious to rid itself of many 

of the obligations that were part and parcel of the 

agreements that it regularly entered into with its employees 

both inside and outside of the fur trade, 

On the very same visit that Douglas had paid to Nanaimo 
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for the purpose of reengaging the Scottish miners, he had 

hired two other men under entirely different terms. Douglas 

reported to Barclay in his letter of August 11,1854, 

I also engaged two other miners for a 
period of 12 months, one of them Edward 
Walker, a very strong able man, on a different 
footing, that is to say, they are to receive 
no fixed wages, like the Scotch miners, but 
are to be paid for all the coal they put out, 
at the rate of 4/6 a ton with victuals for 
one person and to be found with the necessary 
working tools. While idle or off duty from 
sick~ess or other causes, they can earn 
nothing having in that case neither food nor 
pay except at the option of the Company. 18 

By the time that the South Staffordshiremen showed up in 

late November of 1854 local officials were actively engaged 

in a wide variety of differing employment agreements. Some 

of this was necessitated by the increasing diversity of 

occupations. 

The coal mining operation was generating much of this 

work itself. McKay reported to Douglas in July of 1853 that 

"One man is nearly constantly employed handling picks; 1119 

Owing to the overall shortage of men, particularly with 

undergrou~d experience, the miners themselves were often 

forced to do work that ordinarily would have been done by 

lesser paid men in a British coal mine. Douglas reported to 

Barclay that in February of 1854 they had been forced to 

employ most of the miners in building roadways and air 

courses. 20 

With the arrival of the South Staffordshiremen the 
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ranks of the miners were swelled and specialized ancilliary 

occupations were filled. Nanaimo's work force was as 

follows: 21 

Mining Department 
1 Manager 

28 Miners 
13 Assistant miners 

1 Pit headsman 
1 Engine driver 
1 " assistant 
3 Carpenters 
1 Blacksmith 
1 " assistant 

50 

Grand Total 66 

Saw Mill 
1 Millwright -g Labourers 

General Work 
1 Clerk in charge 
1 Interpreter 
1 Storeman 
1 Carpenter 

_s_ Labourers 
9 
1 Educational Dept. 

Neither the nomenclature nor the specialization of the 

British collieries appears to have become a part of the 

early operations of the mines on Vancouver Island. Nowhere 

in any of the documentation can one find any reference to 

occupations such as: putters, shifters, stonemen, rolleyway-
22 men, onsetters, or banksman, filler, oncost worker, 

hurrier, carter, drawer, barrowman, trapper or wagonwayman~3 

With the exception of the hewers, or coal miners as the 

Company referred to them, there appears to have been a good 

deal of occupational flexibility. On at least one occasion 

the assistant miners were put to work cutting timber for the 

mine on a piece-work basis, and on another they were used to 

load scows with coal. 24 Workers from the fur trade were used 

on an as-needed basis. The nature of the work determined the 

method of remuneration. For example two men who had been 

employed on a daily wage basis were put under contract to 
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supply timber at the rate of "ten cents a foot, fourteen 

inches square", for the construction of a shed to house the 

steam engine at Number J pit. They evidently went back on 

day wages for a period as two months later, on May 1,1856, 

they are recorded as going back on a contract basis to 

square more timber. Two weeks later they were employed to 

erect the timber framework on a daily wage rate. 25 By the 

late 1850s workers had to be not only more flexible but also 

mobile. 

It was not uncommon for unskilled workers to travel 

from one Hudson's Bay Company outpost to another looking for 

work. Casual labour of this sort seems to have been employed 

on a daily wage basis in general, although those possessing 

special skills such as axemen would be hired on a piece-work 

basis of so much a foot of timber cut. Many of these men had 

lengthy employment records with the Company, some having 

come over the Rocky Mountains with fur trading parties while 

others had served as deck hands on vessels sailing between 

Victoria and the Sandwich Islands. 26 On the other hand the 

Company was prepared to hire men who they knew nothing about 

and pay them top dollar if their skills were scarce enough 

in the colony. William Hughes, an experienced sawyer, was 

immediate l y hired at an annual salary of thirty-five pounds 

and one shilling four pence a day ration money when he 

turned up as a passenger on board a ship calling at Nanaimo 

for coal. 27 Unless placed under a contract, it was of course 
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impossible to hang on to men when a more attractive prospect 

surfaced. In September of 1856 six men gave their notice and 

were paid off after rumours circulated that gold had been 

discovered in the area of Fort Colvile. Six weeks later 

three of them returned and were rehired, but the other three 

remained permanently lost to the Company's service. 28 The 

rumours, and ultimate discovery of gold were not all bad for 

the Company's coal mining operations. For every two miners 

who caught the gold fever the Company was able to hire three 

who had been attracted by the initial rush but then decided 

they preferred steady employment. By the end of 1857 Douglas 

was able to write his superiors in London, 

I think it will hereafter be unnecessary 
to send any miners from England, as we shall 
always be able to pick up as many men of that 
class as we require for the Company's coal 
works. 29 

The diversity of economic activity that the Company 

undertook, the growing number of occupations and the various 

methods of payment used were representative of the overall 

growth in economic activity in the colony.JO It is important 

to understand that the instability that accompanied this 

growth and diversification was a contributing factor to the 

dynamics of the relationship that developed between the 

Company and the coal miners. 

II 

In January, 1855 Boyd Gilmour, Archibald French, Adam l, 
\ 
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French and his children sailed home to Great Britain in the 

Princess Royal. James Douglas was not entirely sorry to see 

them go. Gilmour had already shown himself unable or 

unwilling to work under the supervision of someone else. 

Moreover, Douglas' favourable opinion of the man had 

changed. 

Though a good honest man Gilmour is indolent 
and deficient in energy and knows just enough 
of physical geography to confuse himself and 
every one about him. 31 

On the other hand the French brothers were a genuine loss 

that Dougl as regretted but deemed necessary if order was to 

be mainta i ned among the colliers at Nanaimo. They had 

refused to accept the terms that the South Staffordshiremen 

had agreed to "and," as Douglas put it, "I know from 

experience, that any concession in their favour, would have 

been the signal for every miner at Colvile Town to clamour 

for the same. 1132 The departure of the French brothers was 

not the end to conflict in the Nanaimo coal fields. 

Indeed the South Staffordshire miners had proven themselves 

willing to strike before they even arrived in the country. 

On the 29th of July, as the second mont h of their voyage was 

coming to an end, seventeen of the twenty-three miners 

struck in protest over the poor condition of the rice they 
\ 

had been given. The Captain managed to persuade them to ~ 

return to work t he following day after he had promised an 

inquiry i~to their complaints. I ncidents before and after 
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would indicate that their grievances were well founded.33 

It also would appear that whether or not they had signed an 

agreement to act as deck hands they were not prepared to go 

beyond self-imposed limitations on just what work that 

entailed. When the ship docked in Honolulu the miners 

refused to unload the ship and the Captain was forced to 

hire coolies to do the work. 34 It was not until they came 

ashore on Vancouver Island and became part of the means of 

production that any real struggle took place, 

It must be remembered, as de Ste. Croix pointed out, 

class struggle does not always involve all members of a 

class in collective action simultaneously. The outcome will 

however effect all members of a class that are in a class, 

that is to say an exploitative relationship, with a 

capitalist. What took place in Nanaimo during the years 1854 

to 1859 was, as is so much of class struggle when it overtly 

takes place, indecisive. What must be kept in mind is that 

the reason for class struggle is that one or both parties to 

the struggle wish to effect change in the exploitative 

relationship that exists between them. For the capitalist it 

is an attempt to extract greater surplus value from the 

commodity that labour produces by reducing the cost of 

producing that commodity either by reducing the amount of 

money that he will exchange for that commodity, or by 

increasing the amount of the commodity that must be produced 

in order to exchange it for the same amount of money. For 
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the labourer, it is most frequently an attempt to resist the 

efforts of the capitalist to extract a greater amount of 

surplus value, but on occasion it is also an attempt on the 

part of the labourer to retain a greater portion of the 

surplus value that he produces or at least to reduce the 

amount of exertion that he must employ to produce an 

equivalent amount of remuneration. At Nanaimo the miners 
1 '7 

struck first. 

The miners had two weapons at their disposal, to cease 

work and/or threaten to desert the Company's service. They 

employed both almost as soon as they arrived. On Christmas 

Day, 1854 Douglas reported to his superiors in London. 

Previous to my arrival at Colvile Town the 
new niners had come to a strike, in 
consequence of discontents industriously 
fomented by various parties, and especially 
by emissaries from the American collieries in 
Bellingham Bay, who offered to pay their 
passage money from England, pretending that 
would be a sufficient compensation to the 
Company, for the loss of their services, and 
to allow them some enormous rate of pay, 
providing they would engage in their service. 

Their minds were entirely unsettled by the 
mischeivious influence of those persons, and 
we had some trouble in inducing them to 
resume work. 35 

A current of discontent flowed just below the surface as 

tensions mounted and rumours circulated. In January Douglas 

reported that the rumours had reached him of continued 

dissatisfaction and the possible desertion of the men to the 

neighbouring American collieries. 36 By March outright 

rebellion had flared anew. 



Our operations at Colvile Town have their 
roughs and smooths, the newly arrived miners 
give a great deal of trouble; a few weeks ago 
they tried the effect of another strike, but 
we soon brought them to a proper sense of 
duty. They make the most of Bellingham Bay, 
holding that retreat before our eyes, as a 
scare crow on all occasions of difficulty. 

They would certainly not improve their 
condition by going there, and would no doubt 
wish themselves back at Nanaimo. However if 
they once left the service, fear and shame 
might prevent them from returning to it again 
we therefore nerer urge them too far, and 
treat them with all proper kindness and 
liberality.

37 
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"Kindness and liberality" were not enough . On April 11, 1855 / 

the first of a series of desertions and strikes took place 

that lasted approximately eighteen months. 

Despite claims to the contrary by at least one author, 

there has not been to date any serious attempt to analyse 

the nature and contours of "labour-management relations", 

or to place it in the larger context, of class conflict. 38 

A close look at the evidence quickly reveals a level of 

turmoil that was neither conducive to continuous production 

nor harmonious relations and class colaboration. 39 No less 

than sixteen of the twenty-two South Staffordshiremen, or 

seventy-two percent of the work force, either struck work or 

deserted the Company; some more than once. At one extreme 

was a man like Elijah Ganner who did not desert the Company, 

never struck work and never tried to renegotiate his 

contract. At the other extremewa s Thomas York who deserted 

the Company for the first time in April, 1855 with five 
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other men. They all returned eleven days later. In 

September of that same year York participated in a strike; 

he and seven others deserted the next day only to return 

twelve days later. York and three other men are reported 

missing November 5,1855. He returned with two other men on 

January 22,1856. He deserted for the last time with three 

other men on July 15,1856 and is never heard of again. 40 

All these strikes and desertions were an attempt by the men 

to improve their lot. They moved backwards and forwards 

across Puget Sound playing one mining company off against 

the other. Temporarily improved wages and the occasional 

bottle of free liquor seems to be all they gained and even 

that is uncertain. 

What is certain is that the relationship between the 

Company and those men who had deserted and returned changed 

substantially. The Company declared them to have violated 

their contracts and they were therefore cancelled. The 

returnees had no choice but to accept the new terms on which 

the Company offered to reemploy them. Before turning to 

those terms it is important to address the question of the 

legitimacy of the Company's conduct. 

There is nothing that more clearly demonstrates the 

pre-capitalist nature of society on Vancouver Island than 

the relationship between the Hudson' Bay Company and the 

government of the Colony of Vancouver Island, As John 

Malcolmson has pointed out in his 1980 Master's thesis, the 
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41 Company was the state and the state was the Company. Until 

1859 when Douglas resigned from the Hudson's Bay Company, he 

wore several hats. As Chief Factor, he was the highest 

ranking Company official in the colony. As Governor of the 

Colony of Vancouver Island, he was the executive head of 

government. From the Colony's inception in 1849 until 

Douglas' resignation in 1859 every Justice of the Peace that 

was appointed was an employee of the Company. In 1856 

Douglas created a Supreme Court, an act that seriously 

concerned the Colonial Office in London, and appointed as 

its first Chief Justice his brother-in-law, David Cameron, 

who was also responsible for keeping the books for the coal 

mining establishment at Nanaimo. 42 Company interest and 

government action were intricately interwoven. In 1852 

Douglas was seriously enough concerned about the lack of 

subordination of labour to capital that he proposed 

regulatory legislation to the Council of Vancouver Island, 

which it "deferred for consideration". 43 Douglas was also 

aware of the fact that any coercive actions that the Company 

might take to enforce the contracts that it had with any of 

its employees was illegal, 44 Thus both the cancellation and 

the enforcement of labour contracts was not legal within 

the Colony. What the Company could not accomplish by law 

it accomplished by bluff and posture. The cancellation of 

the contracts and the imposition of new terms of agreement 

more favourable to the Company were in fact arbitrary acts, 
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sanctioned only by the moral indignation of the Company in 

rEEponse to the men having committed the initial violation. 

In fact, the only penalty that the contract provided for was 

a fifty pound fine if either party failed to fulfil its 

terms. 45 The threat of a fifty pound fine might have 

persuaded the men to have accepted the inferior terms of a 

strictly piece-rate wage but it would not ensure their 

subordination. The Company sanctified this duress and 

legitimated its behaviour by elevating the reengagement of 

the men to the level of a ceremony. The men's desertion was 

castigated by the mine manager, Robinson,and after the 

appropriate expressions of contrition, the men were 

dispatched to Victoria for a similar session with the 

Governor who, after showing them the error of their ways 

would rehire them on the less favourable terms. 46 The 

Company was therefore able to coerce subordination and 

obedience of its employees like a feudal landlord, while 

simultaneously reducing its monetary and non-monetary 

obligations to them in a manner resembling a laissez-faire 

labour market. 

The new terms seem to have had, at least initially, the 

desired effect on the miners' behaviour. Three months after 

their initial imposition, Douglas commented optimistically 

on their effect in a report to London by Robinson. 

Mr. Robinson, I presume by this remark 
that the men should be paid by the ton and 
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not by the year; as in the latter case when 
the employer is the only sufferer, there are 
too many inducements to idleness, and a great 
many sick days, which materially increase the 
expense of production. 

I have observed that the miners who are 
paid by the ton are the least troublesome and 
deliver the largest ~uantity of coal. Such 
miners are allowed 4/2 per ton for all the 
coal they produce, 1/4 day for salaries, and 
are provided with mining tools and medical 
attendence, but receive no other pay or 
allowances whatever,47 

The terms did not prevent desertions, repeat desertions or 

even strikes for that matter. Such events were not entirely 

unbeneficial to the Company. Each new group of deserters 

or strikers promptly had their contracts cancelled and the 

new terms imposed on them. By July of 1856 sixteen of the 

twenty-two miners were working on a piece-rate basis. Four 

of the sixteen deserted that month and disappear from the 

Company's records. In September of 1856 four of the miners 

working under the original terms agreed to in England, 

together with two men working on a piece-rate basis, 

journeyed to Victoria in an effort to have an improvement in 

their agreements. Several days later they returned with a 

letter to Captain Stuart from James Douglas, which outlined 

the new terms under which they were to work. There does not 

appear to have been any improvement at all and they agreed 

to return to work only "after a great deal_ of discussion" 

had taken place. 48 Thus with the possible exception of two 

men, the entire mining work force had been shifted from a 

guaranteed annual wage and bonus scheme to a strictly piece-
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rate wage scale by September 11,1856(see Appendix II). This 

of course had important ramifications for the relationship 

between capital and labour. 

As previously mentioned(page 97 above), under the 

formal subsumption of labour surplus value, or profit, can 

only be created by increasing absolute surplus value, ie. by 

lengthening the working day~9The introduction of a piece­

rate system has precisely that effect. The increase in 

productivity becomes internalized as the whip is now handed 

from the capitalist to the worker himself. As Marx observed: 

Given the system of piece-wages, it is 
naturally in the personal interest of the 
worker that he should strain his labour-power 
as intense l y as possible; this in turn 
enables the capitalist to raise the normal 
degree of intensity of labour more easily. 
Moreover, t he lengthening of the working day 
is now in the personal interest of the 
worker, since with it his daily or weekly 
wages rise. 50 

This is dr2.maticaJJy illustrated by the reports of the mine 

manager, George Robinson, On April 11,1855, Robinson 

complained that under the old annual wage contract " .. nearly 

one half the miners are idling away their time, and most of 

those who pretend to work, do not perform much more than a 

fourth of what they ought to do ..... 51 In contrast, nearly 

two years later under piece-rate wages Robinson happily 

reports that, "At the Parkhead level no.1 there is now 

eight miners employed inputting out coals averaging when at 

work about .3 tons of coals per day each man, 1152 Another 
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important alteration in the relationship between capital and 

labour which accompanies the piece-rate wage system is the 

introduction of sub-contracting. 

The introduction of sub-contracting into the coal 

fields of Vancouver Island has been the source of a great 

deal of controversy and involves, by far and away, the most 

controversial businessman in the history of the region, 

Robert Dunsmuir. Dunsmuir's employment as a sub-contractor 

has become part and parcel of the mythology of both the 

political left and right in present day British Columbia. To 

the political right, he is the veritable embodiment of 

individuality, entrepreneurship and all the rest of the 

clap-trap that goes with the Horatio Alger myth, who became 

an "independent" operator as a reward for having counselled 

against a strike by a bunch of "hot-heads" in September of 

1855. 53 To the political left, he was an unscrupulous, 

ruthless capitalist who got his start in business life as a 

reward for being the first scab, or strikebreaker, in the 

history of the province. 54 Dunsmuir's character does not 

really concern us here. Suffice it to say that even an 

ardent hagiographer like Daniel Gallacher has had to 

acknowledge that Dunsmuir's "coal miners were amongst the 

worst-treated labour forces in Canada" and "it is hard to 

argue that this is a false view, 1155 Both the right -and the 

left have misrepresented the events which took place during 
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the Fall of 1855 to suit their own ideological purposes. 

Both have proffered the argument that one event was 

contingent upon another, when in actual fact there is no 

proof whatsoever to support such a view; that is to say both 

have argued that Dunsmuir was employed as a sub-contractor 

because at the very least he refused to participate in, and 

at the very most, he actively counselled against taking part 

in the strike of September 11,1855. There is absolutely no 

documentary evidence in either the Provincial Archives of 

British Columbia or the Hudson's Bay Company Archives of the 

Provincial Archives of Manitoba which would support such a 

point of view. Indeed, what documents do exist would suggest 

a different sequence of events. 

Dunsmuir had been part of a very small body of Ayrshire 

colliers sent out from London in December, 1850. Their 

contracts had commenced when they arrived in August, 1851, 

and ran for three years to their date of arrival, Upon their 

expiry, on August 8, 1854 the colliers had announced that 

they would not continue to work under the same conditions 

and demanded concessions from the Company. Douglas had 

agreed to an interim agreement, the terms of which were 

contingent upon those of the South Staffordshire's who were 

to arrive in November, 1854, Upon their arrival, three of 

the Scots, namely Adam French, Archibald French and 

Dunsmuir's uncle, Boyd Gilmour, announced that they would be 
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exercising their option and taking a free passage home 

rather than accept the terms under wh i ch the South Stafford­

shiremen were to work. Dunsmuir remained behind at Nanaimo~6 

From this point onwards the relationship between the 

Hudson's Bay Company and Robert Dunsmuir is somewhat vague. 

Even after he does become a sub-contractor in October, 1855 

the details of his agreement are strewn over a number of 

different documents, and Dunsmuir's standing has to be 

peiced together. We must therefore reason things through. 

Douglas' letter of August 11,1854 does not mention any 

of the Scots miners by name except Boyd Gilmour the 

oversman. Douglas informed Barclay that he had reengaged the 

"Scotch Miners" and gave the details of their interim 

agreement. He also informed Barclay that he had engaged two 

other miners for twelve months but onl y gives the name of 

one of them, Edward Walker. Was the ot her miner Dunsmuir? 

He may have been but we will never know. The reason for this 

speculation will become apparent shortly. 57 In order for 

Dunsmuir to have remained with the Hudson's Bay Company 

after the South Staffordshiremen had arrived in November, 

1854, he would have to have agreed to the terms of their 

contracts or one that was not materially better. Certainly 

a strictly piece-rate c;contract such as Walker and , his 

unnamed associate signed would so qualify. Whatever 

agreement Dunsmuir signed it would have expired in August, 

1855.58 Even if Dunsrnuir's contract was altered in November 
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1854, those alterations would have been viewed as 

adjustments to an already existing contract and the dates 

of commencement and expiry would have remained unchanged.59 

60 Thus when "Dunsmuir commenced working on his own account," 

on October 12,1855 it was not because he had supported the 

Company and opposed the strike by the miners but rather that 

he was free to do so, as his existing agreement with the 

Company had expired.Nowhere, in any of the surviving 

documents is there to be found any reference to Dunsmuir as 

having participated in any way in the strike of September 

11,1855. He certainly was not one of the strikers, who are 

all listed in the Fort's Post Journa1. 61 If his opposition 

to the strike had been so outstanding as to have earned him 

a favour, such as a contract to mine coal on his own 

account, it would have merited mention in the Fort's Post 

Journal. The reason that the Hudson's Bay Company employed 

Robert Dunsmuir as a sub-contractor was because he was an 

entrepreneur who was prepared to take risks and employ his 

capital where they were not. Dunsmuir was only one of a 

growing number. 

When Edward Walker's contract expired with the Company 

he used his accumulated capital to lengthen a boat he had 

and began a small coastal service. There is no record of 

how big a boat it was but it did carry two and a half tons 

of coal and some other cargo on its maiden voyage to 

Victoria. 62 Walker returned to Nanaimo some time during the 
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Fall and took a job screening coal for which he was paid 

in kind, one blanket for every one hundred barrels of coa1?3 

In the meantime Dunsmuir had begun to mine coal as a 

sub-contractor, 

There is little doubt that Dunsmuir initiated this 

engagement; the documents reflect that. Indeed, the Company 

was not quite sure how to deal with him or even how much to 

pay him, 64 In December, 1855 the mine manager, George 

Robinson suggested that in future all the mining should be 

done by "Contract Miners", like Dunsmuir and Walker, and 

urged the Governor to come to Nanaimo as soon as possible 

to put them under contract. This was done on January 22, 

1856. 65 In March Baker, Bull and Biggs, three South 

Staffordshiremen started working on "their own account". 

Sub-contracting required more than just a strong back and 

some initiative. Baker and company were soon in debt to the 

Company and Douglas gave orders that their enterprise was to 

be wound up and that they were to be reemployed "on their 

former footing 11
•
66 Edward Walker also had difficulties and 

it would appear that he eventually gave up his sub-contract 

to dig coal and went into construction work, building the 

first coal shipping wharf in Nanaimo in 1858, 67 Dunsmuir 

appears to be the only one to have made a success of the 

venture, but not without problems. 

Dunsmuir's principal problem was labour. He was 

evidently a harsh task master and men worked for him under 
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duress or only as a last resort. On October 5,1856 four new 

miners arrived in Nanaimo. On the 8th they went to work for 

Dunsmuir. On the 16th they left for Bellingham Bay. 68 

Dunsmuir did not fare any better with the men that were 

already in the employ of the Hudson's Bay Company. If they 

did not object to him personally, they objected to him in 

principle. On December 20,1856, George Robinson wrote to 

Douglas, 

Dunsmuir, I am sorry to say, is going on 
but slowly, owing principally to the miners 
objecting to be employed by contract miners. 
He has now only two miners and one assistant 
miner in putting out coals.6

9 
When work was short, as it had been in April, 1856, the men 

had to swallow their objections and accept a transfer to 

Dunsmuir's workings. 70 Their objections could not have been 

over pay as the Hudson's Bay Company acted as paymaster and 

carried the wages of the men working for Dunsmuir on their 

books as an advance against the sale of his coa1. 71 

Moreover, with most of the men having broken their original 

contracts and working under new terms they were in no 

position to object; there was no longer any pay for idle 

days. Had those contracts not been broken the Company would 

never have been able to introduce a piece-rate wage system 

or entertain the idea of a sub-contractor, 

Both the piece-rate wage system and the sub-contracting 

of labour were essential ingredients in what Marx referred 
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to as, "The mystification inherent in the capital-relation 

[that] emerges at this point." 72 What this method of payment 

did was to hide the exploitative nature of the relationship 

between capital and labour behind the mask of a merchant 

engaged in an equitable exchange of commodities, cash for 

coal. A relationship that the Hudson's Bay Company, as 

experienced merchants, could more readily understand. In the 

words of James Douglas, 

We have found it advantageous in working 
the coal to substitute contract work for the 
old system of monthly wages. 

By this plan the coal is produced at a 
cheaper rate, and we know exactly what it costs?3 

The difference here was that the purchaser of the commodity 

not the supplier owned . the means of production. Nevertheless 

the illusion was created that it was not the capitalist that 

was lengthening the working day and intensifying the output 

of labour, but it was labour itself that was the medium of 

exploitation. If the men wanted more money they could dig 

more coal, When the men became dissatisfied with their rate 

of pay they were told that market conditions merited a 

reduction not an increase, 74 Another faceless entity had 

been introduced into the relationship between capital and 

labour, the market. It was not the kindly capitalist who was 

exploiting them but rather the evil forces of the market 

place. This was of course accompanied by the appropriate 

nebulous promise of better things to come. On the 28th of 
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March, 1857 Douglas wrote to his senior officer at Nanaimo, 

You may inform the miners that we cannot make 
any alteration in the present rate of wages, 
which are really more than we can afford to 
pay, but should trade revive, we shall have 
no objections to allow them to participate in 
our prosperity. 75 

Prosperity did return to the Company but the coal miners 

were not to share in it. 

The Company's fortunes did take a turn for the better 

as a result of the Fraser River gold rush, The power to 

command high wages conferred on the coal miners by the 

scarcity of their skills was diluted by the flood of 

humanity that engulfed the colony in the Spring of 1858. 

The upsurge in domestic demand that accompanied the gold 

rush was so inconsequential that it barely made a dent in 

the stock-pile of coal that had accumulated over the 

previous two years. Despite the fact that the collieries had 

been extended sufficiently to employ as many as thirty-five 

men in a single shift, at the beginning of 1858 the Company 

could find work for no more than eighteen miners and six 

assistant miners. 76 By the end of March, 1858 the price of 

coal in San Francisco had fallen once again and Douglas was 

of the opinion that the Company could not rid itself of its 

accumulated stock-pile for more than fifteen shillings a 

ton, a price that he deemed to be unacceptably low. 77 As a 

result the Company ignored rumours and threats of desertion 

to the gold fields made by the miners and even overlooked 



124 

their failure to work "thriftily11 •78 Total sales for the 

fiscal year ending October 31,1858 were a mere 5,226 tons, 

barely more than a ton per man per day, According to Douglas 

production could "be increased ad libitum by employing 

additional hands. 1179 The only thing that could hold up 

production, and it did on several occasions, was a lack of 

Indian labour, 

Indian labour played a variety of roles at different 

phases in the development of the coal mines at Nanaimo. 

When the Company first arrived in 1852, the Indians worked 

in a fashion similar to their counterparts at Fort Rupert. 

The relationship between the Company and the Indians 

was that of traders exchanging commodities. The Indians 

gathered up the coal from the surface out-croppings and 

exchanged it for a variety of trade goods such as cut glass 

beads, kettles, tobacco, axes, soap, shirts and blankets. 

The Company established a tariff of so much coal equalled 

one shirt. All other goods were exchanged in relationship 

to one shirt. "An able man can earn at the rate of one shirt 

per diem", claimed the Company's resident clerk. 80 A blanket 

equalled several shirts, and the Indians would accept 

"tickets" in exchange for their coal in order that they 

might accumulate enough credit to earn a blanket. 81 The 

"S'neyemos" or Nanaimos Indians viewed the mining of coal on 

the surface in the same manner as the Indians at Fort Rupert 

had, It was their exclusive jurisdiction. Thus the 
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neighbouring "Skuwhomish and Seshalls" Indians had to go 

into the cedar shingle business as the local Nanaimos would 

not let them mine coal. 82 The Indians could not rely on the 

whites for food; in fact the reverse was true. Therefore the 

Indians did not allow the mining of coal to interupt the 

regular r hythm of the annual fish run and left for the 

Fraser river fishing grounds in late October of 1852. 83 This 

annual migration to the fishing grounds continued to be an 
84 annual event well up into the twentieth century. As the 

nature of the coal mining operations at Nanaimo changed so 

did the relationship between the Company and the Indians. 

It is certain that by August of 1855 the Indians were 

working underground. 85 Their principal task seems to have 

been to act as ''pushers", pushing the coal wagons from the 

coal face to the mouth of the pit. 86 They were also employed ' 

in other ancilliary roles, "pumping out the water, winding 

out the refuse, etc. 1187 Until the coal wharf was built in 

1858, both the Indian men and women were employed to 

transport coal in their canoes to the ships in the harbour 

and to load it on board. 88 Indians would appear to have at 

least maintained a presence on the docks, acting as 

stevedores or coal "trimmers" up to as late as 1912. 89 Their 

labour was, at least initially, an indispensable part of the 

labour hierarchy that developed at Nanaimo. The work that 

they performed and the earnings that they received at the 

coal mines were not an indispensable part of a Nanaimo 
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Indian's life however. As a result the Hudson's Bay Company 

was plagued with production problems. 

The annual salmon run was not the only reason that the 

Indians would absent themselves en mass. James Douglas wrote 

his superiors in London complaining bitterly about the ill 

effects of the murder of a Nanaimo Indian chief in the 

summer of 1855. 

This act has had a very injurious effect 
upon our business, as the Indians distrusting 
each other, have fled in all directions, 
causing a great scarcity of labourers about 
the place. 90 

George Robinson, the mine manager found the situation so 

frustrating that he proposed making one of the gate roads 

in Number 3 Shaft larger in order to accomodate horses 

pulling the tubs, thus dispensing with Indian labour in that 

part of the mine, In October of 1855 Robinson kept the 

miners busy drilling test bores until the Indians returned? 1 

In December of 1856 Robinson announced the opening of a new 

mine in which all the roadways had been made high and wide 

enough to use a horses to move the coal to the surface. 92 As 

if to illustrate the need of such a move, the Company's 

clerk noted in the Post Journal that same month:"Owing to 

the snow, the Indians declined working. 1193 Wage labour was 

such an insignificant part of their income that Indians were 

quite able to decline working at it whenever it suited them. 

On the other hand it was the very fact that the amount of 

money was so small that made the Indians indispensable to 
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the operation of the mines. Horses could not do everything 

and white men who were totally dependent upon wage labour 

for their living would not work for as small a sum of money 

as the Indians. The miners had become so totally dependent 

on the Indians that when they absented themselves for the 

annual salmon run in the summer of 1857, the miners stopped 

work. They journeyed to Victoria in a futile attempt to find 

alternate employment. Failing to find any, the miners 

returned to Nanaimo. Douglas commented in a letter to his 

officer in charge at Nanaimo, 

The miners have all safely arrived at this 
place, they can find no work to do which 
pleases them so that they are again on the 
way for Nanaimo, The want of Indian labor is 
certainly a great inconvenience for the 
miners, but really they must learn to be 
independent of Indians for our work will 

94 otherwise be subject to continual stoppages. 

And so it continued. An influenza attack swept through the 

Indian village in October of that same year and "severely 

slowed down their ability to load coal. 1195 Faced with a 

choice between suspending operations and employing more 

expensive white labour to perform such menial tasks as 

pumping water out of the pit or "winding out the refuse", 

George Robinson chose to suspend operations at the Park Head 

slope. 96 It remained shut for more than six months. 

Despite their apparent unreliability, what guaranteed 

that the Indians would continue to be employed underground 

for some years to come, whenever they wanted to, was a 
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combination of market forces, which forced the Company to 

cut costs and standard practice. Standard practice in coal 

mines dictates that all coal sent to the surface must be 

"clean", that is to say there must not be anything in the 

tub other than coal. Shale and clay are two elements that 

are commonly found in coal bearing ore and they were both 

present at Nanaimo. Naturally enough the Company insisted 

that the coal and clay be removed at the face. In March of 

1858 the price of coal fell in the San Francisco market and 

Douglas found himself in the unenviable position of trying 

to cut costs without cutting wages. He ordered Robinson to 

stop supplying assistant miners, who were paid 4S 6d per day 

to the miners for the purpose of cleaning their coa1. 97 

Rather than perform this task themselves, the miners hired 

the Indians to do it for them. This ·remained the standard 

practice until at least 1866 and possibly longer. 98 It would 

appear to have survived even the arrival of the first 

Chinese workers, an event that precipitated a six week 

strike and ended with an agreement excluding the Chinese 

from undergound work which came into effect on July 1,1867?9 

The fact that there are no readily identifiable North 

American Indian names amongst any of the dead in subsequent 

mining disasters would tend to confirm Dan Gallacher's 

conclusion that the Chinese had supplanted the Indians by 

1889.100 
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Du.ring the period that the Hudson 's Bay Company 

operated the coal mines at Nanaimo, Indian labour was an 

integral part of the white economy. At the same time it must 

be understood that wage labour, regardless of the means of 

exchange, was not an integral part of the Indian economy. To 

put it another way, as far as the Indians were concerned, 

wage labour at the coal mines was the icing on the cake and 

was not necessary to their subsistence. The amount of money 

or goods earned was not sufficient to support an individual 

but added to whatever means of subsistence that they already 

had, life was just that much more pleasant. It is precisely 

because the work that they performed cost, at first the 

Company then the miners, so little that the Company was able 

to compete in the San Francisco coal market. 

III 

The development of the coal mines at Nanaimo brought to 

British Columbia the first capitalist enterprise capable of 

the large scale production of a commodity. By 1858 Douglas 

estimated that the mine was capable of an annual production 

of 50,000 tons of coa1. 101 The coal miners who were brought7 

out to Vancouver Island in 1854 constituted the largest 

single body of skilled labour in the colony. Over the course 

of the following five years the relationship between the 

miners and the Company changed from one of semi-feudal 

pate~nalism to one which more approximated the archetypal 

laissez-faire capitalist employer/employee relationship. 
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It would be wrong however to mistake rhetoric for reality. 

Laissez-faire was by this time what one author has referred 

to as a "militant creed". 102 Capitalists like James Douglas 

had to carefully weigh the value of a relationship whose 

sole element was the cash nexus against the exigencies of 

the frontier and the continuity of production. Besides, 

if such so-called pre-industrial practices as provisioning 

the miners and their families was also good business, only 

an inept capitalist would give it up. The first order of 

goods that was placed for the Company store at Nanaimo, 

after the arrival of the men from South Staffordshire, was 

worth over £6,000 at cost. 103 The Company was paternalistic 

where it suited its purposes and at the same time it was 

capitalistic where it suited its purposes. 

By 1859, the written contract and the fixed annual wage 

were a thing of the past. In order to compete in the San 

Francisco coal market the Company needed the flexibility to 

raise or lower wage rates at will. The influx of population 

that came with the gold rush provided a surplus floating 

supply of skilled labour that had previously been denied the 

Company. Most important of all, wage rates had been changed 

from a calculation by the day or the year to one that was 

measured by the ton, The introduction of piece-rates 

increased production and extended the working day, By May of 

1857, Robinson had even managed to introduce a three shift 

t · t · f 104 sys em in a wen~y- our hour day. Thus the amount of 
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fixed capital investment remained constant while the amount 

of labour was tripled. The more coal that the Company 

raised, the greater was its return on invested capital. 

As Marx has argued, in an industry where there is on.ly the 

formal subsumption of labour, profitability may only be 

increased by an extension of the working day and an 

intensification in the exertion of labour. Sub-contracting, 

the logical extension of the piece-rate system, reduced the 

amount of fixed capital investment that the capitalist had 

to make even,, further. For a portion of the :~urplus value, 

successful entrepreneurs like Robert Dunsmuir interposed 

themselves between capital and labour to provide the 

intensive supervision necessary for the maximization of 

output that is imperative when only the formal subsumption 

of labour prevails. 

By 1859 the Company had reached a point where it once 

again had to make a decision as to whether or not it was a 

fur trading enterprise or a coal mining company. If it was 

to be the latter then it would have to make a greater 

capital investment than it had to date in order to capture 

a significant portion of the Pacific coast coal trade. 
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CHAPTER IV:The End of an Era, 1858-1862. 

The period 1858 to 1862 was a decisive one in the 

history of coal mining on Vancouver Island. No decision was 

probably more important than the one taken by the Colonial 

Office in London to create the separate colony of British 

Columbia ~nd to appoint James Douglas as its first Governor. 

Douglas' decision to accept the appointment was not as quick 

in coming as some would have liked. Douglas' indecision was 

precipitated by the Colonial Office's requirement that he 

sever all ties with the Hudson's Bay Company including any 

pension he might be entitled to. While the situation was 

ultimately resolved to Douglas' satisfaction, the immediate 

result was less than satisfactory for the Company. The 

managerial stagnation that gripped the Company's affairs on 

Vancouver Island in 1858 is revealed in a series of letters 

between Henry Hulse Berens, the newly elected Governor of 

the Hudson's Bay Company, and Alexander Grant Dallas, a 

share holder and member of the administrative Committee. 

These letters in a locked letter book are marked "Private& 

Confidential", and lack the stiff formality of most of the 

Company's correspondence; they are also exceedingly frank in 

their commentary. Furthermore, one letter in particular, 

gives us some insight into Victorian management's view of 

its own authority. 



I can quite understand that Mr. Douglas 
is too full of his appointment to the 
Governorship of the new colony to pay much 
attention to the details of our trade. 
We have been under some difficulty as neither 
here nor at the Colonial Office, do we know 
whether he has accepted the post; but 
as we have little doubt he will have done 
so, and to save time, I send now an 
official letter to you, enclosing a 
Commission, which gives you despotic powers. 1 
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Dallas had already made known his views on the state of the 

Company's affairs on Vancouver Island. He was particularly 

disturbed by the situation at the Nanaimo coal mines. 

At Nanaimo we are doing little. The small 
steamers burn wood, and few large ones 
go near the place. The property though no 
doubt valuable, is not immediately 
productive. Captain Stewart [sic], the 
Superintendent is a slave to drink, and we 
have no one to take his place. Mr. Robinson 
seems to be much taken up with private 
trading, and is looked on with suspicion. 
Mr. Cameron, or whoever fills his position, 
ought, as I have before stated, reside at the . 2 mines. 

Berens evidently concurred with Dallas and instructed him to 

"establish radical reform in our coal business.") Dallas was 

eager to act but first he had to find replacements for the 

existing personnel. The gold rush had made the availability 

of labour in general more plentiful, but there was still not 

an abundance of technically educated management. It was not 

until August of 1859 that he was able to even locate someone 

who could replace Robinson as manager, and it was a further 

two months before he could report that he had actually hired 
4 someone. 

On October 21,1859 Dallas reported that he had hired 



Charles S. Nichol, an engineer who had been working 

as a land surveyor at Port Douglas in the Fraser Valley. 

He also reported that the Cameron connection had been 

"severed" and the man who had in fact been actually 

keeping the books for the Nanaimo establishment, James 

Farquhar, was being kept on but would now reside at 

Nanaimo. Stuart had been fired and Robinson had in 

accordance with his contract requested his passage home 

to England on the next Company ship to call at Victoria. 5 

The problems at Nanaimo ran deeper however than 

just drunken supervisors and disinterested general 

managers. Dallas perceived that part of the problem 

lay in the fact that the miners did not own their own 

homes, and lacking property they therefore had no vested 

interest in Nanaimo. Moreover, dispensing with the 
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existing arrangement would rid the Company of a considerable 

expense and afford it an opportunity to solve some 

other problems. 

My purpose is to sell to the miners or 
others, their houses, with suitable portions 
of ground, & to encourage a population from 
whence we can always obtain labour as 
required. At present we provide houses fuel 
etc. for our people, & whether sick, absent, 
or on strike, they still obtain these 
advantages for their families, including 
medical attendance & medicines. By making 
them pay for everything they require, with 
the exception of medical attendence, but 
not medicines, we shall be better able to6 
calculate what each ton of coal costs us. 
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Society was therefore to be constructed along lines 

dictated by the ideology of a cost-accountant, Dallas' 

parsimonious plans knew no social boundaries, He 

abolished the officers mess at both Victoria and Nanaimo 

and substituted salary increases for the previously 

provided free food and service, By so doing, he estimated 

that the Company would save between £1200 and £1500. 7 

Anything other than cash payment was deemed onerous. He 

reported to the Company's secretary in the Spring of 1860, 

I am commencing to sell town & suburban 
lots, with the view of attracting settlers, 
& rendering us independent of the onus 
of providing houses for the miners or of 
finding them in anything but their pay, 
& that only when working. 8 

While the Company chose to address what it perceived to 

be problems in certain areas it chose to ignore others 

that cropped up elsewhere. Both approaches had adverse 

consequencies, 

In June of 1860 John Work, the Chief Factor at Victoria 

reported to the Company secretary in London, 

Mr. Nicols operations at Nanaimo are 
clogged for the present by a strike for 
higher pay amongst part of the miners. 
One of the wharves at Nanaimo has fallen 
down but without loss of life or property 
further than of the structure itself, 9 

It is not unreasonable to assume that some of the miners 

realized that a good deal of the cost of their own 

subsistence was being shifted from the Company on to 
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their shoulders without similar compensation as that 

which it so generously had given its officers when the 

Company dissolved their mess. In a manner consistent with 

an already established pattern of behaviour the miners 

attempted to lever more money out of the Company by 

disrupting production by means of a strike. Unfortunately 

there is no evidence as to how this dispute was resolved. 

It is doubtful if the Company gave in. Only part of the 

work force participated in the strike, and this may 

account for the apparent lack of success by the strikers. 

Moreover, the Company had lowered its price of coal to 

as low as four dollars a ton in order to generate some 

demand in the San Francisco market and hopefully even 

the Panamanian one. 10 Just when full production resumed 

is unclear, As Work's report demonstrates, there were 

other obstacles to shipping large amounts of coal at 

Nanaimo no matter how great the demand became. 

When demand for coal had first fallen off back in 

1856, Douglas' reaction had been to maintain production 

but not to expand the coal works in any way. He gave 

strict instructions that any new workings must pay 

for themselves, This program of austerity had an adverse 

effect on the mechanical infrastructure that had been 

developed by 1George Robinson. Indeed, the situation had 

deteriorated to the point that when Admiral Mayne visited 



145 

Nanaimo to take on a load of coal in September of 1859 

he remarked: 

The appliances for delivering the coal, 
for instance, were so faulty that a ship 
had to lie there often for three or four 
weeks before she could take in a load, 11 

Under the new regime of Alexander Grant Dallas and 

C.S. Nichol the situation deteriorated even further. 

Even with the price of coal having risen to between 

six and seven dollars a ton, demand outstripped supply 

and ships were forced to wait as long as two months 

for a load by February of 1861. 12 Company officials 

refused to make any further capital investments in the 

enterprise and expand the necessary facilities. This 

sorry state of affairs, which was to carry on for nearly 

two years, had been precipitated by the Company's decision 

to sell the coal mines. 

Nichol, who had joined the operation at Nanaimo in 

October of 1859, had prepared a report that he submitted 

to Dallas in the late Spring of 1860. Nichol's report 

called for a substantial infusion of capital in order 

to bring the mines up to their maximum potential of 

production. Furthermore, owing to the stiff competition 

on the Pacific coast, Nichol determined that the Company 

could not rightly expect to see a return on its investment 

in the near future. Dallas passed the report on to the 
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Governor and Committee in London, counselling them to 

put the mines up for sale, 13 Dallas followed this up 

in September of 1860 with another letter in which he 

elaborated further on his reasons for advising the sale 

of the mines. 

The probability of dear labour for many 
years to come, leaves little hope of 
a profitable working of the mines. In 
California & Oregon the rates of wages 
have not fallen, as in Australia. The two 
former regulate the rate here, which is 
higher & likely to continue so, as there 
is no other source whence we can draw our 
supply of labour. It is quite beyond the 
reach of a labouring man without, far less 
with his family, to reach this distant 
shore from Europe. 14 

The decision having been made to sell the mines, all that 

remained was to determine the price and find a buyer. 

The Company determined that it had "cost" £46,080 

up to June 1, 1860 to develop the Nanaimo coal works. 15 

It sold the coal mining operation to a consortium headed 

by Charles Nichol's brother James for £25,000 cash and 

16 a £15,000 mortgage. Negotiations and financing of the 

sale delayed the actual physical transfer and closing of 

the sale until December of 1862. 17 Company officials 

claimed that they never made any money on the coal mining 

operations, and on the surface the £6,080 difference 

between what they received for the mines and their "cost" 

would seem to bear them out. There are however reasons 

to doubt the accuracy of their claim. 
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None of the Nanaimo account books which have survived 

are complete enough to allow an accurate estimate of the 

cost incurred by the Company in developing the Nanaimo 

coal works. Many of the expenditures that the Company 

charged to the Nanaimo accounts would have been, by today's 

standards, operating expenses and therefore would not be 

used in any attempted calculation of return on invested 

capital. Indeed they would not be part of the book value 

of the establishment. Moreover, there is evidence to 

suggest that the accounting records of the Colony of 

Vancouver Island and the Hudson's Bay Company coal mining 

operations were at one point indistinguishable and who 

paid for what cannot be determined. 18 What is certain is 

that the Hudson's Bay Company never sold a ton of coal 

for less than the cost of the labour that it took to 

produce it. The lowest price quoted for the sale of 

Nanaimo coal was four dollars a ton. At an exchange rate 

of four shillings two pence to the dollar, that would 

translate into sixteen shillings eight pence per ton. 19 

The most that the Company ever paid was to Robert Dunsmuir 

as a sub-contractor which was nine shillings six pence. 

That leaves seven shillings two pence gross profit and no 

overhead expenses to be deducted. 20 Even an examination 

of the cost of raising coal by its own employees reveals 
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that the Company was certainly profitable. In 1858 Douglas 

determined that it was costing the Company eight shillings 

six pence a ton to raise coal at the Number J shaft and six 

shillings ten pence a ton at the Parkhead mine. Again, this 

would allow for wide profit margins with which to absorb any 

further overhead expenses that might be incurred. 21 

Regardless of their current profitability, the new regime of 

Berens in London and Dallas in Victoria were not optimistic 

about the future. In one of his earliest communiques on the 

subject of the coal mines Berens had remarked: "Generally, 

we ought to make hay while the sun shines, for there is no 

doubt that we shall in time be exposed to so much 

competition that our profits will be but small. 1122 By 

February of 1861 this concern had reached a heightened level 

of urgency in both men's minds. Berens replied to Dallas, 

With regards to the sale of Nanaimo I am 
of the same opinion: - if a really fair price 
is to be obtained I would rather sell than 
incur the risk of working the mines. 23 

This sense of urgency no doubt contributed to renewed 

attempts by management to further reduce its cost of 

production at the expense of its employees. 

In October of 1861 a strike broke out at Nanaimo when 

the Company attempted to impose fines on the miners for 

sending up "dirty" coal, ie. coal with clay in it. The 

strike lasted five days. The men ultimately returned to work 

the poorer for the experience, as the Company imposed a 
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three pence a ton wage reduction in place of the fines. If 

nothing else this event allows us to see how large the works 

had grown. The Victoria newspaper account reported that, , 

24 "The men on strike number fully one hundred." 

By the time that the Hudson's Bay Company finally gave 

up control of the mines at Nanaimo in December, 1862 the 

adult male population was 238. 25 How many of these men were 

directly employed in the mine is impossible to determine, 

but to date there had been little else for them to do. Along 

with the increase in population came certain elements of the 

bourgeoisie. 

Mine manager C.S. Nichol was now joined by stipendiary 

magistrate, W.H. Franklyn, a Methodist minister, Ebenezer 

Robson, and an Episcopalian minister, Mr. R.L. Lowe, all of 

whom arrived in 1860. Together with the established Company 

elite of James Farquhar, book-keeper, and Dr. Alfred Benson, 

Company physician, they formed "society" at Nanaimo. This 

coterie was reinforced by their wives, fianc~es and the 

occasional Royal Navy officer who had come to coal his ship. 

Accounts of their dinner parties, picnics, boating trips and 

other fetes can be found in the pages of Ebenezer Robson's 

diary. The coal miners are noticeable by their absence from 

these functions. 26 A "Literary Institute and Society" was 

formed that immediately failed to attract the interest of 

the miners. They were evidently more interested in having a 

drink. Robson, no doubt a teetotaler, frequently becries the 
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sin of drunkenness in his diary entries. 27 Nanaimo, the 

frontier mining camp was giving way to Nanaimo, the frontier 

industrial town which included a society divided along the 

lines of bourgeoisie and proletariat. 

Until the Hudson's Bay Company completed the transfer 

of its interests to the newly formed Vancouver Coal Mining 

and Land Company at the end of 1862, the mining population 

of Nanaimo remained an impermanent, propertyless 

proletariat. Their residence was at the discretion of the 

Company. Due to the impending sale, the Company was not 

prepared to even grant the men a lease on the homes they had 

built with their own hands. 28 The power of being both 

landlord and employer was part of a pattern of exploitation 

and alienation that would continue to exist long after the 

Hudson's Bay Company had left the scene. 

The relationship between the Hudson's Bay Company and 

its coal mining employees had changed substantially over the 

years since it had dispatched the first tiny band of 

intrepid Scots to Fort Rupert in 1848. Many of the positive as 

well as the negative elements of that early paternalism had 

been done away with. While the men were no longer tied to 

the Company for a fixed length of time by a written 

contract, the violation of which could result in corporal 

punishment, neither were they paid if they did not work, 

receive free food and shelter, nor could they expect a free 

passage back to Great Bri t ain . In their place the Company 
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had substituted working and living conditions that more 

closely approximated a capitalist relationship. It had 

introduced a piece-rate wage scale, shift work, casual 

labour and a system of sub-contracting. Both the exigencies 

and the advantages of the frontier were gone. There was a 

sufficiently large population to provide all the labour the 

Company needed while at the same time the increased 

population offered alternatives to employment down the 

mines. The continuously increasing population was 

nevertheless more advantageous to the mine operators than it 

was to the miners. An abundance of men and a scarcity of 

work would allow the mining concerns to replace striking 

employees and maintain a continuity of production that had 

been denied the Hudson's Bay Company. 

When the Hudson's Bay Company had first entered the 

coal mining industry it applied the norms of the fur trade 

to the employer/employee relationship. The terms and 

conditions differed but little from what might be in a 

skilled labourer's contract at any of its forts. As the 

Company became increasingly aware that this form of 

relationship hindered its maximization of profit or 

surplus-value, it changed this relationship. It did not 

change the labour process or the means of production but 

rather it changed the means of exploitation. The piece-rate 

wage system was ideally suited to a company tha t had little 

or no management expertise in coal mining. "Since", as Marx 



correctly pointed out, "the qua l ity and intensity of the 

work are here controlled by the very form of the wage, 

superintendence of labour becomes to a great extent 

superfluous." He further commented: 

On the one hand piece-wages make it easier 
for parasites to interpose themselves between 
the capitalist and the wage-labourer, thus 
giving rise to the "subletting of labot..r". 

And he added: 

Here the exploitation of the worker by 
capital takes place through the medium of 29 the exploitation of one worker by another. 
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The relationship between the Company and the coal miners 

took its last unsteady steps towards the classical 

economists' idealized laissez-faire market place as the 

Company sought to rid itself of every obligation it had to 

the miners but the payment of their wages. Cash payment 

became the sole nexus between the Hudson's Bay Company and 

the coal miners. 30 The obligations and the restrictions of 

paternalism no longer suited the circumstances of the 

economy of Vancouver Island in 1862. New circumstances 

demanded new relations in the production of commodities, 

capitalist relations. The few remaining vestiges of 

paternalism, such as providing housing, were less of an 

obligation and more of a means of discipline in the new 

relationship. It is here, however, that we are able to 

identify the rudiments of industrial capitalism in the 

coal mines of Vancouver Island. 
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APPENDIX I 

To J. Douglas, Chief Factor 

Hudson's Bay Company 

We the undersigned in accordance with the statements 

made to us in Scotland, agreed to come out to this island to 

work coal at a stated salary of £50 per annum, and for every 

ton we put out, over and above JO tons per month we were to 

receive 2/6 sterling, as per agreement, which on leaving 

Scotland we calculated on making every day, also, but for 

that inducement, we should never have left Scotland, but on 

arriving ~n this island we found no coal to work, thereby 

depriving us of the only inducement which brought us from 

our comfortable home to this comfortless place, but we have 

since we arrived here, been sinking for coal, not all 

connected with our agreements, but finally unless we get the 

same equivalent for sinking as it is stated in our 

agreements for working the coal, namely 2/6 per day, which 

we could have made with ease, from the statements made to 

us, from the time we have been on the island until we reach 

this coal, when we work to our agreements, as sinking is 

neither connected with coal digging as a branch, nor with 

labourers work, but stands by itself. 

John Muir Jr. John Smith Michael Muir 

Archibald Muir Robert Muir 

John McGregor Andrew Muir 

A.11/72 fo. 222, HBCA/PAM. 
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South Staffordshire Coal Miner's Strike Activity 
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