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t was pure luck. In August, more than 100 
Canadian politicians and newspaper report-
ers visited Saint John and Halifax. The trip 
had been set up by Sandford Fleming and 

Thomas D’Arcy McGee. Fleming wanted to build 
a railway to join Halifax with the Pacific coast, and 
McGee wanted to “blast through the ignorance” 
that kept Canadians and Maritimers from getting 
to know each other. When Fleming and McGee 
planned their trip, they had no idea that there was 
going to be a conference to talk about Confedera-

tion only a month later. Their timing was pure luck. 
Maritimers did not always trust Canadians. The 

two Canadas had a bad image in the Maritimes. 
They’d had rebellions in 1837, railway money scan-
dals in the 1850s, and had pulled out of the Interco-
lonial Railway deal in 1863. They couldn’t run their 
own government. Hadn’t they wangled an invitation 
to the Charlottetown Conference after their govern-
ment fell apart and they had to form a coalition? 
They were in debt, too. Look at how much they 
owed on the Grand Trunk 

[The] destiny of Canada is to unite, not divide; 
sharing in co-operation, not in separation or  
in conflict; respecting our past and welcoming  
our future. 

  - Lester Pearson

the Union?State of
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played a game of leapfrog.
But there were also serious 

speeches—and private talks. 
In Fredericton, McGee and 
Tilley each spoke about the 
possibilities of a union, though 
Tilley was careful to talk only 
of customs union, to make it 
easier to sell the idea among 
the colonies. In Halifax, old 
friends McGee and Howe took 
turns making warm speeches 
about their colonies. By the end 
of the tour, the Halifax Morning 
Chronicle said of Howe:

“He was not one of those who 
thanked God 

that he was a 
Nova Scotian 
merely, for he 

was a Cana-
dian as well. 

He had never 
thought he 

was a Nova 
Scotian, but he 

looked across the broad 
continent . . . and stud-

ied the mode by which 

it could be consolidated . . . 
And why should union not be 
brought about? Was it because 
we wished to live and die in our 
insignificance?”

Howe was caught up in the 
wave of good feelings and said 
what many Nova Scotians were 
feeling: they had a big role to 
play in the world. Where were 
they to play it?

McGee was happy. The tour 
had gone well. Many Mari-
timers—even Howe—were 
willing to listen to the idea of 
Confederation.

By the summer of 1864, 
the Maritime colonies 
had flirted with the idea of 
union, thinking about it but 
doing nothing else. Then 
Lord Monck, governor 
general of the Canadas, 
wrote to Governor Richard 
Graves MacDonnell of 
Nova Scotia, asking if the 
Canadians could attend.

Surprised, MacDonnell 

agreed and began to 
push the others. MacDon-
nell met with Governor 
George Dundas of PEI on 
July 24 and they agreed 
to hold a conference in 
Charlottetown, starting 
September 1. Nova Sco-
tia, New Brunswick, and 
PEI all chose delegates 
and the Canadians were 
hastily invited. 

Railway, for example.
McGee knew that something 

had to be done to change this 
image. So, while Macdonald and 
the others got ready for the con-
ference, McGee took his group 
on a tour of New Brunswick and 
Nova Scotia.

And what a tour!
It began August 4 in Saint 

John, moved to Fredericton, and 
continued to Halifax. A good 
time was had by all. The weather 
was sunny, food was good (and 
plentiful—people in this era 
loved to eat), wine flowed freely, 
speeches were made, and games 
were played. At the Royal Hali-
fax Golf Club’s annual picnic, 
the Canadians and Maritimers, 
after a large and hearty lunch, 

Maritimers had  
a low opinion  
of the Canadas. 
McGee wanted to 
blast through 
the ignorance  
that kept the  
two sides apart.
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Charlottetown in 1864 was a 
lovely town of 7,000 people. It 
was crowded when the confer-
ence began: the circus was visit-
ing and there was barely enough 
room for the delegates in the 
town’s 20 hotels. 

The meetings started on 
September 1 without the Cana-
dians. The Maritime delegates 
agreed that they would discuss 
Confederation with the Canadi-
ans before they talked any more 
about Maritime union. It was just 
as well. They had not really pre-
pared and had no detailed plans.

This was not so with the 
Canadians, who had spent three 
days talking about the plans they 
had written during the summer. 
Macdonald and Cartier ex-
plained how Confederation, with 
a strong central government, 
would work. Alexander Galt 
talked about money and finance: 
the federal government would 
pay all the colonies’ debts and 
would give money to the new 
provinces based on population.

By this time it was Saturday, 
and the Canadians invited the 
Maritimers to lunch on their 
ship, the HMS Queen Victoria. 
They had spent several thou-
sand dollars on food and drink 
to show the Maritimers a great 
time. As they enjoyed the food 
and champagne, everyone 
relaxed and talk turned to the fu-
ture. Cartier and Brown talked of 
a new nation that would stretch 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

The party went well into the 
next day and the dream took 
hold. Canadians, Nova Scotians, 
and New Brunswickers all saw a 
greater role for themselves in the 

The Charlottetown 
Conference

George Brown sealed 
the deal. He explained 
how the new country 
would work. There would 
be two levels of govern-
ment. One, the federal 
government, would run 
the country. The colonies 
would become provinces 
and would run the local 
governments. The two 
Canadas would be split 
into two separate prov-

inces. The different levels 
of government would 
have control over differ-
ent things. The federal 
government would run 
the police and army, 
which had to be the same 
everywhere. Provincial 
governments would run 
schools and hospitals. 
These responsibilities 
would be called the “pow-
ers” of each government.

The Dream 
Takes Hold
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of the union be? Each colony 
had very different schools; how 
could they be combined into 
one system? 

The discussion quickly became 
insulting. New Brunswick’s del-
egates did not want the capital in 
Halifax and said that the location 
of the capital would be a prob-
lem. They then insulted PEI by 
saying it would be a good thing 
for it to become a “partner in the 
land of New Brunswick.” PEI’s 
Premier Gray angrily answered 
that “the disadvantages to the 
island would be great” if PEI 
joined a Maritime union. 

Maritime Union? Not!

It was quickly clear that the idea 
was dead. Leonard Tilley asked 
a simple question: why not get 
Confederation going, and then—
if anyone really wanted to—form 
the Maritime union? Everyone 
thought this was a good idea.

The Canadians were asked 
to rejoin the meeting and the 
Maritime delegates all agreed—as 
George Brown recalled later—
that Confederation was “highly 

desirable, if the terms of union 
could be made satisfactory.” 
Happy, the Canadians invited the 
Maritime delegates to a meeting in 
Quebec to discuss the final terms. 

The conference went on—but 
now it was fun time! On Septem-
ber 8, a party began at 10 a.m., 
with supper not served until after 
midnight. The leaders became 
better friends, dining, drinking, 
and dancing with the elegant 
wives and daughters of Charlotte-
town society until dawn, when the 
group boarded the Queen Victoria 
and set sail for Nova Scotia.

The Canadians and Maritim-
ers partied in Nova Scotia and 
New Brunswick for the next few 
days, learning to trust each other. 
Many became close friends. 
Tupper at this time grew close to 
Macdonald and Cartier. Macdon-
ald was impressed by Tupper. He 
later said that, on the first day of 
the conference, he realized that 
Tupper was essential if Confeder-
ation was to work. These friend-
ships became important later, 
when Confederation ran into 
trouble and figures such as Howe 
did their best to block it.

The Dream British Empire and the world. A 
new country—one of the largest 
on earth—would become a great 
country. Why not go for it? Why 
not build it?

When the Canadians finished 
their presentations, the Maritime 
delegates were impressed. 

Disagreement sets in

They met by themselves on 
Wednesday, September 7, to 
discuss Maritime union. Charles 
Tupper suggested that they cre-
ate a union of Nova Scotia, New 
Brunswick, and PEI. But he had 
no plans for how this would 
work. Where would the capital 
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Promises, Promises

Between and during the parties, 
talk continued about the terms 
of Confederation. George Coles 
of PEI said that the delegates 
agreed that the island would 
get £200,000 ($1,000,000 at the 
time, or about $15,000,000 in 
2007)—or the interest earned 
on that money—to buy land for 
PEI’s farmers from the absen-
tee landlords.

The fun times finally ended 
in mid-September—and not 
because the delegates had run 
out of food and drink. There 

was a lot of work to be done for 
the Quebec Conference and only 
three weeks until it began.

Quebec Conference

In the fall of 1864, Quebec City 
was the capital of the Province 
of Canada. Then, as now, it was 
a beautiful city. The visitors 
from the Maritimes were much 
impressed. They were joined by 
delegates from Newfoundland, 
who now wanted to participate.

The conference began on Mon-
day, October 10, and continued 
until October 28. The meetings 

were long. The delegates would 
meet from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., take 
a recess, and meet again from 
7:30 p.m. until early morning. The 
recesses were busy, as delegates 
spent time writing and talking, 
trying to convince each other to 
accept or reject a new idea.

 

Party Time . . . again

As in Charlottetown, there were 
many parties before and after 
the formal meetings. After the 
conference ended, the hotel bills 
came to $15,000 ($225,000 in 
2007 terms). Despite the church’s 
best efforts to stop “intimate 
dancing,” Canadian delegates 
spent a lot of time dancing with 

The federal government 
would be made up of two 
houses: the House of 
Commons and the Sen-
ate. House of Commons 
members would be elected 
by the votes of the people. 
Senate members would 
be chosen by the prime 
minister. The Senate would 
have to obey the elected 
House of Commons if 
there was disagreement 
because the power to rule 
in Canada comes from the 
people. Both the federal 
and the provincial govern-
ments were to be based on 
the principle of responsible 
government. The federal 
House of Commons and 
the provincial legislative 
assemblies would work 
in the same way that the 

colonies’ legislative assem-
blies did. The federal gov-
ernment was given strong 
powers. It would control 
trade and commerce, 
foreign affairs, finance, and 
criminal law. It would be 
able to put tariffs on things 
that were made in the Unit-
ed States or Britain; people 
would have to pay more 
money for those things, but 
the money would go to the 
federal government, which 
would then give some of 
this money to the provinc-
es. It was even given the 
power to disallow, or can-
cel, any provincial law. The 
federal government would 
also be given any powers 
not included in the list of 
provincial powers. It would 
be very, very strong.

federal structure
Proposed
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the wives and daughters of the 
Maritimers. Edward Whelan of 
PEI noted: “They are cunning 
fellows; and there’s no doubt that 
it is all done for a political pur-
pose; they know that if they can 
dance themselves into the affec-
tions of the wives and daughters 
of the country, the men will cer-
tainly become an easy conquest.” 
Macdonald even went so far as to 
visit Mercy Coles, the daughter of 
PEI delegate George Coles, who 
was very sick and confined to 
her hotel room. Miss Coles liked 
Macdonald and enjoyed his visits. 
Even so, she knew that Macdon-
ald was trying to reach her father, 
who had begun to think Confed-
eration was a bad idea.

Coles was not the only person 
at the Quebec Conference who 
was changing his mind. Char-
lottetown had been fun, but now 
that it came time to work out the 
details, they did not always agree.

PEI Becomes upset

PEI’s delegates were the first to 
become upset. They did not like 
being controlled by the Canadi-
ans, who were presenting writ-
ten drafts of the details to the 
Maritimers. The Maritimers didn’t 
present their own ideas very often.

Nor did PEI like the details 
the Canadians were presenting.

The Canadians wanted the 
number of seats each province 

had in the new House of Com-
mons to be based on its popu-
lation—this was Rep by Pop. It 
would give PEI five seats in the 
House, but PEI wanted six. The 
Canadians said no.

The Canadians then decided 
not to give PEI money to buy 
land for farmers—money that 
PEI thought had been promised 
at Charlottetown. Angry, the 
PEI delegates turned to their 
fellow Maritimers for the prom-
ised $150,000. New Brunswick 
was promised $63,000 per year, 
but Tupper decided not to ask 
for any money for Nova Scotia. 
The Canadians had also agreed 
to make sure the Intercolonial 
Railway was finally built. The 
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other Maritime delegates agreed 
with the Canadians.

George Coles was shocked. He 
knew this would end any chance 
of PEI joining Confederation, 
for the people of PEI would not 
see any benefit.

The conference also had to 
decide what powers each level of 
government would have. Oliver 
Mowat, who had not been at 
Charlottetown, helped to write 

the lists of powers and intro-
duced them for discussion. 

Macdonald really wanted to 
have only one government for 
Canada and to get rid of the pro-
vincial governments. But Cartier 
told him that French Canada 
would not accept this. Tupper 
said the same about Nova Scotia 
and New Brunswick, which did 
not want to be “swamped” by 
Canada West. There had to be 

local, provincial governments.
Macdonald accepted that. But 

he wanted the provincial govern-
ments to be weak. He thought 
that the United States Civil War 
had begun because the states 
were too strong and could stand 
up to the federal government. He 
did not want that to happen in 
Confederation. So he made sure 
that the federal government was 
able to decide how much money 

Sick and confined to bed 
16-year-old Mercy keeps  
a diary about the summer  
conferences. Macdonald 
visits her hoping to win 
her father’s support. 



each province would get and 
that it could cancel provincial 
law. Macdonald was sure that, 
in time, the provincial govern-
ments would be taken over by 
“the general power” (the federal 
government)—though he only 
said this in a private letter to M. 
C. Cameron, a fellow Conserva-
tive member of the Canadian 
legislative assembly.

Mowat did not argue with Mac-
donald at Quebec. But he was as 
good a lawyer as Macdonald, if 
not better. The powers that he 
helped to give to the provincial 
governments were also impor-
tant. They ran schools, health 
care, and prisons. They were 
given power over “property and 
civil rights.” This has nothing 
to do with human rights; it deals 
with who owns property, busi-
nesses, and contracts. Finally, the 
provinces were given power over 
“generally all matters of a private 
or local nature,” which could 
change or grow in time.

Macdonald worked with Mo-
wat to write the lists of powers 

but did not really trust him. Then 
he saw a chance to get Mowat 
out of politics. One of the three 
judges of the Court of Chancery 

of the Province of Canada died 
while the Quebec Conference 
was going on. Macdonald offered 
the judgeship—a job for life—to 
Mowat. This was an important 
job that Mowat could not refuse, 
but it meant he would have to 
leave politics. A judge must be 
fair to everyone and cannot be 
involved in politics. So Mowat, 
who was both tired of politics 
and honoured by the offer, took 

the job. Macdonald was happy 
to see him go; it meant that 
Macdonald could be sure that 
his plan for a strong federal and 
weak provincial governments 
would be accepted. It was.

The conference ended on 
October 28, when the delegates 
approved the final version of the 
Quebec Resolutions—the rules 
of Confederation. 

Now each colony had to ap-
prove the terms. Would they 
find them satisfactory, as had 
been agreed at Charlottetown? 
Or would Confederation be 
defeated? 
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Macdonald was 
sure that, in time, 
the provincial 
governments 
would be taken 
over by the Fed-
eral government 
– but he wouldn’t 
say so openly.


