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​Amor De Cosmos and the Limits of Colonial Reform in British​
​Columbia​

​Finlay Cutt​

​Abstract​
​Amor​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​was​ ​an​ ​early​ ​Vancouver​ ​Island​ ​and​ ​British​ ​Columbian​
​politician​ ​who​ ​served​ ​at​ ​the​ ​colonial,​ ​provincial​ ​and​ ​federal​ ​levels​ ​of​
​government.​​Ostensibly​​described​​as​​a​​“reformer”​​in​​his​​own​​time​​and​​beyond,​
​this​ ​paper​ ​examines​ ​his​ ​career​ ​up​ ​to​ ​confederation.​ ​It​ ​will​ ​re-evaluate​ ​the​
​extent​ ​to​ ​which​ ​this​ ​is​ ​a​ ​fair​ ​assessment​ ​of​ ​his​ ​actions​ ​in​ ​light​ ​of​ ​his​
​achievements​ ​and​ ​limitations.​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​was​ ​a​ ​key​ ​figure​ ​in​​pushing​​for​​the​
​union​​of​​the​​western​​colonies​​and​​for​​the​​colony’s​​entry​​into​​the​​new​​Canadian​
​confederation.​ ​His​ ​bombastic​ ​speeches​ ​and​ ​flamboyant​ ​personality​ ​made​​him​
​impossible​ ​to​ ​ignore​ ​and​ ​equally​ ​as​ ​divisive.​ ​Through​ ​an​ ​analysis​ ​of​
​newspapers,​ ​memoirs​ ​and​ ​more​ ​contemporary​ ​historical​ ​works,​ ​this​ ​paper​
​argues​ ​that​ ​despite​ ​his​ ​accomplishments,​ ​his​ ​influence​ ​was​ ​often​ ​indirect​ ​and​
​constrained​​by​​the​​same​​undemocratic​​political​​structures​​he​​sought​​to​​reform.​
​His​ ​legacy​ ​lies​ ​less​ ​in​ ​legislative​ ​accomplishments​ ​than​ ​in​ ​his​ ​ability​ ​to​
​articulate and popularize reformist political ideals.​

​This paper was originally written in the Spring semester of 2025 for Dr. John Lutz’s HSTR​
​324B and was reworked for publication in​​The Ascendant​​Historian.​
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​Tucked​ ​along​ ​the​ ​side​ ​of​ ​Bastion​ ​Square​ ​in​ ​Victoria​ ​is​ ​a​ ​red​ ​plaque​

​commemorating​​the​​career​​of​​Amor​​De​​Cosmos.​​The​​plaque​​refers​​to​​him​​as​​“the​​stormy​

​petrel​ ​of​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​politics,”​ ​and​ ​celebrates​ ​how​ ​“his​ ​irrepressible​ ​pen​ ​and​

​exuberant​​oratory​​championed​​the​​causes​​of​​responsible​​government​​and​​Confederation.”​

​Yet​​when​​he​​died​​in​​1897,​​his​​burial​​was​​attended​

​by​ ​twenty​ ​or​ ​thirty​ ​men​ ​and​ ​women​ ​in​​what​​his​

​intermittent​ ​political​ ​opponent​ ​John​ ​Sebastian​

​Helmcken​ ​described​ ​as​ ​a​ ​“mockery​ ​of​​honour.”​​1​

​How​ ​had​ ​a​ ​man​ ​so​ ​instrumental​ ​to​ ​British​

​Columbia’s​ ​place​ ​in​ ​the​ ​world​ ​become​ ​so​

​forgotten?​ ​Historian​ ​George​ ​Woodcock​ ​writes​

​that​ ​De​ ​Cosmos’s​ ​career​ ​represents​ ​“an​

​extraordinary​ ​example​ ​of​ ​the​ ​right​ ​man​ ​and​ ​the​

​right​ ​moment​ ​coinciding.”​​2​ ​This​ ​moment​ ​was​

​represented​ ​by​ ​three​ ​main​ ​goals​ ​for​ ​De​

​Cosmos:​ ​the​ ​union​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Colonies​ ​of​

​Vancouver​ ​Island​ ​and​ ​British​ ​Columbia,​ ​the​ ​admission​ ​of​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​to​

​Confederation,​ ​and​ ​the​ ​introduction​ ​of​ ​responsible​ ​government.​ ​Reflecting​ ​on​ ​these​

​goals,​​to​​what​​extent​​is​​it​​accurate​​to​​call​​De​​Cosmos​​an​​instrumental​​reformer​​in​​British​

​Columbia’s history?​

​2​ ​George Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos: Journalist and Reformer​​,​​(Oxford University Press, 1975), vii.​

​1​ ​Helmcken, J. S.​ ​“​​Sic Transit Gloria Mundi​​,”​​Victoria​​Daily Colonist​​, 9 July 1897, p. 7, col. 4.​



​Ascendant Historian |​​14​

​Woodcock​ ​writes​ ​that​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​“concealed​ ​his​ ​private​ ​life​​so​​adeptly​​that​​one​

​often​​wonders​​whether​​he​​had​​one.”​​3​ ​Therefore,​​much​​of​​the​​contemporary​​record​​of​​his​

​life​​comes​​from​​newspapers,​​particularly​​the​​British​​Colonist,​​which​​he​​founded​​himself.​

​While​ ​these​ ​sources​ ​provide​ ​valuable​ ​insight​ ​into​ ​the​ ​public​ ​political​ ​debates​ ​of​ ​the​

​period,​​they​​are​​also​​very​​partisan​​from​​De​​Cosmos’s​​position​​as​​editor.​​To​​balance​​this,​

​memoirs​ ​of​ ​other​ ​early​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​figures,​ ​such​ ​as​ ​John​ ​Sebastian​ ​Helmcken’s​

​recollections,​ ​and​ ​other​ ​reminiscences​ ​by​ ​contemporaries,​ ​can​ ​provide​ ​a​ ​more​ ​personal​

​view of De Cosmos.​

​Amor​​de​​Cosmos,​​born​​William​​Alexander​​Smith​​in​​1825​​in​​Nova​​Scotia,​​changed​

​his​​name​​through​​a​​bill​​in​​the​​California​​State​​Legislature​​after​​following​​the​​gold​​rush​​to​

​California​ ​in​ ​1851.​​4​ ​Writing​​a​​letter​​to​​the​​assembly​​to​​explain​​his​​decision,​​De​​Cosmos​

​elaborated​​that​​“I​​desire​​not​​to​​adopt​​the​​name​​of​​Amor​​de​​Cosmos​​because​​it​​smacks​​of​

​a​ ​foreign​​title,​​but​​because​​it​​is​​an​​unusual​​name​​and​​its​​meaning​​tells​​what​​I​​love​​most,​

​viz:​ ​Love​ ​of​ ​order,​ ​beauty,​ ​the​ ​world,​ ​the​ ​universe.”​​5​ ​While​ ​not​ ​entirely​​accurate​​to​​his​

​later​ ​actions,​ ​this​ ​rationale​ ​helps​ ​us​ ​to​ ​understand​ ​the​ ​motives​ ​behind​ ​his​​fiery​​quest​​to​

​right​ ​the​ ​perceived​ ​political​ ​wrongs​ ​in​ ​the​ ​Pacific​ ​colonies.​ ​Leaving​ ​California​ ​for​ ​the​

​northern​ ​British​ ​colony​ ​of​ ​Vancouver​ ​Island,​ ​he​ ​quickly​ ​made​ ​a​ ​name​ ​for​ ​himself​​later​

​that​ ​year​ ​by​ ​founding​ ​the​ ​British​ ​Colonist​ ​newspaper​ ​in​ ​Victoria​ ​and​ ​issuing​ ​its​ ​first​

​four-page volume on December 11, 1858.​

​5​ ​Harvey, “How William Alexander Smith,” 277.​

​4​ ​A. G. Harvey, “How William Alexander Smith Became Amor De Cosmos,”​​The Washington Historical Quarterly​
​26, no. 4 (1935): 274–75. JSTOR.​

​3​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​71.​
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​If​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​ever​ ​had​ ​an​ ​archenemy,​ ​it​ ​was​​Governor​​James​​Douglas.​​Douglas​

​held​​an​​immense​​amount​​of​​power​​in​​the​​colonies​​as​​governor​​of​​both​​Vancouver​​Island​

​and​ ​British​ ​Columbia,​ ​and​ ​as​ ​a​ ​Chief​ ​Factor​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Hudson’s​ ​Bay​ ​Company.​ ​When​

​Vancouver​ ​Island​ ​was​ ​first​​granted​​a​​legislative​​assembly,​​it​​was​​simply​​an​​extension​​of​

​the​ ​company,​ ​as​ ​all​ ​but​ ​two​ ​members​ ​were​ ​employees.​​6​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​nicknamed​ ​the​

​system​​“The​​Family-Company-Compact,”​​declaring​​that​​“no​​reasonable​​and​​disinterested​

​person—no​​patriot—will​​be​​found​​an​​advocate​​for​​the​​perpetuity​​of​​their​​rule.”​​7​ ​On​​July​

​4,​​1859,​​De​​Cosmos​​was​​summoned​​to​​the​​assembly​​to​​answer​​for​​a​​libel​​against​​Speaker​

​of​ ​the​ ​House​ ​Helmcken,​ ​Douglas’s​ ​son-in-law,​ ​and​ ​wrote​ ​in​ ​the​ ​Colonist​ ​the​​following​

​day​​about​​the​​“vain,​​puffed​​up,​​tyrannical,​​corrupt,​​short-witted,​​conceited​​mummies​​and​

​numbskulls”​ ​of​ ​the​ ​colonial​ ​government.​​8​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​was​ ​now​ ​ruffling​ ​feathers,​ ​and​

​Douglas​ ​halted​ ​the​ ​publication​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Colonist​ ​unless​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​could​ ​pay​ ​a​ ​bond​ ​of​

​£800, which he quickly gathered by popular subscriptions.​​9​

​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​entered​ ​the​ ​political​ ​scene​ ​in​ ​1860​ ​as​ ​a​ ​“reform”​ ​candidate,​ ​but​ ​he​

​would​​take​​until​​1863​​to​​get​​a​​seat​​in​​the​​assembly.​​His​​failures​​in​​the​​1860​​election​​and​

​an​​1861​​by-election​​illustrate​​perfectly​​the​​unconcealed​​corruptness​​that​​resulted​​from​​the​

​“family-company-compact.”​ ​In​ ​his​ ​late​ ​memoirs,​ ​Helmcken​ ​recalled​ ​how,​ ​at​ ​an​

​all-candidates​ ​meeting​ ​for​ ​the​ ​1860​ ​election,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​“​​performed​ ​all​ ​sorts​ ​of​

​semi-theatrical​ ​attitudes—boasted​ ​of​ ​travelling​ ​through​ ​California,​ ​with​ ​a​ ​revolver​ ​in​

​9​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 72.​
​8​ ​British Colonist​​, “Libelling the Speaker,” 5 July​​1860, p. 2, col. 1.​
​7​ ​British Colonist​​, “The-Family-Company-Compact,” 12​​February 1859, p. 1, col. 1.​

​6​ ​H. Robert Kendrick, “Amor De Cosmos and Confederation,” in​​British Columbia & Confederation​​, ed. W. George​
​Shelton,​​(Morriss Publishing Company, 1967), 72.​
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​each​ ​boot​ ​or​ ​something​ ​of​ ​this​ ​kind—was​ ​vainglorious​ ​and​ ​egoistic​ ​to​ ​the​ ​utmost​

​degree…De​​Cosmos​​was​​drunk!”​​10​ ​De​​Cosmos,​​however,​​had​​another​​reason​​for​​his​​loss.​

​Victoria​ ​had​ ​recently​ ​become​ ​home​ ​to​ ​a​ ​sizable​ ​African​ ​American​ ​population​ ​fleeing​

​racial​ ​persecution​ ​in​ ​the​ ​United​ ​States​ ​after​ ​the​ ​Supreme​ ​Court​ ​deemed​ ​them​

​non-citizens.​​Douglas​​had​​been​​persuaded​​by​​his​​Attorney​​General​​George​​Hunter​​Cary,​

​who​ ​was​ ​running​ ​in​ ​the​​election​​against​​De​​Cosmos,​​that​​since​​they​​were​​not​​American​

​citizens,​​they​​could​​be​​regarded​​as​​subjects​​of​​Britain​​and​​therefore​​granted​​suffrage.​​11​ ​De​

​Cosmos​​did​​not​​initially​​protest​​their​​inclusion​​as​​he​​hoped​​to​​garner​​their​​vote,​​but​​they​

​solidly​​voted​​for​​the​​“company”​​candidates​​as​​a​​measure​​of​​gratitude,​​leaving​​De​​Cosmos​

​in​​last​​place.​​12​ ​Only​​one​​year​​later,​​it​​was​​determined​​that​​they​​were​​not​​citizens​​and​​were​

​removed from the voting roll, but the election results still stood.​​13​

​An​​“even​​more​​farcical​​display​​of​​political​​chicanery”​​came​​with​​what​​would​​have​

​been​ ​an​ ​otherwise​ ​unremarkable​ ​by-election​ ​in​​Esquimalt​​in​​1861.​​14​ ​A​​legislator​​named​

​G.​ ​T.​ ​Gordon​ ​had​ ​been​ ​promoted​ ​to​ ​Colonial​ ​Treasurer​ ​and,​ ​as​ ​was​ ​customary,​ ​had​ ​to​

​seek​ ​re-election​ ​with​ ​the​ ​appointment.​​15​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​saw​ ​the​ ​opportunity​ ​to​ ​run​​against​

​him,​​but​​was​​halted​​as​​the​​government​​claimed​​that​​since​​his​​name​​change​​had​​happened​

​in​​California,​​the​​change​​did​​not​​hold​​legal​​status​​in​​British​​territory,​​and​​De​​Cosmos​​was​

​forced​​to​​to​​run​​as​​“William​​Alexander​​Smith,​​commonly​​known​​as​​Amor​​De​​Cosmos.”​​16​

​16​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​51.​
​15​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​51.​
​14​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​50.​
​13​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​50.​
​12​ ​Hawkins,​​De Cosmos Enigma,​​83.​
​11​ ​Gordon Hawkins,​​The De Cosmos Enigma​​, (Ronsdale Press,​​2015), 82.​

​10​ ​John Sebastian Helmcken,​​The Reminiscences of Doctor John Sebastian Helmcken​​, ed. Dorothy Blakey Smith,​
​(University of British Columbia Press, 1975), 178.​
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​On​ ​top​ ​of​ ​this,​ ​the​​sheriff​​used​​the​​1859​​voters​​list​​instead​​of​​the​​list​​for​​1860,​​meaning​

​many​​of​​De​​Cosmos’s​​supporters​​were​​disenfranchised,​​and​​many​​government​​employees​

​who​​no​​longer​​qualified​​to​​vote​​were​​allowed​​to.​​17​ ​Five​​minutes​​before​​the​​conclusion​​of​

​voting,​​with​​the​​tally​​at​​ten​​for​​Gordon​​and​​ten​​for​​“William​​Alexander​​Smith,​​commonly​

​known​​as​​Amor​​De​​Cosmos,”​​one​​final​​voter​​burst​​in​​voting​​for​​“Amor​​De​​Cosmos,”​​but​

​the​ ​sheriff​ ​counted​ ​this​ ​vote​ ​separately​ ​from​ ​the​ ​votes​ ​for​ ​“William​ ​Alexander​ ​Smith,​

​commonly​ ​known​ ​as​ ​Amor​​De​​Cosmos”​​and​​then​​cast​​a​​tie-breaking​​vote​​for​​Gordon.​​18​

​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​petitioned​ ​the​ ​assembly,​ ​and​ ​a​ ​committee​ ​found​ ​the​ ​election​​to​​be​​null​​and​

​void​​owing​​to​​the​​outdated​​voters​​list,​​but​​their​​findings​​were​​rejected​​by​​Helmcken​​as​​he​

​claimed​​laws​​relating​​to​​the​​voter​​lists​​were​​not​​within​​the​​authority​​of​​the​​committee​​to​

​examine.​​19​ ​Gordon​ ​resigned​ ​anyway​ ​to​ ​avoid​ ​embarrassing​ ​the​​government​​further,​​and​

​won again in another by-election since they again used the 1859 voters list.​​20​

​In​ ​preparation​ ​for​ ​the​ ​election​ ​of​ ​1863,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​had​ ​printed​ ​a​ ​thorough​

​26-point​ ​platform​ ​in​ ​the​ ​Colonist​​.​ ​Topping​ ​the​ ​list​ ​of​ ​priorities​ ​was​ ​responsible​

​government,​​and​​a​​union​​of​​the​​colonies​​of​​Vancouver​​Island​​and​​British​​Columbia,​​along​

​with​ ​other​ ​items,​ ​including​ ​a​ ​public​ ​school​ ​system,​ ​a​ ​reduction​ ​of​ ​liquor​ ​licenses​ ​and​

​more​​roads.​​21​ ​Finally​​emerging​​victorious,​​De​​Cosmos​​sold​​the​​Colonist​​“with​​a​​pang​​of​

​regret”​​to​​focus​​on​​his​​legislative​​duties,​​but​​“in​​all​​probability​​never​​again​​to​​renew​​my​

​connection​ ​with​ ​the​ ​public​​as​​editor​​and​​proprietor​​of​​a​​newspaper.”​​22​ ​While​​only​​six​​of​

​22​ ​De Cosmos, A., “Valedictory,”​​Daily​​British Colonist​​,​​6 October 1863, p. 2, col. 1.​
​21​ ​De Cosmos, A., “To the Electors of the City of Victoria,”​​Daily​​British Colonist​​, 18 July 1863, p. 2, col.​​3.​
​20​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​52.​
​19​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​52.​
​18​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​51–52.​
​17​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos,​​51.​
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​the​​fifteen​​assembly​​members​​could​​have​​been​​called​​“reformers”​​after​​the​​election,​​1863​

​was​​the​​first​​time​​there​​was​​substantial​​opposition,​​and​​De​​Cosmos​​became​​their​​de​​facto​

​leader.​​23​ ​During​ ​sessions,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​was​ ​a​ ​confrontational​ ​legislator​ ​and​ ​not​ ​one​ ​to​

​mince​ ​words.​​Helmcken​​describes​​an​​incident​​where​​De​​Cosmos​​got​​into​​a​​dispute​​with​

​another​ ​legislator,​ ​resulting​ ​in​ ​a​ ​fight​ ​and​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​nearly​​getting​​thrown​​into​​James​

​Bay​​before​​Helmcken​​intervened​​at​​the​​disapproval​​of​​Douglas.​​24​ ​On​​another​​occasion​​in​

​April​​1866,​​De​​Cosmos​​and​​a​​colleague,​​Leonard​​McClure,​​spoke​​without​​stopping​​for​​a​

​total of twenty-three hours to filibuster a tax bill.​​25​

​De​​Cosmos​​had​​long​​disliked​​having​​two​​separate​​colonies​​on​​the​​Pacific​​coast.​​In​

​1861,​​he​​wrote​​how​​an​​“act​​of​​union​​would​​sink​​for​​ever​​out​​of​​sight​​the​​prospect​​of​​two​

​or​​three​​petty​​colonies​​on​​this​​coast,​​each​​bowed​​down​​with​​the​​weight​​of​​Governmental​

​machinery​​like​​striplings​​encased​​in​​giant’s​​armour.”​​26​ ​The​​central​​debate​​over​​union​​was​

​the​​status​​of​​Victoria​​as​​a​​free​​port.​​At​​the​​time,​​Victoria​​operated​​without​​tariff​​barriers,​

​and​ ​it​ ​generated​​considerable​​revenue​​for​​local​​businesses.​​De​​Cosmos​​had​​been​​a​​tepid​

​supporter​ ​of​ ​the​ ​free​ ​port​ ​but​ ​came​ ​to​ ​realize​ ​that​ ​union​ ​would​ ​be​ ​more​ ​economically​

​beneficial​ ​in​ ​the​ ​long​​term​​.​​27​ ​Although​​the​​colonies​​had​​always​​existed​​in​​an​​alternating​

​state​​of​​economic​​boom​​and​​bust,​​the​​end​​of​​the​​gold​​rush​​pushed​​Vancouver​​Island​​into​​a​

​depression.​​28​ ​After​​earlier​​unsuccessful​​efforts,​​De​​Cosmos​​moved​​a​​resolution​​in​​January​

​1865​ ​calling​ ​for​ ​“the​ ​immediate​ ​union​ ​of​​the​​colony​​with​​British​​Columbia,​​under​​such​

​28​ ​Margaret Ormsby,​​British Columbia: A History​​,​​(MacMillan​​of Canada, 1971), 217.​
​27​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 74–75.​
​26​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Union of the Provinces,”​​18 December 1861, p. 2, col. 1.​
​25​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 91.​
​24​ ​Helmcken,​​Reminiscences​​, 192.​
​23​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 64.​
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​Constitution​ ​as​ ​Her​ ​Majesty’s​ ​government​ ​may​ ​be​ ​pleased​ ​to​ ​grant.”​​29​ ​This​ ​was​ ​an​

​important​​statement,​​but​​one​​that​​would​​prove​​to​​be​​a​​grave​​error.​​He​​had​​abandoned​​the​

​necessity​ ​for​ ​responsible​ ​government,​ ​and​ ​the​ ​resolution​ ​made​ ​it​ ​easier​ ​for​ ​Vancouver​

​Island​ ​Governor​​Arthur​​Edward​​Kennedy​​to​​ignore​​any​​demands​​the​​assembly​​had.​​In​​a​

​test​ ​of​ ​public​ ​opinion,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​​challenged​​a​​pro-free​​port​​and​​anti-union​​member​​of​

​parliament​ ​to​ ​resign​ ​his​ ​seat​ ​and​ ​run​ ​against​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​in​ ​a​ ​by-election,​ ​which​ ​De​

​Cosmos​ ​and​ ​McClure​ ​won.​​30​ ​The​ ​Colonist​ ​trumpeted​ ​that​ ​“the​ ​free​ ​port​ ​and​​separation​

​party​ ​have​ ​been​ ​beaten—so​ ​badly​ ​that​ ​their​ ​cause​ ​is​ ​hopelessly​ ​lost.”​​31​ ​Despite​ ​this,​

​Kennedy​ ​had​ ​no​ ​interest​ ​in​ ​union​ ​and​ ​delayed​ ​taking​ ​action,​ ​reaching​ ​a​ ​deadlock​ ​that​

​practically​ ​halted​ ​the​ ​whole​ ​government​ ​during​ ​1866​ ​until​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​Governor​

​Frederick Seymour went to London to negotiate directly with the Imperial government.​​32​

​When​​rumours​​of​​the​​terms​​of​​union​​reached​​Victoria,​​the​​assembly​​realized​​their​

​mistake.​ ​McClure​ ​moved​ ​to​ ​retract​​the​​January​​1865​​resolution,​​and​​it​​passed​​with​​only​

​one​​vote​​against:​​De​​Cosmos,​​clearly​​laying​​his​​priority​​for​​union​​above​​anything​​else.​​33​

​When​ ​Seymour​ ​returned​ ​in​ ​September​ ​1866,​ ​union​ ​was​ ​ordered,​ ​and​ ​Vancouver​ ​Island​

​was​ ​absorbed​ ​by​ ​British​ ​Columbia,​ ​with​ ​no​ ​terms​ ​or​ ​arbitration,​ ​the​ ​capital​ ​was​ ​set​ ​as​

​New​ ​Westminster,​ ​and​ ​the​ ​assembly​​was​​to​​be​​only​​one-third​​elected.​​34​ ​When​​the​​union​

​was​​proclaimed​​on​​November​​19,​​1866,​​the​​now-retired​​Douglas​​wrote​​how​​“​​the​​ships​​of​

​war​ ​fired​ ​a​ ​salute​ ​on​ ​the​ ​occasion—a​ ​funeral​ ​procession,​​with​​minute​​guns​​would​​have​

​34​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 75; Hawkins,​​De Cosmos Enigma​​, 102.​
​33​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 95.​
​32​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 95.​
​31​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “The Election,” 14 February​​1865, p. 2, col. 1.​
​30​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 84.​
​29​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “House of Assembly” 25 January​​1865, p. 3, col. 3.​
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​been​​more​​appropriate​​to​​the​​sad​​melancholy​​event.”​​35​ ​The​​assembly​​would​​later​​vote​​to​

​return​ ​the​ ​capital​ ​to​ ​Victoria,​ ​but​ ​the​ ​union​ ​had​ ​failed​ ​to​ ​elicit​ ​economic​​improvement,​

​reduced​​the​​status​​of​​Vancouver​​Island,​​and​​De​​Cosmos​​was​​largely​​responsible​​because​

​of​​his​​resolution​​that​​pushed​​the​​terms​​out​​of​​the​​hands​​of​​the​​assembly.​​36​ ​The​​union​​had​

​solved​ ​neither​​of​​Vancouver​​Island's​​biggest​​problems:​​its​​precarious​​economic​​situation​

​and​ ​its​ ​relation​ ​to​ ​the​ ​rest​ ​of​ ​British​ ​North​ ​America.​​37​ ​The​ ​latter​ ​would​ ​become​ ​De​

​Cosmos’s next crusade.​

​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​had​ ​been​ ​an​ ​early​ ​advocate​ ​for​ ​confederation.​ ​During​ ​a​ ​visit​ ​of​ ​the​

​Prince​ ​of​ ​Wales​ ​to​ ​the​ ​eastern​ ​colonies​ ​in​ ​1860,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​wanted​ ​statesmen​ ​to​ ​take​

​advantage​ ​of​ ​the​ ​visit​ ​to​ ​“initiate​ ​a​ ​British​ ​North​ ​American​ ​policy​ ​to​ ​put​ ​an​ ​end​ ​to​

​disjointed​ ​provinces.”​​38​ ​He​​strongly​​believed​​that​​by​​joining​​Confederation,​​“the​​highest​

​prize​ ​of​ ​Colonial​ ​politics​ ​at​ ​present​ ​would​ ​appear​ ​contemptible.”​​39​ ​These​ ​statements​

​received​​little​​attention​​at​​the​​time,​​but​​by​​1867,​​with​​British​​Columbia​​still​​waiting​​on​​its​

​economic​ ​boom​ ​and​ ​without​ ​responsible​ ​government,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​saw​ ​the​ ​plans​ ​for​​an​

​eastern​​union​​advancing​​and​​advocated​​for​​British​​Columbia’s​​inclusion.​​40​ ​Helmcken​​was​

​supportive,​​if​​only​​to​​avoid​​American​​annexation,​​but​​was​​opposed​​by​​John​​Robson,​​who​

​did​ ​not​ ​want​ ​to​ ​hurry​ ​the​ ​process;​ ​these​ ​two​ ​men​ ​would​ ​later​ ​swap​ ​their​ ​positions.​​41​ ​A​

​group​ ​of​ ​legislators​ ​led​ ​by​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​and​ ​including​ ​Helmcken,​ ​directly​ ​approached​

​Seymour​ ​in​ ​March​ ​to​ ​telegraph​ ​the​ ​British​ ​colonial​ ​secretary,​ ​Richard​

​41​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 78.​
​40​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 77.​
​39​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Federation of the Provinces,”​​14 June 1861, p. 2, col. 2.​
​38​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Prince of Wales’ Visit,”​​6 September 1860, p. 2, col. 1.​
​37​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 75.​
​36​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 99; Ormsby,​​British Columbia​​,​​224.​
​35​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 75.​
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​Temple-Nugent-Brydges-Chandos-Grenville,​ ​3​​rd​ ​Duke​ ​of​ ​Buckingham​ ​and​ ​Chandos,​ ​to​

​ask​ ​that​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​be​ ​included​ ​in​ ​the​ ​Confederation​ ​bill,​ ​“on​ ​such​ ​fair​ ​and​

​equitable​​terms​​as​​may​​be​​agreed​​upon​​thereafter.”​​42​ ​This​​was​​not​​enough,​​as​​only​​a​​week​

​later,​ ​the​ ​assembly​ ​unanimously​ ​passed​ ​another​​resolution​​petitioning​​Seymour​​“to​​take​

​such​ ​steps​ ​without​ ​delay​ ​as​ ​may​ ​be​ ​deemed​ ​by​ ​him​ ​most​ ​advisable​ ​to​ ​insure​ ​the​

​admission​​of​​British​​Columbia​​into​​the​​confederation​​on​​fair​​and​​equitable​​terms.”​​43​ ​This​

​time,​ ​interpreting​ ​their​ ​wording​ ​for​ ​himself,​ ​Seymour​ ​waited​ ​months​ ​before​ ​sending​ ​a​

​second​ ​message​ ​to​ ​Buckingham.​ ​In​ ​his​ ​dispatch,​ ​Seymour​​expressed​​his​​indifference​​to​

​confederation,​​writing​​that​​“the​​resolution​​was​​the​​expression​​of​​a​​despondent​​community​

​longing​ ​for​ ​change.”​​44​ ​Seymour​ ​received​ ​a​ ​response​ ​in​ ​November​ ​which​ ​bluntly​ ​stated​

​that​ ​British​ ​Columbia’s​ ​consideration​ ​into​ ​Confederation​ ​would​ ​have​ ​to​ ​wait​ ​until​ ​the​

​intervening​ ​territory​ ​of​ ​Rupert’s​ ​Land,​​owned​​by​​the​​Hudson’s​​Bay​​Company,​​had​​been​

​incorporated​ ​into​ ​Canada​ ​first,​ ​which​ ​Seymour​ ​took​ ​as​ ​a​ ​reason​ ​to​ ​do​ ​nothing.​​45​ ​In​​the​

​intervening​​months,​​De​​Cosmos​​had​​taken​​the​​opportunity​​to​​speak​​in​​Toronto​​on​​behalf​

​of​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​at​ ​a​ ​Reform​ ​Convention,​ ​where​​he​​asked​​eastern​​reformers​​“to​​use​

​your​ ​influence​ ​in​ ​order​ ​that​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​may​ ​be​ ​admitted​ ​into​ ​your​

​Confederation.”​​46​

​Demand​ ​for​ ​action​ ​on​ ​confederation​ ​grew,​ ​and​ ​a​ ​public​ ​meeting​ ​was​ ​called​ ​in​

​Victoria​​by​​Mayor​​James​​Trimble​​on​​January​​29,​​1868.​​De​​Cosmos​​took​​a​​leading​​role​​in​

​46​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Speech of Hon. A. DeCosmos,”​​16 August 1867, p. 3, col. 3.​
​45​ ​Ormsby,​​British Columbia​​, 224.​
​44​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 90.​
​43​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Confederation Resolution​​Carried!” 19 March 1867, 2.​
​42​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Confederation,” 13 March​​1867, p. 3, col. 1.​
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​the​​meeting,​​and​​two​​resolutions​​were​​passed:​​the​​first​​concerned​​immediate​​admission​​to​

​Confederation​ ​with​ ​an​ ​overland​ ​wagon​ ​road​ ​as​ ​essential,​ ​and​ ​the​ ​second​ ​delegated​ ​a​

​committee​ ​of​ ​six​ ​to​ ​wait​ ​on​ ​Seymour​ ​and​ ​urge​ ​him​ ​to​ ​act.​​47​ ​Recalling​ ​Seymour’s​ ​past​

​procrastinations,​ ​they​ ​sent​ ​a​ ​letter​ ​to​ ​Canadian​ ​Governor​ ​General​ ​Charles​ ​Monck,​ ​4​​th​

​Viscount​ ​Monck,​ ​only​ ​two​ ​days​ ​later,​ ​which​ ​he​ ​then​ ​forwarded​ ​to​ ​Buckingham,​

​recommending​ ​action​ ​on​ ​confederation.​​48​ ​Unfortunately,​ ​the​ ​meeting​ ​also​ ​roused​

​anti-confederates,​ ​and​ ​they​ ​circulated​ ​a​ ​petition​ ​in​ ​Victoria​ ​against​ ​confederation,​ ​but​

​only​ ​managed​ ​to​ ​collect​ ​164​ ​signatures​ ​out​ ​of​ ​a​ ​population​ ​of​ ​4,000.​​49​ ​Nevertheless,​

​Seymour​ ​wasted​ ​no​ ​time​ ​sending​ ​the​ ​petition​ ​to​ ​Buckingham​ ​in​ ​hopes​ ​of​ ​stalling​

​confederation.​​50​ ​De​​Cosmos​​tried​​to​​retaliate​​by​​moving​​to​​address​​the​​Queen​​directly,​​but​

​Helmcken​ ​urged​ ​delay​ ​and​ ​the​ ​bill​ ​was​ ​lost​ ​to​ ​another​ ​that​ ​agreed​ ​to​ ​confederation​ ​in​

​principle​​without​​any​​commitments.​​51​ ​De​​Cosmos​​realized​​he​​needed​​to​​look​​outside​​the​

​government​​for​​support,​​and​​in​​May​​1868​​he​​founded​​the​​Confederation​​League​​and​​held​

​a convention in Yale that September.​​52​

​The​ ​Yale​ ​Convention​ ​consisted​ ​of​ ​twenty-six​ ​delegates​ ​from​ ​across​ ​the​ ​colony,​

​including​ ​three​ ​members​ ​of​ ​the​ ​legislative​ ​council:​ ​De​ ​Cosmos,​ ​John​ ​Robson​ ​of​ ​New​

​Westminster​​and​​Frank​​Barnard​​of​​Williams​​Lake.​​53​ ​Their​​full​​resolutions​​were​​published​

​in​​a​​supplement​​to​​the​​Colonist​​on​​September​​24​​th​ ​and​​consisted​​of​​a​​lengthy​​thirty-seven​

​points,​ ​sixteen​ ​terms​ ​of​ ​admission​ ​and​ ​a​ ​five-point​ ​plan​ ​to​ ​share​ ​their​ ​ideas​ ​with​ ​the​

​53​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 82.​
​52​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 82.​
​51​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 82.​
​50​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 82.​
​49​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 81–82.​
​48​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 81.​
​47​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 81.​



​Ascendant Historian |​​23​

​government.​ ​These​ ​resolutions​ ​reveal​​the​​breadth​​of​​reformist​​demand​​circulating​​in​​the​

​colony​ ​at​ ​the​ ​time.​ ​Topping​ ​their​ ​list​ ​was​ ​a​ ​call​ ​for​ ​responsible​ ​government​ ​since​ ​“the​

​Government​ ​of​ ​British​ ​Columbia​ ​does​ ​not​ ​exist​ ​by​ ​the​ ​free​ ​and​ ​just​ ​consent​ ​of​ ​the​

​governed;​ ​and​ ​is,​ ​therefore,​ ​a​ ​Despotism,”​ ​but​ ​also​ ​included​ ​for​ ​Canada​ ​to​ ​assume​ ​the​

​colony’s​ ​debts​ ​and​ ​halve​ ​the​ ​governor’s​ ​salary.​​54​ ​The​ ​response​ ​to​ ​the​ ​convention​ ​was​

​mixed.​ ​Published​ ​in​ ​the​ ​Colonist​ ​two​ ​days​ ​before​ ​was​ ​a​ ​list​ ​of​ ​names​ ​protesting​ ​the​

​convention​​as​​having​​“not​​in​​any​​way​​resolved​​any​​authority​​to​​represent​​our​​opinions​​or​

​desires,” and was topped by Helmcken.​​55​

​The​ ​election​ ​of​ ​1868​ ​proved​ ​to​ ​be​ ​strange​​for​​De​​Cosmos.​​He​​attempted​​to​​keep​

​the​ ​issue​ ​of​ ​confederation​ ​out​ ​of​ ​his​ ​campaign,​ ​arguing​ ​that​ ​since​ ​no​ ​negotiations​ ​had​

​started,​ ​it​ ​was​ ​not​ ​a​ ​current​ ​issue,​ ​going​ ​so​ ​far​ ​as​ ​to​ ​call​ ​it​ ​“dead​ ​and​ ​buried”​ ​until​

​Rupert’s​ ​Land​ ​was​ ​acquired​ ​by​ ​Canada​ ​and​ ​good​ ​terms​ ​had​ ​been​ ​created.​​56​ ​One​ ​could​

​view​ ​it​ ​as​ ​another​ ​in​ ​his​ ​pattern​ ​of​ ​policy​ ​shifts​ ​to​ ​fast-track​ ​political​ ​projects,​ ​like​ ​his​

​abandonment​ ​of​ ​responsible​ ​government​ ​for​ ​colonial​ ​union​​in​​1865,​​but​​in​​this​​case,​​he​

​argued​ ​wholly​ ​against​ ​the​ ​discussion​ ​of​ ​confederation.​​Seymour​​used​​a​​familiar​​trick​​to​

​manipulate​ ​the​​election​​by​​authorizing​​the​​sheriff​​to​​enfranchise​​every​​resident​​who​​was​

​not​ ​Indigenous​ ​or​ ​Chinese,​ ​ignoring​ ​the​ ​property-holding​ ​or​ ​British​ ​citizenship​

​requirements.​​57​ ​With​ ​these​ ​new​ ​rules,​ ​the​ ​sizable​ ​American​ ​population​ ​on​ ​Vancouver​

​Island​​tipped​​the​​balance​​and​​a​​full​​slate​​of​​anti-confederation​​candidates​​were​​sent​​from​

​57​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 115.​
​56​ ​Hawkins,​​De Cosmos​​Enigma, 110; Woodcock,​​Amor de​​Cosmos​​, 114.​
​55​ ​Daily British Colonist and Victoria Chronicle​​, “A​​Card,” 22 September 1868, p. 2, col. 3​

​54​ ​Daily British Colonist​​, “Proceedings of the Yale​​Convention,” Daily British Colonist Supplement, 24 September​
​1868, p. 1.​
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​the​ ​island’s​ ​districts,​ ​ousting​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​from​ ​office​ ​in​ ​stark​ ​contrast​ ​to​ ​the​ ​mainland,​

​which​​sent​​a​​full​​slate​​of​​pro-confederation​​candidates.​​58​ ​The​​degree​​to​​which​​these​​men​

​were​ ​against​ ​confederation​ ​is​ ​debatable,​ ​as​​in​​a​​letter​​from​​Magistrate​​Peter​​O’Reilly​​to​

​Attorney​​General​​Henry​​Crease,​​O’Reilly​​admits​​“​​there​​is​​little​​doubt​​that​​we​​shall​​have​

​confederation​​sooner​​or​​later,”​​but​​not​​“until​​a​​satisfactory​​provision​​is​​made​​for​​us,”​​by​

​which​ ​he​ ​was​ ​referring​ ​to​ ​the​ ​pensions​ ​for​ ​the​ ​colonial​ ​officials​ ​who​ ​would​ ​be​

​dismissed.​​59​ ​That​ ​October,​ ​the​ ​Yale​ ​Convention​ ​Committee​ ​finally​ ​got​ ​Seymour​ ​to​

​forward​ ​their​ ​resolutions​ ​to​ ​Buckingham,​ ​but​ ​Seymour​ ​included​ ​his​ ​own​ ​“perfectly​

​respectful​ ​comments.”​​60​ ​These​ ​amounted​ ​to​ ​defending​ ​his​ ​fiscal​ ​management​ ​and​

​blaming​ ​the​ ​debt​ ​on​ ​Douglas,​​as​​well​​as​​showing​​general​​indifference​​to​​the​​resolutions​

​of​ ​the​ ​colony​ ​by​ ​adding​​that​​the​​convention​​“did​​not​​meet​​with​​universal​​approval”​​and​

​“the more prominent advocates for confederation were defeated at the last elections.”​​61​

​However,​ ​three​​events​​in​​1869​​paved​​the​​way​​for​​De​​Cosmos​​to​​finalize​​his​​fight​

​for​ ​confederation.​ ​Firstly,​ ​Rupert’s​ ​Land​ ​was​ ​transferred​ ​from​ ​the​ ​Hudson’s​ ​Bay​

​Company​​to​​the​​Canadian​​government,​​finally​​making​​British​​Columbia​​contiguous​​with​

​the​ ​rest​ ​of​ ​Canada.​​62​ ​Secondly,​ ​Seymour​ ​died​ ​very​ ​suddenly​ ​of​ ​dysentery​ ​while​ ​sailing​

​and​ ​was​ ​replaced​ ​by​ ​a​ ​pro-confederation​ ​governor​ ​Anthony​ ​Musgrave.​​63​ ​Thirdly,​ ​De​

​Cosmos​ ​made​ ​his​ ​way​ ​back​ ​into​ ​the​ ​legislature​ ​in​ ​a​ ​rural​​Victoria​​by-election,​​winning​

​403​​votes​​to​​118,​​a​​victory​​described​​by​​the​​Colonist​​as​​“a​​pure​​and​​unadulterated​​verdict​

​63​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 117.​
​62​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 85.​
​61​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 96.​
​60​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 84.​
​59​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 116.​
​58​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 116; Kendrick, “De Cosmos​​and Confederation,” 83.​
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​in​ ​favor​ ​of​ ​Confederation​ ​hot​ ​and​ ​strong.”​​64​ ​In​ ​1869,​ ​only​ ​five​ ​of​ ​the​ ​twenty-three​

​assembly​ ​members​ ​supported​ ​confederation,​ ​but​ ​by​​1870,​​all​​but​​three​​were​​in​​favour.​​65​

​Consequently,​ ​the​ ​debate​ ​on​ ​confederation​ ​started​ ​more​ ​substantially​ ​in​ ​1870​ ​over​ ​two​

​issues: the specific terms and responsible government.​

​Despite​ ​all​ ​his​ ​earlier​ ​efforts,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​​took​​a​​minor​​role​​in​​the​​debates,​​but​​it​

​was​ ​widely​ ​rumoured​ ​that​ ​he​ ​wanted​​the​​Lieutenant​​Governorship.​​66​ ​Helmcken​​accused​

​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​of​ ​giving​ ​up​ ​the​ ​cause​ ​of​ ​confederation,​ ​but​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​asserted​ ​he​ ​still​

​supported​ ​working​ ​for​​the​​most​​favourable​​conditions,​​“provided​​the​​financial​​terms​​are​

​right​ ​in​ ​amount.”​​67​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​still​ ​made​ ​his​ ​focus​ ​responsible​ ​government​ ​when​ ​he​

​declared​​that​​if​​it​​did​​not​​accompany​​British​​Columbia​​into​​Confederation,​​“​​I​​would​​rebel​

​if​ ​there​ ​were​ ​enough​ ​like​​me​​in​​the​​colony,​​and​​arrest​​every​​member​​of​​the​​government​

​that​ ​I​ ​thought​ ​was​ ​robbing​​me​​of​​my​​rights.”​​68​ ​Both​​amendments​​to​​include​​responsible​

​government​ ​with​ ​or​ ​without​ ​confederation​ ​failed​ ​as​ ​Musgrave​ ​made​ ​it​ ​clear​ ​that​

​“‘Responsible​ ​Government’​ ​would​ ​not​ ​be​ ​found​ ​at​ ​present​ ​suited​ ​to​ ​a​ ​community​ ​so​

​young​ ​and​ ​so​ ​constituted​ ​as​ ​this.”​​69​ ​Despite​ ​this,​ ​the​ ​motion​ ​to​ ​pursue​ ​confederation​

​passed​​and​​a​​delegation​​was​​put​​together​​to​​go​​to​​Ottawa,​​made​​up​​of​​Helmcken,​​Joseph​

​Trutch​ ​and​ ​Robert​ ​Carrall,​ ​the​ ​latter​ ​two​ ​of​ ​whom​ ​had​ ​been​ ​opposed​ ​to​ ​responsible​

​government,​​and​​even​​Helmcken​​was​​reluctant​​to​​go​​since​​the​​“more​​I​​had​​been​​opposed​

​69​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 86.​
​68​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 124.​
​67​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 86.​
​66​ ​Hawkins,​​De Cosmos Enigma​​, 113.​
​65​ ​Hawkins,​​De Cosmos Enigma​​, 113.​

​64​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 85;​​Daily British Colonist and Victoria Chronicle​​, “The Election,” 3​
​December 1869, p. 3, col. 1.​
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​to​ ​Confederation.”​​70​ ​This​ ​threw​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​into​ ​the​ ​political​ ​background,​ ​but​ ​the​

​delegation​ ​succeeded​ ​and,​ ​amusingly,​ ​was​​forced​​to​​accept​​responsible​​government​​as​​a​

​condition​ ​for​ ​admittance​ ​by​ ​the​ ​Canadian​ ​government.​​71​ ​De​ ​Cosmos'​ ​feelings​ ​were​

​clearly​ ​conflicted.​ ​In​ ​his​ ​new​ ​Victoria​ ​Daily​ ​Standard​ ​newspaper​​,​ ​founded​ ​the​ ​year​

​before,​​De​​Cosmos​​writes​​a​​column​​of​​mixed​​emotions.​​He​​unemotionally​​noted​​how​​the​

​council​ ​“unanimously​ ​adopted​ ​the​ ​terms​ ​of​ ​Union;​ ​and​ ​to-day​ ​we​ ​have​ ​become​

​Canadians,”​​but​​quite​​grandly​​boasts​​how​​British​​Columbians​​have​​“become​​allied​​with​​a​

​people​ ​who​ ​will​ ​rule​ ​the​ ​northern​ ​end​ ​of​ ​the​ ​American​ ​Continent​ ​for​ ​a​ ​thousand​

​generation.”​​72​

​After​​Confederation,​​De​​Cosmos​​served​​briefly​​as​​Premier​​from​​1872​​to​​1874​​but​

​spent​​most​​of​​his​​time​​as​​a​​Member​​of​​Parliament​​in​​Ottawa​​until​​he​​lost​​his​​seat​​in​​1882.​

​He​​championed​​the​​rapid​​construction​​of​​the​​promised​​continental​​railroad​​and​​made​​the​

​front​ ​page​ ​of​ ​the​ ​Canadian​ ​Illustrated​ ​News,​​casting​​out​​“the​​heathen​​Chinee​​in​​British​

​Columbia;”​ ​Stephen​ ​R.​ ​Bown​ ​aptly​​writes​​that​​“De​​Cosmos​​did​​not​​love​​all​​the​​cosmos​

​equally.”​​73​ ​Returning​ ​to​ ​Victoria,​ ​he​ ​faded​ ​out​ ​of​ ​the​ ​political​ ​world​ ​and​ ​became​

​increasingly​ ​eccentric,​ ​developing​ ​a​​fear​​of​​electricity​​and​​getting​​into​​fistfights​​with​​all​

​manner​​of​​Victorians,​​including​​coal​​magnate​​Robert​​Dunsmuir.​​74​ ​It​​was​​during​​this​​time​

​that​ ​one​ ​Beaumont​ ​Boggs​ ​met​​De​​Cosmos​​and​​recalled​​it​​in​​1929.​​He​​wrote​​of​​a​​“most​

​egotistical”​ ​and​ ​“august​ ​person”​ ​who​​“was​​clever,​​but​​had​​a​​habit​​of​​talking​​to​​you​​in​​a​

​74​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, 163–164.​

​73​ ​Canadian Illustrated News​​, 26 April 1879, 1; Stephen​​R. Bown,​​Dominion: The Railway and the Rise of Canada,​
​(Doubleday Canada, 2023), 62.​

​72​ ​Victoria Daily Standard​​, “Confederation Accomplished​​and We are Canadians,” 20 July 1871, 2.​

​71​ ​Brian Smith “The Confederation Delegation,” in​​British​​Columbia & Confederation​​, ed. W. George Shelton,​
​(Morriss Publishing Company, 1967), 207.​

​70​ ​Kendrick, “De Cosmos and Confederation,” 87; Helmcken,​​Reminiscences​​, 258.​
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​very​ ​lofty​ ​or​ ​superior​ ​manner.”​​75​ ​Perhaps​

​reflecting​ ​on​ ​his​ ​own​ ​life,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​gave​

​Boggs​ ​the​ ​advice​ ​that​ ​“no​ ​man​ ​ever​ ​achieved​

​success until he had been strapped.”​​76​

​During​ ​his​ ​time,​ ​De​ ​Cosmos​ ​was​ ​a​

​paradoxical​ ​figure.​ ​His​ ​efforts​ ​to​ ​promote​

​colonial​ ​union,​ ​responsible​ ​government​ ​and​

​confederation​ ​likely​ ​brought​ ​them​ ​to​ ​the​

​attention​ ​of​ ​a​ ​public​ ​that​ ​would​ ​not​ ​have​

​otherwise​ ​considered​ ​them.​ ​Woodcock’s​ ​book,​

​subtitled​ ​Journalist​ ​and​ ​Reformer,​ ​makes​ ​clear​

​his​ ​view​ ​of​ ​“this​ ​remarkable​​man.”​​77​ ​However,​

​most​ ​of​ ​the​ ​important​​decisions​​were​​not​​made​

​by​ ​him;​ ​the​ ​terms​​of​​the​​colonial​​union​​were​​handed​​down​​by​​the​​Imperial​​government,​

​and​​responsible​​government​​was​​ordered​​by​​the​​Canadian​​government​​without​​input​​from​

​De​ ​Cosmos.​ ​Woodcock’s​ ​earlier​ ​quote​ ​about​ ​“the​ ​right​ ​man​ ​and​ ​the​ ​right​ ​moment​

​coinciding”​ ​can​ ​now​ ​be​ ​pessimistically​ ​turned​ ​on​ ​its​ ​head.​​78​ ​Was​ ​he​ ​a​ ​key​ ​reformer​ ​in​

​British​ ​Columbia’s​ ​history?​ ​Yes,​ ​but​ ​without​ ​the​ ​responsible​ ​government​ ​he​ ​so​ ​craved,​

​there was little he could have done to enact his visions.​

​78​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, vii.​
​77​ ​Woodcock,​​Amor de Cosmos​​, ix.​
​76​ ​Boggs, “What I Remember,” 55.​

​75​ ​Beaumont Boggs, “What I Remember of Hon. Amor DeCosmos,” in​​British Columbia Historical Association,​
​Fourth Report and Proceedings​​, ed. Donald A. Fraser​​(The King’s Printer, 1929), 55.​
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