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William Wilfred Campbell 

1858 - 1918 

by Georgina Wyman, 

1974 



William Wilfred Campbell (1858 - 1918) 

An Anglican clergyman who left the ministry in 1891 to work 

of his life as an Ottawa civil servant, Campbell is known 

as a minor poet of the Sixties Group which wrote Canada's 

first noteworthy English verse. He was born in Kitchner, 

but the Bruce Peninsula, Ontario, was the scene of his 

early years and the inspiration of his best poetry. 

Author of poetry, novels, and historical, dramatic, and 

travel works, he is a significant reflection of English 

Canadian Victorianism because of his attempts to use 

Nature to reconcile Christian theology and Darwin's theory 

of evolution. 
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The text of the plaque is based on more general reading 

done on the Sixties Group in connection with the already 

completed plaques on Archibald Lampman and Duncan Campbell 

Scott. Carl Klinck's book Wilfred Campbell: A Study in 

Late Provincial Victorianism (Toronto, 1942) was read and 

still appears to be the main source of information on 

Campbell, as is evidenced by Roy Daniel's evaluation and 

comments on the poet in the Literary History of Canada 

(enclosed). Daniels' account coincides with Klinck's 

attitude to the poet, particularly in the idea that while 

Campbell may be a minor poet, his value as a mirror of 

his time and place and makes him a relatively significant 

figure of the period. This latter view is also upheld by 

Carl Berger's book on imperialism in Canada The Sense of 

Power (Toronto, 1970) where the author mentions Campbell 

several times as representative of the Canadian nationalism 

which looked to British values and customs as a means of 

defining Canadian identity. 

Campbell's other writings are worth mentioning inso­

far as they are repositories of his ideas, and, in the case 

of his drama, constitute some of the few attempts made by 

nineteeth century English Canadians to write drama (See: 

M. Tait, "Playwrights in a A Vacuum: English Canadian 

Drama in the Nineteenth Century". Canadian Literature, 

Number 16 (Spring, 1963), pp. 5-18) Kenneth Windsor in 
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in his chapter on Canadian historical writing in the Literary 

History of Canada notes that Campbell's work, The Scotsman 

in Canada is a creditable piece of work and reflects very 

carefully done research. (Literary History, p. 240). 

A Note On Campbell's Rirthdate (See also enclosure of 

Klinck's footnote) 

Daniels put 1861 with a question mark as Campbell's date of 

birth. Klinck says (Wilfred Campbell, pp. 5-6) that Campbell 

was born on June 1, 1858. However, he adds in a footnote 

(p.256) that 1858 is"probably the year. The parish records 

have been destroyed, and no Provincial records cover these 

early years. Various years were given at various times. 

When he registered at Wycliffe College,.. Campbell gave the 

year as 1859. Later he used, and his family used 1861. 

Mr. Herbert Campbell, the third son of the Rev. T.S. Campbell 

testifies that he was born in 1861 and he concludes that 

Wilfred was born in 1859 or 1860..."Klinck chooses the 1858 

date on the basis of an entry in the Kitchener-Waterloo 

newspaper at the time announcing the birth of a son in 1858 

to T.S. Campbell. Based on other family evidence cited in 

the above-quoted footnote one can choose any year from 

1858 to 1861 inclusive. Thus the designation of 1858 has 

been somewhat arbitrary on my part, and is based on faith 

in Klinck's opinion; he appears to have done a fair amount 

of research into the subject. There is also some doubt 
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as to whether Campbell was actually born in Kitchner - 1858 

or 1859 would have to be birthdates for by 1860 T.S. Campbell 

was in another parish. 
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The Cariboo Gold Fields 

and Wagon Road 

by Georgina Wyman, 

1974 



Since the plaque at Yale marking the beginning of the 

Carriboo Road, and the one at Barkerville to commemorate the 

Cariboo Gold Fields are inter-related, I have prepared them 

simultaneously. Rather than prepare a lengthy paper dealing 

with the Cariboo, I have chosen to 

delineate points of emphasis which I intend to bring out in 

the plaques. There are many points of view from which one 

can approach the Cariboo phenomenon, ranging from the 

technical aspects of the gold mining or road construction, 

or the "romance" of the life of the prospector, to the 

dislocation and disruption the influx of miners caused for 

the Indian people living in the region. Given that the 

plaques are sponsored by the Government of Canada, I have 

opted to emphasize those aspects which tended to work towards 

the economic and political development of British Columbia 

and its eventual integration into Canada. This orientation 

may prevent, to some extent, duplication of material now 

being made available by the province of British Columbia 

which has also chosen to commemorate the wagon road and the 

gold fields. In the case of the development of a historic 

site at the latter at Barkerville, emphasis seems to be 

placed on the re-creation of the lifestyle in the mining towns 

of the I860's, as well as making available to the general 

public some easily understood information about the types of 

mining which were taking place. 
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Cariboo Gold Fields 

In 1865, Governor Seymour capsulized the overall significance 

of the gold fields when he wrote to Colonial Secretary 

Cardwell that Cariboo was "the real British Columbia ... the 

source of wealth, the centre of life of the two colonies" 
2 

(Vancouver Island and British Columbia). It was not the 

gold fields per se which gave the Cariboo this distinction, 

but the fact that the mining area was a centre of white 

population. Assuming that the exploitation of a natural 

resource hitherto untapped by white men could bring 

beneficial effects to the "civilized" world, the colonial 

office, urged on by Governor Douglas, had approved guidelines 

under which the mining could take place, and the Governor 

proceeded to attempt to make white infiltration into the 
3 

area a tool for spreading British values and institutions. 

In 185 8 the discovery of gold on the Fraser River further 

south had led to the establishment on paper of the colony 

of British Columbia with an administrative structure and 

revenue collecting powers through such measures as the 

collection of customs duties and the sale of mining licences. 

Under the watchful eye of Governor Douglas a system of law 

enforcement was introduced, local municipal councils were 
4 established in some towns, a regular government mail service 

5 
was begun from New Westminister to Douglas, Hope and Yale, 

and construction commenced of a series of roads to link the 

various mushrooming communities. The Cariboo discoveries 

gave further impetus to these developments, and the 

estimated $28,000,000 of placer gold mined along the 

Fraser River between 1861 and 1870 gave rise to the growth 

of white settlements, to the arrival of businessmen with 

goods and services to offer the miners, and to the 

beginnings of an agricultural economy. It also laid the 

groundwork for a more organized form of mining by large 

companies which began to a certain extent in the 1860's, and 

9 
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largely took over the mining operations in the following 

decades. 

One reason for Douglas' zeal in maintaining peace, 

order, and good government, was his awareness that the 
7 

"British element" in British Columbra was small and his 

recognition that the Achilles' heel of his aim to make the 

colony a bastion of British values was the migratory nature 

of the population and the fact that much of it came from 

the United States, where many of the miners had participated 

in the California gold rush. Douglas could not ensure that 

the settlement would thrive once placer gold became more 

difficult to find. To counteract these drawbacks he used 

the spectacular nature of the gold discoveries to make the 
8 

country known to potential British settlers. His despatches, 
9 

and other popular pamphlets published in England stress 

the potential investment opportunities for British capital 

in the Cariboo, and draw attention to the excellent living 

to be made from agriculture. 

To a certain extent this policy succeeded. In 1867 

the white population of the colony of British Columbia was 

7500 and the Cariboo area was dotted with small settlements, 

with observers noting that there was a substantial increase 

in the number of people of British origin. In 1866 wheat 

production in the Cariboo was high enough to meet the entire 

consumption of flour there for the 1866-6 7 winter and 
11 spring season. 

However, by 1865, the Gold Commissioner of Cariboo 

East noted a retardation in the development of the mining 

district and added that heavy machinery was now needed in 

many areas. The mining was now largely in the hands of 
12 "men of large Capital" or companies. " Ormsby notes that 

after 186 7 the "boom period" of the area began gradually 
13 

to fade. By the 1870's the image of the Cariboo as the 

centre of the colony had begun to change with the discovery 
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of gold in other areas such as the Kootenay. Moreover, 

with the decline of activity in the Cariboo, the disadvantages 

of the dependency on one resource as the base of economic 

activity became clear. Faced with a heavy debt incurred 

to construct the Cariboo Road, a Colonial Office policy 

that the colony should survive without financial assistance 

from the Mother Country, and declining revenues which made 

the paying off of that debt difficult, the colony was forced 

to look to union with some larger economic system such as 

the United States or the other British North American 

colonies, which would give it access to the capital, 

immigrants, and markets needed to broaden the scope of its 
. . ... a 14 economic activities. 

Since the Cariboo gold fields plaque is located at 

Barkerville, allusion should probably be made to the fact 

that Williams Creek was regarded as the heart of the Cariboo 

district and astounded many by the magnitude of its gold 
A • + . 1 5 

deposits. 

Cariboo Wagon Road 

In February 1862, Governor Douglas wrote to the Duke of 

Newcastle that the "judicious selection of roads being an 

object of vast importance to the colony is a subject which 

cannot be too carefully studied and is naturally viewed with 
1 r 

profound solicitude by this government". Integral to the 

progress of British Columbia were lines of communication 

between the capital, New Westminister, and the other area 

of settlement, the Cariboo - and Douglas entered heavily 

into debt to ensure that networks of roads into the interior 

were constructed from points beyond which navigation of the 

Fraser River was impossible. It is in the context of 

Douglas' general roadbuilding programme completed by Seymour 

that the trail should be viewed. Of all the roads, it was 
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the longest, and technically excellent, accomodating a 

volume and type of wagon traffic which no other roads into 

the interior could. Ormsby's discussion of the Cariboo 

Road notes its strategic importance in attempting to keep 

out American trade, and its usefulness to the Cariboo 

population in reducing the price of goods and in providing 
18 

employment for unsuccessful miners. Douglas also saw the 

road as a potential source of revenue through the imposition 
19 

of an additional road tax. Judge Begbie also suggested 

that the road was necessary to keep an adequate supply of 

pack horses in British Columbia; he attributed the high cost 

of goods at the mines at least partially to the tremendous 
20 loss of pack animals incurred by merchants. In addition 

to securing the trade of British Columbia for British 

merchants, Douglas also assured Newcastle that the new road 

would provide access to farming districts and thus induce 

"Her Majesty's British subjects to visit this colony and make 
. . . . 21 

British Columbia their home" thereby counteracting the 

danger of Americanization constituted by the large number of 

American miners. Begbie also urged that with the transition 

to underground mining in 1862, the seasonal character of 

mining could be changed, thereby encouraging a more permanent 
22 

population. In 1865 as the mining became more technically 

complicated the completion of the Cariboo road to Williams 

Creek was seen as a necessity to enable the transport of 
2 3 

machines to the mines. 

Finally, it should also be noted that the construction 

of the road by private businessmen and the Royal Engineers 

was not only necessitated by financial constraints, but also 

seems to have been part of Douglas' plan to encourage a 

lasting population in the colony. In 1861 he forwarded 

with approval, petitions from local businessmen urging the 

construction of more roads noting that these men were solid, 
24 

responsible citizens. He seems to have welcomed offers 
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from private businessmen to build roads in return for the 

right to collect tolls on them for a certain period of 

time, as a means of making these people establish permanent 

roots in British Columbia and a sense of loyalty to the 
2 5 

settlement. 
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1. For some idea of the nature of the restoration at 

Barkervxlle, see Bruce Ramsey, A Guidebook to Barkerville 

(Vancouver, 1961). Also placing emphasis on life at 

Williams Creek, particularly at Barkerville is 

Fred W. Ludditt, Barkerville Days (Vancouver, 1969). 

Ludditt traces the history of Barkerville up to and 

including its creation as a provincial historic site 

in 1958. He claims to have played a large role in 

having the town designated a historic site, and 

expresses disatisfaction with the execution of the 

project by the provincial authorities. 

2. Seymour to Cardwell, May 2, 1865, Volume 21, Despatch 

6 396, Colonial Office Records, MG 11, Public Archives 

of Canada. Henceforth referred to as CO 60 with volume 

number. 

3. With a recent historian (Martin Robin, The Rush for 

Spoils: The Company Province (Toronto, 19 72) denouncing 

the unabashed encouragement of the exploitation of 

British Columbia's natural resources, it is useful to 

remember the optimistic belief in progress which 

motivated Douglas and those of his time: the seemingly 

inexhaustible resources of Cariboo were a means of 

bringing British people and British "civilization" to 

a country hitherto populated only by "savages" and fur 

traders. 

4. Douglas to Newcastle, 22 April 1861, CO 60/9: As an 

alternative to establishing responsible government in 

the Canadian style, Douglas maintained the local 

councils in New Westminister, Yale and Hope were adequate 

means for the time being of assessing popular opinion. 

5. Douglas to Newcastle, 8 October 1861, despatch 10955, 

CO 60/11. 
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6. R.T. Gosnell, The Yearbook of British Columbia and 

Manual of Provincial Information (Victoria, 1911), 

P. 175-6. Gosnell's figures are one set among many. 

In Gosnell's figures may be included some yield from 

the Fraser mines further south - but by 1861 most of 

the yields from the Fraser were from the Cariboo. 

Donovan Clemson, "The Cariboo Road," Canadian Geographic 

Journal, Volume LXIV, Number 4 (1962) says Williams 

Creek itself yielded $19 million, P. 121. Easterbrook 

and Aiken, Canadian Economic History (Toronto 1958), 

P. 338 say the Cariboo yielded $25 million between 

1859 and 1871. All figures must be considered as 

approximations, given the fact that the mining activity's 

structure was highly individualized, and it was 

virtually impossible to keep an account of all the 

miners' earnings. Moreover, there were no centralized 

census-taking mechanisms, and reports of earnings came 

from Gold Commissioners who were only able to estimate 

amounts. There was no one centralized agency which 

bought gold. Some miners sold it in Victoria for cash, 

others used it as a medium of exchange to buy goods, and 

others sold it in west coast American cities. 

7. Douglas to Newcastle, 22 April 1861, CO 60/9. 

8. Douglas could not "repress a feeling of profound regret 

that so few of Her Majesty's British subjects have not 

yet participated in British Columbia". 16 September 

1861, despatch 9801, CO 60/11. 

He frequently cited the excellent opportunities which 

existed for agricultural settlers (E.G. 5 February 1862 

CO 60/12) and in 186 3 suggested the problem of the 

"industrious poor" in northern England could be partially 

resolved by sending them out to British Columbia to 

occupy and cultivate land. 14 July 1863, despatch 

8488, CO 60/16. 
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9. Cariboo: The Newly Discovered Gold Fields of British 

Columbia, Fully Described by a Returned Digger (London, 

1862), pp. 64-7. This section of the account stresses 

the Cariboo as a "fit subject for the capitalists of 

England" where "capital has just as much protection 

... as in any part of the Empire". 

10. Population figures vary. A. Harvey, A Statistical 

Account of British Columbia (Ottawa, 1967), says there 

was a population of 10,000 whites in the colony, but 

adds that "this population is very fluctuating". 

In 1871, Trutch, the B.C. Surveyor General, said there 

were some "2000 miners" working steadily in the Cariboo 

with the rest of the population being farmers, traders 

or professional men. This is considerably lower than 

the 4000 or 5000 estimate which occurs frequently in 

the colonial despatches in the early 1860's W. Trutch 

in Montreal Gazette, British Columbia and the Canadian 

Pacific Railway: Complimentary Dinner to the Hon. 

Mr. Trutch (Montreal, 1871), P. 6. Ormsby opts for the 

7500 figure, British Columbia: A His_tory_ (Vancouver, 

1958), P. 209. 

11. Harvey, P. 16. 

12. Gold Commissioner O'Reilly to Governor Seymour, 

5 January 1865, despatch 1586, CO 60/21. 

13. Ormsby, P. 220. 

14. Easterbrook and Aiken, PP. 338-9. 

15. E.G. Douglas wrote to Newcastle, 2 4 October 1861, 

despatch 10961, CO 60/17 about the "almost fabulous, 

wealth of that gold field", citing testimony from a 

Major Downie "an old and successful Californian" who 

said that California was nowhere in comparison to 

Williams Creek. Cosnell refers to the "famous Williams 

Creek", p. 176 as does Harvey pp. 17-18. 

16. Douglas to Newcastle, 5 February 1862, despatch 3914, 

CO 60/13. 
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17. Exact cost of the Cariboo Road is not clear, but the 

figure lies somewhere between one million and one and 

a half million dollars. Walter Moberly claims the cost 

was 1| million, "History of the Cariboo Wagon Road," 

Art Historical and Scientific Association Papers 

(Vancouver, 1907-8), pp. 25-39. Trutch says 1| million, 

p. 6. Much light would probably be shed on the entire 

story of the Cariboo Road had I been able to obtain a 

masters' thesis on this topic road prepared by J.H.S. 

Reid, "The Road to Cariboo" unpublished Masters thesis, 

University of British Columbia (1941). 

18. See Ormsby's book. 

19. Douglas to Newcastle, 24 October 1861, despatch 10961, 

CO 60/11. 

20. Judge Begbie to Douglas, 30 November 1861, despatch 

3914, CO 60/13. 

21. Douglas to Newcastle, 5 February 1862, despatch 3914, 

CO 6 0/13. 

22. Begbie to Colonial Secretary, 19 January 1863, despatch 

3136, CO 60/15. 

2 3. O'Reilly to Seymour, 5 January 1865, despatch 4586, 

CO60/21. 

24. Douglas to Newcastle, 8 October 1861, despatch 10955, 

CO 60/11. 

25. Douglas to Newcastle, 24 October 1861, Despatch 10961, 

CO 60/11: "I indeed acknowledge the warm support which 

I have lately received . . . in carrying out measures of 

development, a signficant fact showing that their 

feelings are becoming every day more identified with 

the progress of the colony." 
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Collins' Overland International Telegraph 

(1864-67) 

Promoted by Perry Collins, U.S. Commercial Agent in Russia, 

and dependent on the Western Union Telegraph Company's money, 

men, and technology for it execution; this early example of 

telegraph in British Columbia roused the enthusiasm of the 

white residents: at no expense to them the colony was to 

be a vital link on a line joining "civilization" in Europe 

and America via Russia. In 1867 construction ceased on the 

incomplete line after the 1866 success of the more economic 

Atlantic cable, but a section from New Westminster to the 

Cariboo stayed and was bought by the Canadian government 

in 1880. 
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The revised text for the Collins Overland International 

Telegraph is based on a selective reading of a massive 

general reference book on the telegraph in North America, 

on a perusal of some relevant Colonial Office documents, 

selective reading of the British Columbian of the period, 

and use of three articles directly relating to the Overland 

2 
Telegraph ' An 

attempt has been made to avoid excessive duplication of 

material in the text of the provincial plaque 

although to some extent this was necessary if the text was 

to be factually complete. 

It was felt unnecessary to write a full-scale research 

paper, since relatively little new information would be 

added to that found in the secondary sources already cited 

- particularly Mackay's article in the British Columbia 

Historical Quarterly. Mackay and Galbraith have tapped most 

of the relevant sources with the exception of the Western 

Union Telegraph Company's records. However, since these 

latter are not available for this paper either, I have 

chosen to offer an interpretation of the expositions which 

Mackay and Galbraith provide. In both his articles on the 

Collins telegraph, Mackay has placed considerable emphasis 
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on the internal organization of the venture and on the 

personal heroism and ability demonstrated by those who 

undertook actual construction in the face of very difficult 

geographic and climactic conditions. The significance 

of the Collins telegraph in the context of Russian-American 

and British-American relations might also be discussed. 

However, given the limited amount of space in a plaque 

text, I have chosen to dwell on those points which can be 

said to reflect some aspects of the social and economic 

development of British Columbia by a white population. 

In the revised plaque text there are four principal 

points of emphasis: 1) identification of the promoter and 

executor of the project; 2) its significance at the time 

for the people of British Columbia; 3) the reason for the 

demise of the scheme; 4) the fate of the telegraph line. 

1. Identification of the Promoter and Executor of the Project 

In their respective articles Mackay and Galbraith have 

stressed the personal role of Perry McDonough Collins in 

promoting the Overland Telegraph. However, perhaps more 

emphasis should be given to the fact that while "the promoter 

by nature" who died a millionaire, may have had the initial 

idea, there were several favourably inclined ears attuned 

to it. In the first place, it is clear that certain 

policitians in the American congress were quite willing to 

aid him actively in his activities. It was at the instigation 
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of the California delegation in the United States House of 

Representatives that Collins was made a government commercial 

4 
agent in Russia. After he had expressed his vision of 

opening "a new world (in Northern Asia) to trade and 

civilization". As the Collins telegraph project moved to 

fruition, Congress continued its interest by recommending an 

appropriation of $50,000 to cover the cost of surveys of 

the coasts and islands adjacent to Behring's Strait. 

Perhaps more importantly, after the failure to lay a 

working telegraph cable in the Atlantic in 1858, there 

were capitalists of the stature of President Hiram Sibley 

of the powerful corportate giant, Western Union Telegraph 

Company, taking an interest in Collins' exploits. Although 

Collins did not officially present his proposal to Western 

Union's Board of Directors until September 23, 1863, it is 

clear from J.D. Reid's account that Sibley was in contact 

with Collins well before that date. In 1861 the former 

informed Collins of his eagerness to get on with construction, 

noted no lack of backers, and predicted a rosy future for the 

line : 

Our men are pressing me hard to let them 
go on to Behring's Strait next summer, and 
(as you say to me) 'If I had the Money', 
I would go on and complete the line and 
talk about it afterwards ...No work costing 
so little money was ever accomplished by 
man that will be so important in results. 
The benefit resulting to the world will 
pay its entire cost every year after 
complet ion... ' 
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The tone of the letter suggests that there may have been 

an informal working relationship between Sibley and Collins 

as early as 1861; it is tempting to speculate whether Collins, 

who had at first taken a more generalized interest in the 

development of trade in Northern Asia, had not had his 

interests channelled more directly into a telegraph line as 

Q 

a first priority through his contact with Sibley. Before 

1863, was Western Union taking a kind of wait-and-see 

attitude, letting Collins take responsibility for negotiations 

with the Russian, American, and British governments, ready to 

step in when such were almost completed and the political risk 

appeared minimal? Moreover, it was Western Union who took 

over Collins' original idea and mobilized its men and money 

within a short period of time after Collins sold his rights 

to the Company after 1864. Indeed, in his account, Reid 

treats the Collins telegraph as essentially another phase 

in Western Union's expansion programme. The company had 

worked its way across the American continent; an Atlantic 

cable did not seem particularly feasible - the Collins line 

was the logical way to create an international telegraph 
9 

system. Thus, the Western Union Telegraph Company is given 

what might be termed "equal billing" in the plaque text. 

Reference to Western Union is also made to illustrate 

the pattern of the early development of the telegraph in 

British Columbia prior to union with Canada. It is 


