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Introduct ion 

Province House, Chariottetown has been the home of the 

Legislative Assembly of Prince Edward Island for 130 years. 

Sixteen years after the building was completed in 1848, 

delegates from the British North American colonies met in 

its Legislative Council chamber, cursorily discussed 

Maritime union and considered, at length, a federal union of 

their governments. In this historic conference of September 

1864 Canada has its beginnings. Constitutional principles 

agreed upon at Province House and formalized and refined at 

subsequent Quebec and London conferences resulted in the 

British North America Act which in 1867 united the four 

colonies of Upper Canada, Lower Canada, New Brunswick and 

Nova Scotia into the Dominion of Canada. Since the 1960s, 

during the summer months an average of 1600 people a day 

have visited "the birthplace of Confederation." In 1966 the 

Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada declared 

Province House to be of National Historic significance. The 

centennial year of Prince Edward Island's entry into 

confederation, 1973, the federal and Island governments 

entered into an agreement whereby Canada would restore, 

preserve and interpret the building as a place of special 

historic significance for all Canadians. Historical 

research, resulting in the following report on the building, 

was undertaken as a first step in the site development 

program. 

The purpose of this history of the structure and use of 

Province House is to determine the original construction and 
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design of the building, establish its appearance and use 

during the 1864 conference, identify subsequent structural 

and technical changes, both interior and exterior, and 

chronicle the specific functions which the building served 

over the years. Investigations for this report have been 

limited to public documentary and photographic sources. The 

research and analysis of this material was seen as a basic 

preliminary step to the identification of the mysteries and 

problems to be solved in later phases of historical research 

such as oral history and comparative studies and in on-site 

architectural investigation. Areas for future research are 

noted in the text and reiterated in the conclusion. 

The present study is treated in a chronological 

narrative fashion, a method, which while inconveniencing 

certain professionals such as architects, best presents 

hisorical relationships and tells the Province House story 

in its integrity. The reason for building Province House, 

the design competition and the administrative arrangements 

set up for its construction management are discussed 

initially. There follows an account of the construction 

years which looks at the builders, describes the building 

contracts, building progress and design alterations as the 

work proceeded and finally original decoration and 

furnishing. The theme of the next chapter is the dual focus 

of the building during the colonial period as government and 

administrative centre and entertainment stage. The subduing 

effects of confederation and urbanization on the use of 

Province House and the impact of late nineteenth century 

technology on the building's structure are discussed in 

Chapter 4. Beautiful gardens developed around Province House 

in the 1880s basically remained unchanged until the 1960s, a 

subject which is given detailed consideration in a separate 

chapter. The last chapter chronicles the growth of 

government which finally forced the exodus of provincial 
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administration from Province House, records continuing 

technological change and summarizes the events and 

negotiations which led to the 1973 agreement for the 

building's preservation. For the use of architects, 

interpreters and curators detailed documents such as the 

1839 specifications, specifications from the eight original 

contracts, final contractor's accounts, the architect's 

adjustment and comment on these accounts and the original 

list of furnishings for the public offices have been printed 

as appendices. The remaining appendices include tables 

compiled from the documentation listing furniture supplied 

by maker and craftsmen paid for services at the building 

during the colonial period. 
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The Genesis of the Province House Idea 

A central place for administrative buildings was reserved in 

Britain's original planning of Charlottetown as the capital 

of the Island of Saint John. The townsite, situated on a 

promontory in the same south shore harbour as the old French 

Port La Joie was laid out in 1768 by Charles Morris, Chief 

Surveyor of Nova Scotia. Morris's plan of Charlottetown 

(Fig. 1) provided for an orderly town unit in the British 

classical tradition. The whole town area of 7,300 acres 

included a royalty of 6,041 acres of pasture land and a 565 

acre common for extending the town as it grew. In the town 

proper of 270 acres, major streets, 100 feet wide, led north 

from the water forming a neat rectangular grid with 

east-west streets 80 feet wide. Waterfront lots were set 

aside for public stores, a market and lumber yard. 

Dominating this regular town plan was an open central square 

with reserves at either end for a church and a court house 

and jail. Morris's plan of Charlottetown was slightly 

altered (Fig. 2) by Walter Patterson, the first British 

governor of the colony. Patterson increased lot sizes by 

changing the width and number of east-west streets between 

Water and Richmond Streets and designated four open squares 

in each quarter of the rectangular town plan. The central 

square, which Patterson named Queen Square, was retained as 
2 

originally intended for public buildings. 

Building progress in Charlottetown, like the greater 

economic welfare of Prince Edward Island was retarded by the 

system of proprietory land tenure introduced by the British 
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Government in 1767. Two years after the Island became a 

legal British possession in 1763, Captain Samuel Holland 

undertook a comprehensive survey which divided the Island 

into 66 lots of approximately 20,000 acres each and three 

county towns. In 1767 a Colonial Office lottery divided 

these lots among favorites of the Crown who became 

responsible for settlement. The grantees petitioned the 

Crown to have the Island made a separate colony from Nova 

Scotia and in 1769 the British Government agreed provided 

the costs of a separate government would be borne by the 

proprietors through quit rent payments. Britain voted £3000 

for a church, jail and court house in Chariottetown but 

since many proprietors remained in England and refused to 

pay their quit rents the first Governor Walter Patterson and 
3 

his officials had to use this fund for their salaries. 

Public building would be delayed until the British 

Parliament made provision for the Civil List and the Island 

was permitted to levy taxes for a revenue. 

For nearly thirty years, Queen Square remained an empty 

plot of land devoid of the church and administrative 

buildings which had been anticipated as the focus of the 

town. During this time both the Supreme Court and 

Legislature of the Colony met in private homes and taverns, 

a practice which prompted doorkeeper Edward Ryan to describe 
4 

the Assembly as "a damn queer parliament." The first 

building on Queen Square was an Episcopal church erected on 
5 

the church reserve in 1795. A small Court House 

constructed on the northwest corner of Queen Square in 1812 

provided the first public accommodation for the Island 

courts and legislature(Fig. 3). Although the town plan 

had called for a market at the waterfront, in 1813 a market 

house was built in the middle of Queen Square facing Great 

George Street; a decade later this rectangular building was 
7 

replaced by a round market. The Episcopal church was 
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torn down after 1835 when St. Paul's church was built on the 

east side of the square originally designated for a court 
g 

house and jail. 

By 1836 the capital of Prince Edward Island could 

properly be called a town. Charlottetown and Royalty had a 
Q 

population of 2,541 (Charlottetown proper 1,965). The 

court house, market and church in Queen Square were the 

centre of interest of roughly 350 buildings scattered 

throughout the town. After the British Government agreed to 

give up the ineffective quit rent collection in 1830 and 

allow the Colony to raise money for local purposes through a 

Land Assessment Act the Islanders had enlarged the Court 

House and constructed a Government House in the western 

common (1834) and a Central Academy on the east side of town 

(1835). These public buildings added to improved roads 

and bridges and the recent extension of the Charlottetown 

wharf made Charlottetown a respectable capital of a British 

colony. At the opening of the 1837 legislative session 

Governor John Harvey congratulated the Islanders on their 

building progress and observed that Charlottetown only 

lacked a provincial infirmary and one other public building 

indispensable to every colony, "a solid and well constructed 

edifice for the deposit and safe custody of all Public 

Records."12 

The Island Legislature, feeling somewhat congested in 

its second storey headquarters in the Court House (Fig. 3 ), 

seized upon Harvey's suggestion of a public record building 

to promote the creation of a colonial building "suitable for 

the keeping of the Public Records of the Colony (as 

particularly recommended by your Excellency), and for the 

accommodation of the Houses of the Legislature and also for 

Public Offices."13 In April 1837 the Assembly passed a 

Land Assessment Act to raise the £5000 estimated cost of the 

building. Similar legislation had previously been 
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passed to raise money for the Court House, Government House 

and Central Academy but the 1837 Act, unlike the others, 

included a penal tax on unsettled lands directly aimed 

against those landowners who had failed to fulfill the 

conditions of their grants. An immediate storm of 

proprietorial protest prompted a six months suspension of 

the Act to enable the Colonial Office to entertain debate on 

the measure. 

The idea of constructing a colonial building in 

Chariottetown was generally not questioned by the 

non-resident proprietors who opposed the 1837 Land 

Assessment Act. They resisted the principle of penal 

assessment upon non-cultivation which they viewed as 

inequitable, unfair and leading to escheat - the forced 

reinvestment of their lands in the Crown for resale on a 

freehold basis. In answer to these charges a Joint 

Committee of the Island Legislative Council and Assembly 

pointed out that although the penal tax might eventually 

force some proprietors to give up their lands, it was 

primarily intended as a substitute for escheat, a measure 

which would compensate for the retarding influence of 

non-settlement by redistributing the burden of local 

improvements. The Committee reported that the economic 

injury inflicted on the colony by large areas of wilderness 

lands was apparent when it was considered that out of a 

total expenditure of £107,645 during the past twelve years, 

the non-resident proprietors had contributed less than £5000 

through land assessment, while the balance of nearly 

£100,000 was borne by the resident population as consumers 
16 of dutiable articles. The position of the Island 

Legislature was endorsed by Lord Durham then at Quebec 

making his investigations leading to colonial reforms in 

British North America. Durham's unequivocal opinion that a 

penal tax was an important first step in the solution of an 

7 



inequitous proprietorial land tenure system led to 

confirmation of the Land Assessment Act by the British Privy 

Council on 12 Dec. 1838.17 

London's approval of the Land Assessment Act renewed 

discussion on the construction of a Colonial Building in the 

Island Legislature during 1839. Two years earlier at the 

request of Governor Harvey a local architect named Isaac 

Smith had drawn preliminary plans and specifications of the 

intended Colonial Building to accommodate public offices and 

the two houses of the Legislature. Before securing final 

plans and specifications, Assembly member Edward Palmer now 

introduced a series of resolutions recommending that this 

design be altered to make the Colonial Building a sufficient 

size for the Supreme Courts of Law and Equity. Although a 

majority of the house rejected Palmer's resolution for a 
19 larger building the Governor apparently decided to leave 

the matter open. In August 1839 a competition was 

advertised for the best plan of a Colonial Building to 

include accommodation for a supreme court which "may 
20 hereafter be deemed adviseable." 

During the months of August and September a public 

notice (Fig. 4) appeared in Island, New Brunswick and Nova 

Scotia newspapers offering a premium of £20 "for the best 

and most approved plan" of a brick or stone Colonial 

Building. All the major offices of the Colony were to find 

space in the design: - the Chambers of the Legislative 

Council and House of Assembly, rooms for the President of 

the Legislative Council and Speaker of the House of 

Assembly, committee rooms, Library, visitors' galleries, 

seven public offices and the Courts of Law with adjacent 

rooms. The other necessary features specified by the ad 

were apartments in the basement storey for housekeepers, 

water closets, fire-proof closets or presses for the safety 

of public records in each office and arrangements for 
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