
FEW OBSERVATIONS 

UPON THE 

V ALUE AND IMPORTANCE 

OF OUR 

NORTH 

AMERICAN COLONIES. 

BY LIEUT .• COLONEL OLDFIELD, K.H., 
CORPS OF ROYAL ENGINEERS. 

C'eat Ie nombre du peuple. et l'abondance des alimens, qui forment la vraia 
force et la l'laie richelse d'un royaumo. 

The Filheriea of Newfoundland are mines of wealth auperior to thole of 
Mexico and Pera,-ADBB R.YNAL. 

LONDON: 
PUBL18HED BY F. PINKNEY, AT THE M·iLITARY LIBRARY, 

(LATE EGERTON'S), NEAR WHITBHALL. 

1838. 



A FEW OBSERVATIONS 

TJPON OTJIt 

NORTH AMERICAN COLONIES. 

The assertion that our North American colonies 

are a bllrthen and expence, rather than an advantage 

to the mother country, has been so frequently made, 

that it appears to have gained some degree of credit; 

a few facts which I propose to state in the following 

pages, may possibly tend, in some slight degree to 

dissipate this illusion. 

It is true that Her Majesty's North American pos-
·f 

sessions do not afford the same pecuniary advantages, 

as Her West Indian colonies, yet they are not deficient 

in this point; but it is, as connected with our maritime 

prosperity, that the~y are of the greatest value, and 

of th(~ most vital importance to Great Britain. 

It must be remembered, that previous to the loss 

of Canada, France was enabled to contend with us 

at sea, with a force ... somewh",t avproximating to-
," a .. 
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wards an equality, (rom the period of her losiDg 

Canada, her naval power bas gradually declined, a 

second and almost death blow was given to it, by 

the loss of St. Domingo, which valuable colony gave 

em ployment to fully ten thousand seameD, and 

may serve as a warning to us, wit h respect to our 

\Vest Indian islands, whose prosperity is closely allied 

to that of our North American provinces. Napoleon 

had ships in abundance, but he wanted sailors, when 

we entered Antwerp in the year 1814, thirty-three 

sail of the line, were on the stocks, several more in 

the basin, and others afloat in the ScheIdt; it was 

easy to build ships, but to man them was a much 

nlore difficult task. Aware of the impossihility of 

maintaining a military, without possessing a com

Inercia I navy, France has never failed to use ber ut

most endeavours to foster the latter, regardless of 

expenee. Before Jaeq ues Cartier entered the St. 

Lawrence in 1534, France had sent her ships to take 

cod on the banks of Newfoundland; subsequent to 

the loss of Canada, additional encouragenlent was 

given to the fishery, which in 1775, employed five 

hundred and sixty-four vessels, anti twenty-seven 

thousand sealnen ; the value of the trade was calcu

lated at one nlillion sterling; antI the extent orthe 

fishery, enabled France in the American wart-to con .. 
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t~st with us the sovereignty of the sea. After the 

peace ofJ1793, the French fishery deClined, and with 

the fishery 1he· French marine. Since the treaty of 

Paris of 1815, the Governnlellt of France alive to 

the' importance of the Newfoundland fishery, as 

a '.ursery for her navy, has su pported it by consider

able bounties, amounting in sonle years to £60,000. 

However, extravagant this method may appear, of 

forming a marine, it is certainly more economical 

than that which Napoleon adopted from necessity, 

of training his sailors, in ships of war, and supporting 

them in this unproductive labour, entirely at the 

expenee of the public. 

. Mr. Bliss in his interesting pamphlet, on the colo

nial system. tells us, that the Humber of seamen em

plC\yed by the French in their Newfoundland fishery, 

exceeds one half of the whole number elnployed in 

her commercial marine. 

,Of the importance attached by France, to her 

N drth' A merican colonies, we have a proof, in the 

immense sums expended on the fortifications of 

Louisburgh, in .the island of Cape Breton, wh\ch is

land was occupied by the French, in the year 1713, 

during the regency of the Duke of Orleans. 

Raynal ,tells us, "the necessity of bringing stone 

.from Europe,~$ and other. materials proper for these 
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crrcat works, sometimes retarded their progress, but 
b 

never Dlade them to be discontinued; more than 

thirty millions of francs, or £ 1,2.jO,OOO stg. were ex

pended on them. This was Dot thought too great a 

SUln for the support of the fisheries, for securing the 

communication between France aDd Canada, and for 

uhtailling a security or retreat to ships of war coming 

froln the southern islands; nature and policy required 

that the riches of the south should be protected by 

the strcngth of the north." 

The conquest of Cape Breton by the British, iq 

1745, was considered a most valuable acquisition; it 

was restored to France at the peace of Aix-la-ChapAlle 

in 1748; and again captured by the English in 1758; 

aftcr the conquest of Canada, in 1759, Cape Breton 

lost its importance, in a military point of view ; the 

ex pcnsi ve fortifications were destroyed, and a q uan

tity of fine free stone, irnported from France for the 

construction of the works, was, as recently as the 

period from 1811 to 1814, sent to Newfoundland for 

some defences proposed to be erected on Signal 

Hill, the progress of which was suspended at the 

peace in 1815. Should however, at any future period, 

the Canadas be severed from the British Empire, 

Cape Breton would resu~e its military importaoQe, 

and its commercial consequence which is now CODai-
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derable would be greatly enhanced. Its valuable 

coal mines, and ugricultural produce, render it at all 

timeS,l a possession of much importance; the first as 

furDi!Hing' an abundant supply of excellent fuel, for 

our stearn vessels; and the last as affording provi

sions-for our West Indian colonies, and Newfoundland 

fishery, for it must' be observed, that Newfoundland, 

although of such value to Great Britain, as a fishing 

station and as a nursery for sailors, is almost entirely 

dependent on external resources for the subsistence 

ot its inhabitants. The island produces little nlore 

than a precarious crop of potatoes, hay not sufficient 

for the small number of cattle on the island, oats, 

cut green, and used as fodder, and a few vegetables. 

Newfoundland has an increasing population, con

sisting at present, of probably not less than 70,000 ; 

in 1786, when Mr .. Jenkinson (afterwaras Lord Liver

pool) brought forward a proposition for regulating 

the fisheries of Newfoundland, an object at that mo

ment doubly interesting from the then recent loss of 

so 'many of our trans-atlantic colonies, in a speech 

in which he evineed a profound knowled'ge of his 

subject, he pointed out the unfitness of this island for 

colol'fi*'i~n, and the injury to be apprehended to ou r 

fisheries) try; ~tHonlZiDg it~ However, sterile may be 

the BOil, atH}: 'inhospitable the climate, the'value of 
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this possession to Great Britain, cannot for one m~ 

ment be questioned ; this island has been justly 

termed the asylum, and defence of the c.odfisber~. its 

consequence to a maritilne and commercial natioo. 

whose natural defence in her Davy is incalculable. lJ:;; 

The exports of Newfoundland, consist of fisb, oil, 

seal skins, and a few furs; in some of the bays, 

remote from St. John's, a small quantity of timber 

is cut for ship building. 

The value of the exports in 1834, the year preced

ing that in which I left the colony was £826,659 Ss...-

10d., of the imports £618,757 2s. 4d., the tonM,.ge 

outwards, 
Ships. 

British ••••••••.. 852 
Foreign ••••. - ••• 21 -----

Total ••••.•••• 873 
the tonnage inwards, 

Ships. 
Bri tish •••• · ) ••.. 888 
Foreign •••••••• 20 

c. 

Total ••••••••• 908 

Tons. 
75,394 

3,028 --
78,422 

Tons. 
105,570 

2,978 

108,548 

Men. 
5,727 

168 1 

5,895 

Men. 
5,993. 

157 ," 
6,150 

An increasing branch of commerce, is that of the 

seal fishery_In 1796, a publication in speaking of 

the increasing importance of the seal fishery, in 

Newfoundland, states, that "4,000 seal skins were 

exported," in 1831, 604,000 seals were taken. In 1835, 
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from the port of St. John's, 126 vessels, of 14,161 

tons, and with 2,912 men, wen t to the seal fishery, 

and, from'the out harbours, about two hundred sail of 

vessels, with tonnage and men in proportion. To 

say'more of Newfoundland, would oblige me to ex

tend the limits I have prescribed to myself, in this 

pamphlet, but I think I have sufficiently proved its 

value and importance to Great Britain, and I shall 

only add, that its position at the mouth of the st. 
Lawrence, ,vith the occupation of Cape Breton and 

Prince Edward's Island, will always ensure to us the 

command of the entrance to that river. 

The value of Prince Edward's Island is great, not 

only from its position, but from the richness of its 

soil, ~and its agricultural produce, which renders it 

capable of affording considerable supplies to our 

West India Islands and Newfoundland Fisheries. 

The. idea that the Canadas have been productive of 

a heavy· expense to Great Britain, is erroneous; 

economy has been the order of the day, in these, as 

well ~cs in the other North American Provinces; hut 

perhaps more particularly so in the Canadas and in 

Cap& Breton. The local government 1)f the latter 

having, . to save ex pence, been merged in tha t of 

Nova Scotia. 

In the Uanadas, 'fhe only expensive public work, 
n 
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undertaken by the Hri tish Government, has heen thflt 

of the Rideau Canal, the merits of which have been 

discussed and decided upon by Parliament·; the 

French fortified Quebec, built the Cbateau of St. 

Louis, the Jesuit's College, the Cathedral, the Bishop's 

Palace, and the Selninary at Quebec, the Cathedral', 

Hotel Dieu, and the Seminary at Montreal, with other 

puhlic establishments at both places. 

Fort Anne, at Annapolis, the former capital of 

Acadia (as the Province of Nova Scotia was called 

by the French), was a tnuch more expensively 

constructed work, than any in my time in Nova 

Scotia, or I believe since; the free stone of which 

the magazine was built, is said to have come from 

France; it is similar to that which I saw at St. 

Johns, Newfoundland, which had been removed from 

Louisbourglt. 

In the year 1832, the actual cost of all the military 

and ordnance establishments in British North 

America, including the public works, amounted only 

to £351,819 4s. lId. In the year 1830, 0" the 

shipping employed in the trade of the United 

Kingdom, more than two fifths of the tonnage of the 

outward bound was to British N ortb America, and nf 

the homeward bound nearly one half. The valne.()f 

the imports into tile United Kingdom from British 
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NOl'th Anlcrica for that year, was £ 1,119,046 3s. 7d. 

of exports, 2.261,979 17s. Id., exclusive of the 

iln.ports. to Great Britain, the North American 

Colonies, and especially N cwfonndland, have a 

lJ~iderable colonial and foreign trade; the latter 

to, Portuga~ the Mediterranean, South America, &c. 

The consunlptioll of our manufactures and colonial 

produce exported in British bottoms by a rapidly 

increasing population of a million and a half of 

British subjects, is of no small moment: it has been 

stated by those who hold that we derive noadvantage 

from our North American Colonies, that the inhabi

tants of the United States consume more of our 

manufactures than they did when they were Colonies 

of Great Britain: this circumstance is brought for

ward as a proof of tbe inutility of our Colonies: and 

that the consumption of our Illanufactures would al

ways be insured by their superiority and cheapness ill 

comparison with other countries, and that we should 

have an equal trade with the Canadas if dismembered 

from Great Britain, without the expense of their 

government; it may be answered, that the additional 

,demand. frOiD the United States arises frOID her 

increase of population, and consequent demand for 

necessaries. as also from the increase of wealth, and 

the nu~crous~ wauts arising thcrcfronl, that 14'\d the 
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e nited States renlained as part of British America, 

the demand would have been greater, as her supplies 

fronl other sources would have been less, and more

over, in place of inlporting these supplies in Ame

rican vessels, much the largest portion of them would 

have reached the colouies in British bottorns, there

by benefitting the shipping interest, and above alJ, 

our nursery for seamen, consequently, were our re

rnaining North A merican Provinces, ei ther to become 

independant, or to become a portion of the United 

States, it may be inferred that our trade, manufac

(ures, commercial and military navy, Innst inevitably 

suffer. 

The timher trarle of our North American colonies, 

is one of very considerable importance, for although 

the superiority of the Baltic timber, is not disputed, 

yet it must be reIDembered, that any difference with 

the Northern powers mig"ht close the Baltic upon us, 

"ill which case, we should be thrown back upon our 

own resources, and must then look to the Canadas, 

and New Brunswick, for a large portion of Our sup

plies; the effect also which our North American 

tinlber trade has had in reducing the price of the 

Baltic timber, must not be lost sight of. In 1831 t 

the value of the produce of our American forests, 

ex ported to different parts of the world,· exceeded 
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ODe,lDillion stcrliug; exclusive of the fur tra(lc 
~ . 

In New BruDswick, ship building is carried on to 

some extent,.and fronl this province, also a conside

rabIe, portion of the timber is exported. Amongst the 

btaDehes of Canadian COnHner(~e, is to be reckon~d 

thetNar tra~, the value of which, in ] 831, exceeded 

200,000. The Mineral productions of our North 

Alnerican Provinces, are of considerable im portance. 

Tne ,island of ,Cape Breton, the neighbourhood of 

,PiCWII, iu Nova Scotia, the country between the 

GUlph of St. Lawrence. and the River St. John's, in 

Newlkull6wick, and the district of Gaspe, in Lower 

Canada, contain beds of coal, of great extent: coal 

is said to exist in Newfoundland, and it seems highly 

probable, that the stratum of coal which is worked in 

Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, extends to that 

island; these mines are a source of great and increas

ing wealth, and will probably ere long afford the 

princi pal supply of the Eastern part of the Unites 

States, as well as our own provinces. In Upper 

ltnd Lower Canada, iron mines are working, 
1 

i.ndications of this ore have appeared in our other 

,colonies; copper and lead, are said to exist; by an 

Gflicial minute, I saw in Newfoundland, dated 16th 

Sept. 1757, it ,would seem a copper mine was then 

~pen a~ Petty Jll\rbour, in that island; gypsum and 
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grindstones, have long been articles of export fi'om 

Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick, the former, and 

red ochre are found ill Newfoundland. Lime stone 

exists in Newfoundland, but has Dot been burnt to 

any extent; excellent free stone is quarried in Nova 

Scotia, and good building stone in the other colonie&. 

Salt springs exist in Upper Canada, Nova Scotia, 

New Brunswick, and N ewt"oandlalld ; in New 

Brunswick, specimens of rock salt are said to have 

been here found ; Manganese is an article of export 

from the latter Province. 

In Agriculture, all our American coloRies, with 

the exception of Newfoundland, are highly produce 

tive; the value of the exports under this head in tbe 

year 1831, was £656,584 19s. 2d. 

The population in British North America, whioh 

was in 1806, only 480,000, in 1832, was 1,204,000. 

Its increase since tbat period has been rapid; the 

emigrants who have gone to British America, 

have settled there, with a full persuasion that. the 

property invested in their adopted country, was 

guaranteed by the parent state, the question might 

consequently arise, whether in justice to,these settlers 

we could abandon our N01·th American-Possessions , 
without giving them a recompence; such at least as 

was gruted to, the Royalists, who quitted ~e Unj.t~d 
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States, when that country was severed from Great 

Britain-many of these Royalists settled in the British 

Provinces, where their descendants now remain. 

The militia of on1" American colonies, has been 

calculated at upwards of one hundred thousand, the 

loyalty and efficienc.y of this force has been proved 

by the good service they performed in repelling the 

invasion of the Americans in the last wart a8 well as 

by their having during the late insurrection, without 

the assistance of the military, foiled the attempts of 

the rebels in Upper Canada. 

The importance of Halifax, as a naval station, in 

connection with our transatlantic possessions, has, we 

believe, never been questioned; the harbour is 

always open, it is only 220 miles from Boston; across 

the peninsula of Nova Scotia, to Annapolis, the 

distance distance is 133 miles, from Annapolis to 

Digby by water through the Basin, is 18 miles, by 

land 21, from Digby to St. John's, New Brunswick, 

45 miles, from thence to Kamarouska, on the south 

bank of the St. Lawrence, 315 miles, making the 

whole distance from Halifax, to the banks of the St. 

Lawrence, something more than 500 miles, In 

N ova Scotia, the roads are good; from St. John's 

to Fredmicton, 90 miles, the comnlunication is 

easy; either by the river or the roads, on its banks, 
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frOllt thence the remaining 225 miles, it is more diffi· 

cult, but has doubtless, lnuch improved since I left 

the Province. 

1~he territory clailned hy the Americans under the 

treaty of Ghent, interferes with our communication 

hetween Fredericton and Canada; it brings thc~ 

Americans within a few miles of the St. Lawrence, 

about 100 miles below Quebec; if it should be decided 

to relinquish this territory, we must establish a com

rnunication Inore to the eastward, by' Kamarousky, 

on the St. Lawrence, the Bay of Chaleurs, Miramichi, 

Dorchester, Court-House, and so across the penin

sula of Nova Scotia to Halifax. 

It is unfortunate the boundary question has not 

heen arranged; nothing now remains but to do it 

speedily and in good faith; the straight forward 

bearing of the American government, with respect to 

the late insurrection in the Canadas, is an additional 

inducement to settle the question with that amicable 

feeling it is so essential to preserve bet ween the two 

countries. 

The fishing boundaries upon the coast of N ew

foundland should also be adjusted; they have been a 

source of dispute from the time of Louis XIV., as 

appears by our declaration of war against that 

Monarch in 1689, when one of the grievauces was 
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the encroachment of the French on our N cwfound

land fisheries; to attempt to discuss this question, 

would be foreign to our present purpose, which is 

merely an humhle attempt to undeceive those who 
• . 

unfortunately imagine our transatlantic possessions 

are a burthen rather than an advantage to the state. 

The memorand~ from which these notes have been 

extracted, were made during a residence in the North 

American Colonies on military duty; they claim no 

merit but that of being perfectly free from political 

feeling or party prejudice, and of coming from the 

pen of one who has no personal connection with ships, 

colonies, or commerce; and, consequently, can have 

no interest in the question beyond that of every loyal 

subject of Her Majesty, and of every well wisher for 

the prosperity of his country; to do justice to so 

important a subject, would require a much abler pen, 

and a knowledge of the full advantages of the several 

branches of commerce, which have been cursorily 

alluded to. 

FINIS. 
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