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n p H E entrance of British Columbia into the Dominion of Canada was
accompanied by no such political upheaval as occurred in the creation
of the first of the Western Provinces, Manitoba. None the less, the
years 1866 to 1871 were critical and for a time there seemed to be a
possibility that British Columbia, in desperation, might yield to "Manifest Destiny" and become a Territory of the United States of America. 1
The British Government favoured the extension of the Dominion of
Canada to the Pacific coast and Sir John A. Macdonald was instrumental
in having Governor Anthony Musgrave of Newfoundland transferred
to British Columbia in order to secure the entrance of the Pacific colony
into federation. The previous Governor, Frederick Seymour, had
opposed Confederation but his opportune death in 1869 cleared the way
for the union of British Columbia with Canada.
The Legislative Council of British Columbia in March, 1870, debated
and passed terms of union, and Musgrave selected Joseph W. Trutch,
Dr. John Sebastian Helmcken, and Dr. R. W . W . Carrall as delegates
to go to Ottawa to negotiate with the Canadian Government. Alfred
Waddington, who happened to be in Ottawa, was an unofficial delegate
and his knowledge of the British Columbian coast was most valuable.
Trutch, who had been Commissioner of Lands and Works in the colonial
government, seems to have made a great impression on Macdonald.
When British Columbia formally joined Canada on July 20, 1871, the
Lieutenant-Governor of the new province was Joseph William Trutch,
afterwards Sir Joseph. In November of that year, Trutch constituted
the first responsible Ministry of British Columbia with John Foster
McCreight as Premier.
Before federation British Columbia had never possessed responsible
government. Her political education was still incomplete. There was
a group of reformers, headed by Amor De Cosmos, John Robson, Dr.
R. W. W. Carrall, T. B. Humphreys, J. Spencer Thompson, and others
who agitated for responsible government. There was also a reform press,
x
Cf. W. N. Sage, "The Annexationist Movement in British Columbia, 18661871" (Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada, series 3, vol. XXI, 1927,
sect. 2, pp. 97-110; H. L. Keenleyside, The United States and Canada (New York,
1929), pp. 155-66; and L. B. Shippee, Canadian-American Relations, 1849-1874
(New Haven and Toronto, 1939), pp. 180-212.
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but the Executive was not responsible to the people. The Legislative
Assembly of Vancouver Island, 1856-66, was the first popularly elected
Legislature west of the Great Lakes, but it was in no sense a sovereign
body. The Legislative Council of British Columbia, 1864-6, was only
partially elective and at the union in 1866 Vancouver Island lost its
Assembly. The Legislative Council of the United Colony after 1866
was an appointed body of which only a minority was elective until 1870.
When Governor Musgrave, carrying out the instructions of the Colonial
Office, reconstituted this Council, he made the majority elective, but
British Columbia did not attain to full self-government during the
colonial period.
It therefore fell to the lot of Joseph Trutch to bridge the gap from
colonial to provincial status. 2 Trutch was, in a sense, the last colonial
Governor as well as the first Lieutenant-Governor. By profession a
civil engineer, he had arrived in British Columbia in 1859 and had since
1864 held the executive post of Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works.
He knew the province well and was a most competent administrator.
Sir John A. Macdonald had great confidence in Trutch and considered
him "A man of high honour and integrity whose advice was always
dictated by a regard for the public interest." 3 A perusal of the TrutchMacdonald correspondence preserved in the Public Archives at Ottawa
reveals a real mutual understanding. It also sheds new light on the
inauguration of the first responsible Ministry in British Columbia and
the reasons which led Trutch to entrust the formation of that Ministry
to John Foster McCreight.
Governor Musgrave remained in British Columbia for only a few
days after the formal entrance of the new province into the Canadian
federation. Trutch was on his way out from England but did not arrive
at Victoria till August 13, 1871. He was duly sworn in by Chief
Justice Matthew Baillie Begbie on August 14. On August 22, Trutch
wrote at length to Sir John A. Macdonald, enclosing a copy of his reply
to an address of welcome which he had received on his arrival at Victoria.
He was glad to note that Amor De Cosmos, the editor of the Standard,
"has not found anything to take exception to in my programme although
2
Cf. W. N. Sage, "From Colony to Province: The Introduction of Responsible
Government in British Columbia" (British Columbia Historical Quarterly, vol.
Ill, 1939, pp. 1-14) ; also by the same author, "The Position of the LieutenantGovernor in British Columbia in the Years following Confederation" (R. Flenley
(ed.), Essays in Canadian History, Toronto, 1939, pp. 178-203).
3
Sir Joseph Pope, Memoirs of the Right Honourable Sir John Alexander
Macdonald (Toronto, 1930), p. 505 n.
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he has abstained from approving of it—which is more than I could have
hoped for."4 Trutch also states that he is hurrying on arrangements for
the provincial election, but notes that a delay in the revision of the voters'
list will result in postponement of the election until October.
Trutch had already on August 18, 1871, sworn in a provisional
Executive Council composed of Charles Good, Edward G. Alston, and
Benjamin W. Pearse, 5 all of whom had held office under the former
colonial Government. Trutch was already considering replacing Alston
as Attorney-General by John F. McCreight. Although we learn from
the Minutes of Executive Council that the change did not formally take
place until August 24, Trutch in his letter of August 22 to Macdonald
makes the following reference to McCreight: "I have been fortunate
enough to get Mr. McCreight the leading barrister here—a gentleman
who commands the respect and confidence of the Community to a
greater Extent than that of any other member of the profession—
although he has hitherto consistently abstained from politics—to act as
Attorney-General." 6
The early history of John Foster McCreight is imperfectly known.
The following passage from the Victoria Daily Colonist for November
19, 1897, gives the following information:
The Hon. John Foster McCreight, who has just resigned the important
office of Judge of the Supreme Court of British Columbia, is a native of the
Emerald Isle, and was the last of that old race of well-trained Old Country
barristers who came to this province on the discovery of gold in 1858-59 with
the late Chief Justice Sir M. B. Begbie. He comes from a distinguished race
on all sides, for his aunt the Countess de Salis, well known in court circles at
home, was the mother of that Count de Salis who led the gallant 600 in their
desperate ride on the plains of Balaclava, while his uncle was the late Chief
Justice Sir William Maxwell of Australia, in which latter country Mr. McCreight himself occupied a high legal position before trying his fortunes in
Vancouver Island.7
4
Public Archives of Canada, Macdonald Papers, Trutch Correspondence 187173, pp. 12-13.
^Minutes of Executive Council, British Columbia, 1871-1880, p. 2. MS. in the
Archives of British Columbia—hereafter cited as Min. Ex. C.B.C.
6
Macdonald Papers, p. 15.
7
McCreight retired from the bench on December 18, 1897, after over seventeen
years of service. The above extract from the Colonist is rather illuminating
although it contains one mis-statement of fact. Major Rudolph Leslie de Salis
of the 8th Hussars did not lead the "Six Hundred" at Balaclava. That distinction
fell to the lot of Lord Cardigan. W. A. Kinglake tells that Major de Salis after
the charge made his way back on foot. "With a rare generosity he had given up
his own charger to a disabled trooper of the 8th Hussars, and the Major was
seen leading the horse whilst the wounded man sat in his saddle" (Kinglake,
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Although the exact relationship of John Foster McCreight to his
namesake, John Foster, the last speaker of the Irish House of Commons, has not been accurately worked out—his aunt the Countess de
Salis was John Foster's niece—it may be inferred that the career of the
Irish statesman must have been known to his collateral descendant.
John Foster, who became Speaker in 1787, was a staunch opponent of
the Irish Union of 1801. W. E. H . Leckie paraphrases at some length
two of Foster's speeches against the Regency Bill in April, 1799, and the
Union Bill on February 17, 1800.8 The eminent Irish historian says of
the April, 1799, speech: "It had a wide and serious influence on opinion,
not only from its great intrinsic merits, but also from the high character
and position of its author; from his evident disinterestedness; and from
the confidential place he had held for so many years in the Government
of the country." 9
John Foster McCreight seems to have inherited some of this disinterestedness, and as we shall see his personal reputation was also
excellent. He differed from his distinguished ancestor in one important
characteristic, however, he was not an outstanding statesman.
The Invasion of the Crimea, London, Blackwoods, 1889, new ed., vol. V, p. 303).
Kinglake discusses the charge of the Light Brigade at great length (ibid., pp.
190-320).
Jerome, 4th Count de Salis married as his third wife Henrietta, daughter
of William Foster, D.D., Bishop of Kildare, and niece of the Rt. Hon. John
Foster, last speaker of the Irish House of Commons (cf. Burke's Peerage, 1930
ed., p. 2586). Rudolph Leslie, 1811-80, was the eldest child of this marriage and
the second son of Jerome, 4th Count de Salis. According to the continental
custom Major de Salis was allowed to use the courtesy title of "Count." John
Foster McCreight was the nephew of Henrietta, Countess de Salis and the cousin
of Major (later Lieutenant-General) Rudolph Leslie de Salis.
Professor G. F. James of the University of Melbourne has kindly supplied the
following information regarding McCreight's legal career in Australia, obtained
from the Roll of Barristers in the Supreme Court Library of Victoria, Australia.
"Date of call, King's Inn, Dublin, 1852. Admitted to bar, Victoria, 1853. Highest
appointment in Victoria, Crown Prosecutor in General Sessions, (no date given)."
Professor James comments as follows: "He was one of many Irishmen who
emigrated to the colony after completing their training in Dublin; the number is
exceptionally large in the 1840's and 1850's, andi I may mention that the first five
speakers of the Victorian Parliament were likewise Irish-born."
8
W. E. H. Leckie, History of Ireland in the Eighteenth Century (London,
1913), vol. V, pp. 264-77, and 388-95. Leckie notes that the 1799 speech "took
more than four hours in its delivery, and was afterwards published in a pamphlet
form of no less than 113 closely printed pages." Pitt found Foster one of his
chief Irish opponents.
Hbid., vol. V, p. 277.
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Unfortunately McCreight's career in Australia is, as yet, imperfectly known. It is evident that he owed much to his uncle, Chief
Justice William Maxwell, and that he had distinguished himself as a
lawyer in the Australian colonies. There is no doubt that McCreight
was in the fullest sense of the term "learned in the law." According to
the Colonist, McCreight was "fine looking, athletic and of a high determined character." He came of a Protestant family, but during his residence in British Columbia joined the Roman Catholic Church. During
his Protestant days he was Deputy Grand Master of the Masonic Order
in British Columbia. He later severed all connections with the Order.
McCreight came to British Columbia from Australia in the early
1860's. He opened a law office in Victoria and "soon became the
acknowledged local authority on matters of law." 10 He took no part in
politics until 1868 when he joined the Confederation League. But he
was never an outstanding political figure and cannot be listed with such
reformers as Amor De Cosmos and John Robson.
Why did Trutch select McCreight as the first Premier of British
Columbia ? The obvious suggestion is that Trutch and McCreight were
close personal friends. This, however, does not seem to have been the
case. According to the article in the Colonist, Trutch and McCreight
were not well acquainted: "It is a curious fact, but is vouched for by
those who speak whereof they know, that the lieutenant-governor Joseph
Trutch (now Sir Joseph), was not on terms of intimacy, in fact having
but a bowing acquaintance at the time with the subject of this sketch,
but so high was the public esteem and confidence in Mr. McCreight that
the lieutenant-governor actually passed over the leading men of the time
and called upon this lawyer to form the first ministry of this province
under responsible government. Nor was the Governor's appreciation of
the sterling honesty and uprightness of character of his appointee out
of place, for men on both sides in politics thoroughly concurred in the
selection."11
Although it is nowhere so stated categorically in the records it seems
more than probable that Trutch selected McCreight not only for his
legal abilities, but even more because he felt that McCreight was a "safe"
man, one whom the Lieutenant-Governor could direct and guide. McCreight, however, had a will of his own. Trutch held a rather exalted
view of his own position and was in a sense the Lord Sydenham of
British Columbian history. He knew by experience that Amor De
^Victoria Daily Colonist, Nov. 18, 1897.
^Ibid.

^
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Cosmos, John Robson, and even George Anthony Walkem would not
readily submit to any great amount of dictation from a LieutenantGovernor.12 Throughout the McCreight regime Trutch presided at all
meetings of the Executive Council and took the lead in the transaction
of business. The speech delivered by Trutch on February 16, 1872, at
the official opening of the first session of the First Legislature of British
Columbia set forth the policy of the Government. After congratulating
the members on the completion of federation and the institution of the
Legislature, Trutch thus refers to the setting up of responsible government : "The state of transition in public affairs incidental to the change
in our Political system which existed on my assuming the Government
of the Province, compelled me to take for awhile the direct charge of
the Department business in a greater measure than would otherwise have
devolved upon me; I however availed myself by appointing a Ministry
responsible to you, the Representatives of the people, whom I have called
together to deliberate upon the public matters of this Province, the
management of which properly belongs to you, at this the earliest date
at which it was practicable for you to be assembled, consistent with the
requirements of our Electoral Law." 13
In reporting to Sir John A. Macdonald on February 20, 1872, Trutch
thus set forth his conception of his office:
So far all has gone satisfactorily enough. I have done all I could to place
my Ministry fairly before the House and before the country and unless they
make any compromising mistakes there is every reason to believe that they will
continue to be supported as they now are by at least two-thirds of the members.
You will see from the comments of the papers that the policy set forth in
the speech has more than fulfilled the utmost expectations of the people—
indeed I have not yet heard of a single adverse criticism. Of course I can't
hope that such a Millenium can long continue, but I confidently believe that
people know that they have got the best cabinet that can be formed out of
the present House and will not therefore be inclined to allow of its being
factiously altered.14

The Lieutenant-Governor was, obviously, still the head of the Government but his responsible Ministry had now relieved him of some of
the heavy load he had to bear. If his ministers did not make "any
compromising mistakes," all would probably go well!
12
For a fuller discussion of this point, cf. Sage, "The Position of the LieutenantGovernor in British Columbia in the Years following Confederation," pp. 178-98.
McCreight does not seem to have been dominated by Trutch, but the policies of
the two men were in harmony. Neither of them was by nature democratic.
13
Journals of the Legislative Assembly of the Province of British Columbia,
1st session, 1st Parliament, 1872 (Victoria, 1872), p. 3.
14
Macdonald Papers, pp. 142-5.
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McCreight most probably had consulted with Trutch in the formation of the Ministry but the selections seem to have been in the Premier's
hands. In answer to a question asked early in the second session
whether he had offered a Cabinet post to John Robson, the member for
Nanaimo, McCreight thus replied on December 20, 1872, the date of
his resignation:
I have my answer; and whilst on grounds of public policy or as a breach
of personal confidence, an answer might be refused, yet I cannot have the
slightest hesitation in giving an answer if the Honorable Member does not
object.
In order to answer this question fully, it is necessary that I should
inform the House that I had several conversations with the Honorable Member
for Nanaimo, on the general subject of his support of the Government.
One took place on the 24th November, 1871, when I offered the Honorable. Member for Nanaimo a seat as an unofficial Member of the Executive
Council. He declined to accept a seat without a portfolio. This I positively
stated I could not give him.
Another conversation took place on the 5th day of December, 1871, when
the Honorable Member agreed to give my Government his independent
support in and out of the House, in consideration that I would give him a
political situation if I should think it afterwards advisable to create an additional portfolio. If I should not think it afterwards advisable to create an
additional portfolio, I was to give him an appointment which would be fair
to him and to the Province.
On the 4th of January, 1872, I had another conversation with the Honorable Member for Nanaimo when he requested my permission to let him state
in a leading article in the Colonist newspaper that I had offered him a portfolio. This I informed him I could not consent to, as it was contrary to the
fact.
Since that time no negotiations have taken place between the Member for
Nanaimo and myself respecting any portfolio or appointment.15

The above rather lengthy quotation indicates clearly that McCreight
tried hard to secure Robson's services as Minister without Portfolio but
that the member for Nanaimo was unwilling to accept such an office*
Robson, as we shall see, at first supported the McCreight administration
but later went into opposition and was caustic in his criticisms of both
Trutch and McCreight.
The McCreight Cabinet at first consisted of three members, John
Foster McCreight, Premier and Attorney-General, Alexander Rocke
Robertson, Provincial Secretary, and Henry Holbrook, Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works. McCreight was already a member of
the Executive Council, but Robertson and Holbrook were sworn in on
15

Journals, Leg. B.C., 2nd Sess., 1st Pari. (Victoria, 1873), pp. 9-10.
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November 14, 1871.16 On January 19, 1872, after the results of the
Cariboo elections were known, McCreight appointed George Anthony
Walkem to be Commissioner of Lands and Works and Henry Holbrook
became an "unofficial member of the Council." 17 Three of the four
Cabinet ministers were lawyers and the Council was later termed "the
legal triumvirate." On the whole it was not a strong Cabinet. Trutch
was thus criticized by Robson for the selection of McCreight, and
McCreight for giving the other two portfolios to lawyers:
In selecting the first Minister for the purpose of organizing and carrying
out responsible institutions, Mr. J. Trutch passed over all the old and experienced public men who had taken a prominent part in the affairs of the country,
and who had been largely instrumental in obtaining those liberal measures
and free institutions so pregnant with promise of future good, and took from
his chrysalis shell, so to speak, one whose history in this country had been
chiefly remarkable for the uniformity of his shrinking from every public
movmeent, and the morbid antipathy with which he regarded those liberal
institutions he was thus so strangely called to work out. In explanation of
a step so unprecedented, the Governor said he selected Mr. McCreight on
account of the profundity of his legal erudition. When taken to task for the
entrusting of the second portfolio to another lawyer, one possessing no better
claim to public confidence and support, Mr. McCreight expatiated upon the
great advantage of having a second legal head in the Cabinet. And when the
Cabinet of lawyers was completed by the introduction of a third member of
that learned profession, one who, like his colleagues, had striven with his
liliputian best to prevent the introduction of responsible institutions, the
Premier and his "Master" seemingly chuckled at the cleverness of the dodge
by which all the lawyers had been coralled, leaving no material out of
which to construct an Attorney-General for another Cabinet.18
To be sure this criticism appeared in one of the two leading opposition newspapers several months after the conclusion of the first session
of the Legislature.

It represents, none the less, the point of view of

John Robson, editor of the Colonist, and of his publisher David W.
Higgins.

In a letter to Sir John A. Macdonald, Trutch explains Rob-

son's attitude as follows:
There was during the earlier months of the year an understanding between
him and the Ministry that if he gave the Government a general support in
the Assembly and in his paper he should when an opportunity offered be
taken into the Executive Council and some sort of emolument conferred on
him. But he failed to give such support to Government either in his place in
the house or in his capacity as Editor—but on the contrary his course has been
such that Mr. McCreight and his colleagues now regard him. as having been
1Q

Min. Ex. C.B.C., p. 37.
Ibid., p. 79.
18
Daily British Colonist, Oct. 27, 1872.
17
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during the past year their most subtle and dangerous because unavowed enemy
and have become so convinced of his political dishonesty that they have lately
declared their determination not to connect themselves with him in any way
or under any circumstances. Upon this the British Colonist at once commenced to attack and abuse the Ministry—which of course was natural enough
and fully expected by them.19

Robson's enmity to the McCreight Government is thus more fully
explained than in the official statement given by the Premier on December 20, 1872. It has been necessary to preface any discussion of the first
session of the Legislature by these references to the attack on the "legal
triumvirate" and to Trutch's comments thereon. Robson's attack shows
clearly that what he terms "the liberal party of the House" was utterly
opposed to Trutch and McCreight. He also charges Trutch with being
the "master" of the administration.
It is easy enough to dismiss Robson's attacks on McCreight as
merely those of a disappointed office-seeker, but this does not do justice
to "Honest John." Robson was a political figure of real importance in
British Columbia and he and his fellow editor Amor De Cosmos of the
Victoria Standard were powerful politicians as well as able editors.
Against them McCreight was apparently unwilling or unable to make
any effective counter offensive. When at length the opposition was
well enough organized to make a determined frontal attack upon the
Premier in the House, the McCreight administration collapsed.
The first session of the first Legislature of British Columbia began
on February 15 and closed on April 11, 1872. James Trimble, one of
the members for Victoria City was selected as Speaker and LieutenantGovernor Trutch made his opening speech on February 16. The first
division took place on February 17 and the Government secured a
majority of five (13 to 8 ) . Robson, on this occasion, voted with the
Government and De Cosmos with the opposition. McCreight was in
no real danger at any time during the session although the opposition
was continually on the alert.
During this session McCreight placed on the statute book many
needed and valuable laws. It was as a law-giver that the first Premier
of British Columbia made his real contribution. In all, 54 bills were
brought in and of them 36 were passed and received the royal assent.
In three cases Trutch reserved his assent and deferred his assent to one
other bill. The remaining 14 bills failed to pass. McCreight was at his
19

Macdonald Papers, 254-5, Trutch to Macdonald, Oct. 24, 1872. A copy of
the editorial quoted in part above was enclosed in this letter as a postscript added
on October 28 indicates.
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best in framing and passing necessary legislation. The first volume of
the Statutes of British Columbia contains only some 120 pages, but it
includes many important enactments. The first statute, the Interpretation Act, 1872, lays down the proper form for the enactment of statutes
by "Her Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of the Legislative
Assembly of the Province of British Columbia." The Canada Customs
Laws' Adoption Act, 1872, set up the Canadian tariff in British Columbia. The Consolidated Revenue Fund Act, 1872, established a consolidated fund to which "all costs, charges, and expenses incident to the
collection, management, and receipt thereof" were to be charged, "such
costs', charges and expenses being subject nevertheless to be reviewed
and audited in the manner directed by any Act of the Legislature." 20
Other Acts provided for the registration of births, marriages, and deaths,
and set forth the forms necessary for this purpose. The Public Schools
Act, 1872, set up a system of public education in the province and still
remains the basic statute on this most important subject.21 The Municipality Act, 1872, applied to existing cities and provided for the incorporation of new municipalities.22 In addition to the 36 Acts which received
the royal assent at the end of the first session, another Act, the Qualification and Registration of Voters Amendment Act, 1872, received the
Lieutenant-Governor's assent on October 26, 1872.23
The four reserved bills all raised problems which Trutch felt should
be referred to Ottawa. One of them, an Act to Amend the Qualification
and Registration of Voters Act, 1871, was accepted, and as has been
noted was assented to in October, 1872, but the other three were not
so successful. They were: An Act to render Legitimate Children born
out of lawful wedlock, whose parents are or may hereafter, under certain
restrictions, be Married; an Act to amend the Military and Naval
Settlers Act, 1863; and an Act to impose a Wild Land Tax.
On the whole McCreight could be proud of his legislative achievement
during the first session. To be sure most of the statutes dealt with
non-controversial subjects, but the Premier showed to advantage his
legal training and acumen.
Before the second session met, a political storm was gathering.
John Robson, as we have seen, was now bitterly opposed to McCreight
and Amor De Cosmos of the Victoria Standard had apparently joined
forces with the editor of the Colonist. The Legislature had been sum20

Statutes of British Columbia, 1872, no. 6 (Victoria, 1872), p. 17.
Ibid., no. 16, pp. 39-50.
22
Ibid., no. 35, pp. 107-14.
2
Hbid., no. 37, pp. 117-20.
21
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moned to meet on October 11, 1872, but the date was changed to
December 17. In his editorial in the Standard on December 16, De
Cosmos summed up the political situation as follows:
We understand that the speech from the Throne will be a more than
ordinarily interesting document—replete with promises of good things to
come, if the Legislature will only allow the Government time to carry their
plans into execution. Not a single wholesome suggestion has been made by
the Opposition during the recess for the better government of the country,
but it is to be turned into account and made to figure in His Excellency's
opening speech. The object will be, in thus appropriating other men's ideas,
to take the wind out of the sails of the Opposition, as they in a measure did
last year; and by a policy of either real or pretended concession to public
opinion, to strengthen their position in the House, and before the Constituencies. That policy should it be attempted this year, will not meet the same
success it did last year.24

De Cosmos admits that in the first session the Government was on
trial and that the opposition was wise in not opposing the McCreight
regime too strenuously. He thus continues:
Now, however, the Ministry have been fairly tried, and when the House
meets it will be a duty which each individual member owes to his constituents
to say, by the course he may pursue, whether the Government has or has
not so managed public affairs to merit the continuance of his support. From
the day the announcement was first made that the Governor had been pleased
to call upon Mr. McCreight to form a Government, and that that gentleman
had been pleased to call to his assistance Messrs. Robertson and Walkem, we
have not ceased to give them what we considered a dignified opposition. In
calling to his counsels a body of men who had uniformly been opposed to the
principles and practice of responsible government, we conceived Governor
Trutch had made a mistake—had been guilty of one of those official blunders
which admitted of no justification. It was a deliberate insult offered to the
Liberal party, which could be neither overlooked nor palliated. It was a
surrender of the country's political interests into the hands of the country's
political enemies, and but one result could be looked for, and that was the
utter failure of those principles for which the Liberal party had for years
contended were what were best suited to ensure the development of the
country's resources and the happiness and contentment of the people. We
ask, in all candor, have the acts of the present Administration been of a
character to entitle them to the confidence and the support of the House? Did
they last year initiate a single measure of sufficient public importance to merit
the character of an act of sound statesmanship? All their leading measures
were appropriated by them from the Opposition storehouse, albeit many of them
were in principle as opposed to the wishes and sympathies of the Governor
and his Administration almost as the poles are widely asunder; but they knew
that their salvation as a Ministry depended upon the pursuance of that course,
and they wisely concluded to bow to the inevitable.25
^Victoria Daily Standard, Dec. 16, 1872.
25
Ibid.
B13
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When the necessary deductions are made for the heat of political
controversy, the above statement by Amor De Cosmos may be accepted
as an exposition of the opposition's case. The reference to the "Liberal
party" is extremely interesting. There was in 1872, in the technical
sense of the term, no Liberal party in provincial politics. It was not
until Richard McBride formed his Conservative Ministry in June, 1903,
that the federal political parties were introduced into British Columbia.
De Cosmos was a reformer who had been influenced by Joseph Howe,
but he had never as yet founded a Liberal party in the Pacific province.
In his speech at the opening of the second session of the Legislature,
Trutch threw down the gauntlet to the opposition: "I congratulate you
on the fact, that far from the prognostications of the failure of Responsible Government in this Province, which were indulged in at the time
of Union, having been verified, the administration of public affairs has
been in the main satisfactory to the people in general." 26 The opposition took up the challenge. On December 19, T. Basil Humphreys
moved and Arthur Bunster seconded the following resolution amending
a government resolution which accepted Trutch's congratulations on
the success of responsible government: "Whilst entertaining the fullest
confidence in that form of administration known as Responsible Government, still we believe that the administration of public affairs has not
been satisfactory to the people in general." 27
After a heated debate the amendment was carried by one vote (11 to
10). The McCreight Government went down fighting to the last. It
so happened that two supporters of the Government, J. A. Mara of
Kootenay and C. A. Semlin of Yale, were absent. Had these two
members been present and voted with the Government, McCreight might
have scored a victory. As it was he resigned and announced on December 20, 1872, that "in consequence of the adverse vote of yesterday,
the Government had tendered their .resignation to His Excellency the
Lieutenant-Governor." 28 Trutch then called upon Amor De Cosmos to
form an administration.
The reason for McCreight's resignation was not far to seek. The
vote on the amendment was tantamount to a vote of lack of confidence.
McCreight might have waited for the arrival of Mara and Semlin but
even then he could have carried on only with a possible majority of one.
26
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28
Ibid., p. 8.
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He realized, no doubt, that the opposition was too strong and too well
organized. Probably he was glad to step out of the political arena. 29
McCreight's resignation was, undoubtedly, a blow to Trutch. His
Ministry had been defeated and he had to turn to the opposition. But
Trutch was still powerful. He did not cease to preside at the meetings
of Executive Council. There is a story that De Cosmos tried to eject
Trutch from Council meetings, but from the Minutes of Executive
Council it is evident that Trutch refused to retire permanently.
The political career of McCreight was now virtually ended, although
he remained a member of the Legislature until the next general election.
On April 2, 1873, he was appointed a Queen's Counsel. His law practice flourished and on November 26, 1880, he was elevated to the bench
as a Justice of the Supreme Court of British Columbia. He was a
successful judge and was known for his sound knowledge of the law.
He retired on December 18, 1897, and returned to England. His death
occurred on November 18, 1913, probably at Hastings, England. His
executors were the Reverend Dominic Crexitelli and Miss Elizabeth
Fisher both of Hastings, and Young, Cole, and Langdon, solicitors of
that town, acted on their behalf.
John Foster McCreight may well be termed a forgotten Premier of
British Columbia. His political career was short and none too successful. He was too much overshadowed by Joseph W. Trutch. None the
less he does not deserve to sink into oblivion. His real achievements
are to be found in the statute book of British Columbia and in his able
and scholarly decisions as a judge of the Supreme Court of his adopted
province.
29

According to the Victoria Daily Colonist of Nov. 19, 1897, McCreight was
urged by his supporters to continue in office but refused. "Although urged by his
followers to take a different course Mr. McCreight decided to retire from office
and promptly handed in his resignation as premier, but continued to represent
the city of Victoria as one of its members until the general election of 1875, when
he withdrew from politics and devoted his energies to the building up of a very
large practice as a lawyer."
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