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ABSTRACT 

The p r imary  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  C o l l i n s 1  Over land  

T e l e g r a p h  or Western  Union Russ ian  E x t e n s i o n  is as a 

c h a p t e r  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of communicat ions.  A p i o n e e r  

a t t e m p t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t e l e g r a p h i c  communicat ions between 

Nor th  A m e r i c a  a n d  Europe,  v i a  B e r i n g  S t r a i t ,  t h e  C o l l i n s '  

Over land  P r o j e c t  was u l t i m a t e l y  a f a i l u r e .  The s u c c e s s -  

f u l  l a y i n g  of a n  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  by Cyrus  F i e l d  i n  1866 

removed t h e  b a s i c  r a i s o n  d e t r e  of t h e  o v e r l a n d  r o u t e  a n d  

l e d  t o  t h e  h a l t i n g  of c o n s t r u c t i o n .  

While  a f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  p r o j e c t  d i d  

n o t  s u c c e e d  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a n  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  communi- 

ca t  i o n s  l i n k ,  it d i d  b r i n g  i m p o r t a n t  s e c o n d a r y  b e n e f i t s  

t o  b o t h  B r i t i s h  Columbia a n d  Alaska.  It was, i n  o t h e r  

words ,  a  r e l a t i v e l y  s u c c e s s f u l  f a i l u r e .  I n  B r i t i s h  

Columbia min ing  a n d  e x p l o r a t i o n  w e r e  s t i m u l a t e d  a n d  t h e  

i n t e r n a l  communicat ions sys tem of t h e  c o l o n y  v a s t l y  

improved. I n  Alaska  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  e x p e d i t i o n s  w e r e  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  s y s t e m a t i c  examina t ion  of t h e  

f l o r a ,  f a u n a  a n d  geo logy  of t h e  area. Members of t h e  

t e l e g r a p h  p r o j e c t  w e r e  t h u s  a b l e  t o  p l a y  a minor  b u t  

s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e  p u r c h a s e  of Alaska  by p r o v i d i n g  

much u s e f u l  d a t a  on t h e  v a l u a b l e  new t e r r i t o r y .  

The s t u d y  of t h e  C o l l i n s 1  Over land  scheme was made 

e a s i e r  by t h e  l i t e r a c y  of t h e  members of  t h e  p r o j e c t .  



\ 

The many u n p u b l i s h e d  p a p e r s  a n d  d i a r i e s  as w e l l  a s  pub- 

l i s h e d  memoirs which s u r v i v e d  t h e  scheme form t h e  b a s i s  

f o r  t h e  t h e s i s .  E s p e c i a l l y  h e l p f u l  w e r e  t h e  p u b l i s h e d  

documents made a v a i l a b l e  by t h e  Western Union Te legraph  

Company. T h r e e  p u b l i s h e d  ar t ic les ,  C h a r l e s  V e v i e r ' s  

1 "The C o l l i n s 1  Over land  L i n e  a n d  American C o n t i n e n t a l i s m "  , 
2 

Corday Mackayl s "The C o l l i n s 1  Over land  Telegraph"  , a n d  

J . S .  G a l b r a i t h ' s  " P e r r y  McDonough C o l l i n s  a t  t h e  C o l o n i a l  
3  

O f f i c e "  , p r o v i d e d  a s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  a n d  i n  some cases 

1 p a c i f i c  H i s t o r i c a l '  Review, V01.65, January,  19601 
pp.324-335. 

* ~ r i t i s h  Columbia H i s t o r i c a l . . Q u a r t e r l y ,  V o l  . lo ,  
J u l y ,  1946, pp.187-215. 

3  
e B r i t i s h  Columbia ~ i s t o r i c a l  Q u a r t e r . 1 ~ ~  V o 1  .17, 

J u l y ,  1953, pp.63-.74. 
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CHAPTER I 

ORIGINS AND ORGANIZATION OF THE PROJECT 

The i n v e n t  i o n  of t h e  e l e c t r o m a g n e t i c  t e l e g r a p h  i n  1835, 

by  Samuel F.B. Morse, was one of t h e  more i m p o r t a n t  e v e n t s  

i n  t h e  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  r e v o l u t i o n  which t r a n s f o r m e d  w e s t e r n  

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Morse' s c r u d e  i n s t r u m e n t s  were soon recog-  

n i z e d  a s  a .  p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem of commupications 

between men, n a t i o n s  and,  l a t e r ,  c o n t i n e n t s .  A f t e r  1835 

no  n a t i o n  c o u l d  remain i s o l a t e d  f rom t h e  l a r g e r  wor ld  com- 

muni ty .  A communiaat ions n e t ,  a l r e a d y  b e g i n n i n g  a t  t h e  

l o c a l  l e v e l ,  was u l t i m a t e l y  t o  g i r d l e  t h e  g l o b e .  The world 

was becoming a s m a l l e r  community i n  which t h e  r a p i d  t r a n s -  

m i s s i o n  of i d e a s  of e v e r y  s o r t  was an  a c c e p t e d  f a c t  of l i f e .  

The C o l l i n s '  Over land T e l e g r a p h  p r o j e c t ,  a  scheme t o  

l i n k  Nor th  America a n d  Europe v i a  t h e  Ber ing  S t r a i t ,  p l a y e d  

a minor  r o l e  i n  t h i s  e x t e n s i o n  of t h e  g l o b a l  communications 

ne twork.  The C o l l i n s '  Over land p r o j e c t  h a s  r e c e i v e d  

r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  from h i s t o r i a n s ,  pe rhaps  be- 

c a u s e  of t h e  u l t i m a t e  f a i l u r e  of t h e  p r o j e c t  t o  l i n k  North 

America w i t h  Europe.  The scheme, however, was n o t  a t o t a l  

f a i l u r e .  It d i d  s u c c e e d  i n  l i n k i n g  w e s t e r n  North America 

w i t h  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  sys tems  of the w o r l d  a n d  i n  s t i m u l a t i n g  



e x p l o r a t i o n  and  d i s c o v e r y  i n  p r e v i o u s l y  u n t r a v e l l e d  r e g i o n s  

of B r i t i s h  Columbia a n d  A l a s k a .  The C o l l i n s '  Over land 

T e l e g r a p h  p r o j e c t  was, i n  o t h e r  words, a  r e l a t i v e l y  s u c c e s s -  

f u l  f a i l u r e .  

The o r i g i n a t o r  of t h i s  i m a g i n a t i v e  p l a n  t o  l i n k  t h e  

c o n t i n e n t s  was a n  American, P e r r y  McDonough C o l l i n s .  Born 

i n  Hyde Park ,  N e w  York, i n  1813, C o l l i n s  had f o l l o w e d  t h e  

g o l d  r u s h  t o  C a l i f o r n i a  i n  1849 a f t e r  s e v e r a l  u n e v e n t f u l  
1 

y e a r s  a s  a  law clerk i n  New York and  N e w  O r l e a n s .  An 

a g g r e s s i v e  and  e n t e r p r i s i n g  young man, C o l l i n s  found C a l i f -  

o r n i a  w e l l  s u i t e d  t o  h i s  a m b i t i o n s .  R e a l i z i n g  t h a t  h i s  

t a l e n t s  b e t t e r  f i t t e d  him f o r  commerce t h a n  t o  t h e  h a r d -  

s h i p s  of d i g g i n g  g o l d ,  C o l l i n s  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i m s e l f  i n  San 

F r a n c i s c o .  The r a p i d l y  growing c i t y  p rov ided  ample oppor-  

t u n i t y  f o r  men of h i s  t a l e n t s  a n d  a m b i t i o n .  With in  a  y e a r  

h e  had  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  g o l d  b r o k e r a g e  f i rm of C o l l i n s  a n d  
2  

Dent a n d  began t o  e n j o y  c o n s i d e r a b l e  success. C o l l i n s  

succeeded  i n  winning some i n f l u e n t i a l  f r i e n d s  i n  t h e  San 

1 B i o g r a p h i c a l  m a t e r i a l  on C o l l i n s  is n o t  abundan t .  
The b e s t  s o u r c e  i s  P h i l i p  E. McDonald, P e r r y  McDonouqh 
C o l l i n s :  A Generous B e n e f a c t o r  of New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  
( i n  McNicol C o l l e c t i o n ,  Queens  u n i v e r s i t y ) .  Another  u s e f u l  
s o u r c e  is V .  S t e f a n s s o n ,  North West t o  For tune ,  New York, 
1958.  C h a r l e s  V e v i e r ' s  r e p r i n t  of C o l l i n a '  book, Voyaqe 
Down t h e  Amoor, N e w  York, 1860, S i b e r i a n  J o u r n e y  Down t h e  
Amoor. t o . , t h e  P a c i f i c ,  1856-57, Madison, Wisconsin ,  1962, 
h a s  a s h o r t  b i o g r a p h i c a l  c h a p t e r .  C o l l i n s '  o b i t u a r y  
n o t i c e s  c a n  be found  i n  t h e  New York T r i b u n e ,  J a n u a r y  19 ,  
1900,  p.4; ~ e l e q r a p h i c '  Aqe, F e b r u a r y ,  1900, p.54, . . and  Sari 
F r a n c i s c o  C a l l ,  J a n u a r y  19,  1900, p.12. 

'v. S t e f a n s s o n ,  I b i d . ,  p.245. 



- Francisco business community a s  h i s  own enterpr ise  pros- 

pered. Milton Latham and William Gwin, both l a t e r  t o  be 

Senators from California,  were among h i s  new f r iends .  

Both men were adopted Californians,  v i t a l l y  interes ted in 

the  commercial development of the  area .  It was from 

William Gwin t h a t  Coll ins f i r s t  became interes ted i n  the  

prof it potent ia l  of the North Pacif ic  area .  G w i n  had 

formed the Russian America Commercial Company i n  1853 in  

an attempt t o  develop t rade between Russian America and 

,/ San Francisco. The company held several  posts in  the 

Russian t e r r i t o r y  and had enjoyed considerable success 

importing ice  and timber from the  area .  By the l a t e  

eighteen-f i f  t i e s ,  G w i n '  s company had acquired a small f l e e t  

of ships and was cast ing covetous glances a t  the  t rade 

poten t ia l  of the  Paci-fic coast  of Asia. 

Coll ins,  l i k e  G w i n ,  soon came t o  rea l ize  the  growing 

potent ia l  of the  Pacif ic  area f o r  American commerce. 

Commodore Perry 's  act ions in forcing Japan t o  open her 

doors t o  American t raders  and merchants i n  1854 had helped 

t o  focus the  a t t e n t  ion of Americans, especial ly  Californians, 

on the  area .  Coll ins,  a s  a r e s u l t  of h i s  in t e res t  in the 

Pacif ic  coast  of Asia, secured from the Pi,erce Administra- 

t i on  an appointment in 1855 a s  Commercial Agent of the 

United S ta tes  f o r  the A m u r  River. I n  the  best- t r ad i t ions  

of mid-nineteenth century American commercial expansionism, 

Col l ins  s e t  out t o  explore f o r  himself the A m u r  valley with 



a view t o  a s s e s s i n g  i t s  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  American c.ommerce. 
3 

It was d u r i n g  h i s  t r a v e l s  i n  t h e  Amur a r e a  t h a t  t h e  i d e a  of  

a  t e l e g r a p h i c  l i n k  between North America and Europe came t o  

h i s  mind. The f i r s t  s u g g e s t i o n  of such  a p l a n  w a s  i n  a  

l e t t e r  t o  Lewis Cass ,  t h e  S e c r e t a r y  of S t a t e  i n  Buchanan'a  

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  h i s  a r r i v a l  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s  i n  F e b r u a r y ,  1858, h e  w r o t e b  

t h e  A m u r  a r e a ,  p rov ided  by n a t u r e  w i t h  
n a t u r a l  r o a d  t o  t h e  ocean,  h e r e t o f o r e  c l o s e d  by 

a r b a r i c  powers,  it is  hoped w i l l  e r e  long  awake t o  
t h e  scream of t h e  s team e n g i n e  and  t h e  l i g h t n i n g  
\ f l a s h e s  of t h e  t e l e g r a p h ,  a n d  be r e c e i v e d  a s  a  wor thy 
though h e r e t o f o r e  r a t h e r  a  s l e e p i n g  p a r t n e r .  4 

\ 

H i s  i n i t i a l  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  Amur would soon be 

r e a c h e d  by t e l e g r a p h  was e l a b o r a t e d  upon i n  a  subsequen t  

l e t t e r ,  a g a i n  t o  Cass:  " I n  t r a n s v e r s i n g  t h e  whole e x t e n t  

of n o r t h e r n  Europe and  A s i a  t h e  i d e a  was s t r o n g l y  f o r c e d  

upon my mind t h a t  . . . t e l e g r a p h i c  communications c o u l d  

3 
C o l l i n s  summarized h i s  f i n d i n g s  i n  h i s  Voyaqe Down 

t h e  A- New York, 1860. H i s  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  d u r i n g  
t h i s  t r i p  was t o  d e t e r m i n e  whe the r  o r  n o t  s t e a m s h i p s  c o u l d  
be  s u c c e s s f u l l y  used  on t h e  r i v e r .  F i n d i n g  t h a t  it was 
t h o u g h t  p o s s i b l e  h e  proposed a s t e a m s h i p  and r a i l w a y  l i n k  
between Niko laevsk  a n d  Lake B a i k a l  f i n a n c e d  by American 
i n t e r e s t s .  There  i s  no  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  h i s  p r o p o s a l  was 
e v e r  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  by t h e  R u s s i a n s .  H e  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  however,  conv inced  t h a t  t h e  Amur v a l l e y  was 
a  f e r t i l e  f i e l d  f o r  American commercial  a c t i v i t y .  

4 ~ o l l i n s  t o  C a s s ,  March 6, 1858, House E x e c u t i v e  
Document No.98, c i t e d  i n  J .S ,  G a l b r a i t h ,  " P e r r y  McDonough 
C o l l i n s  a t  t h e  C o l o n i a l  O f f i c e " .  B.C, H i s t o r i c a l  
P u a r t e r l v ,  Vo1 . l 7 ,  J u l y , '  1953, p.208. 



b e  c o n s t r u c t e d  . . . u n i t i n g  Europe w i t h  America." 
5  

To C o l l i n s ,  a  t e l e g r a p h i c  l i n k  of t h e  c o n t i n e n t s  v i a  

t h e  B e r i n g  S t r a i t  seemed b o t h  n a t u r a l  and p r a c t i c a l .  AS 

a n  a d o p t e d  C a l i f o r n i a n  h e  r e a l i z e d  t h e  impor tance  of such 

a l i n k  t o  w e s t e r n  bus inessmen.  A s  one of t h e  few Americans 

who w e r e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  A s i a t i c  R u s s i a ,  h e  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  a n  

i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n k  c o u l d  be  c o n s t r u c t e d  t o  j o i n  w i t h  t h e  

Russ ian  t e l e g r a p h  sys tems  which w e r e  b e i n g  e x t e n d e d  e a s t -  

ward down t h e  Amur R i v e r .  Added t o  Wis was h i s  awareness  
, , 

of t h e  r e p e a t e d  f a i l u r e s  of a w m p t s  t o  l a y  a n  A t l a n t i c  
, 

c a b l e ,  The c a b l e  p r o j e c t ,  which w a s  b e i n g  c a r e f u l l y  

watched by b u s i n e s s  a n d  government  l e a d e r s ,  \ h a d  m e t  w i t h  
b 

f a i l u r e  i n  b o t h  1857 a n d  1858.  By 1859 t h e  problems i n -  

v o l v e d  i n  l a y i n g  such  d l e n g t h y  undersea  c a b l e  w e r e  s e e n  
I) 

by many as b e i n g  insurmountab le .  Prominent  l e a d e r s  of 

t h e  t e l e g r a p h  i n d u s t r y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  such  a s  Hiram 

S i b l e y  of Western  Union, were becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y  doubt-  

f u l  t h a t  Cyrus  F i e l d ' s  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  would e v e r  be s u c c e s s -  

f u l .  The need f o r  some t y p e  of i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  t e l e g r a p h  

l i n k  was, however,  obv ious  t o  a l l .  E x t e n s i v e  ne tworks  

5 ~ o l l i n s  t o  Cass ,  September 20, 1859,  U.S. N a t i o n a l  
A r c h i v e s ,  Amoor R i v e r ,  F e b r u a r y  29, 1856 - December 21, 
1860,  c i t e d  i n  C h a r l e s  V e v i e r ,  "The C o l l i n s '  Over land  L i n e  
a n d  American Cont  i n e n t a l i s m "  . P a c i f i c  H i s t o r i c a l  Review, 
Vo1.28, August ,  1959, p.242. 

6 ~ .  M c N i c o l ,  " P i o n e e r  At tempt  t o  E s t a b l i s h  T e l e g r a p h i c  
Communication between America a n d  Europe" . T e l e q r a p h  and  
Telephone A q e ,  J u l y  1, 1926, p.289. 



already bound a l l  the major c i t i e s  of Europe together. 

I n  North America an eastern network, including Toronto and 

Montreal, was i n  operation, and now Western Union was plan- 

ning t o  extend it across the continent t o  California. 

Soon there  would be two continental  networks, and the task 

of wiring Europe t o  North America could then be completed 

i n  one f i n a l ,  huge step.  The question was which way t o  

t u r n .  To the west lay a r e l a t ive ly  few miles of water 

with a vast expanse of northern wilderness on e i the r  side 

of it; t o  the eas t  lay a few thousand miles of ocean f loor  

t h a t  had re s i s t ed  a l l  attempts t o  cable it. Collins was 

convinced t h a t  the  l ink  should be forged t o  the west. 

The commercial potent ia l  of the project was obvious 

t o  such an a s t u t e  businessman a s  Coll ins.  I n  the past it 

had taken weeks t o  transmit commercial and diplomatic 

messages between Europe and North America. In the near 

fu ture  t h i s  time would be reduced t o  minutes. Presumably 

only one l ine  would carry a l l  the  t r a f f i c ,  and whoever 

controlled it was v i r tua l ly  assured a large p ro f i t .  

H i s  mind having seized upon the idea, Collins wasted 

no time in attempting t o  f ind  backers f o r  h i s  scheme. The 

route which f i r s t  suggested i t s e l f  t o  him was one from 

Montreal, through the Hupson's Bay Company t e r r i t o r i e s ,  

Russian America and Bering S t r a i t .  T h i s  route would 

avoid the mountainous t e r ra in  of Br i t i sh  Columbia, making 

construction much simpler and l e s s  expensive. A s  a f i r s t  

s t e p  he t rave l led  t o  Montreal and secured a char ter  f o r  the 



Transmundane T e l e g r a p h  Company. 
7 

H i s  Canadian b a c k e r s ,  

among them S i r  George Simpson, o v e r s e a s  Governor of t h e  

Hudson 's  Bay Company, w e r e  f a v o u r a b l y  impressed  w i t h  C o l l i n s '  

scheme, b u t  w e r e  n e v e r t h e l e s s  r e l u c t a n t  t o  b e g i n  c o n s t r u c -  
8 

t i o n .  Such a p r o j e c t  r e q u i r e d  a n  o u t l a y  of c a p i t a l  i n  
, 

, 

e x c e s s  of t h a t  which Simpson c o u l d  c o m m i t ,  a n d  a l s o  needed 

s u b s i d i e s  which t h e  B r i t i s h  a n d  Canadian Governments w e d e  

u n l i k e l y  t o  g r a n t .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h i s  t h e r e  was c o n s i d e r -  

a b l e  t a l k  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  of a  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  t o  

C a l i f o r n i a .  T h i s  l i n e  would p r o v i d e  a  n a t u r a l  s t a r t i n g  

p o i n t  f o r  a n  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n k  a n d  would have  t h e  added 

a d v a n t a g e  of b r i n g i n g .  t h e  w e s t e r n  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  B r i t i s h  

Columbia i n t o  t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  t e l e g r a p h  network.  The 

Transmundane T e l e g r a p h  Company t h u s  d i e d  i n  its i n f a n c y  

a n d  C o l l i n s  looked  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  f o r  s u p p o r t .  

C o l l i n s '  p l a n s  had a l r e a d y  a t t r a c t e d  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  of 

Western  Union a n d  i t s  e n e r g e t i c  p r e s i d e n t ,  Hiram S i b l e y .  

I n  1859, by a p r o c e s s  of a b s o r b i n g  i ts  s m a l l e r  r i v a l s ,  t h i s  

immense company was s t r i v i n g  f o r  a monopoly o v e r  t h e  

American t e l e g r a p h i c  ne twork a n d  saw C o l l i n s '  p r o j e c t  a s  a 

p o s s i b l e  means by  which t o  g a i n  a monopoly o v e r  i n t e r c o n t i -  

n e n t a l  communicat ions a s  w e l l .  The company w a s  a lso,  

d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  months of  1860, lobby ing  Congress  f o r  

7 ~ a l b r a i t h ,  B . C . H L  Vol.17, J u l y ,  1953, p.208. 



f e d e r a l  a i d  i n  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n e  t o  

C a l i f o r n i a .  When Congress ,  i n  J u n e  1860,  a u t h o r i z e d  t h e  

c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  P a c i f i c  l i n e ,  Western Union became even  

more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  C o l l i n s '  i d e a .  

Western Union was i d e a l l y  s u i t e d  t o  e x e c u t e  C o l l i n s '  

scheme. A s  a  l a r g e  a n d  f i n a n c i a l l y  power fu l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  

it c o u l d  e a s i l y  p r o v i d e  t h e  f u n d s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n  a n d  e x p e r i -  

e n c e  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  of such  a n  a m b i t i o u s  under-  

t a k i n g .  S i b l e y ,  conv inced  t h a t  a n  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  was many 

y e a r s  f rom c o m p l e t i o n ,  became C o l l i n s '  most a r d e n t  s u p p o r t e r .  

C o l l i n s ,  aware  t h a t  t h e  r o u t e  f rom San F r a n c i s c o  t h r o u g h  

B r i t i s h  Columbia would s e r v e  t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h a t  c i t y ' s  com- 

m e r c i a l  dominance o v e r  t h e  P a c i f i c  C o a s t  a n d  t o  i n t r o d u c e  

American commerce t o  A s i a t i c  R u s s i a ,  was a n  e n t h u s i a s t i c  

r e c i p i e n t  of Western U n i o n ' s  s u p p o r t .  

S i b l e y ,  t o  a i d  C o l l i n s  i n  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  n e g o t i a t i o n s  

w i t h  t h e  Russ ian ,  B r i t i s h  a n d  American governments ,  a r r a n g e d  

f o r  him t o  be g i v e n  $5,000 by Western  union.' S i b l e y ' a  

e n e r g e t i c  s u p p o r t  was e x p r e s s e d  i n  a  l e t t e r  t o  C o l l i n s :  

. . . it is a  m a t t e r  of  s u r p r i s e  t h a t  a n y  i n t e l l i g e n t  
p e r s o n  a t  a l l  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  b u i l d i n g  a n d  working 
of t e l e g r a p h  l i n e s  i n  t h e  w e s t ,  s h o u l d  doub t  t h e  p r a c -  
t i c a b i l i t y  of t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  working,  a f t e r  b u i l t ,  of 
a  l i n e  t o  B e h r i n g ' s  S t r a i t .  1 0  

'G. O s l i n ,  Westward t o  Europe,  Western Union T e l e -  
g r a p h  Company, C i r c a ,  1930,  p.1.  

LU S i b l e y  t o  C o l l i n s ,  Oc tober  16 ,  1861, S t a t e m e n t  of 
t h e  O r i q i n .  O r q a n i z a t i o n  a n d  P r o q r e s s  of t h e  Russ ian-  
American T e l e q r a p h  Western Union ( c o n t i n u e d  on peg)  



Samuel F ,B, Morse, t h e  i n v e n t o r  of t h e  e l e c t r o m a g n e t i c  

t e l e g r a p h ,  added h i s  somewhat less e n t h u s i a s t i c  s u p p o r t  

when h e  w r o t e  t o  C o l l i n s  t h a t  h e  saw " n o  insurmountab le  
'\ 

\ 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  t h e  way of e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  t e l e g r a p h i c  can- \ 

11 
\ 

m u n i c a t i o n  w i t h  Europe westward from San F r a n c i s c o . "  \ 

C o l l i n s ,  a f t e r  h i s  m e e t i n g s  w i t h  S i b l e y  a n d  o t h e r  
I 
I 

Western  Union o f f i c i a l s ,  r e t u r n e d  t o  Niko laevsk  a t  t h e  

mouth of t h e  Amur R i v e r ,  While  o s t e n s i b l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  i n  

h i s  c a p a c i t y  a s  U n i t e d  S t a t e s '  Commercial Agent ,  most  of 

h i s  t i m e  was consumed w i t h  a f f a i r s  r e l a t i n g  t o  h i s  tele-  

g r a p h  p r o j e c t .  H e  s p e n t  t h e  s p r i n g  a n d  s g m m e r  of 1860 i n  

t h e  Amur v a l l e y ,  sound ing  o u t  t h e  Russ ian  o f f i c i a l s  i n  t h e  

a r e a  a n d  making p l a n s  f o r  h i s  new e n t e r p r i s e .  I n  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  h a v i n g  r e c e i v e d  f e d e r a l  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  a n d  

s u b s i d i e s ,  S i b l e y  p r e p a r e d  t o  b e g i n  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  

l i n e  t o  C a l i f o r n i a .  

I n  t h e  l a te  f a l l  of 1860 C o l l i n s  b r o u g h t  h i s  p l a n  t o  

t h e  a t t e n t i o n  of Congress  a n d  p e t i t i o n e d  f o r  a i d  i n  con- 

d u c t i n g  h y d r o g r a p h i c  s u r v e y s  of t h e  B e r i n g  S t r a i t  r e g i o n .  

I n f o r m a t i o n  f rom t h e s e  s u r v e y s  would b e  used  i n  l a y i n g  t h e  

submar ine  c a b l e ,  Both t h e  E x e c u t i v e  a n d  Congress  proved 

r e c e p t i v e  t o  h i s  i d e a s  a n d  o f f e r e d  a l l  p o s s i b l e  a s s i s t a n c e  

lo ( c o n t i n u e d  from p.8) E x t e n s i o n .  C o l l i n s  ' Over land 
L i n e  v i a  Behr inq  S t r a i t  a n d  A s i a t i c  . .Russia  t o  Europe,  
R o c h e s t e r ,  New York, 1866, pp.37-38. 

11 
Morse t o  C o l l i n s ,  November 2 9 ,  1861,  I b i d . ,  p.36. 



-- s h o r t  of f i n a n c i a l  a i d .  John Cochrane,  a r e p r e s e n t ~ t i v e  
\ 

from New York a n d  member of t h e  Committee on Commerce, 
\ 

'\~ 

a r g u e d  s t r o n g l y  i n  t h e  House f o r  a $50,000 a p p r o p r i a t i o n  

t o  f i n a n c e  a s u r v e y  of t h e  n o r t h e r n  waters, 
12 

Cochrane,  \ 

whose Committee h a d  recommended t h e  u n d e r t q k i n g  of t h e  

s u r v e y ,  e x p l a i n e d  t o  t h e  House t h a t  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  l a y i n g  

of a n  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  w a s  n o t  l i k e l y  i n  t h e  n e a r  f u t u r e  a n d  

added t h a t  t h e  Russ ian  Government w a s  a l r e a d y  a t  work ex- 

t e n d i n g  i ts  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e s  t o  t h e  mouth of t h e  Amur R i v e r .  

The p r a c t i c a b i l i t y  of C o l l i n s '  scheme, h e  a rgued ,  " h a d  
1 3  

o n l y  t o  b e  s t a t e d  t o  be a t  once  f u l l y  a p p r e c i a t e d . "  

Cochrane,  l ike  C o l l i m s ,  was w e l l  aware  of t h e  commercial 

p o t e n t i a l  of t h e  Over land  l i n e .  A f t e r  u r g i n g  c o n s t r u c t i o n  

by p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  h e  s t a t e d  t h a t  

T h e r e  a r e  now i n  Europe some one hundred and  f i f t y  
t h o u s a n d  m i l e s  of t e l e g r a p h ,  and  i n  A m e r i c a  some 
f i f t y  o r  s i x t y  thousand  m i l e s ,  p roducing a revenue of 
p r o b a b l y  t e n  m i l l i o n s  of d o l l a r s  a n n u a l l y .  U n i t e  a l l  
t h e s e  l i n e s ,  a n d  make them a s u b s i d i a r y  t o  t h e  g r e a t  
w o r l d  e n c i r c l i n g  t e l e g r a p h  a n d  it must become one of 
t h e  m o s t  l u c r a t i v e  i n v e s t m e n t s  p o s s i b l e .  14  

D e s p i t e  t h e  recommendations of t h e  Committee on 

Commerce t h a t  $50,000 b e  a p p r o p r i a t e d  a n d  t h a t  t w o  s h i p s  

b e  p r o v i d e d  by t h e  Navy Department ,  Congress  t o o k  no  a c t i o n .  

1 2 ~ e p o r t  of M r .  John Cochrane of t h e  Committee on 
Commerce t o  t h e  House of R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  F e b r u a r y  18, 
1861, I b i d , ,  p.17-27. 



The growing concern  o v e r  t h e  s e c t i o n a l  c o n f l i c t  which w a s ,  

w i t h i n  months t o  b r e a k  i n t o  C i v i l  War, a c c o u n t e d  i n  p a r t  

f o r  t h i s  i n a c t i o n .  More i m p o r t a n t ,  however, w a s  t h e  fee l -  

i n g  t h a t  Congress  s h o u l d  t a k e  n o  a c t i o n  u n t i l  C o l l i n s  had  

s e c u r e d  more c o n c r e t e  p romises  of c o o p e r a t i o n  from b o t h  t h e  

B r i t i s h  a n d  t h e  R u s s i a n s ,  t h r o u g h  whose t e r r i t o r y  l i n e s  

would have  t o  p a s s .  

Al though 1861 was a  d i s a p p o i n t i n g  y e a r  f o r  C o l l i n s  a n d  

S i b l e y  i n  Congress ,  t h e  s u c c e s s  of t h e  P a c i f i c  t e l e g r a p h  

buoyed t h e i r  hopes  f o r  t h e  e v e n t u a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  

i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n e .  The w i r e  r e a c h e d  San F r a n c i s c o  i n  

November, 1861, j u s t  f o u r  months a f t e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n  had 

begun. The r e l a t i v e  e a s e  w i t h  which t h e  l i n e  was b u i l t  

a n d  o p e r a t e d  p r o v i d e d  added e v i d e n c e  t o  S i b l e y  a n d  C o l l i n s  

t h a t  l e n g t h y  l a n d l i n e s  w e r e  e n t i r e l y  p r a c t i c a l .  The con- 

t i n u e d  s u c c e s s f u l  o p e r a t i o n  of t h e  l i n e  s e r v e d  t o  r e i n f o r c e  

t h i s  e v i d e n c e .  The p r i n c i p a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  P a c i f i c  

l i n e  f o r  C o l l i n s ,  however,  was t h a t  it prov ided  a s t a r t i n g  

p o i n t  t h o u s a n d s  of m i l e s  c l o s e r  t o  B e r i n g  S t r a i t .  A s  t h e  

l i n e s  of t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  S t a t e  T e l e g r a p h  Company, a  Western 

Union s u b s i d i a r y ,  moved n o r t h  t o  t i e  t h e  Oregon a n d  Wash- 

i n g t o n  T e r r i t o r i e s  i n t o  t h e  new sys tem,  C o l l i n s '  p l a n s  

came c l o s e r  t o  r e a l i z a t i o n  w i t h  e v e r y  m i l e  of w i r e  s t r u n g .  

A s  S i b l e y  w r o t e  c o n f i d e n t l y  t o  C o l l i n s ,  a h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  

c o m p l e t i o n  of t h e  P a c i f i c  l i n e ,  



The work is n o t  more d i f f i c u l t  t h a n  t h a t  w e  have  
a l r e a d y  accompl i shed  o v e r  t h e  Rocky Mountains a n d  
p l a i n s  t o  C a l i f o r n i a ;  and,  i n  my o p i n i o n ,  t h e  whole 
t h i n g  is e n t i r e l y  p y a c t i c a b l e ,  a n d  t h a t  t o o ,  i n  much 
less t i m e  a n d  expense  t h a n  is g e n e r a l l y  supposed by 
t h o s e  most h o p e f u l .  1 5  

C o l l i n s '  r e q u e s t  f o r  a s u r v e y  of t h e  B e r i n g  S t r a i t  

a r e a  by  t h e  Navy Department  was t a k e n  up a g a i n ,  t h i s  t i m e  

by  t h e  S e n a t e ,  i n  F e b r u a r y ,  1862. M i l t o n  Latham, t h e  

S e n a t o r  f rom C a l i f o r n i a  and  o l d  f r i e n d  of C o l l i n s 1 ,  r e p e a t e d  

t h e  arguments  t h a t  Cochrane h a d  used  t h e  p r e v i o u s  y e a r  i n  
1 6  

t h e  House. D e s p i t e  t h e  s u p p o r t  of Latham and  t h e  Com- 

mittee on M i l i t a r y  A f f a i r s ,  t h e  S e n a t e  r e f u s e d  t o  recommend 

t h e  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  of f u n d s  f o r  t h e  s u r v e y .  Again,  b o t h  t h e  

Congress  a n d  E x e c u t i v e  v o i c e d  encouragement  f o r  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  

b u t  v o t e d  no  f u n d s .  

D i s a p p o i n t e d  a t  h i s  w n  government ' s  l a c k  of t a n g i b l e  

s u p p o r t ,  C o l l i n s  t u r n e d  t o  t h e  R u s s i a n s .  H e  approached 

W i l l i a m  Seward, L i n c o l n ' s  S e c r e t a r y  of S t a t e ,  a n d  Simon 

Cameron, M i n i s t e r  t o  Russ ia ,  f o r  s u p p o r t  i n  the Russ ian  

--- -=:aZiatis~s.  BJth prmised their f u l l  support for 

C o l l i n s  ' p r o j e c t  . 1 7  

1 5 s i b l e y  t o  C o l l i n s ,  Oc tober  16,  1861, I b i d . ,  p.37. - - 
16 

Repor t  of M r .  Latham of t h e  Committee on M i l i t a r y  
A f f a i r s  . . . . F e b r u a r y  17,  1862, I b i d . ,  p.28-29. 

17seward,  w h i l e  f a v o u r i n g  t h e  p r o j e c t  p u r e l y  a s  a  means 
of improving c a n m u n i c a t i o n s  between Europe  a n d  North America, 
a l s o  e x p r e s s e d  t h e  o p i n i o n  t h a t  t h e  new l i n e  would f u r t h e r  
t h e  n a t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t  of t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  "The c o u n t r y , "  
h e  w r o t e ,  " t h a t  h a s  t h e  l a r g e s t  ( c o n t i n u e d  on p.13) 



A s s u r e d  of t h e  v a l u a b l e  s u p p o r t  of Seward a n d  t h e  

S t a t e  Department ,  C o l l i n s  t r a v e l l e d  t o  S t .  P e t e r e b u r g  i n  

September t o  p r e s e n t  h i s  p r o p o s a l s  t o  t h e  R u s s i a n s .  

C o l l i n s  a n d  Cameron were w e l l  r e c e i v e d  by t h e  Russ ian  

Government. Informed by C o l l i n s  t h a t  t h e  p r o j e c t  had  t h e  

f u l l  s u p p o r t  of t h e  U n i t e d  S - t a t e s  Government, G e n e r a l  

Meln ikof f ,  t h e  Chief  D i r e c t o r  of  Ways of Communications, 

a s s u r e d  him t h a t ,  " o u r  government w i l l  be  r e a d y  t o  c o o p e r a t e  

w i t h  you as f a r  as  p o s s i b l e  i n  c a r r y i n g  o u t  your  e n t e r -  

p r i s e  ," On May 15 ,  1863, a f t e r  numerous d i s c u s s i o n s  

w i t h  Melnikof f  a n d  o t h e r  Russ ian  o f f  i c i a l s ,  C o l l i n s  was 

g r a n t e d  a c h a r t e r  g i v i n g  him e x c l u s i v e  t e l e g r a p h i c  p r i v i -  

17 ( c o n t i n u e d  from p.12) e x t e n s i o n  and  most thorough 
k a d i a t i o n  of t h e  t e l e g r a p h  w i r e ,  e n j o y s  t h e  most a c t i v e  and  
p r o f i t a b l e  s y s t e m  of domes t i c  commerce ." (Seward t o  
C h a n d l e r ,  May 1 4 ,  1864, I b i d . ,  p.64) . Another  m o t i v e  f o r  
h i s  s u p p o r t  is h i n t e d  a t  i n  t h e  d e s p a t c h e s  of Simon Cameron 
and  h i s  s u c c e s s o r  a s  M i n i s t e r  t o  R u s s i a ,  C a s s i u s  C lay .  
Both men spoke  of t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  of American C i v i l  War news 
by t h e  R e u t e r s  News Agency i n  London and  saw t h e  C o l l i n s '  
p r o j e c t  a s  a  means of c o m b a t t i n g  t h i s .  " . . . t h e  Uni ted  
S t a t e s ,  as w e l l  a s  R u s s i a , "  w r o t e  C lay ,  " a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
n o t  h a v i n g  t h e  t e l e g r a p h i c  i n t e l l i g e n c e  of t h e  wor ld  con- 
f i n e d  t o  t h e  A t l a n t i c  l i n e ,  i n  t h e  s o l e  p o s s e s s i o n  of t h e  
B r i t i s h  Na t ion  ." (Clay  t o  Gen. I g n a t i e f f ,  May 1-13, 1863) . 
U.S. Department  of S t a t e ,  P a p e r s ,  R e l a t i n q  t o  t h e  F o r e i q n  
R e l a t i o n s  of t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  Washington, 1862-1864, 
( r e p r i n t e d ,  Mic rocard  E d i t i o n s  I n c . ,  Washington, 1966, 
p.793) . There  is no  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  Seward h i m s e l f  h e l d  such  
v iews b u t  c e r t a i n l y  h e  was aware of t h e  f e e l i n g s  of h i s  
o f f i c i a l s .  The s e c o n d a r y  b e n e f i t s  of e n d i n g  B r i t i s h  d i s -  
t o r t i o n  of C i v i l  War news would n o t  l i k e l y  have  been over -  
looked  by t h e  a s t u t e  Seward. 

1 8 ~ a y a r d  T a y l o r  (u.S. c h a r g e  d  a f f a i r s  i n  a b s e n c e  of 
Cameron) t o  Seward, December 19 ,  1862.  P a p e r s  R e l a t i n q  t o  
t h e  F o r e i q n  A f f a i r s  of t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  1862-1864, p.774. 



lnternofionol Rdy -. - 
P A C 1  F I C  O C E A N  4 Provrnctol BCIY - - - - 

Enlorsed A r e a  Edy ---  - - - 

P A C I F I C  O C E A N  
Collrnr Route r, rr 

PROPOSED ROUTE-COLLINS' OVERLAND TELEGRAPH 



1 9  
l e g e s  f o r  h i s  l i n e  f o r  t h i r t y - t h r e e  y e a r s .  The t e r m s  of 

c h a r t e r ,  w h i l e  s a t i s f a c t o r y  t o  ~ o l ' l i n s ,  were n o t  as g e n e r o u s  

a s  h e  had  hoped f o r .  An a n n u a l  s u b s i d y  of one hundred 

t h o u s a n d  r u b l e s  t h a t  h e  had  r e q u e s t e d  was n o t  g r a n t e d .  
20 

I n s t e a d  t h e  R u s s i a n s  a g r e e d  t o  a l l o w  a  r e b a t e  of  f o r t y  p e r -  

c e n t  of t h e  n e t  p r o f i t  f rom messages  t r a n s m i t t e d  t o  a n d  

from t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a l o n g  t h e  Russ ian  l i n e s .  C o l l i n s '  

p roposed  company was a l s o  g r a n t e d  t h e  r i g h t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  

b u i l d i n g s  on Russ ian  s o i l  a n d  t o  employ n a t i v e s  whenever 

n e c e s s a r y .  The workmen h i r e d  f o r  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  it was 
/ 

1 9  
Meln ikof f  t o  C o l l i n s ,  May 23, 1863, S t a t e m e n t  , . . 

of C o l l i n s '  Over land ~ i n e ;  p.54,  S e v e r a l  r e a s o n s  c o u l d  
a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  Russ ian  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s u p p o r t  C o l l i n s '  
scheme. F i r s t ,  t h e  Russ ian  t e l e g r a p h  e x p e r t s ,  l i ke  t h e i r  
American c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  saw t h e  c o m p l e t i o n  of a n  A t l a n t i c  
c a b l e  i n  t h e  immediate  f u t u r e  as a n  i m p o s s i b i l i t y .  Second, 
C o l l i n s '  o r g a n i z a t i o n  w e r e  t o  c o n s t r u c t  a l i n e  on Russ ian  
t e r r i t o r y  from Anadyr t o  Niko laevsk  a t  t h e i r  own expense .  
The R u s s i a n s  w e r e  t h u s  t o  be g i v e n  a l e n g t h y  a d d i t i o n  t o  
t h e i r  i n t e r n a l  t e l e g r a p h  sys tem a t  n o  expense  t o  them- 
s e l v e s .  I t  is  a l s o  l i k e l y  t h a t  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  
i n f l u e n c e d  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n .  The U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  R u s s i a ,  
o u t  of common b p p o s i t i o n  t o  ~ r i t a i n ' s  p o l i c i e s ,  made r a t h e r  
s t r a n g e  a i p l o m a t i c  b e d f e l l o w s  d u r i n g  t h e  C i v i l  War y e a r s .  
(see A .  Woldman, L i n c o l n  a n d  t h e  R u s s i a n s ,  C o l l i e r  Books, 

New York, 1 9 6 1 ) .  The Russ ians  saw s u p p o r t  f o r  C o l l i n s '  
p r o j e c t  a s  b e i n g  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  o v e r a l l  p o l i c y  of 
promot ing  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  C o l l i n s ,  
t h e n ,  was a n  i n c i d e n t a l  b e n e f i c i a r y  of t h i s  C i v i l  War 
r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

20 
The r u b l e  was e q u i v a l e n t  t o  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  $ . 5 l  

(u , s ,  ) . C o l l i n s  ' r e q u e s t e d  s u b s i d y ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  was 
$51,000 a n n u a l l y .  The Russ ian  r e f u s a l  was p r o b a b l y  a  
r e s u l t  of t h e i r  l i m i t e d  f i n a n c i a l  r e s o u r c e s .  The Russ ians  
s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  C o l l i n s  a t t e m p t  t o  g e t  s u b s i d i e s  f rom t h e  
governments  of Western Europe w i t h  whom t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
h a d  a g r e a t e r  volume of trade. Melnikoff  t o  C o l l i n s ,  May 
23, 1863, I b i d . ,  p.55. 



s t i p u l a t e d ,  w e r e  a l l  t o  be  R u s s i a n s  who a l o n g  w i t h  t h e i r  

f a m i l i e s  c o u l d  a s s i s t  i n  t h e  s e t t l e m e n t  of t h e  newly 
2 1  

a c q u i r e d  t e r r i t o r y .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  t h e  Russ ians  

f o r m a l l y  under took  t o  e x t e n d  t h e i r  own t e l e g r a p h  sys tem t o  

t h e  mouth of t h e  Amur R i v e r ,  where it would c o n n e c t  w i t h  

C o l l i n s '  l i n e s  s t r e t c h i n g  sou thward  from Anadyr.  
22 

H i s  S t .  P e t e r s b u r g  n e g o t i a t i o n s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  conc luded ,  

C o l l i n s  n e x t  t u r n e d  h i s  e n e r g i e s  toward  W h i t e h a l l ,  The 

n e g o t i a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  B r i t i s h  Government, w h i l e  more d i f f i -  

c u l t ,  were n o t  t o o  much f o r  t h e  z e a l o u s  American e n t r e -  

p r e n e u r .  A f t e r  d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  ~ o k d  Pa lmers ton ,  t h e  

Prime M i n i s t e r  a n d  Lord  Newcast le ,  t h e  C o l o n i a l  S e c r e t a r y ,  

as  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  B r i t i s h  o f f i c i a l s ,  C o l l i n s  was a b l e  t o  

c o n c l u d e  a n  agreement .  23  The agreement  w i t h  t h e  B r i t i s h  

22 
I b i d .  

23 TOE', E l l i o t  t o  C o l l i n s ,  F e b r u a r y  9 ,  1864, I b id , ,  
pp-57-60. The n e g o t i a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  B r i t i s h  were more d i f  - 
f i c u l t  f o r  s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s .  The most i m p o r t a n t  c o m p l i c a t i n g  
f a c t o r  was t h a t  S i r  Edward Watkin, t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of t h e  
Grand Trunk Railway Co., had  d u r i n g  t h e  s p r i n g  of 1863 been 
lobby ing  t h e  B r i t i s h  f o r  f i n a n c i a l  s u p p o r t  i n  a  scheme t o  
b u i l d  a  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  between Canada and B r i t i s h  Columbia 
a c r o s s  t h e  Hudson's  Bay Co. t e r r i t o r i e s .  The ~ r i t i s h ,  
w h i l e  r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  impor tance  of  atk kin' s p r o p o s a l s ,  had  
been u n w i l l i n g  t o  commit f u n d s  t o  t h e  p r o j e c t  (see E. 
Watkin,  Canada and  t h e  S t a t e s :  R e c o l l e c t i o n s .  1851 t o  
1886, London, 1887, pp.113-14). The B r i t i s h  were t h u s  f a c e d  
w i t h  a c h o i c e  of a n  a l l - C a n a d i a n  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n k  o r  
a n  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n k  which would p r o v i d e  communications 
between Canada a n d  B r i t i s h  Columbia o v e r  American t e r r i t o r y .  
They c h o s e  t h e  l a t t e r  f o r  s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s .  F i r s t ,  Watk in ' e  
p r o p o s a l  would r e q u i r e  B r i t i s h  s u b s i d i e s  which t h e  Palmer-  
s t o n  Government t h o u g h t  it p o l i t i c a l l y  unwise t o  g r a n t .  
( c o n t i n u e d  on p.16) 



was s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  concluded with t h e  Russians, except 

t h a t  no reba te  was granted  and no exclus ive  p r i v i l e g e s  

accorded. 24  C o l l i n s '  company, s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  a p p r o w l  of 

t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia L e g i s l a t u r e ,  was given t h e  r i g h t  t o  

import t e l eg raph  m a t e r i a l s  f r e e  of customs d u t i e s  o r  ' t o l l  

charges.  
2 5  

The f i n a l  cond i t ion  was t h a t  t h e  messages of 

t h e  B r i t i s h  o r  B r i t i s h  ~ o l u m b i a n  Government should rece ive  

equal  t rea tment  with those  of o t h e r  governments, namely a 
26 

reduced t a r i f f  and p r i o r i t y  over p r i v a t e  messages. 

While g e n e r a l l y  s a t i s f i e d  with t h e  agreemen$ of fered ,  

C o l l i n s  a l s o  d e s i r e d  t o  have h i s  company given exclus ive  

c o n t r o l  of te legraphy i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia f o r  t e n  years .  

The B r i t i e h  Columbia Leg i s l a tu re ,  which had not  been con- 

s u l t e d  by t h e  B r i t i s h ,  was q u i t e  prepared t o  g r a n t  t h i s  

and incorporated such a  monopoly c lause  i n  t h e  necessary 
27 

l e g i s l a t i o n .  When objec t ions  were r a i s e d  by t h e  Imperial  

23 
(continued from p.15) Second, t h e  Watkin plan would 

not  l i n k  B r i t a i n  w i t h  North Americb u n t i l  such time a s  an 
A t l a n t i c  cab le  could be l a i d .  C o l l i n s '  plan,  on t h e  o the r  
hand, o f f e r e d  an immediate connection between B r i t a i n ,  
B r i t i s h  Columbia and Canada a t  no c o s t  t o  any of these  
p a r t i e s  and t h e  important secondary b e n e f i t  of s t imula t ing  
development i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, ( l e c t u r e  of Perry McD. 
C o l l i n s  t o  T r a v e l l e r s '  Club, New York, 1865, Statement . . . 
of C o l l i n s '  Overland Line,  p.164 .) . 

24 
Ib id . ,  pp.57-60. 

2 7 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, L e g i s l a t i v e  Council,  Ordinance 
No.9, 1864. 



a u t h o r i t i e s ,  however,  a f u r t h e r  o r d i n a n c e  was p a s s e d  

amending t h e  o r i g i n a l  a n d  r e p e a l i n g  t h e  sect i o n s  g i v i n g  
28 

e x c l u s i v e  p r i v i l e g e s .  

Having n e g o t i a t e d  agreements  w i t h  t h e  Russ ians  and  

B r i t i s h  t h a t  w e r e  a c c e p t a b l e  i f  n o t  t o t a l l y  s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  

C o l l i n s  now had  o n l y  t w o  ma jo r  o b s t a c l e s  t o  overcome: one 

of t h e s e  was t o  c o n c l u d e  a n  agreement  w i t h  Western Union: 

t h e  o t h e r  was t o  a c q u i r e  t h e  o f f i c i a l  s a n c t i o n  of t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Government. 

The agreement  w i t h  Western Union was o b t a i n e d  w i t h  no  

d i f f i c u l t y .  Hiram S i b l e y ,  who had  a r r a n g e d  f o r  t h e  company 

t o  f i n a n c e  C o l l i n s  ' n e g o t i a t i o n s ,  p r e s i d e d  o v e r  a  mee t ing  

of  t h e  Board of D i r e c t o r s  i n  March, 1864, which reached  a n  

agreement  f o r  t h e  t r a n s f e r  of t h e  r i g h t s  C o l l i n s  had ob- 
29 

t a i n e d  t o  t h e  company. C o l l i n s  was w e l l  rewarded f o r  

h i s  e f f o r t s .  One hundred thousand  d o l l a r s  was p a i d  t o  

him f o r  s e c u r i n g  agreements  from t h e  Russ ian  a n d  B r i t i s h  

Governments.  Ten p e r c e n t  of t h e  s t o c k  of a new company, 

formed t o  c a r r y  o u t  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  was a l s o  g i v e n  t o  him 

28 
B r i t i s h  Columbia, L e g i s l a t i v e  C o u n c i l ,  Ordinance  

No.7, 1865.  The B r i t i s h  were concerned ,  w i t h  Watkin '  s 
scheme f r e s h  i n  t h e i r  minds a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  pending Confed- 
e r a t i o n  d i s c u s s i o n s ,  t h a t  such  a  c l a u s e  wouid p r e v e n t  t h e  
c o n s t r u c t i o n  of a n  a l l - B r i t i s h  t e l e g r a p h  l i n k  of B r i t i s h  
Nor th  A m e r i c a  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  The B r i t i s h  Columbians, on 
t h e  o t h e r  hand,  s i m p l y  wanted a t e l e g r a p h i c  c o n n e c t i o n  a s  
soon a s  p o s s i b l e .  

*'western Union T e l e g r a p h  Company, S e c r e t a r y '  a  
O f f i c e ,  March 16,  1864. S t a t e m e n t  . . . of ~ o l l i n s '  Over- 
l a n d  L i n e ,  p.5. 



a n d  a f u r t h e r  t e n  p e r c e n t  was r e s e r v e d  t o  him f o r  f u t u r e  

p u r c h a s e .  
30 

A s  t h e  new managing d i r e c t o r  of t h e  Western 

Union Russ ian  E x t e n s i o n ,  o r  C o l l i n s '  Over land L i n e ,  h e  saw 

h i s  p r o j e c t  b e g i n n i n g  t o  t a k e  shape .  

A s p e c i a l  s t o c k  of t h e  Western Union T e l e g r a p h  Company, 

t h e  E x t e n s i o n  S t o c k ,  c o n s i s t i n g  of one hundred thousand  

s h a r e s  of one hundred d o l l a r s  each ,  was c r e a t e d  t o  f i n a n c e  

t h e  new u n d e r t a k i n g .  A l l  Western Union s h a r e h o l d e r s  w e r e  

e n t i t l e d  t o  p u r c h a s e  t h i s  new s t o c k ,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  of which 

was d e s c r i b e d  a s  u n l i m i t e d ,  up  t o  f i f t y  p e r c e n t  of t h e  

v a l u e  of t h e i r  h o l d i n g s  of Western  Union s t o c k .  U n t i l  

c o m p l e t i o n  of t h e  o v e r l a n d  l i n e  a l l  a f f a i r s  of t h e  new 

company were t o  remain d i s t i n c t  f rom t h o s e  of t h e  p a r e n t  

company. A f t e r  c o m p l e t i o n  of t h e  l i n e  t h e  two companies 
3 1  

w e r e  t o  merge. 

A f t e r  r e a c h i n g  a n  agreement  w i t h  Western Union, a l l  

t h a t  remained fo r  C o l l i n s  w a s  t o  s e c u r e  a g r a n t  of r i g h t -  

of -way a n d  h o p e f u l l y  f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  from t h e  Govern- 

ment of t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  Hoping t o  o b t a i n  s u c h  a s s i s t -  

a n c e ,  C o l l i n s ,  i n  A p r i l  1864, s u b m i t t e d  a n o t h e r  p e t i t i o n  

t o  Congress .  T h i s  new p e t i t i o n ,  s t r o n g l y  s u p p o r t e d  by 

S e c r e t a r y  of S t a t e  Seward, a s k e d  f o r  a i d  i n  a  s u r v e y  of t h e  

p roposed  r o u t e ,  a r i g h t - o f  -way t h r o u g h  U n i t e d  S t a t e s '  

3 0 ~ e s s a g e  t o  s t o c k h o l d e r s  of Western Union T e l e g r a p h  
Company, March 24, 1864; I b i d . ,  pp.7-8. 



t e r r i t o r y ,  a n d  a s u b s i d y  i n  t h e  form of c o n t r a c t s  f o r  t h e  

d e s p a t c h  of government messages .  
32 

Congress  c o u l d  h a r d l y  r e f u s e  C o l l i n s '  requests, es - 
p e c i a l l y  i n  l i g h t  of S e w a r d ' s  a c t i v e  and  s t r o n g  s u p p o r t .  

The c o s t  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  was, a s  demons t ra ted  by 

C o l l i n s ,  minu te  i n  comparison t o  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t h e  new i n t e r -  

c o n t i n e n t a l  l i n k  would b r i n g .  T h i s  t i m e  Congress  d i d  n o t  

reject  C o l l i n s '  r e q u e s t s ,  On J u l y  1, 1864, Abraham 

L i n c o l n  s i g n e d  a n  a c t  d e s i g n e d  t o  f u l f i l l  t h e  needs  of 
33 

C o l l i n s  a n d  h i s  a s s o c i a t e s .  The company was g i v e n  t h e  

r i g h t  t o  b u i l d  a t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  a n d  t o  u s e  such m a t e r i a l s  

from p u b l i c  l a n d s  a s t w e r e  r e q u i r e d .  A permanent r i g h t -  

of-way from San F r a n c i s c o  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia b o r d e r  

was g r a n t e d  a n d  t h e  Navy Department  was i n s t r u c t e d  t o  

a s s i g n  a s h i p  t o  t h e  p r o j e c t  f o r  a i d  i n  e i t h e r  s u r v e y  work 
34 

o r  t h e  l a y i n g  of c a b l e .  

Western Union and  C o l l i n s  e n t e r e d  t h e i r  a m b i t i o u s  new 

p r o j e c t  w i t h  unbounded optimism. The o v e r l a n d  l i n e ,  t h e  

s h a r e h o l d e r s  were t o l d ,  would " o b v i a t e  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of 
35  

a n y  t r a n s - A t l a n t i c  c a b l e s  ." E x p e c t a t i o n s  of prof  it were  

3 2 ~ e m o r i a l  of P e r r y  McD. C o l l i n s .  I b i d . ,  p.41. 

3 3 
An A c t  t o  encourage  a n d  f a c i l i t a t e  t e l e g r a p h i c  com- 

m u n i c a t i o n  between t h e  E a s t e r n  a n d  Western ~ e m i s p h e r e s .  
P u b l i c  A c t  No.171,. 3 8 t h  Congress ,  1st S e s s i o n ,  in 1 b i d "  
Pp.60-61. 

3 5 0 r g a n i z a t  i o n  of t h e  E x p e d i t i o n  f o r  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  
of t h e  Western  Union E x t e n s i o n .  C o l l i n s '  Over land T e l e -  
g r a p h ,  I b i d . ,  p.16. 



s i m i l a r l y  o p t i m i s t i c .  Tak ing  i n t o  a c c o u n t  c o n s t r u c t i o n  

c o s t s  a n d  o p e r a t i n g  e x p e n s e s ,  t h e  company c o n f i d e n t l y  p r e -  

d i c t e d  a n n u a l  p r o f i t s  of from one m i l l i o n  t o  e i g h t  m i l l i o n  

d o l l a r s .  36 
C o l l i n s ,  i n  a l e c t u r e  t o  t h e  T r a v e l l e r s '  C lub  

of New York, d e s c r i b e d  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  which h e  h a d  begun: 

L i k e  t h e  B r i t i s h  Empire upon which t h e  sun n e v e r  sets, 
o u r  messages  . . . w i l l  n e v e r  c e a s e ;  and  t h o s e  who 
c a n  l o o k  s h a r p l y  i n t o  f i g u r e s  may be  a b l e  t o  e s t i m a t e  
t h e  e a r n i n g s  of t h e  Over land  L i n e .  37 

Looking beyond t h e  p l a n  t o  l i n k  Nor th  A m e r i c a  and  

Europe,  t h e  men of Western  Union p lanned  l i n e s  t o  t i e  China ,  

I n d i a ,  C e n t r a l  and  Sou th  A m e r i c a  t o  t h e i r  t e l e g r a p h i c  
38 \ 

empi re .  The whole wor ld ,  i f  one c o u l d  have  b e l i e v e d  

C o l l i n s '  s p e e c h e s  of t he  summer of 1864,  was soon t o  b e  

bound w i t h  Western  Union t e l e g r a p h  w i r e .  Mi l ton  Latham 

e x p r e s s e d  t h i s  opt imism e a r l i e r  when i n  t h e  S e n a t e  h e  s a i d :  

"We h o l d  t h e  b a l l  of t h e  e a r t h  i n  o u r  hand,  a n d  wind upon 
39 

it a  ne twork of l i v i n g  and  t h i n k i n g  w i r e . "  The i n v e s t o r s  

of t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w e r e  a l so  c a u g h t  up  i n  t h i s  s p i r i t  of 

e n t h u s i a s m .  The e n t i r e  stock of  t h e  company was q u i c k l y  

36 
I b i d ,  

37 
L e c t u r e  d e l i v e r e d  by P e r r y  McD. C o l l i n s  b e f o r e  t h e  

T r a v e l l e r s '  Club,  New York, D e c  . 1865, I b i d , ,  pp.155-56. 

3 8 
O r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  E x p e d i t i o n  f o r  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  

of t h e  Western  Union E x t e n s i o n ,  C o l l i n s '  Over land T e l e g r a p h ,  
I b i d . ,  p.15. 

3 9 ~ e p o r t  of M.H., Latham of Committee on M i l i t a r y  
A f f a i r s ,  S e n a t e ,  F e b r u a r y  17 ,  1862, I b i d . ,  p.33. 



s u b s c r i b e d  a n d  was soon s e l l i n g  a t  premiums of from t h i r t y  
4 0  

t o  s i x t y  d o l l a r s  a  s h a r e .  

The man chosen  t o  s u p e r v i s e  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  

l i n e  was C o l o n e l  C h a r l e s  S o  Bulk ley ,  a  fo rmer  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t  

of M i l i t a r y  T e l e g r a p h s ,  A s  h e  l e f t  New York i n  December, 

1864, t o  b e g i n  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  n e x t  y e a r ' s  exped i -  

t i o n s  i n t o  t h e  f i e l d  h e  r e a d  a meesage from t h e  p r e s i d e n t  

of Western  Union: 

You are e n t e r i n g  upon a  work which i f  s u c c e s s f u l  w i l l  
g i v e  you a  name and  r e p u t a t i o n ,  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  
h i s t o r y  of t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  b u t  i n  t h a t  of a l l  t h e  
c i v i l i z e d  n a t i o n s  of t h e  e a r t h ,  w e l l  wor th  t h e  
e f f o r t s  and  s a c r i f i c e s  b e f o r e  you. 4 1  

\ 

B u l k l e y ' s  answer  was b r i e f  a n d  i n  k e e p i n g  w i t h  t h e  

opt imism of t h o s e  f a c e d  w i t h  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  new 

communicat ions c h a n n e l  between t h e  c o n t i n e n t s :  

More c o u r a g e  was e x h i b i t e d  i n  t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  of 
t h o s e  who s a i d  " t h i s  s h a l l  b e  done -- w e  w i l l  d o  i t "  
t h a n  is r e q u i s i t e  i n  your  e n g i n e e r  t o  accompl i sh  t h e  
t a s k .  You w i l l  be s u c c e s s f u l .  42 

I n  f a c t  t h e  e n g i n e e r  h a d  a l r e a d y  t u r n e d  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  

t o  a c c o m p l i s h i n g  t h e  t a s k .  

40Western Union T e l e g r a p h  Co., S e c r e t a r y ' s  Off ice, 
Augus t ,  1864,  I b i d . ,  p.64. 

4 1 ~ a l m e r  t o  Bu lk ley ,  D e c .  16 ,  1864,  I b i d . ,  p.82. 

4 2 ~ u l k l e y  t o  Palmer ,  May 2 ,  1865, I b i d . ,  p.83. 



CHAPTER I1 

THE COLLINS ' OVERLAND PROJECT: WORK OF 1865 

When Colonel  Cha r l e s  S.  Bulkley a r r i v e d  i n  San Fran- 

c i s c o  on Janua ry  14,  1865, h e  found t h e  work o f  o rgan iz ing  

t h e  e x p e d i t i o n  a l r e a d y  under way. Edrnund Conway, t h e  head 

o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  's American d i v i s i o n ,  had v i s i t e d  V i c t o r i a  

and New Westminster i n  November, 1864, and a r r anged  f o r  t h e  

purchase  o f  p r o v i s i o n s .  While i n  New Westminster he  met 

Governor Seymour and C o l o n i a l  Admin i s t r a to r  Ar thur  Bi rch ,  

e s t a b l i s h i n g  c o r d i a l  \ r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t h e  t w o ' o f f i c i a l s .  
1 

When Conway a r r i v e d  back i n  San F ranc i sco  i n  January  t o  

m e e t  Bulkley and t h e  o t h e r  o f f i c e r s  who had s a i l e d  w i t h  him 

from New York, t h e  work o f  o rgan iz ing  t h e  g r e a t  e n t e r p r i s e  -. 
began i n  e a r n e s t .  

Both Bulkley and Conway w e r e  m i l i t a r y  men, s e r v i n g  

w i t h  t h e  M i l i t a r y  Telegraph Corps i n  t h e  C i v i l  War. The 

o r g a n i z a t i o n  t h a t  t hey  se t  o u t  t o  c r e a t e  r e f l e c t e d  t h e i r  

background. Bulkley d e s c r i b e d  h i s  o r g a n i z a t i o n  i n  a r e p o r t  

t o  t h e  Execut ive  Committee o f  t h e  company: 

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Microf i lm 9lA, Edrnund 
Conway, Diaries, January ,  1864 - December, 1865. 



My o r g a n i z a t i o n  is  m i l i t a r y  i n  i t s  c h a r a c t e r ,  r e q u i r -  
i n g  o f f i c e r s  and men bo th  i n  t h e  l a n d  and marine 
s e r v i c e  t o  wear uniforms,  w i thou t  c o s t  t o  t h e  Company; 
and o u r  system of  accounts  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  Q u a r t e r -  
master's Department o f  t h e  Army. With t h e  l o c a l  in -  
h a b i t a n t s  and I n d i a n s  I f i n d  such a n  o r g a n i z a t i o n  
d e s i r a b l e ,  and one which can be c o n t r o l l e d  much more 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  t han  any o t h e r .  2 

Bulkley organized  h i s  men i n t o  "working d i v i s i o n s "  

and a n  "Engineer Corps".  These working d i v i s i o n s  w e r e  

subdiv ided  i n t o  " p a r t i e s  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n "  and t h e s e  a g a i n  

subdiv ided  i n t o  fou r  ,"working squads" .  Each u n i t  o f  t h e  

o r g a n i z a t i o n  had i ts  own foreman and ope ra t ed  under a 

c l e a r l y  s t a t e d  se t  o f  r u l e s .  

\ 

Camp guard w i l l  be k e p t  on du ty  a t  n i g h t  and i f  
neces sa ry  dur ing  t h e  day,  and w i l l  be r e s p o n s i b l e  
f o r  p rope r ty  s t o l e n  from camp. Ind ians  o r  o t h e r s  
n o t  engaged i n  work w i l l  n o t  be pe rmi t t ed  t o  l o i t e r  
abou t  t h e  camps . . . 
Nat ives  w i l l  be t r e a t e d  w i t h  t h e  utmost  k indness  
and c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  and,  as f a r  as p o s s i b l e  employed 
i n  t h e  work. The most sc rupulous  system and exac t -  
n e s s  must be  observed i n  paying them . . . . . . . a l l  t r a d i n g  w i t h  t h e  n a t i v e s  is e x p r e s s l y  f o r -  
b idden.  Employees w i l l  t a k e  e s p e c i a l  pa ins  t o  g a i n  
and r e t a i n  t h e  goodwil l  o f  d o t h  t h e  Hudson's Bay and  
Russian American Companies . . . 
S p i r i t o u s  and i n t o x i c a t i n g  l i q u o r s  w i l l  n o t  be  
a l lowed i n  camp, nor  under any c i rcumstances ,  
f u r n i s h e d  t o  t h e  n a t i v e s  . . . . 
A l l  work w i l l  be  suspended upon Sunday, 4  

2 ~ u l k l e v  t o  Execut ive  Committee, J u l y  25, 1865, 
Cha r l e s  S . ~ u i k l ~  n Papers Compris i nq  Correspondence 
r e l a t i v e  t o  C o l l i n s  ' Overland Teleqraph Scheme, J u l y ,  1865, 
t o  June ,  1867, p.45. 

3 ~ e n e r a l  Rules and  Organ iza t ion  . . . . , Sta tement  . . . o f  C o l l i n s  ' Overland Line ,  p.77. 



Bulkley had no t r o u b l e  r e c r u i t i n g  men f o r  h i s  tele- 

graph "army". George Kennan, t h e  Quar t e rmas t e r  of  t h e  

S i b e r i a n  d i v i s i o n ,  r e c a l l e d  t h a t :  

Adventurous Micawbers, who had long been w a i t i n g  f o r  
something o f  t h i s  k ind  t o  t u r n  up; broken-down miners ,  
who hoped t o  r e t r i e v e  t h e i r  f o r t u n e s  i n  new gold- 
f i e l d s  y e t  t o  be  d i scove red  i n  t h e  North; and r e t u r n e d  
s o l d i e r s  t h i r s t i n g  f o r  f r e s h  exc i tement  -- a l l  has ten-  
e d  t o  o f f e r  t h e i r  s e r v i c e s  as p ionee r s  i n  t h e  g r e a t  
work. 5 

TO f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  o f  den and s u p p l i e s  

Bulkley found it neces sa ry  t o  assemble a small f l o t i l l a  o f  

s h i p s .  Under t h e  command o f  Capta in  Char les  Scammon, t h e  

Chief o f  t h e  Marine d i v i s i o n ,  two s teamships ,  t h e  Georqe S .  

Wriqht and t h e  N iqh t inga l e ,  as w e l l  as a s c o r e  o f  ba rks ,  

schooners  and  r i v e r  b o a t s  w e r e  p u t  i n t o  s e r v i c e .  The 

Uni ted S t a t e s  Navy pu t  t h e  steamer Saqinaw a t  t h e  d i s p o s a l  

o f  t h e  company wh i l e  i n  Asian waters t h e  Russian Government 

o f f e r e d  t h e  s e r v i c e s  o f  t h e  steam c o r v e t t  V a r i a q .  6 

For  convenience t h e  p r o j e c t  w a s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  t h r e e  

d i v i s i o n s :  B r i t i s h  Columbia, Russian America and S i b e r i a .  

Command o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbian d i v i s i o n  w a s  g iven  t o  

Edmund Conway. F r a n k l i n  L. Pope, an  e n e r g e t i c  and able 

young t e l e g r a p h i c  eng inee r  who w a s  t o  later  ach ieve  con- 

s i d e r a b l e  n o t e  as a p a r t n e r  o f  Thomas A. Edison,  w a s  

5 ~ e o r g e  Kennan. Tent  L i f e  i n  S i b e r i a ,  New York, 
1879, p.3.  



a s s i g n e d  t o  work under Conway and t o  be  s p e c i f i c a l l y  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  r o u t e  through 

n o r t h e r n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. J.T. Rothrock, a medical  

s t u d e n t  from Harvard,  jo ined  Pope as a n a t u r a l i s t  i n  charge 

o f  r e p o r t i n g  on t h e  f l o r a  and fauna o f  t h e  a r e a .  7  

Rober t  Kenn ico t t ,  a n a t u r a l i s t  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  Smith- 

s o n i a n  I n s t i t u t e ,  w a s  p u t  i n  charge  o f  e x p l o r a t i o n s  i n  

Russian A m e r i c a .  Descr ibed by Rothrock as " thoroughly 

s a t u r a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  e x p l o r a t i o n  and capable  o f  

communicating hf  s en thus iasm t o  t h o s e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  him, I' 

Kenn ico t t  had a l r e a d y  e s t a b l i s h e d  a cons ide rab le  r e p u t a t i o n  

b o t h  as a n  e x p l o r e r  and as a n a t u r a l i s t m 8  He w a s  i n t i -  

mately  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  North,  as from 1859 t o  1862 he  had 

been engaged i n  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  Mackenzie River  b a s i n ,  

having t r a v e l l e d  t h a t  r i v e r  t o  i t s  mouth. 
9  

Under Kenn ico t t  

i n  Russian America w e r e  a group o f  ou t s t and ing  s c i e n t i s t s  

and e x p l o r e r s  some of whom, l i k e  W.H. D a l l ,  w e r e  t o  ach ieve  

c o n s i d e r a b l e  n o t e  i n  l a t e r  y e a r s .  

I n  S i b e r i a  e x p l o r a t i o n  and c o n s t r u c t i o n  was under t h e  

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  J.T. Rothrock t o  E.O.S. 
Scholef  i e l d ,  January  11, 1913. 

'~ames  Al ton  James. The F i r s t  S c i e n t i f i c  Exp lo ra t ion  
o f  Russian A m e r i c a  and t h e  Purchase  o f  Alaska,  Chicago, 
1942, (Northwestern  Unfve r s i t y  S t u d i e s  f n  t h e  S o c i a l  
Sc i ences ,  # 4 ) .  Thi s  u s e f u l  volume c o n t a i n s  t h e  j ou rna l s  of  
Kenn ico t t  from 1859-1862 and t h e  j ou rna l  o f  H.M. Bann i s t e r ,  
who w a s  a l s o  connected wi th  t h e  C o l l i n s  p r o j e c t ,  from March 
1865 t o  J anua ry  1867. 



charge o f  Se rge  Abasa, a Russian nobleman who had been l i v -  

i ng  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s .  A b a s a ,  w i t h  h i s  knowledge o f  

t h e  Russian language had connec t ions  w i t h  Russian o f f i c i a l s ,  

was t o  be one o f  Bu lk l ey ' s  most v a l u a b l e  o f f i c e r s .  J . A .  

Mahaod, C o l l i n s  Macrae and George Kennan, who was t o  deve lop  

a l i f e l o n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  Russ ia ,  w e r e  appo in t ed  t o  work under 
1 0  

Abasa . T h e i r  primary r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w a s  t o  be t h e  ex- 

p l o r a t i o n  o f  a r o u t e  from Nikolaevsk t o  t h e  Bering S t r a i t .  11 

D e s p i t e  t h e  tremendous e f f o r t s  of  Bu lk l ey ' s  g roup  i n  

San F ranc i sco ,  t h e  va r ious  e x p e d i t i o n s  d i d  n o t  a r r i v e  i n  

t h e  f i e l d  as soon as had been hoped. The s h i p s  o f  t h e  

Marine d i v i s i o n  had to be r e f i t t e d  f o r  work on t h e  p r o j e c t  

and  were n o t  ready f o r  s e r v i c e  u n t i l  l a t e  i n  June.  I t  was 

e a r l y  J u l y  b e f o r e  Abasa and h i s  a s s i s t a n t s  were able t o  s e t  

o u t  f o r  Kamchatka aboard t h e  b r i g  Olga and K e n n i c o t t ' s  

group f o r  Russian America aboard t h e  George S.   right and 

t h e  Golden G a t e .  I t  w a s  on ly  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, where 

Conway had been a t  work s i n c e  February,  t h a t  any a p p r e c i a b l e  

p rog res s  had been made. 

S e r i o u s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  had a l s o  a r i s e n  between t h e  

Western Union group and t h e  Russian Government i n  t h e  s p r i n g  

- - 

10  
Kennan i n  1870 publ i shed  a n  account  o f  h i s  t r a v e l s  

i n  A s i a t i c  Russ ia .  I n  1885 r e t u r n e d  t o  S i b e r i a  t o  s tudy  
t h e  Russian system of  pena l  co lon fes .  The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  
s t u d y  was S i b e r i a  and t h e  E x i l e  System, New York, 1891. 

''statement . . . o f  C o l l i n s '  Overland Line ,  p.12. 



of  1865. . The most s e r i o u s  problem concerned t h e  r e b a t e  
. 

t h a t  t h e  Russians  had promised t o  g i v e  Western Union on 

messages t r a n s m i t t e d  t o  and  from t h e  United S t a t e s  Dver t h e  

American-bui l t  s e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  l i n e  i n  e a s t e r n  S i b e r i a .  

T h i s  f o r t y  p e r c e n t  rebate, t h e  company cla imed,  had "formed 

t h e  l e a d i n g  inducement i n  t h e  format ion  o f  t h e  company and 
12 

t h e  s u b s c r i p t i o n s  t o  and sale o f  s h a r e s . "  The Russian 

o f f i c i a l s  dec ided ,  i n  1865, t h a t  t h e  whole system o f  

Russ ian  t e l e g r a p h s  had t o  be taken  i n t o  account  and admini- 

s t r a t i v e  expenses  o f  t h e  government t e l e g r a p h s  pa id  b e f o r e  

t h e  n e t  p r o f i t s  on American despa tches  could  be al lowed t o  

t h e  company. C o l l i n s  and S i b l e y ,  o b j e c t i n g  t o  t h i s  new' 

method o f  account ing ,  submi t ted  vigourous  p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  

t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  c h a r t e r .  "Our s h i p s  

w e r e  upon t h e  sea., ou r  c a p i t a l  i n v e s t e d ,  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  

h a p p i l y  on f o o t ,  " S i b l e y  wro te ,  "when w e  found t h e  under- 

t a k i n g  must be  abandoned, o r  submit  t o  t h e  views o f  t h e  

Department o f  I m p e r i a l  Telegraphs .  " l3 The Russ ians ,  how- 

e v e r ,  remained f i rm.  J. To l s toy ,  t h e  Director- in-Chief  o f  

I m p e r i a l  Te legraphs ,  informed S i b l e y  and C o l l i n s  t h a t  i f  

t h e y  d i d  n o t  a g r e e  t o  t h e  Russian terms t h e i r  r i g h t s  under 

t h e  o r i g i n a l  g r a n t  would be  f o r f e i t e d ,  t h e i r  c a p i t a l  l o s t  

12 
S i b l e y  and  C o l l i n s  t o  Gorchakov, March 9-21, 1865. 

Papers ,  R e l a t i n q  t o  t h e  Foreiqn R e l a t i o n s  o f  t h e  Uni ted  
S t a t e s ,  Department of  S t a t e ,  Washington, 1862-1865. (Re- 
p r i n t e d ,  Microcard E d i t i o n s  Inc . ,  Washington, l 9 6 6 ) ,  p.449. 



and t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  l i n e  g iven  over  t o  a n o t h e r  

company. l4 I n  f ace  o f  t h i s  determined Russian s t a n d ,  

t aken  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  a v o i d  any a d d i t i o n a l  s t r a i n  on t h e  

d e p l e t e d  I m p e r i a l  t r e a s u r y ,  C o l l i n s  and S  i b l e y  had no cho ice  

b u t  t o  s i g n  t h e  convent ion o f f e r e d  them. T h e i r  accep tance  

w a s  r e l u c t a n t  a t  b e s t ;  t h e y  s t a t e d  t h a t  t hey  had acqu ie sed  

on ly  " t o  s a v e  t h e  company from g r e a t  l o s s  and  t h e  abandon- 

ment o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  t e l e g r a p h .  " 1 5  

An o f f i c i a l  p r o t e s t  w a s  s e n t  t o  P r ince  Gorchakov, t h e  

Russian M i n i s t e r  o f  Fore ign  A f f a i r s ,  b u t  w i t h  no succes s .  

The long and d i f f i c u l t  n e g o t i a t i o n s  i n  S t .  Pe t e r sbu rg ,  how- 

e v e r ,  took  t h e i r  t o l l  on H i r a m  S i b l e y .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  he  

and C o l l i n s  had r e l u c t a n t l y  s i g n e d  t h e  Russian convent ion,  

he  w a s  f o r c e d  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  and r e s i g n  t h e  

pres idency  o f  Western Union, a v i c t i m  o f  ill h e a l t h .  H e  

w a s  succeeded i n  t h e  pres idency  by O.H. Palmer, t h e  former 

s e c r e t a r y  o f  t h e  company. Thus t h e  work o f  c o n s t r u c t i n g  

t h e  C o l l i n s  ' Overland Line  i n  Russ ia  began i n  1865 w i t h  

r e l a t i o n s  between t h e  company and t h e  Russian Government 

somewhat s t r a i n e d .  

I n  B r i t i s h  Columbia r e l a t i o n s  between t h e  company and 

t h e  government were more c o r d i a l .  Governor Seymour, i n  a 

speech t o  t h e  L e g i s l a t i v e  Counci l ,  de sc r ibed  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  

p r o j e c t  as " t h e  on ly  s u b j e c t  I can refer t o  w i t h  unmixed 

0 



s a t i s f a c t i o n .  " He spoke o f  t h e  g r e a t  s e r v i c e  t h e  t e l e -  

graph would prov ide  t o  t h e  colony by opening communications 

l i n k s  w i t h  t h e  i s o l a t e d  Car iboo and Kootenay r eg ions .  The 

t e l e g r a p h  would "double t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s "  o f  t h e  c o l o n i a l  

p o l i c e  f o r c e  and would prove i n v a l u a b l e  bo th  t o  t h e  merchants 

o f  New Westminster  and t h e  go ld  miners o f  t h e  I n t e r i o r .  

Communications w i t h  t h e  I n t e r i o r  w a s  t h e  s i n g l e  most 

impor tan t  i s s u e  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. Any p r o j e c t  t h a t  

o f f e r e d  more e f f i c i e n t  and r a p i d  communication w i t h  t h e  

areas from which t h e  c o l o n y ' s  wea l th  w a s  drawn w a s  a s s u r e d  

t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  c o l o n i s t s .  The C o l l i n s '  Overland scheme 

had t h e  added a t t r ac , t i on  o f  n o t  p l a c i n g  an  a d d i t i o n a l  burden 

on t h e  c o l o n y ' s  a l r e a d y  s t r a i n e d  f i n a n c i a l  cond i t i on .  The 

c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  promised i n s t e a d  t o  

i n j e c t  much-needed cash  i n t o  t h e  economy. P r a v i s i o n s  and 

s u p p l i e s  w e r e  t o  be purchased i n  t h e  colony,  wages would be 

p a i d  t o  l o c a l  workmen and t h e  e x p l o r a t i o n  and p o s s i b l e  

s e t t l e m e n t  o f  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  unknown n o r t h e r n  a r e a s  o f  t h e  

colony would be s t i m u l a t e d .  To a i d  t h e  p r o j e c t  t h e  Coloni-  

a l  L e g i s l a t u r e  ag reed  t o  admit  a l l  t e l e g r a p h  m a t e r i a l s  f r e e  

from t h e  u s u a l  d u t i e s  and t o l l  charges .  Th i s  w a s  a s m a l l  

p r i c e  t o  pay f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t h a t  w e r e  l i k e l y  t o  be  re -  

ce ived .  The i n t e n s e  d i s l i k e  o f  V i c t o r i a  by most c i t i z e n s  

of  New Westminster  a l s o  w a s  s a t i s f i e d  by t h e  p r o j e c t .  New 



Westminster ,  it w a s  hoped, would soon s u r p a s s  V i c t o r i a  i n  

commercial importance.  "New Westminster ,  t r aduced  and 

dreaded by a j ea lous  neighbour ,  w i l l  soon be t h e  c e n t e r  o f  

a l l  t h e s e  g r e a t  systems . . . ., " wrote  t h e  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  

B r i t i s h  Columbian . 17 

The work o f  surveying  a r o u t e  f o r  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  w a s .  

w e l l  under  way even b e f o r e  t h e  l i n e s  o f  t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  

S t a t e  Te legraph  Company reached New Westminster on March 21. 

Edmund Conway had t r a v e l l e d  on f o o t  t o  Hope l a y i n g  o u t  a 

r o u t e  f o r  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e s .  What he  s a w  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  

V a l l e y  d i d  n o t  encourage him. Swamps, heavy t imber  and 

n e a r l y  impene t rab le  undergrowth s t o o d  i n  t h e  way. The 

heavy snow and  t h e  i c e  which c logged t h e  F r a s e r  River  made 

t r a v e l  by b o a t  n e a r l y  imposs ib le  and impressed on h i s  mind 

t h e  need f o r  a road from New Westminster  t o  Y a l e .  The 

B r i t i s h  Columbian, n o t i n g  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  New Westminster  

from t h e  I n t e r i o r  w i t h  t h e  r i v e r  impassable ,  echoed t h i s  

view. 
19  

Such a road would complete t h e  wagon r o u t e  t o  t h e  

Car iboo a l r e a d y  extended as far s o u t h  as Y a l e .  The Coloni- 

a l  Government, a l s o  aware o f  t h e  need f o r  such a road,  

ag reed  t o  s t a r t  c o n s t r u c t i o n  as soon as  p o s s i b l e .  The 

government ag reed  t o  g r a n t  t h e  company a right-of-way a long  

17 
B r i t i s h  Columbian, February 25, 1865, p.3. 

18~dmund Conway. Diaries, ~ p r i l  6. 1865. 

* 1 9 ~ r i t i s h  Columbian, March 11, 1865, p.3. 



t h e '  r o u t e  o f  t h e  proposed New Westminster-Yale road. 20 

Conway's problems w e r e  e a s e d  cons ide rab ly  by t h i s  d e c i s i o n .  

The g r e a t e s t  t a s k  -- t h a t  o f  c l e a r i n g  a right-of-way -- 
became t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  government. The company 

had o n l y  t o  erect po le s  and s t r i n g  w i r e .  

Conway w a s  n o t  s u c c e s s f u l ,  however, i n  ga in ing  a n o t h e r  

.much-desired concess ion  from the c o l o n i a l  a u t h o r i t i e s .  The 

company, n o t  s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  a l l  t e l e g r a p h  m a t e r i a l s  w e r e  

admi t t ed  free o f  du ty ,  a l s o  sought  t h e  f r e e  admission o f  

p r o v i s i o n s ,  c l o t h i n g  and o t h e r  non- te legraphic  m a t e r i a l s .  

Conway s a w  t h i s  as a r ea sonab le  demand as t h e  colony would 

b e n e f i t  g r e a t l y  from t h e  new roads  opened a long  t h e  tele- 

graph l i n e .  
21  

H i s  arguments went unheeded, however, and  

no change w a s  made i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  agreement. Such a con- 

c e s s i o n ,  thought  Seymour, would be  a seve re  de t r imen t  t o  

t h e  c o l o n i a l  revenue and would q u i t e  p o s s i b l y  be  abused. 
22 

The on ly  materials t h a t  cou ld  be  admi t ted  f r e e  o f  du ty  were 

w i r e ,  i n s u l a t o r s  and  t e l e g r a p h  equipment. 23  The merchants 

of New Westminster ,  who s t o o d  t o  make handsome p r o f i t s  from 

2 0 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Western Union Teleqraph 
F i l e ,  Moberly t o  Attorney-General ,  A p r i l  26, 1865. - 

L .  

LI 
B r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Edmund Conway. L e t t e r s ,  

January  1865 - October 1867, Microf i lm 9124. 

22~onway t o  Bulkley,  February 24, 1865. Conwav. 
L e t t e r s  . . . . 

2 3 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Archives ,  Edrnund Conway: Cor- 
respondence,  Papers, etc. ,  March 18,  1865 - A p r i l  20, 1866. 
Seymour t o  Conway, March 18 ,  1865. 



t h e  s a l e  of provis ions  t o  t h e  working p a r t i e s ,  applauded 

Seymour's dec i s ion  not  t o  depar t  from the  terms o f  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  agreement. 

The t a s k  o f  e r e c t i n g  t h e  new te l eg raph  l i n e  began i n  

e a r n e s t  i n  l a t e  May, 1865. Conway had hoped t h a t  t h e  

road from New Westminster t o  Yale would be complete s o  

t h a t  t h e  Western Union men could begin work on t h a t  s e c t i o n  

o f  t h e  l i n e .  The government cons t ruc t ion  pa r ty  under 

Walter Moberly d i d  no t ,  however, progress  as r a p i d l y  a s  had 

been a n t i c i p a t e d .  Construct ion ok t h e  l i n e  thus was 

forced  t o  commence a t  Yale, working northward. 

Pope and h i s  pa r ty  of t h i r t y  men had a r r i v e d  a t  New 

Westminster on May 2 5  and had s e v e r a l  days l a t e r  set  o u t  

t o  commence t h e i r  exp lo ra t ions  of nor thern  B.C. I t  was 

hoped t h a t  they  would be a b l e  t o  l o c a t e  a  s u i t a b l e  rou te  

through nor thern  B r i t i s h  Columbia and i f  poss ib le  t r a v e l  

a s  f a r  nor th  a s  F o r t  Yukon i n  Russian America. Pope's 

pa r ty  was made up of  Hudson's Bay Company employees, 

Canadian voyageurs and a  number of Indian  guides and 

packers.  While t h i s  group sought a  rou te  t o  Russian 

America, Conway's men were t o  erect a  l i n e  toward Quesnel,  

following wherever poss ib le  t h e  a l r eady  ex is t i n g  wagon 

road. 

Western Union, whenever p o s s i b l e ,  t r i e d  t o  h i r e  f o r  

i ts  cons t ruc t ion  p a r t i e s  both Chinese and Indian  labourers .  

This  p r ~ c t i c e ,  d i c t a t e d  according t o  Bulkley by t h e  

"extravagent  ideas  of  t h e  value of  labour"  h e l d  by many \ 



whi t e  c o l o n i s t s ,  caused c o n s i d e r a b l e  resen tment ,  24 The 

d e c l i n e  o f  t h e  Car iboo g o l d f i e l d s  had made t h e  c o l o n i s t s  

aware o f  t h e  s c a r c i t y  o f  employment. Jobs  on p u b l i c  works 

such as roads  and t e l e g r a p h s ,  it w a s  f e l t ,  should  be  re -  

s e r v e d  f o r  wh i t e  c o l o n i s t s .  The B r i t i s h  Columbian, hold- 

i ng  t r u e  t o  i ts  c o n s i s t e n t  a n t i - O r i e n t a l  e d i t o r i a l  p o s i t i o n ,  

echoed t h e s e  o b j e c t i o n s  t o  the h i r i n g  o f  Chinese l a b o u r e r s .  

The Chinese ,  whose "only va lue  would appear  t o  c o n s i s t  o f  

t h e i r  a d a p t a t i o n  t o  work t a i l i n g s  and consume r i c e , "  wrote  

t h e  e d i t o r ,  shou ld  n o t  be employed . i n  t h e  p l a c e  o f  whi te  

c o l o n i s t s  . 25 
Desp i t e  t h i s  resentment ,  Western Union con- 

t i n u e d  employing t h e  n a t i v e  I n d i a n s  o r  Chinese whenever 

p o s s i b l e .  A t  a n  average  wage o f  f i f t e e n  d o l l a r s  p e r  

month t h e  Chinese  w e r e  a t t r a c t i v e  t o  a n  economy-minded 

company. 

The p rog res s  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n  du r ing  t h e  summer o f  

1865 w a s  phenomonal. By t h e  end o f  J u l y  Conway's men had 

ove r  400 m i l e s  o f  c u t  p o l e s  on t h e  ground. Mid-August 

s a w  t h e  completion o f  bo th  t h e  road and t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  t o  

Hope; mid-September completion t o  a p o i n t  a b o u t  20 m i l e s  

beyond Quesne l .  26 The method of  c o n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  des- 

c r i b e d  by one observer :  

2 4 ~ u l k l e y  t o  Execut ive  Committee, ~ u l y  25, 1865, 
Bulklev,  Papers . . . ., p.45. 

2 5 ~ r i t i s h  Columbian, May 6, 1865, p.20 

2%etails  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n  from E . Conway, Diaries . . .  



F i g u r e  1.  C o l l i n s '  Overland Telegraph Line  b e s i d e  t h e  
Cariboo Road near Chapman Bar Bluf f ,  1866.  

(Courtesy Archives  o f  B . C .  ) 
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The p l an  o f  work w a s  t o  have a surveyor  go ahead 
w i t h  a rough s k e t c h  o f  t h e  count ry .  He had over  
200 axemen who b l azed  t h e  t r a i l .  Behind them came 
t h e  choppers who c u t  down t h e  trees w i t h i n  a width  
o f  20 t o  30 f e e t .  Next c a m e  a  man who paced t h e  
d i s t a n c e s  of  about  70 ya rds  and drove a  s t a k e  a t  
each one;  t hen  a p a r t y  o f  Chinamen who dug t h e  p o s t  
h o l e s ;  t hen  axemen who c u t  po l e s  f o r  t h e  w i r e s ;  
t h e y ,  i n  t u r n ,  were fol lowed by t h e  po le  setters, 
who n a i l e d  b r a c k e t s  and p l aced  t h e  i n s u l a t o r s  on 
t h e s e  and se t  t h e  po le s  u p r i g h t  i n  t h e  h o l e s .  
L a s t l y  came t h e  w i r i n g  p a r t y  t o  s t r i n g  t h e  w i r e .  
S t a t i o n s  w e r e  set  up  a t  r e g u l a r  i n t e r v a l s  . . . . 27 

The r a p i d  p rog res s  o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s  i n  

t h e  s o u t h  w a s  n o t  matched by s u c c e s s f u l  e x p l o r a t i o n s  t o  t h e  
I 
I 

I 

n o r t h .  I t  had been hoped t h a t  P o l p  would be a b l e  t o  reach  I 

F o r t  Yukon, where he  would be m e t  by K e n n i c o t t ' s  p a r t y  I 

I 
I 

working s o u t h  from ~ ' t .  Michaels.  A t  t h e  same t i m e  Conway I 

I 

d i r e c t e d  Cap ta in  Horace C o f f i n  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  Skeena, N a s s  

and  S t i k i n e  R ive r s  i n  t h e  s teamboat  Union, wi th  a view t o  

e s t a b l i s h i n g  supp ly  r o u t e s  t o  t h e  I n t e r i o r  on t h e s e  r i v e r s .  
28 

Pope ' s  p a r t y  moved much more s lowly  t h a n  had been 

a n t i c i p a t e d .  Leaving Quesne l  on J u l y  4 they  t r a v e l l e d  

n o r t h  t o  F o r t  S t .  James a t  t h e  s o u t h  end o f  S t u a r t  Lake. 

A p a r t y  o f  twenty- f ive  proved t o o  unwieldy s o  Pope reduced 

h i s  group t o  f i f t e e n  a t  F o r t  S t .  James and cont inued  n o r t h  

up  S t u a r t  and Takla  Lakes, hoping t o  e s t a b l i s h  w i n t e r  

q u a r t e r s  a t  t h e  n o r t h e r n  e x t r e m i t y  o f  Takla  Lake. Heavy 

L ' ~ i t e d  i n  Corday Mackay , "The Overland Telegraph".  
Canadian Geoqraphical  J o u r n a l ,  Vo1.32, A p r i l  1946, p.176. 

28~onway t o  Cof f in ,  Bulklev,  Papers  . . . . p.39. 
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f r o s t s  began e a r l y  a t  t h a t  l a t i t u d e  s o  t h e  p a r t y  l o s t  no 

t i m e  i n  e r e c t i n g  Bulkley House, t h e i r  w i n t e r  q u a r t e r s ,  a t  

t h e  n o r t h e r n  end o f  Takla  Lake. From Bulkley House Pope 's  

men succeeded i n  reach ing  a p o i n t  on t h e  N a s s  R iver  n e a r l y  

29 150 m i l e s  t o  t h e  n o r t h .  . These e x p l o r a t i o n s ,  wh i l e  con- 

s i d e r a b l e .  f e l l  f a r  s h o r t  o f  Conway's e x p e c t a t i o n s .  There 

remained over  1,000 m i l e s  o f  unexplored t e r r i t o r y  between 

F o r t  Yukon and t h e  p o i n t  t o  which Pope had explored .  Pope 

w a s  h imse l f  d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  what h i s  p a r t y  had accom- 

p l i s h e d .  With h i s  b i t t e r n e s s  t h i n l y  v e i l e d  h e  wrote  t o  

Bulkley i n  November: 

\ 

I do n o t  h e s i t a t e  t o  s a y  t h a t  w i t h  f i v e  good men I 
could  have accomplished more than  w i t h  t h e  twenty- 
f i v e  upon my hands t h e  most o f  t h e  season .  30 

Conway, concerned a t  Pope 's  l a c k  o f  p rog res s  and 

anxious  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  count ry  h imse l f ,  s e t  o u t  from 

Quesne l  on September 20 w i t h  a p a r t y  o f  fou r  men. H e  

fo l lowed Pope ' s  r o u t e  t o  Bulkley House and then  on t o  F o r t  

Connal ly ,  where h e  a t t empted  unsucces s fu l ly  t o  g e t  an 

I n d i a n  gu ide  t o  t a k e  him on t o  t h e  S t i k i n e  River .  Forced 

t o  h a l t  because o f  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  o b t a i n  a guide.  h e  re- 

t u r n e d  by t h e  same r o u t e  t o  Quesne l ,  a r r i v i n g  on November 

20.  What he  s a w  o f  Pope ' s  r o u t e  convinced him o f  i t s  un- 

s u i t a b i l i t y  and h e  w a s  even more f u l l y  convinced o f  t h e  

2 9 ~ b i d . ,  Pope t o  Bulkley.  November 7. 1865. p.37. 

3 0 ~ b i d . ,  Pope t o  Bulkley,  November 7, 1865. p.37. 
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f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  summer's e x p l o r a t i o n s .  31 T i r e d  and d i s -  

i l l u s i o n e d ,  he wrote t o  Bulkley on December 10 ,  a s k i n g  t h a t  

h e  be al lowed t o  r e s i g n .  H i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  pay enough t o  

h i r e  competent men, t h e  inadequacy o f  h i s  own s a l a r y  as 

w e l l  as t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  Pope ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n s  h e  i n d i c a t e d  as 

t h e  sou rces  o f  h i s  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .  H i s  own s a l a r y ,  h e  

wro te ,  had proven inadequa te  because h e  had " s p e n t  a l a r g e  

p a r t  o f  it g e t t i n g  t h o s e  L e g i s l a t i v e  g r a n t s  through." One 

man, he  cont inued ,  could n o t  "explore ,  c o n s t r u c t ,  o rgan ize  

and manage" a t e l e g r a p h  l i n e . 3 2  A raise i n  s a l a r y  o f f e r e d  

by Bulkley,  however, persuaded Conway t o  withdraw h i s  r e s i g -  

n a t i o n .  
33 Al though ag ree ing  n o t  t o  r e s i g n ,  Conway's view 

o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia and i ts  i n h a b i t a n t s  remained dismal .  

. . . one encounte rs  no th ing  b u t  heavy t imber ,  rum 
m i l l s ,  broken miners ,  p lug o p e r a t o r s ,  E n g l i s h  
a r i s t o c r a t s ,  l o a f e r s  and swind le r s ,  a l l  o f  which 
t e n d s  t o  d r i v e  a man c razy .  Banishment i n  S i b e r i a  
is a p a r a d i s e  i n  comparison t o  t h i s  p lace .  34 

The e x p l o r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  n o r t h e r n  r i v e r s  by Capta in  

Horace C o f f i n  proved o n l y  p a r t i a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l .  I n  Sept-  

ember h e  had t r a v e l l e d  90 m i l e s  up  t h e  Skeena River  i n  t h e  

s t eamsh ip  Union. From t h a t  po in t !  h i s  p a r t y  had journeyed 

"Ibid.,  Conway t o  Bulkley,  December 30, 1865. p.24. 

J& 
Conway t o  Bulkley,  December 10 ,  1865, Conway. 

L e t t e r s  . . . . 
 bid., Conway t o  Bulkley,  May 1, 1866. 

3 4 ~ b i d . ,  a "p lug  o p e r a t o r "  i s  an  amateur t e l e g r a p h e r .  



a n o t h e r  125  m i l e s  up  r i v e r  t o  a p o i n t  n e a r  t h e  p r e s e n t  town 

o f  Haze l ton .  There t h e y  had l e f t  s u p p l i e s  and p r o v i s i o n s  

f o r  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s  o f  t h e  fo l lowing  yea r .  A f t e r  

r e t u r n i n g  down r i v e r  t hey  n e x t  e n t e r e d  t h e  Nass R ive r ,  hop- 

ing t o  e s t a b l i s h  a s imilar  supply  cache.  C o f f i n  w a s  a b l e  

t o  n a v i g a t e  t h e  N a s s  f o r  on ly  40 m i l e s  i n  t h e  Union b e f o r e  

he w a s  f o r c e d  t o  u s e  canoes t o  move a n o t h e r  40 m i l e s  up 

t h e  r iver . ,  A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  far s h o r t  o f  t h e  p o i n t  t hey  

had expec ted  t o  r each ,  t e l e g r a p h i c  s t o r e s  and p rov i s ions  

were cached f o r  use  du r ing  t h e  fo l lowing  summer. 

The S t i k i n e ,  t h e  r i v e r  t h a t  C o f f i n  had most hoped 

t o  e x p l o r e ,  was by November beg inn ing  t o  be g r ipped  by 

w i n t e r  and  he  was fo rced  t o  r e t u r n  t o  N e w  Westminster ,  h i s  

e x p l o r a t i o n s  on ly  p a r t i a l l y  completed. 35 I n  proving t h e  

p a r t i a l  n a v i g a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  N a s s  and Skeena Rivers  h e  had, 

however, made a s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  knowledge 

o f  t h e  area and provided some s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  enormous 

problems o f  supp ly  faced by t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s  i n  

n o r t h e r n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. 

The p rog res s  o f  work i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, however 

d i s a p p o i n t i n g  t o  Conway, w a s  f a r  better than  had been 

ach ieved  i n  e i t h e r  Russian A m e r i c a  o r  S i b e r i a .  Kenni- 

c o t t ' s  men had a r r i v e d  a t  S t .  Michaels ,  Russian America i n  

September and  w e r e  a b l e  t o  do l i t t l e  more than  e s t a b l i s h  

35~onway t o  Bulkley,  December 30. 1865. Bulkley.  
P a p e r s  . . . ., pp.25-26. 



t h e i r  win te r  q u a r t e r s  before  t h e  season ended. Finding it 

impossible t o  work during t h e  long nor thern  win te r ,  t h e  men 

i n  Russian America had t o  con ten t  themselves wi th  making 

plans f o r  t h e  next  summer's ope ra t ions .  

Abasa 's S i b e r i a n  pa r ty  had a l s o  a r r i v e d  l a t e  i n  t h e  

season, b u t ,  n o t  content  t o  s i t  o u t  t h e  win te r ,  they had 

begun t o  explore t h e  t e r r i t o r y  from Bering S t r a i t  t o  Niko- 

laevsk.  The success  of t h e i r  pre l iminary  reconnaissance 

was phenomonal. During t h e  win te r  of 1865-1866 they ex- 

p lored  t h e  e n t i r e  A s i a t i c  r o u t e ,  t r a v e l l i n g  on f o o t  o r  

occas iona l ly  mounted on re indeer .  They f l o a t e d  i n  n a t i v e  

s k i n  canoes down a l l  of  t h e  major r i v e r s ,  bef r iending  t h e  

n a t i v e s  and e n l i s t i n g  t h e i r  suppor t  f o r  t h e  t e l eg raph  

p r o j e c t .  When sp r ing  came t h e  S i b e r i a n  

t o  begin cons t ruc t ion .  36 

Perhaps t h e  most encouraging news 

d i v i s i o n  w a s  ready 

t h a t  Western Union 

rece ived  during t h e  summer of  1865 was t h a t  of  t h e  f a i l u r e  

of  t h e  l a t e s t  a t tempts  t o  l a y  an A t l a n t i c  cable .  The 

Overland p r o j e c t ,  however slowly progressing , s t i l l  appeared 

t o  be t h e  only  f e a s i b l e  way t o  l i n k  t h e  con t inen t s .  The 

f i r s t  year  o f  cons t ruc t ion  ended, as it began, with a mood 

o f  optimism and confidence. 

3 6 ~ e n n a n ,  Tent L i f e  i n  S i b e r i a ,  p.422. 
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CHAPTER I11 

THE COLLINS' OVERLAND PROJECT, 1866 

The s p r i n g  o f  1866 found Edmund Conway i n  New West- 

m i n s t e r  p repa r ing  f o r  t h e  coming s e a s o n ' s  work. H i s  

problems w e r e  formidable .  The o r g a n i z a t i o n  and supply  o f  

such  a v a s t  p r o j e c t  w a s  a problem i n  l o g i s t i c s  t o  cha l l enge  

even exper ienced  m i l i t a r y  men such  as Conway and Bulkley.  

Conway's major problem i n  1866 w a s  t h e  supply ing  of  con- 

s t r u c t i o n  materials and p r o v i s i o n s  t o  t h e  f a r - f l u n g  work- 

i ng  p a r t i e s  i n  n o r t h e r n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. The hau l ing  o f  

m a t e r i a l s  up t h e  Cariboo Road w a s  bo th  t o o  time-consuming 

and expensive t o  be p r a c t i c a l .  H e  hoped t o  overcome t h i s  

d i f f i c u l t y  by u s i n g  t h e  N a s s  and Skeena R ive r s ,  exp lored  

by Cap ta in  C o f f i n  t h e  prev ious  summer, as supply  r o u t e s  t o  

t h e  I n t e r i o r .  The S t i k i n e  R ive r ,  which Coff in  had n o t  

been able t o  e x p l o r e ,  w a s  a l s o  s e e n  as a p o s s i b l e  supply  

r o u t e .  

Conway's w o r r i e s  w e r e  compounded by t h e  fact  t h a t  

no s a t i s f a c t o r y  r o u t e  had y e t  been found n o r t h  o f  Quesnel .  

The f a i l u r e  o f  Pope ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n s  and h i s  own i n a b i l i t y  

t o  r each  t h e  S t i k i n e  R ive r  du r ing  t h e  autumn of  1865 l e d  

him t o  a c c e p t  p e r s o n a l l y  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  n o r t h e r n  explor -  



a t i o n s  dur ing  1866. I f  he could s u c c e s s f u l l y  extend h i s  
% 

surveys northward t o  l i n k  with t h e  southward exp lo ra t ions  

of t h e  Russian American p a r t i e s ,  t h e  e n t i r e  rou te  o f  t h e  

Overland l ineLwould be determined. 

I n  San Francisco Bulkley bus ied  himself wi th  a  

thorough reorgan iza t ion  of t h e  Marine d i v i s i o n  of  t h e  pro- 
I 

j e c t .  The supply problems of 1865 and t h e  even g r e a t e r  

problems faced i n  1866 demanded t h i s .  Work had been de- 

layed i n  Russian America and S i b e r i a  as we l l  a s  i n  B r i t i s h  

Columbia by t h e  l a t e  a r r i v a l  o f  t e l e g r a p h i c  m a t e r i a l s  and 

o t h e r  needed supp l i e s .  The f l o t i l l a  t h a t  Bulkley had 

organized i n  1865 ha'd proven inadequate f o r  t h e  supply of 

such a mammoth and far - f lung p r o j e c t .  To remedy t h i s  in- 

adequacy t h e  c l i p p e r - s h i p  Niqht inqale  was added t o  .the 

company f l e e t ,  a s  were t h e  barques H.L. Rutqer and Onward. 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  these  a  number of  small s ternwheel  steam- 

s h i p s  were b u i l t ,  on Peget Sound, t o  o r d e r  f o r  t h e  company. 

The Niqht inqale  was made t h e  f l a g s h i p  of  t h e  

company's f l e e t  and t h e  two barques were ass igned t h e  t a s k  

of  supplying t h e  d i s t a n t  pos ts  i n  Russian America and 

S i b e r i a  . The s te rnwheelers  , Bulkley hoped, would prove 

s u i t a b l e  f o r  use  i n  t h e  nor thern  r i v e r s  supplying t h e  
1 

I n t e r i o r  working p a r t i e s .  

Conway's exp lo ra t ion  p a r t i e s  i n  nor thern  9Brit ish . 

l ~ u l k l e ~  t o  Executive Committee, Matbh 1, 1867, . 
Bulklev, Papers . . . ., pp. 184-187. 



Columbia, headed by Pope and Rothrock, had n 8 t  enjoyed t h e  

r e l a t i v e  comfort  o f  New Westminster dur ing  t h e  w i n t e r  of 

1865-1866. They had win te red  a t  Bulkley House on Takla 

Lake, hoping t o  begin  t h e i r  e x p l o r a t i o n s  t o  t h e  n o r t h  even 

b e f o r e  w i n t e r  loosened i ts  g r i p  on t h e  country .  Conway 

w a s  determined t o  have h i s  men f i n d  a r o u t e  from t h e  Skeena 

t o  t h e  S t i k i n e  and beyond, through count ry  t h a t  was s t i l l  

v i r t u a l l y  ,. unknown. 
I 

Rothrock began i n  January,  1866, by t r a v e l l i n g  w e s t -  

ward from Bulkley House t o  t h e  Skeena and descending t h e  

f r o z e n  r i v e r  as f a r  as K i t s a l a s .  Pope, t o g e t h e r  w i t h  

former Hudson 's Bay Company employee, George Blenkinsop, 

and s e v e r a l  n a t i v e s ,  se t  o u t  i n  l a t e  February w i t h  t h e  aim 

o f  reaching  t h e  S t i k i n e  River .  They succeeded i n  reaching  

and descending t h e  r i v e r  a f t e r  a  t o r t u o u s  journey of  over  

500 m i l e s .  Th i s  s even ty  day journey, on which they  w e r e  

faced  i n  t u r n  w i t h  f r e e z i n g ,  s t a r v a t i o n  and exhaus t ion ,  

w a s  one o f  t h e  most memorable feats of  t h e  Western Union 

men. Returning t o  Bulkley House i n  l a t e  February from 

h i s  e x p l o r a t i o n s  of  t h e  Skeena, Rothrock wasted no t i m e  i n  

s e t t i n g  o u t  on an  extended e x p l o r a t i o n  t r i g  northward. 

H i s  r o u t e  is  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  c e r t a i n .  A s  he  was t r a v e l l i n g  

through unexplored count ry  and had on ly  t h e  c r u d e s t  o f  

surveying  in s t rumen t s ,  he  could on ly  guess where h e  had 

been. I n  a le t ter  t o  t h e  P r o v i n c i a l  A r c h i v i s t ,  over  f o r t y  

yea r s  later,  he  was of t h e  op in ion  t h a t  he  had reached a 

p o i n t  on t h e  headwaters of t h e  S t i k i n e  about  70 m i l e s  south-  



east  of  Dease Lake. 
2 

Pope and h i s  a s s i s t a n t ,  Rothrock,  whi le  n o t  f i n d i n g  

a d e f i n i t e  r o u t e  f o r  t h e  l i n e  through t h e  d i f f i c u l t  nor th-  

e r n  count ry ,  had added immeasurably t o  t h e  knowledge o f  t h e  

area. T h e i r  work o f  t h e  w i n t e r  and s p r i n g  made t h e  work 

o f  subsequent  e x p l o r a t i o n  parties cons i d e r a b l y  l i g h t e r .  

The s e a s o n ' s  work began i n  e a r n e s t  when Conway l e f t  
P 

New Westminster  i n  l a te  A p r i l  f o r  Quesne l ,  where he m e t  a 

small p a r t y  of  men who had been l e f t  a t  Quesnel  du r ing  t h e  

w i n t e r  b u i l d i n g  bateaux f o r  t h e  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  o f  materials 

n o r t h  from Quesne l .  A n t i c i p a t i n g  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  h i r i n g  

men a t  Quesne l ,  he took  w i t h  him a p a r t y  o f  c o a s t a l  Ind i ans  

t o  be employed as boatmen and packers .  Th i s  move proved 

f o r t u n a t e  as t h e  Big Bend g o l d  exc i t emen t  made it n e a r l y  

imposs ib le  t o  h i r e  men i n  t h e  I n t e r i o r .  When he  commenced ' 

work on May 14 ,  abou t  18 m i l e s  n o r t h  o f  Quesne l ,  he had a 

group  o f  twenty-f ive  whi te  men whom he  had l u r e d  w i t h  a 

bonus o f  t e n  d a y ' s  pay. 
3  This  p a r t y  w a s  later augmented 

w i t h  twenty-f ive  Chinese l a b o u r e r s .  By June 1 Conway w a s  

a b l e  t o  r e p o r t  t h a t  he  had one hundred and f i f t y  men; 

e i g h t y - s i x  i n  c o n s t r u c t i o n  camp, twenty-six packers  w i t h  

one hundred and  s i x t y  an imals ;  t h i r t y - e i g h t  wh i t e  men and 

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Archives .  J O T .  Rothrock t o  EoOo 
S. S c h o l e f i e l d ,  January  11, 1913. 

'conway t o  Bulkley,  February 19, 1867. Bulklev.  
Papers  . . . . r p.159. 



I n d i a n s  t r a n s p o r t i n g  s u p p l i e s  i n  bateaux between Quesne l  

and F o r t  F r a s e r .  4 

Conway, s t i l l  unhappy wi t f i  t h e  r o u t e  surveyed by Pope 

t h e  prev ious  summer, se t  as h i s  f i r s t  t a s k  t h e  f i n d i n g  of  

a b e t t e r  r o u t e  t o  t h e  Skeena from F o r t  F r a s e r .  I n  May and 

June  he  had  h i s  men su rvey  a more e a s t e r l y  r o u t e  from F o r t  

F r a s e r  t o  a p o i n t  on t h e  Skeena n e a r  Hagwilget ,  a small 

I n d i a n  v i l l a g e .  This  new r o u t e  proved s a t i s f a c t o r y  i n  

e v e r y  d e t a i l  and t h e  r o u t e  s e l e c t e d  by Pope v i a  Bulkley' 

House w a s  abandoned. 5  

A s a t i s f a c t o r y  r o u t e  chosen,  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  l i n e  

proceeded r a p i d l y .  , By October 2, when c o n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  

h a l t e d  because o f  t h e  approaching w i n t e r ,  t h e  l i n e  w a s  com- 

p l e t e  t o  a p o i n t  on t h e  Kispiox River  abou t  25 m i l e s  n o r t h  

o f  i t s  j u n c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  Skeena. Conway's r e p o r t  t o  

Bulkley summarized t h e  summer's work: 

W e  c o n s t r u c t e d  t h e  Telegraph Road, and l i n e  t o  
l a t i t u d e  55.42 N .  and l o n g i t u d e  128.15 W. The 
d i s t a n c e  from Quesne l ,  by t h e  road ,  i s  computed a t  
440 m i l e s ,  and by t h e  w i r e  378 m i l e s .  There are 
f i f t e e n  s t a t i o n s  b u i l t ,  a l o g  house,  w i t h  chimney, 
doors  and windows, 25 m i l e s  a p a r t .  We b u i l t  
b r i d g e s  o v e r  a l l  small s t r eams ,  t h a t  were n o t  
f o r d a b l e ,  corduroyed swamps. A l l  h i l l s i d e s  t o o  
s t e e p  f o r  an imals  t o  t r a v e l  ove r ,  w e r e  graded,  
from 3 t o  5  f e e t  wide. The average  wid th  o f  
c l e a r i n g  t h e  wood f o r  t h e  w i r e ,  i s ,  i n  s t a n d i n g  
timber, 20 f e e t ,  and i n  f a l l e n  timber 12  f e e t .  

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Archives .  T. Elwyn, L e t t e r s  , T. 
Elwyn t o  Ac t ing  C o l o n i a l  S e c r e t a r y ,  J u l y  5, 1866. 



A l l  underbrush and small timber is c l e a r e d  t o  t h e  
ground,  t h u s  l e a v i n g  t h e  road f i t  f o r  h o r s e s ,  
t r a v e l l i n g  a t  t h e  rate o f ,  from 30 t o  50 mi l e s  p e r  
day. Double w i re s  are s t r e t c h e d  a c r o s s  a l l  l a r g e  
r i v e r s .  Number o f  po l e s  p u t  up 9,246. Boats are 6  
b u i l t  f o r  c r o s s i n g  t h e  Bulkley and Westroad R ive r s .  

The steamer Mumford, under Cap ta in  J .L.  B u t l e r ,  had 

succeeded i n  l and ing  c o n s i d e r a b l e  q u a n t i t i e s  o f  t e l e g r a p h i c  

m a t e r i a l s  and p r o v i s i o n s  a t  bo th  F o r t  S t a g e r ,  where t h e  

c o n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  h a l t e d ,  and a t  S h a k e s v i l l e  on t h e  S t i k i n e .  
7  

Enough materials were landed  t o  a l l o w  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  

a f u r t h e r  350 m i l e s  o f  t e l e g r a p h  l i n e  dur ing  t h e  n e x t  work- 

i ng  season .  

Conway 's r e p o r t s  showed c o n s i d e r a b l e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  

w i t h  t h e  work accomplished du r ing  1866 and optimism f o r  

t h e  f u t u r e .  H e  had r epea t ed  a s u g g e s t i o n  f i r s t  made i n  

1865 f o r  s e c u r i n g  t h e  company's p o s i t i o n  i n  n o r t h e r n  

B r i t i s h  Columbia. Western Union, h e  sugges ted ,  would be  

w i s e  t o  beg in  t r a d i n g  wi th  t h e  I n d i a n s  a long  t h e  t e l e g r a p h  

r o u t e .  The Western Union men, he  wro te  "now know t h e  

count ry  better than  t h e  Hudson's Bay Company, having seen  

a l l  t h a t  t h e y  have seen  and a g r e a t  p o r t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  know 
8 

noth ing  about .  " By t r a d i n g  w i t h  t h e  I n d i a n s ,  Conway 

reasoned,  t h e  company would bo th  s e c u r e  t h e i r  coope ra t ion  

%onway t o  Bulkley,  Bulklev,  Papers  . . . . , p.159. 

' I ~ b i d . ,  S h a k e s v i l l e  w a s  l o c a t e d  nea r  t h e  p r e s e n t  
community o f  Telegraph Creek. 



and add t o  t h e  company's p r o f i t .  Th i s  would meet wi th  

l i t t l e  oppos i t ion  from t h e  Colonia l  Government, he noted, 

a s  t h e  Hudson't Bay Company was i n  o f f i c i a l  d is favour .  

Colonia l  Adminis t ra tor  Arthur  Birch,  concerned with Ind ian  

r e l a t i o n s ,  added h i s  suppor t  t o  Conway's argument, accusing 

t h e  

f o r  

a c t  

Hudson ' s Bay Company of  r e f u s i n g  t o  suppor t  l e g  i s l a t i o n  

t h e  humane p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  Ind ians  and f a i l i n g  t o  
9 

t o  s t o p  t h e  s a l e  o f  l i q u o r .  

The success  o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n  on t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbian 

d i v i s i o n  o f  t h e  C o l l i n s  ' Overland p r o j e c t  w a s  matched by 

s i m i l a r ,  i f  less r a p i d ,  progress  i n  both  t h e  Russian 

American and S  iber ia r r  d i v i s i o n s .  I n  Russian America, 

l i t t l e  progress  was made during t h e  summer and win te r  of  

1865. The la te  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s ,  t h e  

shor tage  of  s u p p l i e s  and t h e  d i f f i c u l t  c l ima te  a l l  c o n t r i -  

buted t o  t h i s  l a c k  o f  progress .  The exp lo ra t ions  of  t h e  

Yukon River  and t h e  t e r r i t o r y  between S t .  Michaels,  where 

t h e  t e l eg raph  p a r t y  wintered ,  and Bering S t r a i t  w e r e  n o t  

accomplished by t h e  s p r i n g  of 1866. William Ennis.  

second-in-command t o  Robert  Kennicot t ,  wrote  of  t h e  

l e a d e r ' s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  dur ing  t h a t  f i r s t  winter :  

From persona l  knowledge I s ta te  t h a t  everyth ing  t h a t  
it w a s  i n  t h e  power o f  man t o  do, he d i d ,  t o  t r y  and 



overcome t h e  numerous o b s t a c l e s  t h a t  impeded h i s  
road.  The t r i p  t o  F o r t  Yukon, by t h e  means of  dogs 
and s l e d s  was a  long and arduous one. T h i s ,  however, 
was a m a t t e r  of l i t t l e  moment w i th  him; it was t h e  
l a c k  of  I n d i a n s  on t h e  road  t o  supply him w i t h  e i t h e r  
p r o v i s i o n s  o r  dog feed ,  t h e  bad roads ,  s o f t  snow, 
poor dogs,  and i n  f a c t  eve ry th ing  t h a t  could be con- 
j u red  up, conspi red  t o  blast  h i s  eve ry  p lan .  10  

Kenn ico t t  d i d  n o t  l i v e  t o  c a r r y  o u t  h i s  p lans  f o r  

1866. H e  d i e d ,  a p p a r e n t l y  of a h e a r t  a t t a c k ,  on May 1 3  

a t  Nulato  on t h e  Yukon R ive r ,  wh i l e  working on a  map. 

The d e a t h  o f  Kenn ico t t  f u r t h e r  de layed  t h e  e x p l o r a t i o n s  

o f  t h e  Western Union p a r t y .  Will iam Ennis ,  who assumed 

command a f t e r  K e n n i c o t t ' s  unexpected dea th ,  was convinced 

t h a t  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f \  t h e  w i n t e r  I s  e x p l o r a t i o n s  c o n t r i b u t e d  

t o  Kenn ico t t  ' s  dea th .  "The f a i l u r e  t o  proceed t o  F o r t  

Yukon i n  w i n t e r ,  " he  wrote ,  "prayed s o  much upon t h e  mind 

o f  t h e  l a t e  Commander, t h a t  I am c e r t a i n  it i n  some 

measure has t ened  h i s  unt imely dea th ."  11 

K e n n i c o t t ' s  a b i l i t y  a s  a leader was p r a i s e d  by Henry 

B a n n i s t e r ,  a n o t h e r  o f  Kennibot t  I s  l i e u t e n a n t s .  

Kenn ico t t  was, I t h i n k ,  the on ly  man who could have 
l e d  t h i s  p a r t y  through t h e  coun t ry  wi thou t  more 
d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  t h e  n a t i v e s  . . . success  is  owing 
mainly t o  h i s  p o l i c y  fol lowed o u t  by h i s  successo r .  
There w a s  no o t h e r  man i n  t h e  whole count ry  who had 
any th ing  o f  h i s  i n f l u e n c e  amongst t h e  Ind ians  and 
Eskimo. 12  

1•‹1bid. ,  Ennis  t o  Bulkley,  June  30, 1866, p.55. 

1 2 ~ o u r n a l  o f  H.M. Bann i s t e r ,  March 1865 t o  January 
p.270, B a n n i s t e r ' s  j ou rna l  (cont inued  on p.67) 









Kenn ico t t ,  

w i t h  t h e  I n d i a n s  

wh i l e  r e s p e c t e d  f o r  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  d e a l  

and as an  e x p l o r e r ,  w a s  n o t  w e l l  l i k e d  

by h i s  men, P.M. Smith made t h i s  assessment  o f  h i s  

Commander s h o r t l y  b e f o r e  K e n n i c o t t ' s  death:  

I d o n ' t  know what t o  make o f  t h i s  man. I beg in  t o  
t h i n k  he  is c razy .  He has  succeeded i n  making him- 
s e l f  g e n e r a l l y  d i s a g r e e a b l e  and has  d i s g u s t e d  us 
a l l  t o  such a n  e x t e n t  t h a t  h a r d l y  one w i l l  remain 
i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  a n o t h e r  y e a r ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  be  i n  any 
way connected w i t h  him. 1 3  

George R. Adams, a n o t h e r  m e m b e r  o f  K e n n i c d t t ' s  

e x p l o r a t i o n  p a r t y ,  gave a more sympathe t ic  assessment .  

H e  no t ed  t h a t  Kenn ico t t  appeared d e j e c t e d  because o f  t h e  
\ 

f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  w i n t e r ' s  e x p l o r a t i o n s  and t h a t  t h i s  de- 

p r e s s i o n  had seemed t o  p reven t  him from t a k i n g  d e c i s i v e  
1 4  

a c t i o n  t o  g e t  t h e  work o f  1866 under  way. 

The d e a t h  o f  Kenn ico t t  w a s  n o t  t h e  on ly  f r u s t r a t i n g  

d i f f i c u l t y  faced  by t h e  Russian Atnerican p a r t y .  Inade- 

q u a t e  p r o v i s i o n s  and  materials, poor wea ther  and t h e  

f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  s t eamsh ip  t h a t  t h e y  hoped t o  u s e  on t h e  

Yukon R ive r  a l l  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e i r  f r u s t r a t i o n .  The 

12  
( con t inued  from p.63) p r i n t e d  i n  J a m e s ,  A l ton  

James, The F i r s t  S c i e n t i f i c  E x p l o r a t i o n  o f  Russian A m e r i c a  
and  t h e  Purchase  o f  Alaska ,  Northwestern  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1942. 

1 3 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Diaries o f  Western 
Union Te leqraph  Company's Alaska Survey,  ( ~ y p e s c r i p t  copy - 
prepa red  by C h a r l e s  Hubel l  i n  l94O) ,  D ia ry  o f  P.M. Smith, - - 

~ u q u s t  26, 1865 t o  March 22, 1867. 

1 4 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Diar ies  o f  Western 
Union Te leq raph  Company's Alaska Survey ,  D ia ry  o f  Georse 
R. Adams, A p r i l  28, 1866 - June  11, 1866. 



l o s s  o f  t h e  s teamship L i z z i e  Horner was an e s p e c i a l l y  d i s -  

appoin t ing  setback.  They had hoped t h a t  t h e  steamer would 

enable  them t o  t r a n s p o r t  m a t e r i a l s  up  t h e  Yukon River  a t  

l e a s t  as far  as F o r t  Yukon. The v e s s e l  was plagued with 

t r o u b l e  from t h e  beginning. She had been brought around 

Cape Horn from New York on t h e  deck of  another  Western 

Union v e s s e l .  Attempts t o  s ta r t  h e r  engines a t  S t .  

Michaels,  on Norton Sound, met wi th  repeated  f a i l u r e s  

because o f  t h e  incompetance of  t h e  engineer  ass igned t o  

h e r .  The f i n a l  blow came when s h e  broke loose  from h e r  

moorings and r a n  upon t h e  rocks.  Attempts t o  use t h e  

L i z z i e  Horner on t h e  Yukon River  were thus  given up and 

she  s p e n t  t h e  remainder o f  1866 on t h e  beach a t  S t .  

Michaels.  1 5  

Despi te  t h e  se tbacks  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  Russian Ameri- 

can.,division dur ing  1866, by t h e  autumn of  t h a t  year  t h e  

e n t i r e  r o u t e  w a s  surveyed and found s u i t a b l e .  Rather 

than  suspend work f o r  t h e  win te r  season,  a s  had been done 

t h e  previous w i n t e r ,  it was decided t o  begin cons t ruc t ion  

and t o  cont inue  work through t h e  d i f f i c u l t  A r c t i c  winter .  

The Western Union men, most of them unaccustomed t o  

t h e  severe  nor the rn  w i n t e r s ,  found working i n  t h e s e  con- 

d i t i o n s  a unique experience.  Pos t  h o l e s ,  which normally 

1 5 ~ n n i s  t o  Bulkley, June 30, 1866, Bulkley, Papers . . . ., p.55 and Diary o f  P.M. Smith, Auqust 26, 1865 t o  
March 22, 1867, June 19,  1866, 



could have been dug i n  a  few minutes,  took hours t o  com- 

p l e t e .  The cons t ruc t ion  p a r t i e s  were forced  t o  l i g h t  

f i r e s  t o  thaw o u t  t h e  ground be fo re  they  could begin t o  

d i g  i n  t h e  f rozen  e a r t h .  P.M. Smith commented on t h e  

d i f f i c u l t  condi t ions  i n  h i s  Diary: "It was f i f t y - e i g h t  

below zero  . . . This  w a s  t h e  f i f t h  t i m e  my nose has  been 

f rozen  today. I a l s o  f roze  my f i n g e r  , cheek and t o e s .  

I begin t o  t h i n k  it is g e t t i n g  cold ."  
1 6  

Winter i n  Russian America brought with it formidable 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  t r a n s p o r t i n g  provis ions  and bu i ld ing  

m a t e r i a l s .  The c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s ,  i s o l a t e d ,  uncom- 

f o r t a b l e  and i n  some cases  hungry, grumbled cont inuously 

about  t h e  poor condi t ions .  George Adams voiced t h i s  d i s -  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  h i s  personal  Diary: 

No body o f  men could have more reason t o  upbraid a  
company than  we have. L e f t  i n  a country l i k e  t h i s  
where a person r e q u i r e s  twice a s  much food a s  i n  
any o t h e r ,  wi th  ha rd ly  h a l f  Army r a t i o n s  is very 
rough t o  say  t h e  l e a s t .  17 

Adams went. on t o  blame t h e  "brass-mounted o f f i c e r s "  

of  t h e  exped i t ion  f o r  t h e s e  shor tages .  He accused them 

of  " l i n i n g  t h e i r  pockets" with commissions from d e a l e r s  

and o f  having l i t t l e  concern f o r  t h e  we l fa re  of t h e  men 

'%iary o f  P.M. Smith, Auqust 26, 1865 t o  March 22, 
1867 , January 27, 1867. - 

.b I 
Diary  o f  Georqe R .  Adams, October 1, 1866 t o  

October 8 ,  1867, January 12, 1867. 



i n  t h e  f i e l d . "  
1 8  

Adams was a t t empt ing  t o  blame Bu lk ley ' s  

o f f i c e r s ,  when i n  f a c t  he  shou ld  have blamed geography and 

t h e  h o s t i l e  climate f o r  h i s  d i scomfor t .  The working con- 

d i t i o n s  du r ing  t h e  w i n t e r  o f  1866-1867 w e r e  perhaps b e s t  

summarized by Adams' comment t h a t ,  "Bui ld ing  a  t e l e g r a p h  

l i n e  w i t h  on ly  dogs and s l e d s  f o r  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  i n  t h e  

f r i g i d  zone is n o t  a s  much fun as it is cracked up t o  be." 
19  

By t h e  s p r i n g  o f  1867 t h e  work i n  Russian America 

w a s  showing r e s u l t s .  Over 45 m i l e s  o f  l i n e  were com- 

p l e t e d ,  s t a t i o n s  w e r e  b u i l t  and thousands o f  po le s  were 

c u t  and d i s t r i b u t e d  a long  t h e  r o u t e .  Will iam Ennis ,  t h e  

D i v i s i o n  Commander, w a s  c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  l i n e  could  be 

completed w i t h i n  a yea r  and t h e  cable a c r o s s  Bering S t r a i t  

l a i d  du r ing  t h e  summer of  1867. 20 Bulkley,  i n  h i s  r e p o r t  

t o  t h e  d i r e c t o r s  o f  Western Union, was a b l e  t o  s t a t e  t h a t :  

" t h e  g r e a t e s t  o b s t a c l e s  have been a l r e a d y  surmounted and 

w i t h  t h e  expe r i ence  and knowledge ga ined  t h e  r e s u l t  must 

be  s a t i s f a c t o r y .  " 21 

I n  t h e  S i b e r i a n  d i v i s i o n  t h e  t a s k  o f  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  

r o u t e  was accomplished du r ing  t h e  w i n t e r  o f  1865-1866. 

'=1bid. ,  February 4, 1867. 

' O ~ n n i s  t o  Bulkley,  August 15 ,  1867, BulklW, 
Papers  . . . . , p.206. 

2 1 ~ u l k l e y  t o  Execut ive  Committee, March 1, 1867. 
Bulklev,  Papers  . . . . , p.195. 



A f t e r  t h e  s p r i n g  o f  1866, t h e  problems f aced  w e r e  t h o s e  of  

supp ly  and o r g a n i z a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  o f  g r e a t  i n d i v i d u a l  

e f f o r t .  22 
A s  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, t h e  major problem w a s  

1 
t o  e f f i c i e n t l y  d i s t r i b u t e  men and  materials over  a n  immense 

and i s o l a t e d  r o u t e .  D e s p i t e  t h e  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  

Marine S e r v i c e  c a r r i e d  o u t  by Bulk ley ,  Serge  A b a s a ,  i n  

command o f  t h e  S i b e r i a n  d i v i s i o n ,  found h i s  major problem 
' I 

t o  be t h e  l a te  a r r i v a l  o f  b u i l d i n g  materials. A b a s a  

a s s i g n e d  h i s  l i e u t e n a n t s  t o  s p e c i f i c  s e c t i o n s  o f  the l i n e .  

Mahood w a s  g iven  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  Nikolaevsk t o  

Okhotsk area; Kennan f o r  t h e  Okhotsk t o  Gizh iga  s e c t i o n ;  

and Bush and  Macrae f o r  t h e  Okhotsk t o  Anadyr l i n e ,  . I n  

each  o f  these t h r e e  s e c t i o n s  t h e  s p r i n g  and e a r l y  .summer 

w a s  s p e n t  i n  h i r i n g  n a t i v e  workmen, c u t t i n g  p o l e s ,  c l e a r i n g  

t r a i l s  and e r e c t i n g  s t a t i o n s .  

When t h e  f i rs t  supp ly  s h i p ,  t h e  Russian c o r v e t t e  

Var iaq ,  a r r i v e d  a t  Gizh iga  i n  e a r l y  August A b a s a  w a s  able 

t o  beg in  t h e  work o f  d i s t r i b u t i n g  t e l e g r a p h i c  materials 

a l o n g  t h e  f a r - f l u n g  r o u t e .  C o n s t r u c t i o n  cont inued  

th rough  t h e  summer, autumn and w i n t e r  o f  1866, w i t h  

r e s u l t s  comparable o n l y  t o  t h e  r a p i d  p r o g r e s s  made i n  

B r i t i s h  Columbia. By t h e  s p r i n g ,  of 1866 over  e i g h t  

hundred n a t i v e s  and  seventy-f  i v e  Americans w e r e  a t  work. 

The e n t i r e  r o u t e  w a s  surveyed  and  most o f  it c l e a r e d ;  

2 2 ~ i l h  jamlmur S t e f a n s s o n ,  Northwest  t o  For tune ,  New 
York, 1958, p.265. 



between f o r t y  and f i f t y  s t a t i o n  houses were b u i l t  a long  

t h e  r o u t e .  George Kennan was c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  by autumn 

over  one thousand men would be a t  work and t h a t  t h e  

e n t i r e  l i n e  would be completed du r ing  ,1868 a t  a c o s t  n o t  

exceeding two hundred and f i f t y  thousand d o l l a r s .  
23 

The p a r t i e s  working i n  Russian A m e r i c a ,  S i b e r i a  and 

B r i t i s h  Columbia made good p rogres s  du r ing  1866. They 

w e r e ,  however, working i n  ignorance of  t h e  momentous 

e v e n t s  and d e c i s i o n s  be ing  made i n  Roches te r ,  New York 

du r ing  t h e  summer o f  t h a t  year .  

The f irst  e v e n t  t h a t  w a s  t o  have a profound i n f l u -  

ence on t h e  fate ot t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland p r o j e c t  was t h e  

a b s o r p t i o n  o f  t h e  American Telegraph  Company by Western 

Union, i n  June ,  1866. E a r l y  i n  1866 t h e  P r e s i d e n t  o f  

Western Union is  r e p o r t e d  t o  have s a i d  t o  Cyrus F i e l d ,  

t h e  P r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  p r o j e c t :  . "I would 

g i v e  $50,000 t o  know i f  you are e v e r  going t o  succeed.  

I hope you w i l l ;  b u t  I would l i k e  t o  know f o r  c e r t a i n  

b e f o r e  we  spend any more i n  Russ ia .  "24 By absorb ing  t h e  

American Telegraph  System, Western Union reduced t h e  r i sk  

o f  l o s s  shou ld  t h e  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  e v e r  be s u c c e s s f u l l y  

2 3 ~ e o r g e  Kennan. Ten t  L i f e  i n  S i b e r i a ,  New York and 
London, 1879, p.422. 

2 4 ~ u o t e d  i n ,  J a n e  M. Pa rke r ,  "The Russian o r  
C o l l i n s  ' Telegraph: A d e f e a t e d  Success" ,  Overland 
Monthly, Vol.XI1, ( J u l y ,  18861, p.17. 



l a i d .  The American Telegraph System included a l l  of t h e  

l i n e s  t o  which an A t l a n t i c  cab le  would have t o  be connected, 

and thus  provided f o r  Western Union a means of secur ing  

a d d i t i o n a l  revenue should t h e  c a b l e  e v e r  prove a success  

and t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland have t o  be abandoned. While 

t h i s  move w a s  i n d i c a t i v e  of  t h e  sound bus iness  accumen of  

t h e  Western Union d i r e c t o r s ,  it would n o t  have i n s p i r e d  

confidence i n  t h e  minds of  those  engaged i n  bu i ld ing  t h e  

C o l l i n s '  Overland l i n e .  

The g r e a t e s t  blow t o  Western Union's hopes f o r  t h e  

C o l l i n s '  Overland l i n e  came on J u l y  27, 1866 when t h e  

s teamship Grea t  Eas te rn  c a r r i e d  Cyrus F i e l d ' s  A t l a n t i c  

cab le  i n t o  t h e  harbour  of  Hear t  ' s Content,  Newfoundland. 

On t h e  fol lowing day F l e l d  s e n t  t h e  f i r s t  t r a n s - A t l a n t i c  

message t o  England, demonstrating t h e  success  of  t h e  new 

cab le .  S e v e r a l  weeks l a t e r  t h e  cab le  which had been 

l o s t  t h e  previous year  was l o c a t e d  and recovered, provid- 

ing  a second t r a n s - A t l a n t i c  cab le .  25 When, i n  mid- 

August t h e  c a b l e  went i n t o  commercial ope ra t ion ,  a deep- 

ening gloom descended on t h e  headquar ters  o f  Western 

Union i n  Rochester ,  New York. The immediate p r o f i t  

shown by t h e  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  was matched, t o  t h e  r e l i e f  

of  Western Union, by a s i m i l a r  i n c r e a s e  i n  revenues from 

t h e  former American Telegraph System. 

25~ames D .  Reid, The Teleqraph i n  America and Morse 
Memorial, New York, 1886, p.403. 



Work con t inued ,  however, on t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  

C o l l i n s '  Overland l i n e .  I n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, where t h e  

c o n s t r u c t i o n  p a r t i e s  w e r e  inhprmed o f  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  

c a b l e ,  work cont inued  u n t i l  t h e  end  o f  t h e  season .  Ex- 

p l o r a t i o n  p a r t i e s  con t inued  working th roughout  the w i n t e r  
26 

and p l a n s  f o r  t h e  s t a r t  o f  work i n  1867 w e r e  made. I n  

Russ ian  America and S i b e r i a ,  where t h e  working p a r t i e s  ' 

w e r e  n o t  aware o f  t h e  s u c c e s s  of  t h e  cable, c o n s t r u c t i o n  

con t inued  th roughout  t h e  w i n t e r  of  1866-1867. 

The d i r e c t o r s  o f  Western Union, wh i l e  impressed w i t h  

t h e  l a y i n g  o f  t h e  A t l a n t i c  cable, were unconvinced t h a t  

t h e  cable would succeed.  S c i e n t i f i c  and t e c h n i c a l  opin-  

i o n  had long  been t h a t  such  a cable would prove inope rab le  

and  t h e  Western Union men, r e l y i n g  on such  a d v i c e ,  dec ided  

t o  w a i t  and  see. I t  w a s  a l s o  p o s s i b l e ,  some thought ,  

t h a t  t h e  g r e a t  volume o f  messages from Europe t o  North 

A m e r i c a  would be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s u p p o r t  two i n t e r c o n t i n -  

e n t a l  t e l e g r a p h  l i n k s .  

Some a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  Western Union d i r e c t o r s  d i d ,  

however, h i n t  a t  t h e  p o s s i b l e  abandonment o f  t h e  C o l l i n s '  

Over land p r o j e c t .  I n  September a r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  

boa rd  o f  d i r e c t o r s ,  s t a t i n g  t h a t  Ex tens ion  s t o c k  could  be 

2 6 ~ o m e  s o u r c e s ,  eg .  R.L. Thompson, Wirinq a  Cont inent :  
A   is tory o f  t h e  Teleqraph I n d u s t r y  i n  t h e  U.S. ( p r i n c e t o n  
1947), assume t h a t  work w a s  suspended upon r e c e i p t  of  t h e  
news t h a t  t h e  A t l a n t i c  cable had b e e n l l a i d .  Conway t o  
Bulk ley ,  February  19 ,  1867, Bulkley,  Papers  . . . ., p.161, 
would appea r  t o  c l e a r l y  r e f u t e  t h i s  a s s e r t i o n .  



exchanged f o r  Western Union bonds a t  any time up t o  

February 1, 1867, was revealed t o  t h e  s tockholders .  
27 

This  p ropos i t ion  was accepted by almost a l l  holders  of 

sha res  i n  t h e  Extension Company and by February 1 bonds t o  

t h e  value o f  $3,170,292 had been i s sued .  28 Throughout 

t h e  win te r  o f  1866-1867 t h e  p u b l i c  were assured ,  d e s p i t e  

Western Union 's a c t i o n s ,  t h a t  t h e  C o l l i n s  ' Overland had 

n o t  been abandoned and t h a t  i ts  success  was assured .  
29 

The d i r e c t o r s  o f  Western Union, who were t h e  p r i n c i p a l  

holders  o f  t h e  Extension s t o c k ,  thus avoided t h e  p o s s i b i l -  

i t y  of  a pe r sona l  l o s s  and requ i red  t h e  shareholders  of 

Western Union t o  absorb any l o s s  from an  abandonment of 
30 

t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland p r o j e c t .  When on March 9, 1867 1 

t h e  dec i s ion  t o  abandon t h e  p r o j e c t  was made pub l i c ,  t h e  

ques t ionab le  conduct of  t h e  Western Union d i r e c t o r s  w a s  

noted by s e v e r a l  newspapers. The e d i t o r  of t h e  Tele- ;. 

q r a ~ h e r ,  a New York journal ,  wrote: 

We would l i k e  t o  enqui re  i f  t h e r e  was any warrant  
f o r  t h e  i ssuance  of  t h e s e  bonds, whereby t h e  s tock-  
ho lde r s  o f  t h e  Western Union a r e  compelled a g a i n s t  
t h e i r  w i l l  t o  accep t  t h e  g i g a n t i c  expense of t h e  

27~hompson. Wirinq a Continent ,  p.435. 

3 0 ~ o r s e  td E.S. Sanford,  January 4, 1867, i n  E - L -  
Morse (ed.)  , S . F . B .  Morse: H i s  L e t t e r s  and ~ o u r n a l s ~  
Vol.11, Boston, 1914, p.445. 



huge f a i l u r e ?  M r .  C o l l i n s  made money, and t h e  
d i r e c t o r s  of t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  have saved themselves 
a g r e a t  l o s s ,  b u t  what do t h e  s tockholders  of  t h e  
Western Union have t o  gain? 31 

The Boston T r a v e l l e r  made s i m i l a r  comments : 

The impression is very genera l  t h a t  t h e  a f f a i r s  of 
t h e  company a r e  managed s o l e y  wi th  a  view t o  t h e  
i n t e r e s t s  of a  few l a r g e  s tockholders  who a r e  rep- 
r e sen ted  , i n  t h e  D i r e c t i o n ,  and t h a t  a l though t h e  
n e t  ea rn ings ,  a s  shown by t h e  balance s h e e t  a r e  
l a r g e ,  t h e  smal l e r  s tockho lde r s  a r e  n o t  l i k e l y  t o  
r e a l i z e  much from them. 32 

The conduct of  t h e  board o f  d i r e c t o r s  marred an 

o therwise  sound d e c i s i o n  t o  abandon t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland 

p r o j e c t .  The reasons f o r  t h e  company's dec i s ion  were 

b e s t  o u t l i n e d  i n  a l e t t e r  t o  S e c r e t a r y  o f  S t a t e  Seward, 

an e n t h u s i a s t i c  suppor te r  of t h e  scheme. The company's 

expec ta t ions ,  Seward was t o l d ,  had " i n  every  s i n g l e  in-  

s t a n c e  proved i l l u s o r y . "  
3 3  

I t  w a s  obvious t o  t h e  company 

t h a t  t h e  volume of  t e l e g r a p h i c  communications would not  

be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  suppor t  both  t h e  A t l a n t i c  cable  and t h e  

Overland Telegraph. The A t l a n t i c  c a b l e  w a s  a b l e  t o  

t r a n s m i t  i n  four  t o  s i x  hours  each day a l l  t h e  bus iness  

t h a t  t h e  p u b l i c  o f f e r e d .  The cab le ,  beyond a l l  doubt,  

3.L 
C i t e d  i n  Thompson, Wirinq a  Continent ,  p.436. 

3 2 ~ i t e d  i n  Thompson, I b i d . ,  p.436. 

3 3 ~ e s t e r n  Union Telegraph Company t o  Seward. March 
25, 1867 , Papers ,  Re la t inq  t o  t h e  Foreiqn Rela t ions  of 
t h e  United S t a t e s ,  Vol.VI1, Department of  S t a t e ,  Washing- 
t o n ,  1868, p.387. 



was capable of  opera t ing  e f f i c i e n t l y .  The o l d  arguments 

t h a t  t h e  cab le  would soon f a l l  mute were no longer  v a l i d .  

Telegraphic  concessions t h a t  t h e  company had expected t o  

r ece ive  i n  e a s t e r n  China, Seward w a s  t o l d ,  had been with- 
1 

drawn, This  dashed hopes of s t i m u l a t i n g  S ino-American 

t r a d e  and o f  c r e a t i n g  a v a s t  Asian t e l e g r a p h i c  network 

c o n t r o l l e d  by Western Union. The expec ta t ion  o f  p r o f i t  

had been removed and Western Union s a w  t h e  s topping o f  

t h e  whale p r o j e c t  "as  a s t e r n ,  peremptory necess i ty . "  
34 

Seward, who had been a keenly i n t e r e s t e d  observer  

o f  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  recognized t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of  t h i s  dec i s ion  

t o  abandon work. \He had, i n  1864, thought  t h a t  both t h e  

C o l l i n s '  l i n e  and t h e  A t l a n t i c  cable  could opera te  simul- 

taneous ly .  Th i s ,  it was demonstrated t o  him, w a s  n o t  i n  

f a c t  f e a s i b l e .  H i s  primary i n t e r e s t  was i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  

of  an e f f e c t i v e  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  communications l i n k .  

The A t l a n t i c  cab le  provided t h i s  l i n k .  Seward, d e s p i t e  

h i s  suppor t  f o r  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  o f  C o l l i n s  and Western 

Union, w a s  fo rced  t o  recognize economic r e a l i t y .  
35 

The on ly  a l t e r n a t i v e  t h a t  t h e  company could sugges t  

was t h a t  t h e  Russian Government undertake t o  extend t h e i r  

l i n e s  t o  Russian America. If  t h e  Russians would do t h i s ,  

Western Union would complete i ts  l i n e s  t o  Russian America 

from B r i t i s h  Columbia. The Russians,  by t h i s  t i m e  

35 
I b i d .  



anxious  t o  end t h e i r  p resence  i n  Russ ian  America, showed 

l i t t l e  o r  no enthusiasm f o r  t h i s  p r o p o s i t i o n .  The mag- 

n i f i c e n t  dream o f  P e r r y  McDonough C o l l i n s  had come t o  

no th ing .  

The men a t  work i n  S i b e r i a  and Russian ~ m e r i d a  were 

t o t a l l y  unaware o f  t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  cease  work. I n  

B r i t i s h  Columbia, where communications were c o n s i d e r a b l y  

b e t t e r ,  work w a s  never  resumed i n  1867. The t e l e g r a p h  

l i n e  ended i n  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s  a t  F o r t  S t a g e r ,  n e a r  Kispiox.  

The o r d e r  t o  cease work w a s  n o t  r e c e i v e d  by t h e  

S i b e r i a n  p a r t y  u n t i l  J u l y  15 ,  when t h e  company s h i p  

Onward a r r i v e d  w i t h  t h e  news. The d i a r y  o f  Richard  Rush 

r e v e a l e d  t h e  f e e l i n g s  o f  t h e  men i n  t h a t  d i v i s i o n  upon 

r e c e i p t  o f  t h e  news: 

The announcements, i n s t e a d  o f  caus ing  t h a t  joy one 
would e x p e c t  from a band o f  men who had been 

I ' . e x i l e d  from t h e  world and c i v i l i z a t i o n  f o r  one and  
two y e a r s ,  and who had been undergoing p r i v a t i o n s  
and  s u f f e r i n g s  i n  a cause  which a f f e c t e d  them s o  
i n d i r e c t l y ,  w a s  r e c e i v e d  w i t h o u t  a word o f  appro- 
b a t i o n  . . . To c o n s t r u c t  a t e l e g r a p h  f o r  upward 
o f  7,000 m i l e s  th rough  a w i l d  and h i t h e r t o  unex- 
p l o r e d  t e r r i t o r y ,  among savage t r i b e s  . . . w a s  a n  
e n t e r p r i s e  a t  which w e  a l l  f e l t  a p r i d e  i n  be ing  
engaged. 36 

Se rge  Abasa and h i s  men d i s p l a y e d  t h e i r  American 

e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  s k i l l  i n  d i s p o s i n g  o f  t h e  t e l e g r a p h i c  

materials l e f t  w i t h  them. G l a s s  i n s u l a t o r s  were s o l d  

t o  t h e  n a t i v e s  as c o l o u r f u l  American t eacups ;  t o o l s  w e r e  

-- - - 

3 6 ~ i t e d  i n  S t e f a n s s o n ,  Northwest  t o  For tune ,  p.281. 



auc t ioned  o f f  t o  t h e  unwi t t i ng  n a t i v e s ,  who w e r e  a s su red  

t h a t  t hey  would be u s e f u l  f o r  burying t h e  dead. I n  a 

supe rb  market ing campaign t h e y  s o l d  items " t h a t  w e r e  o f  

no more use  t o  

t r a p s  would b e  

Even tua l ly  t h e  

t h e  poor n a t i v e s  t h a n  ice-boa ts  and mouse- 
37 

t o  t h e  Quaregs o f  t h e  Saharan Desse r t . "  

market f o r  i n s u l a t o r s ,  w i r e  and t o o l s  was 

s a t u r a t e d  and t h e  S i b e r i a n  p a r t i e s  l e f t  f o r  home, l e a v i n g  

behind thousands of n a t i v e s  awkwardly d r ink ing  t h e i r  tea 

from green  g l a s s  i n s u l a t o r s .  

I n  Russian A m e r i c a  t h e  news t h a t  work had been aban- 

doned was r e c e i v e d  i n  la te  J u l y .  F r e d e r i c k  Whymper, who 

w a s  engaged as a n  j a r t i s t  w i t h  t h e  Russian American d iv-  

i s i o n ,  r e c a l l e d  t h a t  t h e  men's r e a c t i o n  w a s  t o  "hang 

b l a c k  c l o t h  on t h e  t e l e g r a p h  p o l e s ,  and p u t  them i n t o  
38 

mourning." The C o l l i n s  ' Overland Telegraph p r o j e c t  

w a s  dead. 

37 Kennan, Ten t  L i f e  i n  S i b e r i a ,  p.429. 

3 8 ~ r e d e r i c k  Whymper, T r a v e l  and Adventure i n  Alaska,  
New York, 1868, p.241. 



CHAPTER I V  
I 

A SUCCESSFUL FAILURE 

The success  of  Cyrus F i e l d ' s  A t l a n t i c  c a b l e ,  a 

p r o j e c t  as imagina t ive  and ambi t ious  a s  t h a t  o f  Pe r ry  

M c D .  C o l l i n s ,  d i c t a t e d  t h e  u l t i m a t e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  Over- 

l a n d  Telegraph.  F i e l d ' s  c a b l e  rendered  C o l l i n s '  Bering.  

S t r a i t  r o u t e  o b s o l e t e  even b e f o r e  t h e  Overland l i n e  went 

i n t o  o p e r a t i o n .  The C o l l i n s '  Overland l i n e ,  however, 

even i n  f a i l u r e  provided impor tan t  secondary b e n e f i t s  t o  

bo th  B r i t i s h  Columbia and Alaska.  These b e n e f i t s  re- 

mained a p p a r e n t  long  a f t e r  t h e  cease-work o r d e r s  of 1867.. 

B r i t i s h  Columbia, l e f t  w i t h  a depressed  economy 

a f t e r  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  t h e  g o l d  rush  exc i tement ,  b e n e f i t e d  

m a t e r i a l l y  from t h e  C o l l i n s  ' Overland p r o j e c t  . The 

B r i t i s h  Columbian, somewhat o v e r - o p t i m i s t i c a l l y ,  had 

p r e d i c t e d  t h a t  t h e  new communications l i n k  wi th  San 

F r a n c i s c o  would make New Westminster " t h e  c a p i t a l  o f  a n  

impor tan t  colony,  and t h e  g r e a t  c e n t e r  o f  commerce on 

t h e  B r i t i s h  P a c i f i c "  . 1 
A t  t h e  same t i m e  t h e  newspaper, 

caught  up i n  t h e  m e t r o p o l i t a n  r i v a l r y  e x i s t i n g  between 

I B r i t i s h  Columbian, New Westminster ,  February 25,  
1865, p.3 .  



New Westminster and V i c t o r i a ,  noted with considerable  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  t h a t  "it is n o t  i n  contemplation t o  e s t a b l i s h  
L 

a branch l i n e  t o  V i c t o r i a " .  The e d i t o r  of t h e  B r i t i s h  

Columbian proved a poor prophet.  New Westminster, des- 

p i t e  t h e  new l i n k  with San Francisco ,  d i d  n o t  develop i n t o  

" t h e  g r e a t  c e n t e r  of  commerce on t h e  B r i t i s h  P a c i f i c " .  

To t h e  d e l i g h t  o f  Vic to r i ans  and t h e  chagr in  o f  New W e s t -  

mins ter ,  Western Union a l s o  "wired t h e  t a i l  of t h e  

B r i t i s h  Lion t o  t h e  l e f t  wing o f  t h e  American Eagle!' by 
3 

completing a l i n e  t o  V i c t o r i a  i n  A p r i l ,  1866. 

B r i t i s h  Columbia, d e s p i t e  t h e  u n f u l f i l l e d  hopes of  

t h e  B r i t i s h  Co l~mbian ,  owed t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland p r o j e c t  

a g r e a t  d e a l .  During 1865 and 1866 t h e  cons t ruc t ion  of 

t h e  l i n e  proved a s t i m u l a n t  t o  t h e  depressed economy of  

t h e  impoverished colony. 
4 

The i n f l u x  of  men, t h e  em- 

ployment o f f e r e d  t o  c o l o n i s t s  and t h e  t h r e e  m i l l i o n  

d o l l a r s  s p e n t  by Western Union provided welcome, i f  

temporary, r e l i e f .  
5 

Communications between New West- 

mins te r  and V i c t o r i a  and t h e  I n t e r i o r  ' of  the - colofiy, 

which p r i o r  t o  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  C o l l i n s '  l i n e  had 

3 ~ i c t o r i a  Dai ly  Chronic le ,  A p r i l  25, 1866. 

4 
B r i t i s h  Columbia Mines Department, Annual Report 

of t h e  M i n i s t e r  f o r  t h e  Year endinq December 31, 1905. 
Notes o f  R.B. McMecking, Western Union Agent a t  Quesnel,  
p.91. 
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been d i f f i c u l t  and slow, were v a s t l y  improved. Governor 

Seymour's address  t o  t h e  L e g i s l a t i v e  Council i n  January,  

1865, i n  which h e  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  te legraph p r o j e c t  a s  

t h e  only  s u b j e c t  he could r e f e r  t o  "with unmixed s a t i s -  

f a c t i o n " ,  pointed o u t  t h e  importance of these  new communi- 

c a t i o n s  l i n k s .  
6  

The l i n e  t o  t h e  I n t e r i o r ,  Seymour 

claimed, would double t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e  c o l o n i a l  

p o l i c e  fo rce  as well: as provide va luable  b e n e f i t s  f o r  

both  t h e  goldminers of  t h e  I n t e r i o r  and t h e  merchants 

o f  New Westminster. ' An e d i t o r i a l  of the  B r i t i s h  

Columbian supported t h e  Governor' s view of t h e  new l i n e .  

Communications wi th  t h e  I n t e r i o r  were seen by t h e  news- 

paper as being a s  important  t o  t h e  colony a s  t h e  l i n k  

wi th  t h e  "ou t s ide"  world. The c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e  

C o l l i n s '  l ine t o  t h e  i n t e r n a l  communications of B r i t i s h  

Columbia was v i t a l .  The l i n e  ' f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e  r a p i d  and 

inexpens i v e  t ransmiss ion  o f  both governmental and com- 

merc ia l  messages, enabl ing  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  law enforce- 

ment and commerce t o  func t ion  more e f f e c t i v e l y .  

The work o f  t h e  Western Union e x p l o r a t i o n  p a r t i e s  

i n  nor the rn  B r i t i s h  Columbia w a s  a l s o  of m a t e r i a l  bene- 

fit t o  t h e  colony. Thomas Elwyn, a farmer c o l o n i a l  

m a g i s t r a t e  a s s igned  t o  Edmund Conway' s e x p l o r a t i o n  

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbian, January 14, 1865. 

 bid, 

  bid., February 250 1865. 



p a r t i e s  t o  d e a l  wi th  Ind ian  r e l a t i o n s ,  noted i n  h i s  

r e p o r t s  t o  Ar thur  Birch t h e  p o t e n t i a l l y  va luable  mineral  
9 

resources  of  t h e  Hazelton a r e a .  Elwyn was conf ident  

t h a t  "a h a l f  dozen o f  t h e  o l d  Cariboo pioneers  would, 

a f t e r  a few weeks prospect ing ,  g ive  t o  t h e  colony a new 
10 

mining d i s t r i c t .  " H e  was n o t  t h e  only person t o  note  

t h e  mining p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h e  a r e a .  Some of  t h e  men work- 

ing wi th  t h e  Western Union cons t ruc t ion  p a r t y ,  notably  a 

French-Canadian named V i t a l  LaForce, heard of  t h e  en- 
I\ 

couraging . r e p o r t s  and s t a r t e d  prospect ing  when t h e  t e l e -  
I 

graph p a r t i e s  disbanded i n  t h e  autumn of  1866. LaForce, 

an experienced pxospector,  soon succeeded i n  f inding  gold  

on t h e  creek which now bear s  h i s  name and a .minor  gold 
11 

rush ensued. I n  1867 s t i l l  more p lace r  go ld  was d i s -  

covered around Dease hake i n  t h e  nor thern  Cassiar d i s -  

t r i c t ,  a g a i n  as a r e s u l t  of  t h e  surveys c a r r i e d  o u t  by 
12 

t h e  Western Union exp lo ra t ion  p a r t i e s .  . 
A s  w e l l  a s  providing a s t i m u l a n t  f o r  mining 

' ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Governor Despatches from Gov- 
e rnor  Seymour and Administrator  Birch t o  t h e  Colonia l  
Of f i ce ,  January 8 ,  1866 t o  December 31; 1867, P.A.C., G 
S e r i e s ,  No.356, p t .2 ,  Birch t o  Carnarvon, Oct. 26, 1866. 

10  
B r i t i s h  Columbia, Archives,  Thomas Elwyn Corres- 

pondence, 1863-1866, F i l e  No. 526. Elwyn t o  Acting Colo- 
n i a l  S e c r e t a r y ,  J u l y  5, 1866. 

l l ~ e v .  A.G. Morice, His to ry  of  t h e  Northern I n t e r i o r  
o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia, Toronto, 1904, p.314. 

'*B.c. # Mines Department, Annual Report  . ; . . 
1905, p.92. - 



development i n  nor thern  B r i t i s h  Columbia, t h e  Western 

Union p a r t i e s  were r e spons ib le  f o r  t h e  in t roduc t ion  of 

steam v e s s e l s  t o  t h e  Nass, Skeena and S t i k i n e  r i v e r s .  

P r i o r  t o  t h e  exp lo ra t ion  of  t h e s e  r i v e r s  by Captain 

Horace Cof f in  of  t h e  Marine d i v i s i o n ,  they were l a r g e l y  

unknown and n o t  considered t o  be navigable  by steam 

v e s s e l s .  With t h e  d iscovery  t h a t  a l l  t h r e e  were navig- 

a b l e  f o r  a cons iderable  d i s t a n c e  in land ,  these  new rou tes  

began t o  end t h e  i s o l a t i o n  of t h e  nor thern  I n t e r i o r  of 

t h e  colony. During t h e  Omineca gold  rush o f  1870-71 

steam v e s s e l s  were a b l e  t o  c a r r y  gold-seekers up t h e  

Skeena t o  Hazelton, nea r  t h e  s i t e  of t h e  diggings.  

The C o l l i n s '  Overland l i n e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s t i m u l a t i n g  

mining and f a c i l i t a t i n g  i n t e r n a t  communications, wrought 

some important  changes i n  t h e  co lony ' s  p r i n c i p a l  media 

f o r  p u b l i c  informat ion ,  t h e  newspapers. ' The B r i t i s h  

Columbian desc r ibed  t h i s  change a s  t h e  beginning of  "an 

important  epoch i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  colony, " which t h e  

newspaper noted  was brought by a t e l eg raph  l i n e  "which 

c o s t  us  nothing.  " l3 The co lony ' s  two p r i n c i p a l  news- 

papers ,  t h e  V i c t o r i a  Dai ly  Chronicle  and t h e  B r i t i s h  

Columbian, began a f t e r  t h e  completion of t h e  l i n e  t o  

p r i n t  "by te legraph ' '  news columns i n  each i s s u e .  

B r i t i s h  Columbian readers  no longer  had t o  r e l y  upon 

t h e  v a g a r i e s  o f  t h e  s teamship l i n e s  and mails  t o  br ing 

1 3 8 r i t i s h  Columbian, A p r i l  22, 1865. 



them t h e  news o f  t h e  "ou t s ide"  world. American news 

agencies ,  which found t h e  problems of  Reconstruct ion i n  

t h e  United S t a t e s  more important  than  t h e  d iscuss ions  

l ead ing  t o  Confederat ion i n  Canada, d i s t r i b u t e d  news t o  

B r i t i s h  Columbians. What e f f e c t  t h i s  exposure t o ,  and 

thus  involvement i n ,  t h e  world o u t s i d e  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

had upon t h e  c o l o n i s t s  is  l a r g e l y  a mat ter  f o r  conjec ture .  

A f t e r  t h e  completion o f  t h e  A t l a n t i c  cab le ,  however, 

B r i t i s h  Columbia was i r r evocab ly  "enfolded wi th in  t h e  

magnetic embrace"14 o f  t h e  t e l eg raph  networks o f  t h r e e  

c o n t i n e n t s .  

The Col l ins ' \Over land  p r o j e c t  made a l e s s e r ,  b u t  

s t i l l  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  development of  

Alaska. This  c o n t r i b u t i o n  took two p r i n c i p a l  forms: 

t h e  f i r s t  i n  t h e  g r e a t  a d d i t i o n  t o  Americans ' knowledge 

o f  t h e  new t e r r i t o r y ;  t h e  second i n  he lp ing  t o  f a c i l i -  - 

t a t e  t h e  purchase by t h e  United S t a t e s .  

Two men, Robert  Kennicot t  and W i l l i a m  Healy Da l l ,  

were l a r g e l y  r e spons ib le  f o r  t h e  successes  of  Western 

Union ' s  s c i e n t i f i c  exp lo ra t ions  i n  Alaska. Kennicott ,  

be fo re  h i s  premature death i n  1866, prepared t h e  ground 

f o r  h i s  successor ,  D a l l .  From 1866 t o  1868 D a l l  and 

h i s  a s s i s t a n t s  remained i n  Alaska,  surveying every aspec t  

o f  t h e  a r e a ' s  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y .  

1 4 ~ r i t i s h  Columbian, January 25, 1865. 



Much of t h e  t e r r i t o r y  covered by t h e  Western Union 

p a r t i e s  had a l r eady  been t r a v e l l e d  by Russian o r  B r i t i s h  

t r a d e r s .  l5 The t e l eg raph  p a r t i e s ,  however, were t h e  

f i r s t  t o  map many a r e a s  and t o  examine s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  

t h e  f l o r a  and fauna of  t h e  t e r r i t o r y .  The Yukon River ,  

f o r  example, was mapped and found navigable by t h e  

Western Union p a r t i e s .  l6 Another major c o n t r i b u t i o n  

made by t h e  t e l eg raph  p a r t i e s  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  mapping and 

e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  Rocky Mountains i n  Alaska. 

I n  t h e  f i e l d s  of  Zoology and Botany t h e  contr ibu-  

t i o n s  o f  D a l l  were impressive.  Hundreds of spec ies  of  

b i r d s ,  mammals and p l a n t s  were i d e n t i f i e d ,  c o l l e c t e d  and 

descr ibed  i n  h i s  book, Alaska and I ts  Resources. l7 This  

body o f  knowledge provided t h e  f i r s t  s c i e n t i f i c  examin- 

a t i o n  o f  t h e  f l o r a  and fauna of  t h e  t e r r i t o r y .  I n  e 

geology, D a l l  's achievements were e q u a l l y  impressive.  

He made t h e  f i r s t  geo log ica l  maps of  t h e  Yukon Valley,  

no t ing  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  absence o f  g l a c i a t i o n  i n  much o f  
18 

Alaska and t h e  g radua l  d e c l i n e  o f  volcanic  a c t i v i t y .  

D a l l ' s  work i n  geology provided t h e  f i r s t  knowledge of 

1 5  
M.B. Sherwood. The Explora t ion  of  Alaska, 1865- 

1900, Yale Unive r s i ty  P ress ,  New Haven, J965, p.33. 

1 6 ~ u l k l e y ,  C .So  Papers: Comprisinq Correspondence 
r e l a t i v e  t o  C o l l i n s  ' Overland Scheme, J u l y  1865 - June 
1867, J.T. Dyer t o  I?. Ketchum, J u l y  7 ,  1867, p.228. - 

18sherwood, Explora t ion  . . . ., P. 34. 



t h e  mine ra l  r e s o u r c e s  o f  t h e  area as w e l l .  H e  examined 

c o a l  d e p o s i t s  a long  t h e  Yukon R ive r  and r e p o r t e d  f i n d i n g  

t r a c e s  o f  g o l d  i n  t h e  same a r e a .  While t h e s e  minera l s  

had been n o t i c e d  by bo th  Russ ian  and E n g l i s h  p a r t i e s  

p r i o r  t o  t h i s ,  D a l l  c a r r i e d  o u t  t h e  f i r s t  s c i e n t i f i c  

su rvey  o f  t h e i r  e x t e n t .  

The work of t h e  C o l l i n s  ' Overland p a r t i e s  i n  Alaska 

prov ided  a mass o f  i n fo rma t ion  o f  a l l  v a r i e t i e s  on 

Alaska .  I t  w a s  t h i s  body o f  a c q u i r e d  knowledge which 

enab led  t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland p r o j e c t  t o  make i t s  in -  

d i r e c t  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  purchase  o f  Alaska.  
1 9  

 he r o l e  of  t h e  C o l l i n s '  p r o j e c t  i n  t h e  purchase  
o f  Alaska h a s  been t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  some con t rove r sy .  
S e v e r a l  a u t h o r s  have concluded t h a t  t h e  work of  Western 
Union w a s  l a r g e l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  purchase .  W.H. 
Depperman's "Two Cents  an  Acre" ,  North American Review, 
Vo1.245, J u l y  1938, pp.126-133; George P. O s l i n ' s  Westward 
t o  Europe,  Western Union Co. (circa. 1930) ;  J a n e  Marsh 
P a r k e r ' s ,  Russian o r  C o l l i n s  ' Telegraph:  A Defea ted  
Succes s ,  0ve.rla.nd Mon , V01.12, J u l y  1886, 
pp.14-21; and J . A .  Ja e F i r s t  S c i e n t i m  
E x p l o r a t i o n  o f  Russ ian  America and t h e  Purchase of  Alaska,  
Northwestern  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1942, a l l  echoed t h i s  view. 
O the r  w r i t e r s ,  notablv-F.A.   older i n  h i s  "The Purchase 
o f  Alaska" ,  American G i s t o r i c a l  Review, Vol.XXV, 1920, 
pp.411-425, i qno red  t h e  work o f  t h e  C o l l i n s '  p r o j e c t .  
More r e c e n t  r e s e a r c h  has  tended t o  downplay t h e  ;ole of 
t h e  C o l l i n s  ' p r o j e c t ,  w h i l e  a t  t h e  same t ime recogniz ing  
i ts  s i g n i f i c a n c e  . The best examples a r e  S ,R. Tompkins ' , 
Alaska:  Promyshlennik and Sourdouqh, Norman, Oklahoma, 
1952, and Morqan B. Sherwood's ,  "Georqe Davidson and t h e  
Purchase  o f  ~ i a s k a " ,  P a c i f i c  ~ i s t o r i c a l  Review, Vo1.28, 
1959, pp.141-154, and The E x p l o r a t i o n  of  Alaska ,  1865- 
1900, Y a l e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  New Haven, 1965. The contro-  
v e r s y  is probably  n o t  ended as George P ,  O s l i n ,  i n  a 
for thcoming book, i n t e n d s  t o  re-emphasize t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
o f  t h e  C o l l i n s '  p r o j e c t  t o  t h e  Purchase .  (G.P. O s l i n  t o  
S.A. Robb, September 23, 1967.) 



The p r i n c i p a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland 

p r o j e c t  t o  t h e  Purchase  w a s  i n  t h e  in format ion  it made 

a v a i l a b l e  t o  W i l l i a m  Seward and Cha r l e s  Sumner. The 

l a t t e r ,  as Chairman o f  t h e  powerful  S e n a t e  Committee on 

Fore ign  R e l a t i o n s ,  w a s  i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  o b t a i n i n g  S e n a t e  

r a t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  Purchase  T rea ty .  I t  w a s  h i s  magni- 

f i c e n t  t h r e e  hour  speech i n  t h e  S e n a t e ,  based on inform- 

a t i o n  o b t a i n e d  from t h e  Western Union p a r t i e s ,  which 

proved t h e  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  i n  t h e  r a t i f i c a t i o n  deba te .  
20 

In fo rma t ion  provided  by C o l l i n s  t o  S e c r e t a r y  o f  S t a t e  

Seward a l s o  w a s  o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  u s e  a t  t h i s  t i m e .  

C o l l i n s  wro te  t o  Seward s h o r t l y  after  t h e  announcement 

o f  t h e  T r e a t y ,  

The f i s h e r i e s  a long  t h e  c o a s t  and i s l a n d s  w i l l  
b u i l d  up  a popu la t ion  and commerce t h e r e  which a t  
no d i s t a n t  day, w i l l  r i v a l  Newfoundland and t h e  
c o a s t  o f ,  t h e  A t l a n t i c  east  o f  Cape Cod . . . . 
The f i s h e r i e s  a l o n e  are worth more t h a n  t h e  whole 
c o s t  o f  t h e  coun t ry .  21  

C o l l i n s  a l s o  p r a i s e d  t h e  timber r e s o u r c e s  o f  c o a s t a l  

Alaska  and mentioned t h a t  t r a c e s  o f  g o l d  had been found 

on t h e  Yukon R ive r .  Seward, e a g e r  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h e  

v a l u e  o f  t h e  new t e r r i t o r y ,  a r r anged  f o r  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  

2 U ~ h a r l e s  Sumner, The Works o f  C h a r l e s  Sumner, 
Volume I X ,  Boston, 1875-1883, p.186. 

21  
P e r r y  McD. C o l l i n s ,  Purchase  of  t h e  Russian 

Posses s ions  i n  North A m e r i c a  by t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s .  
8 Papers  r e l a t i n q  t o  t h e  v a l u e  and r e s o u r c e s  o f  t h e  count ry ,  

Washington, 1867. 



o f  a series o f  documents s u p p l i e d  by C o l l i n s  and based 

l a r g e l y  on t h e  expe r i ence  o f  t h e  Western Union t e l eg raph  

parties. 

Henry B a n n i s t e r ,  one o f  D a l l ' s  l i e u t e n a n t s  i n  

Alaska ,  w a s  i n  Washington a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  Sena te  de- 

b a t e .  H e  test  i f i e d  b e f o r e  t h e  Fore ign  R e l a t i o n s  Commit- 

tee,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  va lue  o f  t h e  newly a c q u i r e d  

t e r r i t o r y .  Convinced t h a t  h i s  t es t imony w a s  v i t a l ,  h e  

la ter  wro te ,  

The annexa t ion  was r i d i c u l e d  a t  t h a t  t ime b u t  w e  
cou ld  t e s t i f y  t h a t  t h e  coun t ry  w a s  worth t h e  p r i c e  
asked.  T i m e  has  s u f f i c i e n t l y  proved t h a t  we were 
r i g h t  and I can s a f e l y  s a y  t h a t  w e  d i d  n o t  over-  
s t a t e  any th ing .  The p r o j e c t  o f  t h e  Western Union 
Te legraph  Company o f  a n  ove r l and  t e l e g r a p h  a c r o s s  
Behring S t r a i t s  t o  Europe w a s  a f a i l u r e ,  b u t  i t s  
g r e a t e s t  r e s u l t  w a s  t h e  annexa t ion  o f  Alaska.  22 

B a n n i s t e r  cons i d e r a b l y  o v e r s t a t e d  t h e  r o l e  of  t h e  

Western Union p r o j e c t .  The in fo rma t ion  provided by t h e  

company's men d i d  h e l p  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  passage o f  t h e  

t r e a t y  th rough  t h e  S e n a t e ,  b u t  cou ld  i n  no way be seen  

as r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  purchase .  To unders tand  t h e  

mot ives  of  t h e  Russ ian  and American governments, a prob- 

l e m  beyond t h e  scope o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  t h e  growing Russian 

d e s i r e  t o  r i d  h e r s e l f  o f  t h e  area, Russo-American rela- 

t i o n s  d u r i n g  t h e  C i v i l  War, and t h e  i n t e n s e  concept  o f  

m a n i f e s t  d e s t i n y  h e l d  by S e c r e t a r y  of  S t a t e  Seward would 

2 2 ~ o u r n a l  o f  Henry B a n n i s t e r ,  i n  James, F i r s t  
S c i e n t i f i c  E x p l o r a t i o n s  . . . . , p.45. 



have t o  be examined i n  c o n s i d e r a b l e  dep th .  To e x p l a i n  

t h e  passage o f  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  b i l l  i q  t h e  House one 

could  more p ro f  i t a b l y  examine t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  Davidson 

Exped i t i on  t o  Alaska and t h e  pu rpo r t ed  b r i b e r y  employed 

t o  g a i n  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  s e v e r a l ,  powerful  Congressmen. 23 

I t  is  on ly  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  S e n a t e  r a t i f i c a t i o n  

d e b a t e s  t h a t  t h e  C o l l i n s '  p r o j e c t  can  be seen  t o  have a n  

i n f l u e n c e ,  a lbe i t  i n d i r e c t ,  on t h e  purchase  o f  Alaska.  

The C o l l i n s  ' Overland Te legraph  p r o j e c t ,  o r i g i n a l l y  

conceived as a means o f  l i n k i n g  North A m e r i c a  and Europe 

w i t h  t e l e g r a p h i c  communications, t h u s  provided i n c i d e n t a l  

b u t  s i g n i f i c a n t  b e n e f i t s  t o  bo th  B r i t i s h  Columbia and  

Alaska.  The o r i g i n a l  purpose o f  t h e  scheme proved a 

f a i l u r e  b u t  t h e  i n c i d e n t a l  b e n e f i t s  wrought by t h e  scheme 

added a measure of  s u c c e s s  t o  t h i s  f a i l u r e .  

The work o f  t h e  C o l l i n s  ' p r o j e c t  con t inued  t o  b r i n g  

b e n e f i t s  t o  B r i t i s h  Columbia f o r  more t h a n  a decade a f t e r  

t h e  abandonment o f  t h e  scheme t o  l i n k  t h e  c o n t i n e n t s .  

The l i n e ,  which cont inued  t o  o p e r a t e  as f a r  as Quesne l  

a f t e r  t h e  cease-work o r d e r s  o f  1867, w a s  i n  1869 ex tended  

t o  B a r k e r v i l l e  . 24 When i n  1871 B r i t i s h  Columbia w a s  

2 3 ~ h e s e  two s u b j e c t s  have been w e l l  r e sea rched  by 
M.B. Sherwood i n  h i s  "George Davidson and  t h e  A c q u i s i t i o n  
o f  Alaska" ,  P a c i f i c  H i s t o r i c a l  Review, Volume 28, 1959, 
pp.141-154 and  W.A. Dunning 's  "Paying f o r  Alaska: Some 

t 
Unfami l i a r  I n c i d e n t s  i n  t h e  P roces s" ,  P o l i t i c a l  Sc i ence  
Q u a r t e r l y ,  Volume 28, 1912, pp. 385-398. 

2 4 ~ r i t i s h  Columbia, Arch ives ,  Western Union T e l e -  
qraph F i l e ,  To Buie t o  C o l o n i a l  S e c r e t a r y ,  A p r i l  16, 1869- 



prepar ing  t o  e n t e r  Confederat ion,  t h e  government of t h e  

colony secured a  l e a s e  on a l l  t h e  Western Union l i n e s  

w i t h i n  t h e  colony. This  l e a s e  was t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t h e  

Dominion Government when B r i t i s h  Columbia became a 

province l a t e r  i n  1871. The C o l l i n s '  l i n e s  continued 

t o  form t h e  basis of t h e  co lony ' s  t e l e g r a p h i c  network, 

a s  over t h e  next  t e n  yea r s  l i n e s  were extended t o  reach 

n e a r l y  every s i g n i f i c a n t  c e n t e r  o f  populat ion i n  t h e  

province.  Western Union's presence i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

l a s t e d  u n t i l  February,  1880, when t h e  Dominion Government 

acqui red  a l l  o f  t h e  company's r i g h t s  f o r  a low purchase 

p r i c e  of  twenty-four thousand . d o l l a r s .  The purchase 

p r i c e  proved a  cons iderable  barga in  a s  t h e  revenues from 
I 

t h e  t e l e g r a p h  network c o n s i s t e n t l y  exceeded t h i r t y .  

thousand d o l l a r s  per  year .  25  The f i r s t  t e l e g r a p h i c  

communications between B r i t i s h  Coluybia and t h e  e a s t e r n  

provinces v i a  Canadian t e r r i t o r y  w a s  cons t ruc ted  i n  1885 

wi th  t h e  completion of t h e  Canadian P a c i f i c  Railway t o  

B r i t i s h  Columbia. The twenty year  o l d  r e l i a n c e  of  

B r i t i s h  Columbia on t h e  United S t a t e s '  t e l e g r a p h i c  system 

was thus  ended. 

The C o l l i n s '  l i n e s  continued to s e r v e  B r i t i s h  

Columbia u n t i l  1936. I n  t h a t  year  t h e  Yukon ~ e l e g r a p h t  

which had been b u i l t  from t h e  o r i g i n a l  C o l l i n s '  l i n e ,  

I was abandoned. The age of  w i r e l e s s  te legraphy meant t h e  

*%anadat S e s s i o n a l  Papers,  1881, No.6, p.98. 
! 



end o f  land- l ine  t e l eg raphs .  The C o l l i n s  ' Overland l i n e  

w a s  thus  l e f t  t o  t h e  wi lderness .  A few r u s t y  wires  and 

broken i n s u l a t o r s ,  s c a t t e r e d  through B r i t i s h  Columbia, 

Alaska and S i b e r i a  a r e  a l l  t h a t  remain of C o l l i n s '  g r e a t  

scheme. 

C o l l i n s  himself cont inued h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  t r a n s -  

p o r t a t i o n  and communications a f t e r  t h e  abandonment of 

t h e  Overland t e l eg raph  scheme. H i s  i n t e r e s t ,  however, 

never aga in  reached t h e  h e i g h t s  of the  e a r l y  eighteen-  

s i x t i e s .  I n v e s t i n g  h e a v i l y  i n  railways and t e l eg raphs  

and l e f t  with a  small f o r t u n e  from h i s  promotion of  t h e  
\ 

Overland t e l e g r a p h ,  he l i v e d  a  comfortable and unevent- 

f u l  l i f e  i n  New York. H i s  death i n  1900, a t  e ighty-  

seven, r a t e d  only  pass ing  a t t e n t i o n .  26 A s  t e l eg raph  

l i n e s  cont inued t o  be extended t o  t h e  most remote a reas  

o n i e a r t h  b r ing ing  with them a new e r a  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of 

communications, few people r e c a l l e d  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  

t h a t  t h e  C o l l i n s '  Overland Telegraph p r o j e c t  had made 

t o  t h a t  era. 

'%ew York Times, January 20, 19001 San i r a n c i s c o  
C a l l ,  January 10,  1900. - 
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