Unveiling the Vancouver Island Survey of
1860-1861: A Pivotal Chapter in British
Columbia's History

In the annals of British Columbia's history, the Vancouver Island Survey of
1860-1861 stands as a pivotal event that shaped the destiny of this
remarkable province. This comprehensive survey, meticulously conducted
under the leadership of James Douglas, the colony's first governor, and his
intrepid surveyor, Joseph Despard Pemberton, played a crucial role in
laying the foundation for land settlement, resource development, and the
establishment of British authority on Vancouver Island.
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The Genesis of the Survey

As the nascent colony of British Columbia emerged in the mid-19th century,
the need for a systematic land survey became paramount. In 1859, the
British government dispatched Captain George Henry Richards, a naval
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hydrographer, to assess the colony's geography and resources. Richards'
report, along with the urging of Governor James Douglas, convinced the
Colonial Office of the urgent need for a comprehensive survey of
Vancouver Island.

Enter James Douglas and Joseph Despard Pemberton

James Douglas, a towering figure in British Columbia's early history, played
a pivotal role in initiating and overseeing the Vancouver Island Survey.
Douglas, a shrewd and experienced administrator, recognized the survey's
significance in establishing British sovereignty, promoting settlement, and
attracting investment.

The task of conducting the survey fell upon Joseph Despard Pemberton, a
skilled surveyor and explorer. Pemberton, a British army officer, had
extensive experience in surveying and mapping in Canada and elsewhere.
He brought to the project a deep understanding of surveying techniques
and a meticulous approach to his work.

The Scope and Methodology of the Survey

The Vancouver Island Survey of 1860-1861 was a monumental
undertaking, spanning vast tracts of land across Vancouver Island. The
survey team, consisting of surveyors, assistants, and laborers, employed a
rigorous methodology to ensure accuracy and completeness.

The survey process involved establishing a network of triangulation stations
on prominent landmarks and mountain peaks. These stations served as
reference points for surveying the surrounding area. The team used
theodolites, chains, and other tools to measure distances, angles, and



elevations. The survey also included the identification and mapping of
natural features, such as rivers, lakes, mountains, and forests.

Challenges and Triumphs

Conducting the survey in the rugged and sparsely populated wilderness of
Vancouver Island presented numerous challenges. The team faced
treacherous terrain, dense forests, and unpredictable weather conditions.
Pemberton's meticulous planning and the team's unwavering determination
overcame these obstacles.

Despite the hardships, the survey team made remarkable progress. They
established over 100 triangulation stations and surveyed more than 30,000
acres of land. The resulting maps provided a detailed and accurate
representation of the island's geography, resources, and settlement
potential.

The Legacy of the Survey

The Vancouver Island Survey of 1860-1861 left an enduring legacy on
British Columbia's development. The survey's findings provided a wealth of
information that was essential for land settlement, infrastructure planning,
and the exploitation of natural resources.

The survey played a pivotal role in attracting settlers to Vancouver Island.
The accurate maps enabled prospective settlers to identify and select land
for farming, logging, or other purposes. The survey also facilitated the
development of transportation networks, such as roads and railways, which
connected settlements and opened up the island's interior.



Moreover, the survey established British authority over Vancouver Island.
The precise mapping of the island's coastline and interior helped to define
the colony's boundaries and assert British sovereignty in the face of
competing claims from the United States and Russia.

A Historical Gem

The Vancouver Island Survey of 1860-1861 stands as a testament to the
pioneering spirit and meticulous craftsmanship of its creators. The survey's
findings have shaped the development of British Columbia for over a
century and continue to provide valuable insights into the province's history
and geography.

For those interested in delving deeper into this fascinating chapter of British
Columbia's past, numerous resources are available. The British Columbia
Archives holds a wealth of primary documents, including the original survey
plans and field notes. The Royal BC Museum in Victoria houses a
permanent exhibit dedicated to the Vancouver Island Survey.

Additionally, the book "The Vancouver Island Survey 1860-1861" by Peter
J. R. Jones provides a comprehensive account of the survey's history,
methodology, and significance. This meticulously researched work is an
invaluable resource for historians, researchers, and anyone interested in
the origins of British Columbia.

The Vancouver Island Survey of 1860-1861 was a pivotal event that
shaped the destiny of British Columbia. This comprehensive survey,
conducted under the leadership of James Douglas and Joseph Despard
Pemberton, provided a detailed and accurate representation of the island's
geography, resources, and settlement potential. The survey's findings were



essential for land settlement, infrastructure planning, and the establishment
of British authority. The legacy of the survey continues to this day, providing
valuable insights into the province's history and geography.

Joseph Despard Pemberton conducting the Vancouver Island Survey
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