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Sir John A. Macdonald 
 
The Unstoppable  
Prime Minister 
 
 
Considered the father of modern Canada, Macdonald was the persistent 
politician who stickhandled the country to creation. Even before he embraced 
Confederation, John A. supported collaboration between French- and English-
Canadians, an approach that proved to be a founding principle for the new 
nation. The country’s first Prime Minister was determined to see Canada grow. 
He raised tariffs to foster domestic industry and committed to building the 
world’s longest railway to tie the coasts together. But doing so meant turning a 
blind eye to the plight of those in the path of his nation-building: First Nations 
and Métis in the west and burdened Chinese railway labourers. 
 
MACDONALD THE POLITICIAN 
 

Prime Minister of Canada: (1) July 1, 1867 – November 5, 1873;  
(2) October 17, 1878 – June 6, 1891 

Length of terms: (1) 6 years, 4 months, 4 days; (2) 12 years, 7 months,  
 20 days; (Total) 18 years, 11 months, 26 days 
Parliaments as Prime Minister: First; Second; Fourth; Fifth; Sixth; Seventh 
Age on entering office: 52 
Political party: Liberal-Conservative 
Leader of party: July 1, 1867 – June 6, 1891 
Member of Parliament: July 1, 1867 – June 6, 1891 
Ridings represented: Kingston [Ont.] (1867-1878, 1887-1891); Victoria [B.C.]  
 (1878-1882); Carleton [Ont.] (1882-1887) 
Cabinet portfolios: Justice (1867-1873); Interior & Indian Affairs (1878-1883);  
 Indian Affairs (1883-1887); Privy Council President (1883-1889); Railways &  
 Canals (1889-1891) 
Other political posts: Kingston alderman (1843-1844); Canada Assembly  
 member (1844-1867); Receiver General, Canada West (1847); Commissioner  
 of Crown Lands, Canada West (1847-1848); Attorney General, Canada West  
 (1854-1858, 1858-1862, 1864-1867); Liberal-Conservative Party Leader (1856);  
 Premier of Canada (1857-1858): Postmaster General, Canada West (1858);  
 Militia Affairs (1861-1862, 1865-1867); Leader of the Opposition (1873-1878) 
Knighted: June 29, 1867 
Titles: Queen’s Counsel (1846); Knight Commander of the Bath (1867);  
 Canadian Privy Councillor (1867); Imperial Privy Councillor (1879); Knight  
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 Grand Cross of the Bath (1884) 
Quotes: “A British subject I was born; a British subject I will die.” (declared  
 during his last election campaign in 1891);  “He shall hang though every  
 dog in Quebec bark in his favour.” (reaction in 1885 to possible clemency  
 for Louis Riel) 
Lived after term: Died in office 
 
MACDONALD THE MAN 
 

Name: John Alexander Macdonald 
Born: January 11, 1815, Glasgow, Scotland 
Ancestry: Scottish 
Religion: Presbyterian 
Arrival in Canada: May 20, 1820 
Education: did not attend school beyond age 14; admitted to the Upper Canada  
 bar as a lawyer (1836) 
Nicknames: Old Tomorrow; Old Chieftain 
Military service: Sedentary Militia (1837 Rebellion, saw no action) 
Occupation: lawyer; businessman 
Publications: none 
Appearance: “If he ever brushed his hair, he must have done so with his  
 hands, for it burst about his face like black steel wool.” (Patricia Phenix in  
 Private Demons); “With his lumpy nose, his frizzy hair and his thin arms and  
 legs, Sir John A. was a caricaturist’s delight.” (Lena Newman in The John A.  
 Macdonald Album)  
Personality: “He was self-assured, clever, funny, a delight for any woman to  
 find seated beside her at a dinner table.” (Richard Gwyn in John A.: The Man  
 Who Made Us); “He drank openly and without apology.” (Patricia Phenix in  
 Private Demons) 
First marriage: Isabella Clark – September 1, 1843, St. Andrew’s Church,  
 Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
Age at first  marriage: 28 
Years married: 14 
Second marriage: Susan Agnes Bernard – February 16, 1867, St. George’s  
 Church, Hanover Square, London, England 
Age at second marriage: 52 
Years married: 24 
Died: June 6, 1891, Ottawa, Ontario 
Age at death: 76 
Cause of death: stroke 
Buried: Cataraqui Cemetery, Kingston, Ontario 
 
Macdonald was the: 
• Only Prime Minister to win six majority governments (by cobbling together 

various Conservative groups) 
• Only Prime Minister to win five consecutive elections 
• Only Prime Minister to resign because of a scandal (Pacific Scandal, 1873) 
• Only Prime Minister with a son who became a provincial premier 

(Manitoba) 
• Oldest person to serve as Prime Minister (76) 
• Winner of the most elections as a party leader (6) 
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• First Conservative Prime Minister  
• First Prime Minister to be re-elected after losing office (1878) 
• First Prime Minister to die in office 
• First lawyer to become Prime Minister 
• First Scottish-born Prime Minister 
• First Presbyterian Prime Minister 
• First Prime Minister to be a mason 
• First Prime Minister to be knighted 
• First Prime Minister to marry twice 
• First Prime Minister to represent Ontario 
• First Prime Minister to represent British Columbia 
• First Prime Minister with a son who became a Member of Parliament 
• First Prime Minister with a son who became a cabinet minister (Interior & 

Indian Affairs) 
• First Prime Minister to have a child born while in office (daughter Mary) 
• First Father of Confederation to be Prime Minister 
• Second longest serving Prime Minister (after Mackenzie King) 
 
Macdonald’s legacy 
• Founded the Canadian nation by making Confederation work 
• Developed the English-French governance that became the nation’s pattern 
• Bought Rupert’s Land and North-West Territories from Britain 
• Brought Manitoba, British Columbia and Prince Edward Island into 

Confederation as provinces 
• Built the Canadian Pacific Railway, the country’s transportation backbone 
• Formed the North-West Mounted Police (now the RCMP) 
• Established protective tariffs as part of his party’s National Policy 
• Executed Louis Riel, alienating French Canadians 
• Enacted policies designed to assimilate the Indigenous peoples 
 
MACDONALD’S FAMILY 
 

Macdonald’s Parents 
 

Father: Hugh Macdonald 
Born: December 12, 1781, Dornoch, Sutherlandshire, Scotland 
Arrival in Canada: May 20, 1820 
Occupation: merchant; miller 
Died: September 23, 1841, Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
Age at death: 59 
 

Mother: Helen Shaw 
Born: 1777, Dalnavert, Inverness, Scotland 
Married: October 21, 1811 
Died: October 24, 1862, Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
Age at death: 84 
 
Macdonald’s Brothers & Sisters (4 siblings; John the middle child) 
 

Brother: William Macdonald (1812-1812) 
Sister: Margaret ‘Moll’ Macdonald (1813-1876), no children 
 Married: Rev. Dr. James Williamson (1852) 



  Unknown and Unforgettable 
 

 

sssaaammmpppllleee   fffrrrooommm   UUUnnnkkknnnooowwwnnn   aaannnddd   UUUnnnfffooorrrgggeeettttttaaabbbllleee  

4 

Brother: James Shaw Macdonald (1816-1822); murdered 
Sister: Louisa ‘Lou’ Jean Macdonald (1818-1888), never married 
 
Macdonald’s First Wife 
 

Name: Isabella Clark 
Born: 1811, Scotland 
Father: Alexander Clark (Scottish officer) 
Mother: Margaret Shaw (half-sister of Macdonald’s mother) 
Arrival in Canada: Summer 1843 
Age at marriage: 34 
Children: 2 – John; Hugh 
Died: December 28, 1857, Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
Age at death: 46 
Burial place: Cataraqui Cemetery, Kingston, Ontario 
Older than Macdonald: 6 years 
Died before Macdonald: 33 years 
 
Macdonald’s Second Wife 
 

Name: Susan Agnes Bernard 
Born: August 24, 1836, Dirty Pit, Jamaica 
Father: Thomas James Bernard (attorney general of Jamaica) 
Mother: Theodora Foulkes Hewitt 
Arrival in Canada: 1854 
Age at marriage: 33 
Children: 1 – Mary 
Title: Baroness Macdonald of Earnscliffe (August 4, 1891) 
Died: September 5, 1920, Eastbourne, England 
Age at death: 84 
Burial place: Ocklynge Cemetery, Eastbourne, England 
Younger than Macdonald: 21 years 
Died after Macdonald: 29 years 
 
Macdonald’s Children (3 – 1 died in infancy) 
 

Name: John Alexander Macdonald Jr. 
Born: August 2, 1847, New York City, New York 
Died: September 21, 1848, Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
 

Name: Hugh John Macdonald 
Born: March 13, 1850, Kingston, Canada West (Ontario) 
Occupation: lawyer; federal Interior minister (1896); Premier of  
 Manitoba (1900) 
Married: (1) Mary Jean Agnes Murray King (June 1, 1876); (2) Agnes  
 Gertrude Vankoughnet (April 23, 1883) 
Children: 2 – Isabella ‘Daisy’ Mary; John ‘Jack’ Alexander 
Knighted: 1913 
Died: March 29, 1929, Winnipeg, Manitoba 
 

Name: Mary Theodora Margaret Macdonald 
Born: February 7, 1869, Ottawa, Ontario 
Died: January 28, 1933, Hove, East Sussex, England 
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Note: was an invalid with hydrocephalus; Macdonald’s nickname for her was 
Baboo. 
 
POLITICAL STORIES 

The Liberal-Conservative Party 
 

It’s a party name that sounds, to today’s ear, like an oxymoron. In fact, it was 
every bit as unusual when it was first coined in 1854. As a member of a rather 
weak Conservative Party, Macdonald succeeded in attracting some of the more 
moderate Liberals – along with old guard High Tories and Canada East Bleus – 
into a coalition government headed up Sir Allan MacNab.  
 

Ironically, the group was first referred to as the Progressive Conservatives, a 
name that was revived again seven decades later when the Progressive Party 
merged with the Conservatives. 
 

By 1873, there were no more former Liberals in the party, but some members of 
the Conservatives continued to run under the Liberal-Conservative banner 
until the close of the century. The first four Conservative Prime Ministers 
(Macdonald, Abbott, Thompson and Bowell) were officially Liberal-
Conservatives. 

The Double Shuffle 
 

In the 20 years before Confederation, Canada was governed by an endless 
parade of coalition governments. That was the case in 1858, when the 
government combined Macdonald’s Conservatives and Georges-Étienne 
Cartier’s Bleus with a few Reformers and Hinckites. 
 

During the debate on the bill to make Ottawa the capital, the Reformers 
succeeded in passing a motion to reject the choice. Their leader, George Brown, 
considered it to be a vote of non-confidence and had the house adjourned. 
 

Four days later, Brown and Antoine-Aimé Dorion formed a Reform 
government, but the governor, Sir Edmund Head, refused to dissolve the 
house for an election. That made it necessary for the new cabinet members to 
resign their seats to seek re-election – a common practice at the time. Having 
temporarily given up their cabinet positions and seats in the Assembly, the 
Brown-Dorion administration collapsed two days later on a non-confidence vote.  
 

Macdonald and Cartier returned to office armed with a clever strategy to save 
their seats. A cabinet minister could remain in the House by resigning as 
minister and accepting another office within 30 days. Macdonald shuffled 
every member of his cabinet into new portfolios (he became Postmaster 
General) and had them sworn in. 
 

Once midnight passed, all cabinet ministers resigned and were sworn into their 
original cabinet portfolios. The opposition cried foul, but the double shuffle 
brought Macdonald’s coalition back into power for the next four years. 
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The Great Coalition 
 

Government in the United Province of Canada in 1864 had reached a stalemate. 
Almost no legislation could get past the ‘double majority’ that required 
majority votes in Canada East (Quebec) and in Canada West (Ontario). Over 
time, it almost became a matter of principle that a vote that passed in one part 
of the colony would be defeated in the other. 
 

As a result, Canada had been hobbled by six governments in six years. Even 
Macdonald’s coalitions between his Conservatives and Quebec’s Bleus under 
Georges-Étienne Cartier were no longer working. A wobbly 1864 coalition 
government formed by Sir Étienne-Paschal Taché and Macdonald had 
collapsed in only a few months after the Assembly censured the finance 
minister, Alexander T. Galt, for his role in providing $100,000 of public money 
to the Grand Trunk Railway. 
 

What was needed was a broader coalition, so Macdonald reached out to 
George Brown’s Clear Grits in Canada West. They initially demanded four 
cabinet posts for their involvement – ending up with three. The coalition of 
Conservatives, Bleus and Clear Grits was committed to creating a federal union 
of all British North American colonies (Macdonald’s plan), or, barring that, a 
tighter union of the two Canadas, bound by representation by population 
(Brown’s plan).  
 

The official leader of the coalition was Taché (and after his death, Sir Narcisse-
Fortunat Belleau), but it was Macdonald, Brown and Cartier who made it 
work. Brown left the coalition after a year, but continued to support the 
government and Confederation. 

The Quebec Conference 
 

Delegates from the various British North American colonies met in 
Charlottetown in 1864 to explore a possible Confederation. The idea was 
endorsed unanimously that fall by those attending another conference, in 
Quebec City. Now it was time to get into the details of such a merger. For 18 
days, politicians from five colonies debated 72 resolutions, over two-thirds of 
them written by Macdonald. Although the Canadian premier, Étienne-Paschal 
Taché, chaired the conference, it was Macdonald who dominated the 
proceedings. His background in constitutional law added weight to the major 
part he played.  
 

The first issue to resolve was representation in the new Legislative Council or 
Senate. The Maritime colonies feared being overwhelmed by the more 
populous Canada colony to the west. Following five days of debate, they 
agreed to an equal split of Senate Seats for Canada West (Ontario), Canada East 
(Quebec) and the Lower Provinces (Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince 
Edward Island) with an additional four seats going to Newfoundland. 
 

The delegates also tackled the trickiest item on the agenda: the division of 
powers. Macdonald was a forceful advocate for a strong central government. 
He felt it was the strong state powers in the U.S. that contributed to the Civil 
War raging south of the border. However, the representatives from Canada 
East and the Lower Provinces feared that the loss of regional power would 
mean a loss of identity. In particular, delegates wrestled with the question: 
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Who receives all the residual powers not specifically assigned to the federal 
government or the provinces? 
 

In the end, Macdonald had his way advocating for a powerful federal system. 
A few days after the conference, the Quebec Resolutions were completed, 
awaiting approval by the governments of Canada, New Brunswick, Nova 
Scotia, Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland. 

Appointed first Prime Minister 
 

In the months leading up to Confederation, Macdonald was seen by most 
people – including himself – as the logical choice to be the first Prime Minister. 
The fact that the delegates to the London Conference in December 1866 had 
unanimously picked Macdonald to chair the meetings helped make it easier for 
the Governor General, Lord Monck, to handpick him for the Prime Minister’s 
job prior to a first election being called. 
 

By March 1867, Macdonald confided to his sister Louisa that he was already 
aware Monck “has charged me with the formation of the first government as 
Premier.”  It was confirmed on Queen Victoria’s birthday, May 24, when 
Monck wrote to Macdonald to tell him that “In authorizing you to undertake 
the duty of forming an administration for the Dominion of Canada, I desire to 
express my strong opinion that, in future, it shall be distinctly understood that 
the position of First Minister shall be held by one person.” The fractious results 
of having dual first ministers in the United Province of Canada were thankfully 
scrapped. 

Red River Resistance 
 

Louis Riel presented Macdonald and Canada with their first crisis. When 
Canada purchased Rupert’s Land and the North-West Territories from the 
Hudson’s Bay Company in 1869, the area’s residents were angry that they’d 
never been consulted about the transfer. 
 

Macdonald’s Public Works minister, William McDougall, didn’t help matters 
when he sent surveyors into the area to carve up the territory into arbitrary 
plots and townships before the transfer officially took place. McDougall’s 
reward for his overzealous action was a posting as the acting governor of 
Canada’s new acquisition. 
 

The response in Red River, the territory’s largest settlement, was to take things 
into their own hands. The Métis (half Indian, half French), along with some 
Canadian settlers, formed their own committee that sought to renegotiate 
better terms with Canada. When the committee, run by Louis Riel, occupied 
Fort Garry, Macdonald wisely postponed the takeover of the territory while a 
solution was sought to the western problem. 
 

However, incidents continued to heat up the stalemate. Riel arrested 45 pro-
Canadian settlers and formed a provisional government. Macdonald sent three 
negotiators to the settlement who failed to achieve a compromise. But they did 
convince Riel to send a delegation to Ottawa for further talks. 
 

The crisis escalated further when Riel had one of his Canadian prisoners, 
Thomas Scott, executed for insubordination. Reaction was swift and strong. 
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Canada and Britain responded to public demands to send troops to Red River 
to restore the peace and deal with Riel. 
 

In the meantime, Macdonald’s government continued discussions with the Red 
River negotiators (who were initially arrested for Scott’s death), and by May 
1870, a bill for the territory transfer was tabled in the House of Commons. 
 

With legislation winding through Parliament and troops hurrying west to 
restore order, Macdonald was struck by a serious gallstone attack that nearly 
killed him. It meant he was slowly recuperating while the new province of 
Manitoba took official form and the troops arrived in Red River in late 
summer, sending Riel dashing south into Minnesota. 
 

Macdonald had avoided a full-blown rebellion. It was a relief not only to the 
young new country of Canada, but to Macdonald himself – his son Hugh was 
with the troops sent to Red River. 

The National Policy 
 

Macdonald coined the term ‘National Policy’ in 1872 when he recognized that a 
desire for tariffs was often referred to as ‘protectionism’, while ‘economic 
nationalism’ had a more confident tone to it. However, the Pacific Railway 
Scandal broke that year and it would be another six years before his party 
aggressively used the National Policy as its campaign linchpin. It would 
continue to be the Liberal-Conservatives’ primary platform in the following three 
elections. 
 

Building a high tariff wall was a natural way for Macdonald to ensure less 
reliance on the neighbouring U.S. It also helped protect the business interests in 
Montreal and Toronto that had close ties to his party. After all, the U.S. had 
been busy building its own tariff barriers, higher than those suggested in the 
National Policy. 
 

Introduced by the Finance minister, Samuel Tilley, in March 1879, the National 
Policy’s tariffs were implemented for most Canadian manufactured products. 
At the same time, tariffs were lowered on the raw materials needed to create 
those products. 
 

The National Policy was in effect for two decades and succeeded in fostering 
Canada’s independence and strengthening its manufacturing base. However, it 
also resulted in higher prices, a slower rise in the cost of living and a tendency 
to favour the growth of monopolies. 

The Pacific Scandal 
 

On April 2, 1873, Liberal MP Lucius Seth Huntington rose in the House of 
Commons and called for the creation of a committee to delve into the 
questionable activities behind the transcontinental railway contract awarded to 
the Canada Pacific Railway Company. He not only accused the company of 
being privately backed by American funds, but denounced its president, Sir 
Hugh Allan, for contributing large sums of Canadian and U.S. money to 
Macdonald and colleagues Cartier and Langevin during the 1872 election 
campaign – before the contract was awarded. 
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For three months, Macdonald was able to prevent the ‘Pacific Scandal’ from 
crippling his government. But in early July, newspapers in Toronto, Montreal 
and Quebec City revealed additional details, including a devastating telegram 
Macdonald had sent to Allan’s solicitor, John J.C. Abbott (later to become 
Canada’s third Prime Minister) days before the election. In it, he told Abbott, “I 
must have another ten thousand. Will be the last time of calling. Do not fail me.” 
 

It was conclusive evidence that the Canada Pacific Railway was helping to 
fund a Conservative victory. Macdonald attempted to ride out the scandal with 
a stirring five-hour speech in the House of Commons. But when two 
Conservative MPs indicated they would support a Liberal vote of non-
confidence, Macdonald avoided defeat in the House by visiting the Governor 
General and submitting the resignation of his government. 

The North-West Rebellion 
 

The North-West Rebellion of 1885 was actually two rebellions. The first was by 
Métis in the District of Saskatchewan who had moved west from Manitoba 
after the unsuccessful resistance in Red River under Louis Riel. Concerned 
about the growing number of settlers moving west and potentially destroying 
their way of life, the Métis convinced Riel to return from exile in the U.S. to 
again lead the resistance.  
 

They formed a provisional government in the hope of winning concessions 
from the Canadians as they had done in 1869 in Red River. Macdonald had 
agreed to investigate the claims of the settlers and Métis, and was prepared to 
provide both land and grants as was belatedly done in Manitoba. But it was too 
late to prevent Riel’s provisional government from starting to take action. 
 

Under military leader Gabriel Dumont, the Métis won some early victories 
against Canadian militiamen and North-West Mounted Police at Duck Lake 
and Fish Creek. However, in a third battle on May 9 at Batoche, the Métis 
capital, Canadian forces under Major General Frederick Middleton defeated 
the Métis who ran out of ammunition. Riel surrendered and was taken to the 
Regina police outpost, while Dumont and others escaped to the U.S. 
 

The second rebellion was launched by Cree warriors upset by the starvation 
facing their people. They were frustrated by the unsuccessful attempts to 
improve the terms of the treaty between the Cree and Canada to give them 
more access to food. Restless for a confrontation, they were encouraged by the 
early Métis victories at Duck Lake and Fish Creek. 
 

On April 9, 1885, a Cree band attacked Frog Lake, killing nine settlers and the 
Indian agent, as well as taking three settlers captive. The Cree also defeated 
Canadian forces a month later in a battle at Cut Knife Creek, while a third 
battle between police and the Cree at Frenchman’s Butte failed to stop the 
uprising. 
 

Big Bear’s Cree were pursued from Frenchman’s Butte by a North-West 
Mounted Police detachment under Sam Steele. On June 3, Steele caught up 
with them at Loon Lake and defeated the exhausted warriors after a short 
battle. Although Big Bear escaped, he surrendered a month later. 
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The quick defeat of the Métis and Cree was largely the result of a changing 
west. Macdonald’s nearly completed Canadian Pacific Railway made it 
possible for troops to reach the prairies. There was also an effective local police 
force, the North-West Mounted Police, that had the support of the settlers. 

Louis Riel hangs 
 

Louis Riel objected to his lawyers’ defense that he was insane when taking a 
leading role in the North-West Rebellion of 1885. A jury in Regina agreed with 
that objection and found him guilty of treason in August. Although they 
recommended mercy, the charge meant death by hanging and his execution 
was set for September 18. A week before that date, Macdonald’s government 
granted Riel a reprieve of two months. It was responding to the growing 
number of petitions calling for clemency and the simmering anger in Quebec. 
 

Macdonald was forced to make a decision after the British government refused 
to get involved. In October, his government called for an examination of Riel’s 
sanity by three doctors. They found him to be a reasonable man, and on 
November 11 cabinet upheld the court decision to hang Riel. 
 

Riel climbed the scaffold in the courtyard of the Regina jail on November 16. 
As the trapdoor was sprung, ending Riel’s life in moments, it launched a 
backlash of outrage, particularly in Quebec, that would haunt Macdonald’s 
Conservative party for 70 years. 
 

A Roman Catholic, Riel was buried at St. Boniface Basilica across the Red River 
from Winnipeg. He became a martyr in Quebec where the Liberal leader 
Honoré Mercier capitalized on resentment of Protestant English Canada to win 
the 1886 election, becoming premier the following year.  
 
PERSONAL STORIES 

Family tragedies 
 

Throughout his life, Macdonald faced recurring family and personal 
misfortunes. His only brother, James, (an older brother, William, died in 
infancy) was accidently killed at age five by an irate servant who had knocked 
him down. 
 

Isabella, Macdonald’s first wife and cousin, became ill within a year of their 
marriage. For nearly 14 years he took her to health resorts in the U.S., sat by her 
bedside, and watched her slowly die of tuberculosis. With difficulty, Isabella 
bore him a son, John A. Jr., who died a year later. A second son, Hugh, 
survived. His daughter Mary (by his second wife) was born with 
hydrocephalus, or water on the brain, and was never able to walk or look after 
her own affairs. 
 

Macdonald himself suffered from weak health during most of his 
parliamentary career. A gallstone attack in 1870 nearly killed him and he 
suffered from cholera nine years later. In the 1880s, he tried to escape the 
political fray each summer by sailing to England or spending time at his 
summer home near Rivière-du-Loup, Que. He also found escape in alcohol. 
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But, despite his unsteady health, Macdonald outlived most of his political 
colleagues. 

Father and son in Parliament 
 

The opening of the first session of the Seventh Canadian Parliament was 
capped by the glorious walk down the aisle of Macdonald arm in arm with his 
son Hugh. Despite the loud applause, they made an unlikely couple. 
Macdonald had dragged himself from his sick bed to enjoy the moment and 
was just over a month away from death; Hugh was the awkward, shy son, a 
reluctant politician who didn’t want to run and ultimately resigned before his 
term was over. 
 

Still, it was a poignant moment for two men whose relationship had usually 
been thorny. When Macdonald’s first wife, Isabella, died in 1857, seven-year-
old Hugh was sent to live with his aunt and uncle. Father and son had little 
regular contact, even when Hugh worked for his father’s Toronto law firm, as 
Macdonald was often in Ottawa. 
 

Despite his shyness, Hugh had a rebellious streak. It rose to the surface when, 
having signed up with the militia, he joined the troops heading west to put an 
end to Riel’s Red River uprising. Later, he quit his father’s law firm after 
Macdonald objected to his intention to marry a woman who was eight years 
older. But, Macdonald did adore his grandchildren Daisy and Jack, regularly 
encouraging Hugh’s family to visit Earnscliffe in Ottawa. 
 

When Hugh signed the register as an MP that day in 1891, he used his full 
name, capitalizing on the middle name he shared with his father. He’d done 
the same during the election campaign, and for the rest of his life he was 
known as Hugh John Macdonald. 

John A. and Disraeli 
 

When Macdonald accepted his honorary law degree at Oxford University in 
England, students in the hall struck up the chant “Dizzy! Dizzy!” The reaction 
wasn’t surprising. He bore a striking resemblance to Benjamin Disraeli, 
Britain’s former Chancellor of the Exchequer (and soon to go on to become 
Lord Beaconsfield and one of Britain’s best known Prime Ministers). Both men 
had similarly unattractive features with wiry hair flanking high foreheads. 
Although Macdonald wouldn’t meet the British titan for another 14 years, their 
likeness often sparked comments. Even Lady Dufferin, the wife of Canada’s 
new Governor General, noted in her diary in 1873 that “The P.M. is the image 
of Dizzy.” 
 

During Macdonald’s 1897 trip to England, the London World observed, “He 
wears his hair precisely as Lord Beaconsfield wears his, or rather as the 
Premier wore his when he was eight years younger. His face is closely shaven, 
and the whole shape, colour and expression are phenomenally like Lord 
Beaconsfield.” The article noted that, like Disraeli, Macdonald was “witty and 
graceful in conversation, epigrammatic in Parliament and audacious in 
politics.” 
 

It was on this same trip that Macdonald met Disraeli for the first time, at the 
latter’s manor outside London. Disraeli’s assessment of his look-alike? “He is 
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gentlemanlike, agreeable, and very intelligent, a considerable man, with no 
Yankeeisms except a little sing-song occasionally at the end of a sentence.” 
 

Macdonald attended the funeral of Lord Beaconsfield in 1881. A British official, 
seeing him in the crowd, thought he was looking at Disraeli’s ghost. 

John A. and alcohol 
 

In an era when heavy drinking was an accepted norm, Macdonald’s excesses 
still attracted the wrath of his political opponents and the wit of the cartoonists. 
Remembered as much for his bouts with alcohol as for his molding of Canada, 
he first started turning to the bottle for relief during the stressful decade of 
Isabella’s illness. 
 

On many occasions, Macdonald’s binge drinking would send him into 
seclusion to recover. These lapses – usually referred to as ‘attacks’ or ‘illnesses’ 
in the newspapers and diaries of the time – would often last days. In 1873, as 
the Pacific Scandal was bringing the world down around him, he simply 
disappeared and not even Agnes knew where he was. When he re-emerged, it 
was probable that he spent most of the time in a stupor in Montreal and at his 
Rivière-du-Loup cottage. 
 

His intoxicated bouts could have jeopardized his credibility during election 
campaigns, but his well-honed humour helped voters forgive his slip-ups. One 
popular story had Macdonald vomiting while standing at the podium. His 
apology was simple: whenever he heard his opponent’s ranting, it turned his 
stomach. 

Lady Agnes Macdonald 
 

Despite a craving to be a part of Ottawa society, Agnes found her personality 
often clashed with her efforts. She didn’t handle stress well and her hostess 
duties as the Prime Minister’s wife made her uncomfortable. As a result, she 
often appeared humorless, stiff and averse to small talk. 
 

Despite her solemn veneer in public, she was more relaxed around family. 
Agnes was devoted to her husband and invalid daughter, Mary. She eagerly 
followed political events that entangled Sir John A. and was not hesitant to 
comment on them. 
 

Susan Agnes Bernard was born on her family’s 500-acre inelegantly named 
Jamaican estate, Dirty Pit. It was an airy place to grow up and was probably 
sorely missed by four-year-old Agnes when the family moved into nearby, 
crowded Spanish Town. Life changed even more dramatically 10 years later 
when her father Thomas died in a cholera epidemic. She and her mother 
moved to England until, three years later, they joined Agnes’s brother Hewitt 
who was a lawyer in Barrie, Ont. 
 

When Hewitt became Macdonald’s secretary in 1858, it wouldn’t have been 
long before the Canadian premier and Agnes crossed paths. In fact, it’s quite 
possible that Macdonald, who lost his first wife to tuberculosis in 1857, may 
have proposed to Agnes during this time. 
 

But it was eight years later, when Agnes was again living in England and 
Macdonald was putting the finishing touches on Confederation at the London 
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Conference, that the romance was rekindled. They were married in Hanover 
Square, London, in February 1867 with many of the Fathers of Confederation 
sitting in the pews. 
 

Lady Macdonald’s sense of adventure came to the fore in 1886 when, during a 
trip with her husband, she rode through the Rockies on a train’s cowcatcher, 
seated on a candle box. In her diary, she wrote: "There is glory of brightness 
and beauty everywhere, and I laugh aloud on the cowcatcher, just because it is 
all so delightful." 
 

Shortly after Macdonald’s death in 1891, Agnes was elevated to the peerage as 
Baroness Macdonald of Earnscliffe. But the remainder of her life was not 
particularly aristocratic. She and Mary found Earnscliffe too big and too full of 
memories, preferring to spend time at the family cottage in Banff, Alta., then 
with Hewitt, who was in a sanitorium in Lakewood, New Jersey. There, 
Agnes’s life was restricted to taking walks with Mary and Hewitt, both 
confined to wheelchairs. 
 

Following Hewitt’s death, she and Mary moved back to England, living at 
Sydenham in the summer and Italy in the winter. She died of a stroke in 
Eastbourne in 1920. 
 
MACDONALD’S TIMELINE 
 

1815: Born in Glasgow, Scotland, possibly on Brunswick Place (January 11). 
 

1820: Sails to Canada with his family after the failure of his father’s textile 
business, arriving in Quebec City (May 20). Settles in Kingston, Upper Canada, with 
his family (July 17). 
 

1822: His five-year-old brother James is murdered by a family servant (May 22). 
 

1824: Moves to Hay Bay where his father operates another store. Attends John 
Hughes’s school in Adolphustown. 
 

1825: Moves to Stone Mills (now Glenora) with his family where Hugh operates a 
gristmill. 
 

1826: Attends Midland District Grammar School in Kingston. 
 

1829: Transfers to John Cruikshank’s new Presbyterian school in Kingston 
(January). Writes law exam in Toronto to become an apprentice. 
 

1830: Articles as a law student in Kingston with George Mackenzie. 
 

1832: Becomes manager of Mackenzie’s branch law office in Napanee, Upper 
Canada (Ontario). 
 

1833: Takes over law practice of his cousin Lowther Pennington Macpherson in 
Hallowell (Picton) (Fall). 
 

1834: Becomes secretary of Prince Edward District School board for one year. 
 

1835: Launches a law practice in Kingston following the death of George 
Mackenzie (August 14); moves to Rideau Street. 
 

1836: Hires Oliver Mowat as a law student (January 27) who stays nearly five 
years. Admitted to the Upper Canada bar, following an examination in Toronto 
(February 6). 
 



  Unknown and Unforgettable 
 

 

sssaaammmpppllleee   fffrrrooommm   UUUnnnkkknnnooowwwnnn   aaannnddd   UUUnnnfffooorrrgggeeettttttaaabbbllleee  

14 

1837: Called into militia service in the Rebellion of 1837, marching up Toronto’s 
Yonge Street to fight the rebels at Montgomery’s Tavern (December 7). 
 

1838: Serves as returning officer in Kingston’s first municipal election (March 24). 
Successfully gains acquittals for seven farmers charged with treason as rebels 
attempting to take Fort Henry (July). Engaged as defense counsel for Nils Von 
Schoultz, Daniel George and Dorrephus Abbey, American sympathizers who 
attempted to invade Canada at Prescott on November 13, but was not permitted to 
take direct part in the court martial (November 26); all three were convicted and 
hanged a week later. 
 

1839: Becomes solicitor for Commercial Bank of Midland District (June). 
Successfully defends Mohawk Abraham Brandt, getting the jury to reduce the 
conviction from murder to manslaughter (Fall). Seconds a motion to create a 
Presbyterian college (later Queen’s University) in Kingston (December). 
 

1840: Begins switching his law practice from criminal to commercial law (Winter). 
 

1841: Takes over responsibility for his mother and unmarried sisters after his 
father’s death (September 23).  
 

1842: Uses £2,000 won gambling to visit England and Scotland for six months 
(January). Meets his cousin Isabella Clark in Scotland for the first time. Becomes a 
founding director of The Trust and Loan Company of Upper Canada. 
 

1843: Elected alderman in Kingston (March 28) and serves three years. Marries 
Isabella Clark in Kingston and forms a law partnership with Alexander Campbell 
the same day (September 1). 
 

1844: Becomes a Mason (March 14). Elected to the Legislative Assembly of the 
United Province of Canada, defeating Anthony Manahan in Kingston by a vote of 
275 to 42 (October 11). 
 

1845: Elected a director of Commercial Bank (July 8). Takes Isabella to southern U.S. 
to recover from illness (July 18); remains there for seven months. 
 

1846: Becomes a Queen’s Counsel (December 19). 
 

1847: Visits Isabella in New York where she is awaiting the birth of their first child 
(April). Becomes Receiver General for Canada West (May 11). His son John Jr. is 
born in New York City (August 2). Re-elected in Kingston to the Canada Assembly, 
defeating John Counter (September). Becomes Crown Lands Commissioner 
(December 8). 
 

1848: Resigns as Crown Lands Commissioner following the government’s defeat 
(March 10). Moves into his Bellevue home in Kingston (August). His son John Jr. 
dies  (September 21). 
 

1849: Challenges Reform politician William Hume Blake to a duel for quoting 
passages out of context during the Rebellion Losses Bill debate; both men leave the 
Assembly, but the Speaker has them returned and ensures they guarantee to keep 
the peace (February 16). Serves as a director of Kingston Hospital upon its 
incorporation (March 22). His law partnership with Campbell ends (September 1). 
Moves from his Bellevue home to 180 Johnson Street. 
 

1850: His second son Hugh is born in Kingston (March 13). Becomes a founding 
director of Kingston Fire and Marine Insurance Company (August 10). Visits 
England to secure capital for the Trust and Loan Company of Upper Canada 
(August) and returns the following year. 
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1851: Becomes a founding director of Wolfe Island Railway and Canal Company 
(August 30). Re-elected in Kingston to the Canada Assembly, defeating John 
Counter a second time (December 17). 
 

1852: Moves to Brock Street in Kingston. 
 

1854: Re-elected in Kingston, defeating John Counter a third time (July 27). 
Becomes Attorney General of Canada West in the MacNab-Morin government 
(September 9). Introduces a bill to secularize the clergy reserves set aside for the 
Church of England (October 17). 
 

———————— 
River lends name to future capital 

An 1854 bill to rename the wilderness village of Bytown after the Ottawa 
River wasn’t about to get Macdonald’s support. He considered it absurd to 
name a town after a river. “How would it do,” he asked, “to call Paris ‘Seine’ 
or London ‘Thames’?” Other names suggested included By-zantium and 
By-copolis after founder John By, but the Ottawa bill passed. 

———————— 
 

1855: Pushes through a controversial separate schools bill, despite objections from 
Protestants in Canada West. Moves to Toronto, having members of his family stay 
at 194 Johnson Street in Kingston to maintain a local address. 
 

1856: Joins Étienne-Paschal Taché as Canada West’s leader in a Taché-Macdonald 
government after Allan MacNab resigns because of ill health (May 24).  
 

1857: Hewitt Bernard becomes his chief clerk. Introduces legislation to allow 
Indigenous peoples to apply for Canadian citizenship, meaning they would lose 
their Indian status (May). Visits England where he fails to raise money for the 
Grand Trunk Railway (July-September). Becomes Premier of Canada at the head of a 
Macdonald-Cartier government with Georges-Étienne Cartier (November 26). Re-
elected in Kingston, defeating John Shaw 1,189 to 9 (December). His wife Isabella 
dies in Kingston; suspected causes include tuberculosis, a mental disorder or 
multiple sclerosis (December 28). 
 

1858: Resigns as Premier and Attorney General following defeat of a motion to 
make Ottawa the capital (July 29). The Reform government is defeated two days 
later because cabinet members are absent while contesting by-elections to regain 
their seats (August 4). Returns as Postmaster General in a Macdonald-Cartier 
government (August 6). Avoids a by-election by shifting the following day to his 
old Attorney General portfolio in a Cartier-Macdonald government (August 7). 
 

1859: Narrowly avoids drowning after an anchor catches and prevents the Great 
Lake steamer Ploughboy from smashing into the rocks of the Bruce Peninsula during 
a heavy gale on Lake Huron (July 1). 
 

1860: Invites 1,000 people to a large Valentine’s party for $1 each at the St. Louis 
Hotel in Quebec City; 800 turn up including 23-year-old Susan Agnes Bernard, his 
clerk’s sister (February 14). Accompanies the Prince of Wales (later Edward VII) on a 
boat tour along the St. Lawrence River (August 10-September 3). 
 

1861: Re-elected in Kingston, defeating his former law colleague Oliver Mowat of 
the Reform party; his Conservatives win their first majority government (July 2). 
Becomes the first Militia Affairs minister (December 28). 
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1862: Cartier-Macdonald government’s Militia bill is defeated (May 20). Resigns as 
Attorney General and Militia Affairs minister (May 21). His mother Helen dies in 
Kingston (October 24). 
 

1863: Calls for a non-confidence vote in the Assembly, defeating the government 
of John Sandfield Macdonald and Louis-Victor Sicotte (May 8); Antione-Aimé 
Dorion replaces Sicotte (May 9). Receives one of the first honorary Doctor of Laws 
degrees from Queen’s University in Kingston. Re-elected in Kingston, defeating 
O.S. Gildersleeve (July), but his Conservative party is badly beaten in Canada West. 
 

1864: Discovers his law firm is seriously in debt after his law partner Archibald 
Macdonnell dies (March 27). Again becomes Attorney General of Canada West in 
the coalition government of Sir Étienne Taché (March 30). Joins a broader coalition 
government of Liberal-Conservatives and Reformers, including George Brown, 
which commits itself to a policy of Confederation (June 22). Appointed president of 
St. Lawrence Warehouse, Dock and Wharfage Company, a British-owned firm in 
Quebec. Joins other Canadian delegates attending the Charlottetown Conference in 
Prince Edward Island to consider a British North American Confederation 
(September 1-9). Attends the Quebec Conference where delegates adopt a plan for 
Confederation; plays a major role drafting the plan (October 10-27). 
 

1865: Passionately backs Confederation during the debates in the Canada 
Assembly (March 7). Visits England to discuss Confederation and defence matters 
(April 20-July 7). Receives an honorary Doctor of Civil Law degree from Oxford 
University (June 21). Again becomes Militia Affairs minister in the government of 
Sir Narcisse Belleau (August 8). Co-founds the Rideau Club with Cartier (September). 
 

1866: The Battle of Limestone Ridge, Fort Erie, against invading Fenians, marks the 
first battle fought by Canadian soldiers accountable to a Canadian minister (June 2). 
Visits England (November 14-April) for the London Conference to discuss final 
Confederation terms (December 4-February 10). Badly burns his shoulder when his 
candle ignites his bed while he is reading in his London hotel room (December 17). 
 

1867: Marries Susan Agnes Bernard, Hewitt’s sister, in London (February 16). 
Honeymoons briefly in Oxford (February). The British North America Act is 
approved by the British House of Commons (March 8) and by Queen Victoria 
(March 28). Moves with his wife to 63 Daly Street in Ottawa. Appointed by Viscount 
Monck to be the first Prime Minister (May 24). Assembles his first federal cabinet 
(May-July). Knighted as a Commander of the Bath, becoming Sir John A. 
Macdonald (June 29). Macdonald’s first government (1867-1873). Becomes the first 
Prime Minister and the first Justice minister of the new Dominion of Canada (July 
1). His first cabinet includes 10 Fathers of Confederation. Canada’s first federal 
election: elected as the first MP for Kingston; his Liberal-Conservatives form the 
government (August 7-September 20). Kingston’s Commercial Bank folds, leaving 
him owing 10 times the amount he makes in a year as Prime Minister (October). 
Canada’s First Parliament opens; nominates James Cockburn to be the first Speaker 
of the House (November 6). Appoints John Rose as Finance minister following the 
resignation of Galt (November 18). 
 

1868: Sends Charles Tupper to England to counter the anti-Confederationists’ 
effort in Nova Scotia (March); Britain refuses to allow Nova Scotia to secede. Helps 
carry the body of Thomas D’Arcy McGee (Conservative MP — Montreal West) 
indoors after he is shot on Sparks Street, Ottawa (April 7). Gives Langevin 
(Secretary of State) added cabinet responsibility as the first Superintendent General 
of Indian Affairs (May 22). First Session, First Parliament prorogued (May 22); 
longest parliamentary session in the 19th century: 198 days. Announces the 
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appointment of Sir John Young (later Baron Lisgar) as the second Governor 
General, replacing Monck (December 29).  
 
 

1869: Announces ‘Better Terms’ for Nova Scotia, including assuming most of the 
provincial debt (January 25). His daughter Mary is born in Ottawa (February 7); she 
has hydrocephalus (water on the brain). Newfoundland politicians vote to accept 
terms of union with Canada (March). A group of Métis and others led by Louis Riel 
take control of Fort Garry in the Red River settlement in opposition to Canada’s 
proposed takeover (November 2). Postpones the takeover of Rupert’s Land and the 
North-West Territories scheduled for December 1 until the unrest in Red River is 
resolved (November 23). 
 

———————— 
Coming to the aid of D’Arcy McGee 

One of the people to arrive on the scene shortly after scrappy MP Thomas 
D’Arcy McGee was shot in front of his Ottawa boarding house in 1868 was 
Macdonald. He helped carry the body inside, but McGee died soon after. It 
was the last major Canadian political assassination until the October Crisis 
in Quebec over 100 years later. The man convicted of the murder, Fenian 
sympathizer Patrick Whelan, was hanged at the last public execution held 
in Canada. 

———————— 
 

1870: The Manitoba Act renames the Red River colony and makes Rupert’s Land 
part of the North-West Territories (May 2). Suffers a severe gallstone attack (May 6); 
bedridden in his Parliament Hill office for nearly seven weeks, then spends part of 
the summer convalescing in Prince Edward Island. Canada acquires the North-
West Territories for $1.5 million (June 23). Agrees to build a railway across the 
continent to the Pacific Ocean if the colony of British Columbia agrees to union with 
Canada (July 1). Manitoba becomes the fifth Canadian province, with Winnipeg 
(Red River settlement) as its capital (July 15). His son Hugh is among the Canadian 
troops arriving in Manitoba (August 24); Riel abandons Fort Garry and goes into 
hiding.  
 

1871: Leaves for Washington for two months as Canada’s representative on the 
Joint Commission to discuss U.S. fishing rights in Canadian waters, U.S. grievances 
over the Alabama affair, and Canadian grievances over the Fenian raids (February 
27). Introduces a bill to build a transcontinental railway to the Pacific Coast (March). 
Signs the Treaty of Washington in the U.S. capital (May 8). British Columbia becomes 
the sixth province (July 20). 
 

1872: Founds the Toronto Mail newspaper, which begins publication during a 
printers strike (March 30). Introduces the Trade Union Act to legalize unions (April 
18). Announces the appointment of the Earl of Dufferin as the third Governor 
General, replacing Lisgar (May 22). Canada’s First Parliament is dissolved, after five 
Sessions (July 8). Cables transcontinental railway solicitor John Abbott for an 
additional $10,000 for the election campaign (August 26). Carried by torchlight 
parade to Ottawa city hall where he pledges to take further steps to eliminate anti-
labour legislation (September 3). Canada’s second federal election: re-elected in 
Kingston, as is his Conservative government (October 12). 
 

1873: Appoints Samuel Leonard Tilley (Customs) to replace Hincks as Finance 
minister (February 22). Changes the name of the proposed North-West Mounted 
Rifles at the last minute to North-West Mounted Police (NWMP) (March 29). Liberal 
opposition exposes the American backing of the proposed transcontinental railway 
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and its contributions to the Conservative election campaign (April 2). Moves that a 
committee be formed to investigate the Liberal charges, marking the beginning of 
the Pacific Scandal (April 8). His colleague Georges-Étienne Cartier (Militia & 
Defence) dies of Bright’s fever in London, England (May 20). Prince Edward Island 
becomes the seventh province (July 1). His telegram asking Abbott for campaign 
funds is published by several Canadian newspapers (July). Vacations for the first 
time near Rivière-du-Loup, Que. (July). Testifies at the Royal Commission into the 
Pacific Scandal (September 17). Implicated in the Royal Commission report tabled by 
Charles Dewey Day (October 1). Asked by Dufferin to consider resigning because of 
the Pacific Scandal, but the Governor General leaves the decision to Parliament 
(October 20). Speaks for five hours in the House defending his government’s 
involvement in the Pacific Scandal (November 3). Avoids a non-confidence vote by 
resigning (November 5). Macdonald’s first government ends. Unsuccessful in his 
bid to step down and have the Liberal-Conservative party caucus choose a new 
leader (November 6).  
 

1874: Canada’s third federal election: re-elected in Kingston, beating John 
Carruthers by 38 votes; Conservatives lose to Mackenzie’s Liberals (January 22). His 
Kingston re-election is disputed by Carruthers and declared void (November 21). 
Beats Carruthers by 17 votes in a second Kingston vote (December 29). 
 

1875: Moves to Toronto from Ottawa, relocating his law office from Kingston 
(September). 
 

1876: Unveils the Liberal-Conservative party’s National Policy platform at a picnic 
in Uxbridge, Ont. (July 1).  
 

1877: Offers to resign as party leader, but his caucus convinces him to stay 
(Winter). 
 

1878: Hires his son Hugh to replace lawyer James Patton in his law firm (April 15). 
Threatens to punch Donald Smith (Conservative MP – Selkirk) during a debate in 
the House of Commons (May 10). Knocked unconscious during an unruly election 
rally in Montreal, but recovers to give his speech (September). Canada’s fourth 
federal election: defeated in Kingston, but subsequently elected in Victoria, B.C., 
and Marquette, Man.; he chooses Victoria; his party is returned to power (September 
17). Macdonald’s second government (1878-1891). Becomes Prime Minister for the 
second time, as well as the fourth Interior minister, and the seventh Superintendent 
General of Indian Affairs (October 17). Moves to Stadacona Hall, on today’s Laurier 
Avenue in Ottawa. The Marquess of Lorne becomes the fourth Governor General of 
Canada, replacing Dufferin (November 25). 
 

1879: Fourth Parliament opens; nominates Joseph Blanchet to be the third Speaker 
of the House (February 13). MP Davin Flood’s government report calls for public 
funding for a residential school system to separate Indigenous children from their 
families (March 14). Suffers a severe cholera attack in Montreal (June 26). Dominion 
Day is formally celebrated for the first time (July 1). Dismisses Luc Lutellier de St. 
Just, Lieutenant-Governor of Quebec, for his decision to dismiss the Quebec 
government in 1878 (July 25). Sails for England to establish a permanent Canadian 
agency in London and to raise funds for the proposed Canadian Pacific Railway 
(July 26). Enacts an Order-in-Council calling for the northern route of the CPR to 
pass through Fort Edmonton and the Yellowhead Pass, then along the Fraser River 
to the Pacific at Burrard Inlet (October 14). 
 

1880: Prompted by ill health to resign (March 21); four days later, the cabinet 
persuades him to remain as leader. Sails for England to find a railway backer (July 
10-September 27); meets with little success. Britain cedes nearly all its possessions in 
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North America, primarily the Arctic Islands, to Canada; only Newfoundland 
remains British (July 31). The contract to build the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) 
is officially signed (October 21).  
 

1881: CPR is incorporated, receiving $25 million and 25 million acres of right-of-
way land from the government (February 17. Attends Benjamin Disraeli’s funeral 
while visiting England (April 27). Sails to England again for medical advice (May 
21); his doctor feared cancer, but the British doctor’s diagnosis is “catarrh of the 
stomach, with a gouty state of body, not amounting to gout.” 
 

1882: Tells Parliament that all Indigenous peoples in the Assiniboia territory will 
be removed by force if necessary from land near the proposed railway (March 24). 
The Districts of Assiniboia, Athabaska, Saskatchewan and Alberta are established in 
the North-West Territories. (May 8). Supports black postal carrier Albert Jackson’s 
efforts to be assigned related duties instead of menial tasks at the Toronto Post 
Office (May 30). Canada’s fifth federal election: elected in Lennox and in Carleton; 
chooses to represent Carleton; his Conservative government is re-elected (June 20). 
Buys Les Rochers cottage near Rivière-du-Loup (July); has it renovated and moves 
in the following year. The Albany Club for Conservatives is founded in Toronto at 
his urging (October). Buys Earnscliffe home at 140 Sussex Drive in Ottawa 
(November). 
 

1883: Fifth Parliament opens; nominates George Kirkpatrick to be the fourth 
Speaker of the House (February 8). Authorizes the creation of the first three 
residential schools, saying “Indian children should be withdrawn as much as 
possible from the parental influence, and the only way to do that would be to put 
them in central training industrial schools where they will acquire the habits and 
modes of thought of white men.” Announces the appointment of the Marquess of 
Lansdowne as the fifth Governor General, replacing Lorne (August 24). Resigns as 
Interior minister and becomes Canada’s 14th Privy Council President (October 17).  
 

1884: Amendments to the Indian Act ban dances and traditional ceremonies and 
make attendance at residential schools compulsory (April). Artist Robert Harris 
completes and delivers his Fathers of Confederation painting to the government (May 
17). A royal commission is appointed to examine Chinese immigration on the west 
coast (June). His only grandson, John ‘Jack’ Alexander Macdonald, is born (August 
7). Sails to England for a rest (October 10); receives the Grand Cross of the Bath from 
Victoria (November 21); and attends a banquet held in his honour at London’s 
Empire Club (November 26). 
 

1885: Cabinet rejects the CPR’s request for a further government loan (March 18). 
Riel establishes a provisional government at Batoche, North-West Territories 
(March 19). Belatedly appoints a commission to make land grants to the Métis in the 
North-West Territories (March 30). Riel surrenders to Middleton (May 15) and is 
taken to Regina. The fishing clauses in the Washington Treaty end, eliminating U.S. 
fishing rights in Canadian waters (July 1). The CPR receives additional government 
loans, prompted by its role in transporting troops to the west to help quell the 
rebellion (July 10). Grants Riel a reprieve of his sentence to hang (September 11). 
Appoints John S.D. Thompson as Justice minister (September 26). Sets up an inquiry 
to determine the degree of Riel’s sanity (October 22). Cabinet upholds the court’s 
decision to hang Riel (November 11). Riel is hanged in Regina (November 16). Sails to 
England for a rest (November-January). Six Cree and two Stoney involved in the 
North-West Rebellion are hanged in Battleford (November 27). 
 

1886: Visits western Canada for the first time, traveling on the recently completed 
CPR (July 10); the trip includes his first visit to his son Hugh’s home, Dalnavert, in 
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Winnipeg. The government grants amnesty to most of those who fought in the 
North-West Rebellion (July 17). His wife Agnes creates excitement in the Rocky 
Mountains by riding the train’s cowcatcher (July 22). Makes his first visit to 
Victoria, the riding he represented from 1878 to 1882 (July 24). Drives the last spike 
of the Esquimalt and Nanaimo Railway at Shawnigan Lake, B.C. (August 13). 
Invites Blackfoot chiefs Crowfoot and Red Crow to Earnscliffe (October); chiefs from 
the Cree, Salteaux and Assiniboine visit two weeks later. 
 

1887: Appoints Tupper as Finance minister even though he still serves as High 
Commissioner to Britain (January 27). Canada’s sixth federal election: elected in 
Carleton and Kingston; gives up the Carleton seat to represent Kingston once again; 
his Conservative government is re-elected (February 22). Sixth Parliament opens; 
nominates Joseph Ouimet to be the fifth Speaker of the House (April 13). Britain 
gives Canada the power to negotiate its own commercial treaties with foreign 
countries (May 26). Wilfrid Laurier becomes leader of the federal Liberal party, 
succeeding Edward Blake as Leader of the Opposition (June 18). Resigns as 
Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, and is succeeded by Thomas White 
(Interior) (October 2). Refuses to respond to the demands of the five provincial 
premiers attending the nation’s first interprovincial conference held in Quebec; they 
demanded better financial terms from Ottawa, provincial selection of some 
Senators and control of railways (October 28). Becomes the founding president of 
the Manufacturers Life Insurance Company in Toronto. Helps found the Empire 
newspaper in Toronto after the Mail becomes too politically independent (December 27). 
 

1888: Opposes unrestricted reciprocity with the United States, helping defeat the 
proposal in the House (April 9). Introduces a bill to end the CPR’s monopoly in the 
west, bowing to Manitoba’s pressure (April 26). Announces the appointment of 
Baron Stanley of Preston as the sixth Governor General, replacing Lansdowne (May 
11). Becomes acting minister for Interior and Indian Affairs (May 8); steps down 
four months later. 
 
 

1889: Announces that he doesn’t intend to disallow the Jesuit Estates Act in 
Quebec to compensate the Society of Jesus for property confiscated nearly a century 
earlier (January). Becomes acting Railways & Canals minister (April 10). Steps down 
after 25 years as president of St. Lawrence Warehouse, Dock and Wharfage 
Company. Receives an honorary Doctor of Laws degree from Trinity College at the 
University of Toronto (June 7). Becomes Railways & Canals minister and resigns as 
Privy Council President (November 28). 
 

1890: Attends the unveiling of his portrait on Parliament Hill by Henry Sandham 
(February 27). Manitoba creates one school system with instruction in English, 
eliminating tax support of its Catholic school system that was delivered mostly in 
French (March 31). The McKinley Act in the U.S. sets up a tariff wall between 
Canada and the U.S. (October 6). Le Canadien newspaper accuses Langevin (Public 
Works) of accepting kickbacks from government contractors (November 19). 
 

———————— 
Statue responsible for fatality 

The first statue of Macdonald was unveiled in Hamilton by Prime Minister 
John Thompson in 1893. It sat in the middle of the busy King-John 
intersection until two fire wagons collided while trying to manoeuvre around 
it 12 years later. Fire Chief Alexander Aitchison was thrown from one of the 
wagons, fracturing his skull against the base of the statue. Soon after, the 
bronze Macdonald was moved into nearby Gore Park. 

———————— 
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1891: Unable to attend his nomination meeting in Kingston because of illness 
(February 7); Tupper speaks in his place. Canada’s seventh federal election: re-
elected in Kingston and son Hugh elected in Winnipeg; his Conservative 
government is re-elected (March 5). Seventh Parliament, First Session opens; enters 
the House with son Hugh to sign the register; nominates Peter White to be the sixth 
Speaker of the House (April 29). Thomas McGreevy (Conservative MP – Quebec 
West), brother-in-law of Langevin (Public Works), is accused of accepting bribes 
from a contracting firm interested in Public Works contracts (May 12). Suffers a 
small stroke while meeting with Governor General Stanley (May 12). His 
government is defeated on a motion to adjourn because too many cabinet ministers 
are attending dinner parties hosted by Chapleau (Secretary of State) and Dewdney 
(Interior); but it survives the actual vote to adjourn (May 21). A Parliamentary 
hearing into the McGreevy-Langevin scandal begins (May 26). Suffers a second 
stroke, which paralyzes his left side (May 27). Another severe stroke paralyzes his 
entire right side (May 29). Dies in Ottawa (June 6). Macdonald’s second 
government ends. Lies in state in the Senate chamber (June 9). State funeral takes 
place in Ottawa (June 10). Buried in Cataraqui Cemetery near Kingston (June 11). 
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