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The American Revolution 

The first great crisis of British rule in North America came in the 1770s. Throughout the 1760s and 1770s British 
settlers in the Thirteen Colonies were becoming increasingly discontented about aspects of British rule. Above all, 
they resented the taxes and duties that the British put on to the goods they traded. They felt that if the colonies 
paid taxes, they should be represented in Parliament. King George refused and the discontent increased. By the 
1770s a number of rich and powerful American colonists were convinced that the only way that America would be 
ruled fairly would be if it ruled itself. The result of this view was the American Revolution, which began in 1776 and 
resulted in the defeat of the British in 1783. The Thirteen Colonies became the United States of America.

The British did not leave North America, however. They still ruled Upper Canada (modern Ontario) and Lower 
Canada (modern Quebec). Generally, relations between the British government and the settlers in British North 
America were reasonably good in the early 1800s. 

Native Americans

Relations between the British and the Native Americans were less good. Most of the land east of the great lakes was 
taken from the local peoples by about 1830. By 1870 they had lost most of the open prairies of the Midwestern USA 
and Canada. However, Native Americans generally preferred British rule to rule by the USA or by the settlers in 
British North America. Throughout the 19th century there was a steady stream of native Americans out of the USA 
and into British North America. The Native Americans even fought on the British side against the settlers in Canada 
when they rebelled against British rule in 1837. Native Americans also developed new skills and played important 
roles in the economic development of Canada. They had a franchise from the British government to run certain 
types of trade on the mighty Saint Lawrence River. They developed a special skill in rigging the high masts and 
moorings for the bridges that crossed the Saint Lawrence. They helped to develop the growing tourist trade in the 
later 1800s. All of this, however, could not disguise the fact that many had lost their traditional lands and way of 
life. Native Americans were probably treated better under British rule than in the USA or by the settlers after the 
British left Canada. This is not the same thing as saying that they were treated fairly and equally by the British. 

The rebellions of 1837-8 and the Durham Report

In the 1830s there was large-scale immigration into Canada from Britain and Ireland. Many of the immigrants were 
ambitious men looking to build a new life for themselves, away from the restrictions which they felt held them back 
at home. In Britain it was hard to get on if you belonged to certain religions, or if your family were not wealthy or 
from a certain class. Immigrants enjoyed the freedom they gained in Canada to build new farms or businesses. 
However, they soon resented the fact that they had little political power, and the British government back in London 
made decisions that affected them, but did not consult them. 

Image 1

Part of a map designed to show emigrants that land was available in Canada. It was published in 
1823 by the Canada Company. 
(PRO ref: CO 386/155)

http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/g2/cs5/background.htm 

http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/default.htm
http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/default.asp
http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/default.htm
http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/g2/default.htm
http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/g2/cs5/default.htm
http://learningcurve.pro.gov.uk/empire/pdf/placeholder.pdf


The National Archives Learning Curve | British Empire | Living in the British empire | North America | Background

In 1837-8 some settlers in Upper and Lower Canada rebelled against British rule. The rebellion was not large in 
scale, and it was quickly defeated, but it had important results. The British government appointed the Earl of 
Durham to investigate the reasons for the revolts and to suggest ways to make the situation better. After the 
investigation, the Earl produced a document that became known as The Durham Report. He found that the settlers 
were upset that, although they had their own Assemblies (Parliaments), the British Governor and his Legislative 
Council could ignore them. The Governor could only be ordered to take action by Parliament in London and the 
Canadians did not have MPs in London.

As a result of the report, the British gave the settlers in Canada what they wanted - effectively self-rule, with the 
union of Upper and Lower Canada in 1840. The British were anxious that Canada should stay friendly to the British 
empire and not become part of the USA. Canada's timber and shipbuilding industries were important. So were naval 
bases like the one at Halifax in Nova Scotia. The British learnt the lesson of 1776 and generally gave in to the 
settlers on the question of letting them rule themselves. This was a noticeable contrast with their attitudes to India 
and South Africa. 

Britain, Canada and the USA

British relations with the USA remained reasonably good, but with tense moments. There was a war between Britain 
and the USA in 1812. Another major cause of tension was the issue of runaway slaves. Slavery remained in the USA 
until 1865, but was abolished in the British empire in 1833. Runaway slaves often tried to make their way to Canada 
(see case study 5). In the 1840s there was huge tension between Canada and the USA over the case of a particular 
runaway.

There were no further rebellions against British rule in North America, although there were attacks by Irish Fenians 
in the 1850s and 1860s. Fenians wanted Ireland to gain freedom from the British empire. They had a lot of support 
among Americans who were descended from Irish emigrants. They launched a number of attacks on British-ruled 
Canada, although these were not serious threats.

In 1867 the territories of eastern and western Canada came together to form the Canadian Federation, which is the 
present-day state of Canada. There were disputes between the Canadians and the British of course. However, the 
majority of Canadians supported the position of Canada as an independent Dominion within the British empire. 
Canadians developed close links with the USA, but calls for a union with the United States never came to anything.
Overall, Britain profited from its treatment of the Canadian settlers. When Britain faced its greatest threats in the 
First and Second World Wars, Canada provided troops and supplies and played a key role in the war effort. 

Links

Canadian Heritage Gallery 
http://www.canadianheritage.org/index2.htm
Large collection of resources and links to other sites on aspects of the history of Canada

Canada McCord Museum 
http://www.musee-mccord.qc.ca/ 
Extensive collection of photographs and objects relating to the history of Quebec 

Colonial Williamsburg 
http://www.history.org/ 
Large American site focusing on America in the colonial period 
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Part of a map designed to show emigrants that land was available in Canada. It was 
published in 1823 by the Canada Company.

(PRO ref: CO 386/155)
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