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	Laurier was justifiably nervous at the prospect of sending a Canadian military contingent to South Africa in 1899; caught between the competing forces of nationalism and Canadian-imperialism, there was no middle-ground for him to exploit and no easy way to dismiss imperialist sentiment as Macdonald had done only fifteen years earlier. That he was ultimately forced into supporting the war was little consolation for those nationalists like Bourassa who called this a ‘fait accompli’ – a dangerous precedent  in Anglo-Canadian relations.


Of course I am quite aware that questions of Imperial emergency may arise in which a colony deeply interested in its own development might very justly not see its way to assist – but the proof of a possible Imperial unity once established before the eyes of the world – would I believe do much for the future history of the Mother Country and her colonies.
Minto to Laurier, July 19th, 1899


The dilemma facing Laurier in 1899 was altogether different from that of Macdonald in 1885. When then faced with the possibility of sending an official contingent to the Nile, the Old Chieftain simply replied that the Militia Act prohibited the employment of domestic forces outside of Canada, that “it would be straining the meaning of the clause to hold that the state of things in Egypt warranted such a call.”
 Laurier, however, had taken an altogether different view of the Act, hypothesising that “the power of the Imperial Government to move troops anywhere within or without the Dominion according to the Act is undoubted.”


Laurier’s hesitation in committing Canada to South Africa, therefore, was less of a technicality than one of practical politics: if he supported the British cause, he would be seen as an Imperialist by his French-Canadian constituency; if he failed to acknowledge the strong Ontario lobby, he would leave himself open to being labelled a nationalist. Ultimately, that he may have been coerced into sending a contingent of Canadian troops to South Africa by the likes of Governor General Minto and his chief military advisor General E.T.H. Hutton is of little consequence; there would be no ‘Sunnier Ways’ solution to this conundrum, no middle ground to contain the momentum that was slowly building towards greater Canadian involvement in imperial defence.

That momentum was evident as early as 1880 when, testifying at the Carnarvon Commission in London, Macdonald conceded that “if war were imminent, the spirit of the people themselves would force on the Legislature and the government of the day the necessity for taking an active part in it.”
 According to C.P. Stacey, however, this did not necessarily make Macdonald an imperialist; he possessed a modernistic view of Empire that spurned any colonial involvement in affairs that did not advance the economic interests of Canada.
 Asking of future Prime Minister Tupper “Why should we waste money & men in this wretched business,” Macdonald’s decision to stand behind the Militia Act over Sudan allowed him to moderate public opinion against deeper involvement in the affairs of Britain.
 Backed by his overwhelming political control of parliament and the Ontario press, Macdonald owned a position that Laurier would have been envious of in 1899.


More than at any other time, the growth of Empire between these two periods threatened to upset the delicate balance between nationalism and Canadian imperialism. For every Henri Bourassa and John Ewart there were an equal number of George Denisons and George Parkins looking to assert an alternative vision of Canada founded “upon an intense awareness of Canadian nationality combined with an equally decided desire to unify and transform the British Empire so that this nationality could attain a position of equality within it.”
 The Liberal victory of 1896 did little to assuage the intense fervour associated with the Canada First movement, the Imperial Federation League and its successor, the British Empire League. If Laurier was tentative in his approach to imperial relations, it was largely because any sudden move might shift that balance one way or the other.


Throughout the spring and summer of 1899, the patience of both Empire and Canadian imperialists was sorely tested as Kruger threatened to cross the Transvaal into British occupied territory.
 Looking to the colonies for potential support, Britain’s Colonial Secretary would have preferred that “a really spontaneous request were made from any Canadian force to serve with H.M. troops,” yet Laurier would not be so easily baited.
 Ever the conciliator, he held out hope that the national divisions between those who supported war and those who did not might cool to the point where he might avoid any direct commitment. Minto, himself not entirely convinced of the merits of Britain’s position, well understood Laurier’s dilemma:
 “though the military enthusiasm of the country is evident & he admits the possible necessity of reconsidering the position” he advised Hutton, “there must be some very strong opposition in the balance which is making its influence felt.”


Indeed, the very elements that divided Canada both regionally and ethnically were evident within his own cabinet: the hawks – those who advocated for direct involvement – were represented by the likes of the Minister of Militia Frederick Borden and William Mulock, Postmaster General; the doves fell behind Secretary of State R.W. Scott and Israël Tarte, Canada’s Minister of Public Works. The latter was strongest in speaking for the vast majority of French-Canadians who were sympathetic to the Boers, although Carman Miller points out that the war was not without its critics in Ontario. Goldwyn Smith, a former Oxford don and confident of Minto, was one of several newspaper editors to profess that the Boer conflict had more to do with advancing the interests of Cecil Rhodes than of uniting his agrarian readers into an imperial bond. Among the working class, radical labour seemed to find a voice in two weekly newspapers, The Citizen and Country and The Voice, although their anti-capitalist stance was less effective than that of the Protestant Clergy and Anglophobic Canadians of German and Irish descent. Miller claims, however, that these groups were deeply divided: “English-Canadian opposition lacked the requisite numbers, cohesion, programme, and leadership to serve as an effective political rally.”


These divisions were not nearly as devastating to Laurier’s position, however, as the actions of the General Officer Commanding the Militia. Not unlike Borden in expressing a desire for greater efficiency in matters of defence, if Canada’s senior military advisor was supposed to be a non-partisan appointment reporting to and advising the Minister of Militia, then Hutton clearly had another agenda.
 Preparing for a war that he was confident Canada would join, Hutton developed a mobilization plan for twelve hundred soldiers under his command, but without the expressed knowledge of his Minister.
 This was not without precedent; constantly decrying political interference in the running of military affairs, Hutton was merely following in a long line of General Officers Commanding the Militia who had set themselves apart from civilian and colonial authority. While criticizing his own department in the Annual Report was one matter, circumventing the will of cabinet was quite another:
 “I have been watching public opinion and I feel certain that the Cabinet will be obliged to send out, or at least offer a Contingent for service in South Africa.”


It was not this clandestine attempt to “force our hands” so much as the rivalry between Hutton and parliamentarian Sam Hughes which propelled the situation to its ultimate conclusion.
 The latter’s public and private bid to lead a voluntary force to South Africa, coupled with Hutton’s contingency plan, was the basis for Chamberlain’s ill-advised announcement of October 3rd thanking Canada for an offer of troops that was never officially made and providing details for their dispatch.
 In the confusion that followed, even while insisting publically that there was no imperial conspiracy, Laurier was privately warned by the Liberal editor of the Toronto Globe that “he would either send troops or get out of office.”
 With no middle ground left to exploit, cabinet unanimously approved a contingent of one thousand soldiers ten days later.


However reluctant his acquiescence, this was the realization of what Bourassa called a fait accompli – “the beginning of a constitutional policy which the majority of your supporters have always denounced and about which you have consulted neither Parliament nor the electorate.”
  It might have been much easier for Canadian nationalists to forgive Laurier his defeat had he not thereafter embraced the imperialist position; heading Minto’s advice to maintain the Canadian contingent under a single command, he further doubled Canada’s contribution “from the puny scale proposed . . . in consonance with the importance of Canada.”
 And although he would condemn Hutton on the eve of their embarkation for having suggested that there might be a time when one-hundred thousand men would be needed to save the Empire, both of their arguments would be used again in 1917 to justify even greater involvement in the Great War.


Were it not for Minto, Hutton and Hughes, Laurier might well have avoided a commitment to sending troops to South Africa and so maintained a balance between the competing forces of nationalism and Canadian imperialism; he failed to grasp, however, the imposing strength of the imperialist movement towards the end of the nineteenth century in girding public opinion for war. Macdonald had quelled a similar situation in 1885 with resolve and solidarity. Where Laurier’s quest for a middle position had served him reasonably well in the past, his inability to reconcile the growing friction between these competing ideologies only foreshadowed that which was yet to come – a Naval Crisis that was to bring down his government in 1911 and a Conscription Crisis which threatened to tear apart an entire nation in 1917.
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