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THE CANADA-U.S. BORDER AT POINT ROBERTS1 
Point Roberts has been in the news lately, affected by the closure of the 
international border between Canada and the United States. At the time of 
writing, a ferry service had been established between Point Roberts and the 
U.S. mainland. 

Point Roberts is the American peninsula of approximately 4.9 square 
miles (12.7 square kilometres) located to the south of Tsawwassen. Point 
Roberts’ northern limits correspond to the international border running 
along the 49th parallel. Legally it is part of Whatcom County, Washington. 
It has a rich First Nations history that the border does not take into account. 

The land border running west of the Rocky Mountains was established in 
1846 through a treaty that is sometimes known as the Treaty of Washington 
(as the treaty was executed in Washington, D.C. on June 15, 1846; the treaty 
is referred to by that name in this piece) and sometimes as the Oregon 
Treaty (as its subject was the division of the “Oregon Territory”, or “Colum-
bia District”, between Britain and the United States).2 Although in 1818 
those countries had already agreed that the land border from the Lake of the 
Woods (between Manitoba and Minnesota) would run along the 49th paral-
lel up to the Rockies,3 to the west of that point in the ensuing years there 
was what is sometimes described as joint occupation.4 

The 1844 U.S. presidential election was won by James Polk, a Democrat, 
associated with the slogan “Fifty-Four Forty or Fight!” (If those numbers 
sound familiar even to those not acquainted with the American doctrine of 
Manifest Destiny, they were much later adopted as the name of the alter-
native rock band from Vancouver.) Polk contended that U.S. territory 
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should extend up to latitude 54º40'N, which is much farther north than the 
49th parallel. However, while Americans outnumbered the British in the 
Oregon Territory, the British were still a strong military force, and the sides 
compromised on splitting the territory along the 49th parallel. This out-
come is not necessarily as intuitive as it might seem to those in the Prairie 
provinces or British Columbia: most of the Canadian population lives south 
of the 49th parallel, including in Toronto, Ottawa and Montreal. 

In the west, the Treaty of Washington contemplated only one point of 
departure from the 49th parallel: the border would swing south in order to 
allow the entirety of Vancouver Island—a substantial part of which, includ-
ing Fort Victoria (established, as a Hudson’s Bay Company post, only in 
1843), lay south of the 49th parallel—to fall under British control. The 
Treaty of Washington did not, however, resolve all controversies. Both on 
land and through the water, the treaty had to be implemented by actually 
locating and marking the 49th parallel and by interpreting and applying the 
treaty’s words regarding the water boundary. 

In 1856–1857, Britain and the United States appointed the members of 
two joint commissions (one for the land, one for the water) and staffed 
teams that included astronomers (with astronomical observations to be 
used to find the latitude), “axemen” (each country would take on alternating 
ten-mile or sixteen-kilometre stretches of the line to clear) and many oth-
ers. The water boundary commissioners were an American, Archibald 
Campbell, and two British naval captains, Charles Prevost and George 
Henry Richards, both of whom became admirals later in their careers. The 
land boundary commissioners were Campbell again and, for Britain, Lt.-
Col. John Summerfield Hawkins of the Royal Engineers, who later was ele-
vated to general. 

The greatest point of controversy related to the interpretation of the 
Treaty of Washington’s wording for where the line should be drawn through 
the water west of Point Roberts (“… the line of boundary between the terri-
tories of the United States and those of her Britannic Majesty shall be con-
tinued westward along the said forty-ninth parallel of north latitude to the 
middle of the channel which separates the continent from Vancouver’s Island, 
and thence southerly through the middle of the said channel, and of Fuca’s 
Straits, to the Pacific Ocean”5). The British and American representatives 
could not reach agreement and shots were fired—at a pig—on San Juan 
Island, which both countries claimed at the time. The dispute was ulti-
mately resolved by an international arbitration conducted pursuant to 
another Treaty of Washington (this one agreed to in 1871); those events are 
described in the November 2017 issue of the Advocate.6 
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Above and below is Point Roberts’ Lily Point Marine Park, which contains what Captain Vancouver described as “high white 
sand cliffs falling perpendicularly into the sea”
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As to the situation on land, it was incontrovertible that the words of the 
1846 Treaty of Washington would leave Point Roberts inaccessible by land 
directly from the remainder of the United States; clearly placement of the 
border along the 49th parallel, as the treaty required, would have this result. 
Whether the drafters of the treaty realized this at the time the treaty was 
made is not clear; some narratives suggest that only in the latter half of the 
1850s did this come to official attention. However, whether or not they 
knew of its placement in relation to the 49th parallel, the existence of Point 
Roberts, as such, had been known to both countries since well before 1846. 
Captain Vancouver7—in charge of an expedition that included seamen with 
the now-familiar last names Whidbey, Puget, Baker and Mudge—saw Point 
Roberts in June 1792 and named it in honour of his “esteemed friend” 
Henry Roberts, with whom he had previously served on two of Captain 
Cook’s expeditions and who had previously commanded the same ship on 
which Vancouver was then sailing, the HMS Discovery.8 Later, but still well 
before 1846, in 1841 the American navy apparently spent eight days or so 
surveying the area, interested in it given its proximity to the mouth of the 
Fraser River.9 

Certainly by late 1856, at least Britain specifically realized that placing 
the land border along the 49th parallel would result in Point Roberts being 
cut off. Although the treaty could not be interpreted in a way that would 
avoid this result, the British saw that a concession might be extracted, or 
negotiation might be possible, to resolve the issue. In late 1856, Lord Claren-
don, Britain’s foreign secretary, instructed Captain Prevost (one of the 
members of the water-related joint commission) to raise the Point Roberts 
issue with his American counterpart: 

Now there is reason to believe that a line thus drawn will leave on the 
southern side of it soon after its Commencement a small promontory of 
low land forming the extreme headland to the west of a Bay which is 
indented into the Continent. As this promontory would thus be entirely 
separated from the remainder of the United States Territory on the Con-
tinent, and inaccessible by land, except by passing through the British 
territory, it would obviously be more convenient that it should belong to 
Great Britain; and as it cannot be of the slightest value to the United 
States their Commissioner will probably not object to such an arrange-
ment; and you will therefore propose that it should be left to Great Britain 
but if he demurs to this course you will have to consider whether it may 
not be possible to offer to him some equivalent compensation by a slight 
alteration of the Line of Boundary on the Mainland; and I should hope 
that in one way or the other you may be able to obtain his acquiescence 
in such an arrangement which would be attended with some conven-
ience to this Country, while it would relieve the American Gov from the 
inconvenient appendage to the territory of the Union of a patch of ground 
of little value in itself & inaccessible by land to the other territories of the 
Confederation, without passing through British Territory. 
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Once meetings of the joint commissions were initiated, Prevost did raise 
this issue in his first official meeting with Campbell, the U.S. commissioner. 
Prevost reported back to Lord Clarendon in December 1857 that he had 
“mentioned [to Campbell] the subject of the boundary line cutting off the 
promontory at Point Roberts and showed how convenient it would be for 
both parties if the line were deflected so as to give the point to Great Britain”. 

It did not appear that Campbell initially ruled out this idea. Prevost 
reported to Lord Clarendon that “Campbell informed me that he did not 
think it was competent for him to treat upon this particular but suggested 
that the matter might be settled by the two Governments”. However, by 
December 1857 significant tensions had arisen with respect to the water 
boundary, and Prevost continued his report to Lord Clarendon by noting: 
“Since the discussions we have had as to the Channel of the Treaty I have 
not deemed it expedient to renew the subject”. 

What, if any, discussions then occurred is not clear, but by 1859 it appears 
to have been recognized that Point Roberts would remain on the American 
side of the border. In February 1859, R.C. Moody, our Lands and Works 
Commissioner, wrote to Governor James Douglas of the Americans being 
“tenacious of Point Roberts”. In September 1859, the United States estab-
lished a military reserve at Point Roberts, though no personnel were sta-
tioned and no equipment was placed there. 

In retaining Point Roberts, were the Americans interested in more than 
upholding the principle and (from one perspective) simplicity of adhering 
to a 49th parallel western boundary right up to the Strait of Georgia? It is 
possible that one or more additional interests were being served. First, in 
line with their establishment of a military reserve at Point Roberts, the 
Americans may have valued having territory close to both the Fraser River 
and the still-disputed San Juan Islands as a potential strategic and military 
asset. Second, they may have rightly perceived the importance of fishing 
rights in the area, in relation to which retaining Point Roberts could be help-
ful.10 Third, there was a potentially even longer-term possibility that 
Moody, when corresponding with Douglas, identified as “one concealed 
reason” for the American tenacity to which he referred: 

The whole process of Nature now going on is to silt up Semiahmoo Bay 
especially the British portion of it and by and by we shall have no ‘shore-
line’ on that side. The 49th Parallel and not the features of the Country 
being the boundary. 

If this occurred, Point Roberts could be accessed directly from the United 
States over land. 

Although in 1859 it appeared that there was still some British concern 
about American retention of Point Roberts,11 by 1861 Hawkins—the British 
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representative on the joint commission dealing with land—did not express 
high regard for the area; whether he did so because at that point he was 
resigned to Britain not getting it anyway, or whether he actually would have 
had an unfavourable opinion of Point Roberts regardless, is not clear. In 
June 1861 Hawkins described Point Roberts as “a bleak spit or promontory”. 
Although in 1857–1858 a settlement had sprung up there (Robert’s Town) 
hosting gold miners travelling up the Fraser River, Hawkins did not even 
know if the settlement still existed there (and, indeed, apparently it did 
not).12 Hawkins noted that “it is hard to see of what possible value [Point 
Roberts] can be, except perhaps as a depot for smuggling goods”.13 

Even Hawkins, however, seemed quite eager to formally mark the spot 
at the western edge of Point Roberts where the land border along the 49th 
parallel would give way to the water. So were the Americans. Moody 
remarked in 1859 on the Americans’ “eagerness to make the commence-
ment of the Boundary line on the outer side of Point Roberts the ‘initial’ 
point of grave importance”. In surveying, rather than starting at the Rocky 
Mountains where the border along the 49th parallel pre-dated the 1846 
treaty, they started on the western side of Point Roberts. Certainly the east-
ern shore of the Strait of Georgia was significant even to the British. The for-
eign secretary’s 1856 instructions to Prevost, insofar as they related to 
placement of the water boundary, noted that “[t]he first operation will of 
course be to determine with accuracy the point at which the 49[th] parallel 
of NL strikes the Eastern shore of the Gulf of Georgia and to mark that point 
by a substantial monument”. 

Indeed, a “substantial monument” (an obelisk known as Monument 
No. 114) was ultimately placed there, with Britain and the United States shar-
ing the cost. As Hawkins wrote in April 1861, members of the joint commis-
sions agreed that “a stone obelisk should be built at the western terminus of 
the 49th parallel on Point Roberts, since this was the common starting point 
for the land and the water boundaries”. Hawkins said that “while a larger 
mark can give no greater significance to the spot on which it stands unless 
there were a special agreement to that effect, as the coast of Point Roberts 
… is undoubtedly the most prominent point, it is quite consistent that the 
most prominent beacon be placed upon it”. 

Later, in October 1861, Hawkins wrote: “the obelisk … will permanently 
mark the terminal point of a Boundary-line which, whatever may be the 
future fortunes of this Colony, will have a political significance for ages: … 
it would have been very undesirable for this Commission to have closed 
its operations by only defining this very important point by some mark 
of a temporary character, to be replaced hereafter by something more 
substantial”. 
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Although Hawkins was careful to note that the commissioned obelisk 
was “of comparatively small size for the purpose intended, having been so 
designed solely on the ground of economy”, at about 19 or 20 feet (6 metres) 
high it has been described as “by far the largest” of the various markers 
along the Canada-U.S. border.15 

In 1861 the contract for building the obelisk was awarded to Ebenezer 
Brown, a stonemason, merchant and later member of the Legislative 
Assembly of British Columbia; fittingly, an obelisk marks his grave in New 
Westminster’s Fraser Cemetery. Although the base of Monument No. 1 is 
made of local stone, the remainder consists of granite shipped from Scot-
land via Cape Horn. Granite blocks, together weighing about 40 tons, were 
cut in New Westminster and then progressively transported by schooner to 
Point Roberts; there was some difficulty landing the blocks, especially in 
bad weather, and a British gunboat assisted with this task. A wooden 
tramway had to be built to transport the blocks from the beach up the cliff, 
which at that point is around 160 feet (49 metres) high. 

Monument No. 1 does not say on it expressly that it marks an interna-
tional border. The north and south faces list the British and American mem-
bers of the land and water commissions; Hawkins noted in October 1861 

Monument No. 1, as seen from the U.S. side of the border
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that the obelisk “will be, in my opinion, a suitable record of the labours of 
the joint Commissions in carrying into effect the article of the Treaty of 
Washington of the 15th June 1846 which defines the international Bound-
ary”. The east face of Monument No. 1 sets out the latitude and longitude as 
well as the words “Erected 1861”, though in fact installation was not com-
pleted until the spring of 1862. The west face (or “sea face”) states: 

Treaty of Washington 
June 15th, 1846 

It appears that Monument No. 1 is actually about 800 feet (244 metres) 
north of the true line of the 49th parallel, as determined by more sophisti-
cated technology than used when the area was first surveyed.16 However, 
the location of the boundary markers is what governs. Article VII of a treaty 
of April 11, 1908 between the United Kingdom and the United States con-
cerning the U.S.-Canada border dealt with “[t]he boundary from the summit 
of the Rocky Mountains to the Gulf of Georgia” and in particular a then 
nearly completed process initiated in 1902–1903 of “renewing lost or dam-
aged monuments and placing additional monuments where such were 
needed throughout the course of the boundary along the forty-ninth paral-
lel of north latitude, from the summit of the Rocky Mountains westward to 
the eastern shore of the Gulf of Georgia”. Article VII continued: 

It is hereby agreed by the High Contracting Parties that when such work 
is completed the entire course of said boundary showing the location of 
the boundary monuments and marks established along the course of the 
boundary, shall be marked upon quadruplicate sets, of accurate modern 
charts prepared or adopted for that purpose, and the said Commissioners, 
or their successors are hereby authorized and required to so mark the 
line and designate the monuments on such charts…. 

The line so laid down and defined shall be taken and deemed to be the 
international boundary as defined and established by Treaty provisions 
and the proceedings thereunder as aforesaid, from the summit of the 
Rocky Mountains to the eastern shore of the Gulf of Georgia. 

Rejecting for various reasons a contention that the State of Washington 
could not prosecute crimes committed north of the true 49th parallel but 
south of boundary markers, in a much later case the Supreme Court of 
Washington said with reference to the 1908 treaty that “[t]he United States 
and Great Britain clearly adhered to the astronomically based 49th parallel 
as the international boundary even though it was apparent by 1908 that a 
geodetic survey would place the boundary in a different location”.17 Corre-
spondingly, the website of the International Boundary Commission empha-
sizes that surveys it conducts now are not to “redefine the boundary” or 
“change its position” but to improve its “geographic description”.18 
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Although Monument No. 1 and lesser markers to the east were built to 
mark the international boundary, the fact that Point Roberts fell within the 
United States was the source of some provincial discontent even in the lat-
ter part of the 1800s. Repeated suggestions were made in B.C. about some-
how folding Point Roberts into Canada, with smuggling and fishing being 
two central triggers for concern. 

In 1887, for example, one B.C. newspaper reported that it had been 
“informed that a large amount of smuggling is going on across the line at 
Point Roberts” (which “has long been noted as a place where no law is 
enforced”); “[t]he smugglers land their goods there and smuggle them across 
the imaginary boundary whenever most convenient”. (There was no actual 
road access until around 1919, when the first border station was con-
structed.) The newspaper concluded that “it would be in the public interest 
if [Point Roberts] was handed over to Canada. At present it is useful to no 
one, and a standing menace to the public peace.”19 

In 1894, the idea of the Dominion of Canada purchasing Point Roberts or 
trading it for other territory (adjoining Alaska) was raised in the provincial 
legislature as a means of addressing the fact that salmon en route to the 
Fraser River were being intercepted at Point Roberts using fishing tech-
niques that were illegal in B.C. However, one cautious Member of the Leg-

Low tide at Maple Beach, Point Roberts
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islative Assembly noted that “in the matter of advising an exchange of land 
the Legislature should go very carefully, as he felt confident that an 
exchange could be effected only at considerable expense to Canada. From 
what he knew of the United States government he thought that if they con-
sented to surrender Point Roberts they would want Vancouver Island in 
exchange, or at least Queen Charlotte Island”.20 

Of course, despite this and sporadic other discussions, ultimately Point 
Roberts remained in the United States. Monument No. 1 can now be 
accessed from the United States at the aptly named Monument Park, and 
gingerly from Canada along a narrow strip of land beside residential prop-
erties, some on a private road, in Tsawwassen. 
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