
23 April 2015
Victoria’s Soldier-Poets in the Great War
Robert Taylor
A Victoria native, Rob Taylor has degrees from UBC 

and Stanford. For thirty-four years, he taught history 

at Brock University, where he is now Professor 

Emeritus. In 2003, he returned to his home town 

with his wife Anne and is a docent at the Art Gallery 

of Greater Victoria.  He is the author of The Spencer 

Mansion. A House, a Home, and an Art Gallery and 

Imperial Eden. Victoria BC in Verse c. 1858-1920.
His talk, based on his recent book, The Ones Who 

Have to Pay, uses the poetry of Victoria’s volunteers 

for the Great War of 1914-18 in order to discover 

their motives, ideals and reaction to military service 

in the trenches. Their poems, often  humorous and 

sometimes tragic, reveal much about the city and its 

people a century ago. His illustrated presentation 

will include readings of these poems.

28 May 2015  This being the AGM, the business 

meeting starts at 7:00 p.m.
Victoria and the Sinking of RMS Lusitania
Diana Pedersen
Fourteen Victoria residents sailed on the final 

transatlantic crossing of this iconic Cunard liner 

torpedoed by a German submarine on May 7, 1915;
seven of them died. The city was rocked by two days 

of anti-German riots, ending half a century of 

Anglo-German harmony. 
Diana Pedersen taught Canadian social history at 

Concordia University and has a long-standing 
interest in the First World War on the home front. 

She is now an independent historian and freelance 

editor in Victoria.
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AWARD WINNERS OF THE VHS 

SCHOLARSHIPS for 2014-2015

Our Society supports the study of History at the 

University of Victoria by awarding two annual 

scholarships of $1000 each, one to a senior 

undergraduate and one to a graduate student in the 

Department of History.  Winners for 2014-2015 were 

Brandon Krupa, UNDERGRADUATE and Jonathan 

Weller,  GRADUATE.  The following thank you note 

was received from the undergraduate recipient 

earlier this year:

I would like to thank you for making the 

Victoria Historical Scholarship available.  

The award will significantly aid in reducing 

the debt which I have incurred while 

attending the University of Victoria.  In 

addition, I am honoured to be recognized 

for an academic achievement in a field as 

interesting as the history of British 

Columbia.

Despite being a lifetime resident of Victoria, 

my interest in the history of British 

Columbia has been a recent development.  

Prior to attending the University of Victoria, 

I considered British Columbian history 
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among the least intriguing topics taught in 

high school.  However, the quality of the 

university's faculty which specializes in BC 

history has made the area the main focus of 

my degree.

I hope to complete the final two classes of 

my history degree this fall and attend law 

school the following year.  However, I expect 

that I will always have a strong interest in 

the history of B.C.
Thanks again,
Brandon Krupa
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SPECIAL OFFER ON CUMBERLAND HISTORY 

BOOK

A limited number of Jennifer Nell Barr’s book 

Cumberland Heritage: A Selected History of People, 

Buildings, Institutions and Sites, 1888-1950, published 

in 2002, will be available to members at a special 

price of $25 [regular $40].  This should be of 

particular interest to those going on our up-island 

excursion in June.  Copies while they last will be for 

sale at our April and May regular meetings.  If you 

wish to reserve a copy, please contact Sylvia Van 

Kirk.
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EARLY VICTORIA - A JEWISH PERSPECTIVE
     

hen did the first Jews come to Victoria?  Like Wmany answers in Jewish matters there are a 

variety of opinions.  Some say that Jews came in the 

1700s with the Spanish explorers.  Some say that 

there were Jews associated with the Hudson Bay 

Company’s trading fort which was established in 

1843.  Most sources say that pioneer Frank Sylvester 

was the first Jew to come to Victoria for the gold 

rush in 1858.  He was 21 years old when he arrived 

from San Francisco on the Pacific on July 17, 1858.  

In fact, Frank Sylvester was one of about half a 

dozen Jewish men aboard that vessel.

The summer of 1858 marked a major change in 

Victoria’s history.  Gold was discovered on the Fraser 

River and practically overnight the population of 

Victoria mushroomed.  Prospectors travelling by ship 

from San Francisco landed in Victoria, where they 

purchased supplies before setting out to seek their 

fortunes in the gold fields.  Victoria suddenly went 

from a small, sleepy hamlet to a dirty, bustling, wild, 

port town.

The California gold rush of 1848 was petering out 

when the news of the discovery of gold on the Fraser 

River reached San Francisco.  Jewish merchants had 

done well supplying the California gold miners and 

the mining towns that supported them.  In addition 

to creating a strong and vibrant Jewish community 

in San Francisco, the Jews were also well respected 

by the general population and made important 

contributions to San Francisco’s society, culture and 

history.

Seeking new business opportunities, many Jewish 

merchants sent relatives to Victoria to extend their 

family businesses.  By the end of the first year there 

were 68 Jewish businesses, 40 of which were branch 

offices from San Francisco.  Frank Sylvester’s 

brother-in-law owned a successful hardware and tin 

store in San Francisco.  He sent Frank Sylvester to 

Victoria with some money and stock.

Frank Sylvester used the bulk of the funds to rent 

space and build a store at the corner of Government 

and Yates Streets.  He didn’t fare well and had to 

pack his knapsack and abandon the store.  He 

became a peddler in the gold fields, and returned to 

Victoria after a few years.  By the time that Frank 

Sylvester returned, there were more than enough 

Jews in Victoria to form a minyan (10 men required 

to recite certain prayers).

Like most of the Jews who came north from San 

Francisco, Frank Sylvester had Polish ancestry and 

was Orthodox in the way he followed Judaism.  Jews 

with a Polish/Russian background also tended to 

establish themselves as smaller scale merchants 

and/or peddlers.  Other Jews who came from San 

Francisco had German ancestry.  Relatively speaking, 

they came from larger more prosperous businesses 

and brought more money to Victoria.  The Reform 

Movement, which began in Germany, was how many 

of these Jews expressed their faith.

In addition to a Jewish migration from San 

Francisco, there were also Jews who came directly or 

indirectly from Britain.  British Jews were 

immigrating to frontier towns all over the British 

Empire for new business opportunities.  Some went 



from Australia to San Francisco for the California 

Gold Rush and then followed gold fever to Victoria.  

These Jews held British citizenship, spoke ‘proper’ 

English, and had knowledge of British trade practice 

and laws.  The British government used them as 

legislators, advisers and government auctioneers.

No matter their ancestry, all of the Jews who came to 

Victoria during this period were fluent in English.  

The Jews with European ancestry had learned 

English and became acculturated in San Francisco.  

These Jewish merchants arrived in Victoria with 

money to invest.  They had already developed trade 

networks through New York, London, and Europe.  

They did not need to rely on the Hudson Bay 

Company’s trading connections to prosper and excel 

in any business venture.  Exclusive fur trading rights 

granted to the Hudson’s Bay Company were 

rescinded in 1859 which opened the door and 

created prosperity for Jewish fur traders.  Their 

knowledge and expertise thus resulted in the Great 

Jewish Fur Rush of 1858-1910.

Jews brought with them wealth and the social status 

that they had already achieved in San Francisco.  

They arrived in Victoria and for the most part were 

welcomed by Victoria’s social elite.  They were 

founding members of both the Odd Fellows and 

Masonic Lodges.  Many Jewish men were part of the 

local fire brigades.  The Jewish community made 

major contributions to the arts, politics, and helped 

to establish a hospital and other vital civic 

organizations.

In 1858 prominent Jewish men met to organize the 

local Jewish community.  The next year they 

founded the First Hebrew Victoria Benevolent 

Society.  This organization took the authority and 

responsibility for organizing and running the Jewish 

community.  After consecrating the Jewish Cemetery, 

the First Hebrew Victoria Benevolent Society turned 

their attention to purchasing land and building a 

synagogue.

In 1863 they held a Cornerstone Laying Ceremony 

for the synagogue.  Two cornerstones were laid, one 

by the Masons and another by a member of the 

congregation. Frank Sylvester’s boss and father-in-

law, the Jewish auctioneer Judah P. Davies gave the 

keynote address on behalf of the Masons.  Citizens of 

Victoria showed their support for the Jewish 

community by generously donating to the fund to 

build the synagogue and attending the Cornerstone 

Laying Ceremony.

Shortly after the men formed their benevolent 

society, the women created the Victoria Hebrew 

Ladies Benevolent Society.  The Hebrew Ladies 

organized balls and bazaars which were very 

successful at raising the funds to build and maintain 

the synagogue.  The Hebrew Ladies would 

eventually run the Hebrew School, look after the 

Jewish Cemetery, and attend to the social and health 

needs of the community.  They continued the fund-

raising necessary to keep the Jewish community 

solvent throughout the various boom and bust cycles 

that characterize gold rush frontier towns.

Victoria’s Temple Emanu-el, as it was called then, 

was named after the Reform synagogue in San 

Francisco.  Besides being Canada’s oldest synagogue 

in continuous use, Congregation Emanu-el has an 

interesting story.  To hear it, please attend one of the 

regularly scheduled Synagogue Tours.  Most tours 

are presented by Canada’s first ordained Maggidah 

(Jewish Storyteller & Educator) Shoshana Litman. 

The Jewish community in Victoria was small, but 

vibrant.  Their contribution to the arts, politics, and 

the history of Victoria was huge, especially 

considering the small size of the community.  For 

instance, Frank Sylvester’s nephew, the first Jewish 

boy born in Victoria, grew up to be a well respected 

journalist, baseball player, composer as well as the 

first Jewish Judge in Canada.  To learn about the 

other accomplishments of the Jewish Community, 

please join Tour Guide Gary Cohen on a gentle 90 

minute stroll through downtown.  Local historian 



John Adams has incorporated the Jewish Victoria 

Walking Tour as part of Discovery Walks.   
Amber Woods and Gary Cohen

For information on the Jewish History Walk:
Contact John Adams at Discover the Past: 

250-384-6698. 

Discoverthepat@telus.net  

www.discoverthepast.com 

For information on the Synagogue Tour:
Contact Shoshana Litman at:
www.congregationemanuel.ca 
www.maggidah.com
stories@maggidah.com

W

HISTORIC HOUSE HAS A PAST
 –AND A FUTURE

It was a very close thing: developers had applied 

for a demolition permit at City Hall and the 

bulldozers were virtually warming up, when heritage 

advocates persuaded The Land Conservancy of BC 

to intervene, and purchase the Ross Bay Villa. 
Admittedly, it was a dump. It was very difficult for 

anyone to see the 1865 cottage that Sir James 

Douglas had described as “half buried in roses and 

honeysuckle,” because by 1999 it was half buried in 

blackberries, old car bodies, broken boats and 

garbage. The siding hadn’t been painted in decades. 

At least 20 windows were broken and covered in 

plywood or plastic. The chimney was cracked. The 

roof leaked torrents. The finials and eavestroughs 

were rotted. The foundations were riddled with rot.  

There was evidence of a “grow-op”.

Nonetheless, heritage advocates believed the house 

had good bones, with most of its original features, 

and a very interesting history. In other words, it had 

importance and potential.

Fast-forward 15 years, and today you see a charming 

Victorian cottage, immaculately restored in every 

detail, surrounded by a delightful garden that would 

be the envy of many 1860s neighbours!

In between, upwards of 100 people have volunteered 

more than 73,000 hours of labour to make it all 

possible. 

The Ross Bay Villa (which was given its name by its 

second owners in 1880) is recognized today as 

important for several reasons:
 The date   The architecture
 The likely architect  Its location
 The owners   The diaries
 Its authentic restoration The garden 

 The incredible volunteers 

Date, Style, Architecture:
Built in 1865, the Villa is one of about a dozen 1860s 

houses surviving in Victoria. Until then, many house 

designs were likely scribbled on the back of an 

envelope. Few citizens in the young community had 

the means to hire an architect. But this colonial 

cottage has all the hallmarks of the so-called Gothic 

Revival style –the latest fashion in North America. 

Elements include finials, gabled porch with columns, 

the porch trefoil, and the angled front bay. 
These traits point to Victoria’s first major 

architectural firm, Wright & Sanders. (The trefoil, 

and the split-stack chimney were among their 

trademarks.) Their surviving work includes Pt Ellice 

House, Carr House, Woodlands and Angela College.
 



Trefoil in Villa porch gable.

Trefoil at Angela College.

Plans for the Villa have not survived, but we do know 

that John Wright invited builders to bid on 

construction of “a suburban residence” in April 

1865, and no other house is known to fit. 

Location:
The Villa is the only pioneer house surviving in 

Lower Fairfield, built while much of the marshland 

remained and before roads were developed. The site 

was remarkably isolated, in a wooded area on the 

edge of what Sir James Douglas referred to in a 

letter to his daughter as a “swamp.” The only “infra-

structure” in 1865 (no sewer, water, garbage-

collection or postal delivery, let alone wi-fi!) was a 

dirt lane going to the only immediate neighbour --

Mrs. Ross’s farmhouse, at what is now the foot of St 

Charles. Mrs. Ross –the colony’s first female land-

owner—acquired the property in 1853 and had 

probably cleared some of the 99 acres for grazing, so 

the views across the Straits to the Olympic 

Mountains —long before air pollution—could have 

been spectacular. (Later, they doubtless found that it 

was also bitterly cold in winter, with no insulation 

and wind whistling off the Straits, until after the 

cemetery was founded in 1872 and the trees began 

to grow back!)

When Mrs. Roscoe left the house in 1879, her 

auction included a horse, a cow, chickens, and a 

small carriage, so Francis Roscoe probably rode a 

horse into town each day, to attend to the Fellows & 

Roscoe hardware business on Wharf St. Perhaps he 

parked the horse at one of the livery stables, and 

dropped off laundry and a grocery list on the way. 

Owners:
Frances and Anna Letitia Roscoe had their first child 

in the Villa in August 1865, and remained for more 

than a dozen years, as Roscoe prospered in the 

hardware business and was elected one of Victoria’s 

first MPs.
The family has turned out to be fascinating. Francis 

Roscoe’s parents and grand-parents were politically 

active and closely connected with the English artistic, 

literary and political scenes. Grandfather William 

was a British MP, and known for founding the 

Liverpool Botanical Gardens. A lovely purple plant 

was named after him, so Villa volunteers have been 

carefully tending examples of “Roscoea purpura.” 

Francis Roscoe himself was active in the local militia 

in Victoria, and campaigned hard in favour of 

education and Canada’s trans-continental railway.  

Letitia Roscoe’s sister, Rosa LeBreton, was a capable 

English artist, and an original 1864 portrait of hers 

was generously donated recently to the Villa by 

Winchester Galleries. After Roscoe died, at 

Christmas 1878 (either accidentally or by suicide), 

Letitia closed up the Villa, and abruptly returned to 

England, now with five children. There –supported 

by family and friends—she made a new life, 

documenting some of it in a diary.

The Diaries:
Villa researchers were hugely fortunate to locate 

descendants of the Roscoes, including great-great 

grandson Robin Barrow, then working in a Chicago 

advertising agency. He was delighted with the 

connection, and has since visited the house twice. In 

the process, he provided the Villa with a copy of an 

old family diary. The book begins with Roscoe’s 

record of travelling to and from Ottawa, to serve in 

the House of Commons in 1877/9, and continues 

with Mrs. Roscoe’s notes on starting out anew in 

England. While the diaries –which hopefully will be 

published soon—carefully skate round the 

opprobrium of suicide and the trauma of 

widowhood, they do reflect the busy and happy 

social life in the Villa in the late 1870s, and, indeed, 

in early Victoria. For instance, while Mrs. Roscoe 

bemoans the difficulty of keeping home help 

(marriageable women were at a premium, as were 

competent Chinese servants), she describes the 

house as “our happy home” for more than 13 years. 

Despite being out in the country, the family were 

constantly exchanging visits with the town’s leading 

citizens –the Tyrwhitt-Drakes, Skinners, Goods, 

Langleys, Johnstons, Fellows, Tyes, Capt. Good, 

Senator Cornwall, and Governor Musgrave. 

Restoration: 

 



The building has been brought back to life reflecting 

its 1865 origins as closely as possible –lath-and-

plaster walls, wallpapers, paneled doors, authentic 

hardware, oil-lamp light fixtures, furniture 

(everything from a sewing-machine to a what-not), 

pictures, floor-coverings, authentic garden. No detail 

has been too small to get right.

From the start of restoration, the plan was to 

transform the house into a heritage resource –a 

historic house museum with strong ties to the 

neighbouring Ross Bay Cemetery. However, the City 

quickly made it clear that if this was to be a “public 

use” building, it would have to meet some stringent 

rules: Much as the volunteers might like to be 

completely authentic, there was to be NO outhouse! 

And no open fires permitted in the fireplaces. 

Constructing wheel-chair access caused some angst. 

(It’s done, and virtually invisible.)  But apart from 

those compromises, the restoration has been as near-

perfect as possible.  All original fabric has been 

retained (any weakened load-bearing wood was 

“sistered,” rather than replaced). NO drywall. Even 

original square nails were straightened and re-used.
The most urgent task was securing the building 

envelope.  A new wood shingle roof, rebuilt 

chimneys and a protective coat of paint on the 

exterior brought immediate results.  For the first 

time in years, it was dry inside (though perishing 

cold), and time to expel the wildlife! Cat rescuers 

spent weeks trapping and finding homes for some 

17 feral cats, and the odor was much improved when 

the dead raccoon was removed from the crawlspace!

Volunteers spent hundreds of hours in the dark and 

muddy space beneath the house, replacing decaying 

foundation posts, pouring a cement skim, and 

insulating the house foundation. (The walls will 

never be insulated, but some discreet electric heat 

has been installed.) Professionals were brought in to 

install infra-structure –heat, light, sewer and even 

high-speed internet, which made working through 

the bitter winters considerably more tolerable, 

though for the first few years the crew would 

routinely wear heavy work clothes, even inside. 
Meanwhile, on the first day of the new Millennium, 

the Archaeological Society of B.C. began a chilly 

“dig” on the west side of the garden, getting some 

indication of early garden layout, despite years of 

heavy rototilling.  In the process, hundreds of 

artifacts were recovered, notably fragments of 

ceramics, bottles and toys, all documenting decades 

of family life before community garbage collection!
Research gradually teased out some of the house’s 

secrets.  The kitchen wasn’t originally the kitchen, 

but part of a 1912 conversion. The odd traffic 

pattern going through bedrooms to get from one 

end of the house to the other was explained by a hall 

wall that had been removed. A side porch was not 

original. A bedroom window had been altered. A 

doorway from the dining-room was only created 

after the master bedroom had been converted to the 

kitchen! A ceiling drooped where a bearing wall had 

been removed. The bathroom…well, of course, there 



wasn’t indoor plumbing, for the first 50 years! And 

so on!
 
Gradually the house took on the look of a home, 

rather than a demo site, though it was several years 

before all the lath and plaster was repaired, partly 

because volunteers were removing every single 

fragment of original wallpaper with scalpels (More 

than 100 patterns have been identified), 

documenting them, and where possible replicating 

them.

Then it was working room-by-room: Get the 

drawing-room finished, so that installing new 

wallpaper and friezes and carpet can begin, curtains 

can be made, and furniture found. “The Furnishings 

Committee” searched every conceivable source, 

sometimes lucky, sometimes doing a trade, 

sometimes getting outbid. Many supporters offered 

to donate furniture, but anything that wouldn’t have 

been there in the Roscoe era (1860-80) was 

regretfully declined. Occasionally, a reproduction 

has been installed, pending acquiring the perfect 

item: Finding one hall oil lamp from the 1860s was 

not too difficult; finding a matched pair has 

remained elusive.

The Garden:
The restoration of the grounds, partly based on 

archaeological research, is on-going. The plan is to 

have all flowers, bushes, vegetables and trees 

appropriate to the 1860s. The garden has been 

restored as closely as possible to what was there and 

what could have been there. As garden volunteers 

joke, “There’s not a weed growing here that wouldn’t 

have grown here in 1865!”  It will take years to 

mature into a rich Victorian environment, but it’s 

already a suburban oasis, enjoyed by local wildlife. 

(The depredations of the deer are tolerated.) In the 

meantime, researchers have studied early nursery 

catalogues to identify what flowers, shrubs and 

vegetables might have been grown, and these are 

being sourced and nurtured. Authenticity has meant 

removing some “modern” plants such as a camellia 

and a blue spruce. And establishing an appropriate 

vegetable garden has been a fascinating education: 

Which varieties of peas were available in the 1860s? 

Where, today, do you get ancient varieties of 

peonies? Certainly, native flowers such as trillium 

and lilies are being encouraged around the 

perimeter of the garden, just as Victorian gardeners 

would have done. Keeping chickens on-site is 

difficult, with no resident caretaker, but one 

volunteer is keeping “Brahmah” fowls, to match 

those listed on Mrs. Roscoe’s auction list, and often 

brings them to visit on weekends. A seasonal 

vegetable garden has also been a great success, as 

gardeners experiment with everything from 

artichokes to cardoons. Volunteers have enjoyed 

special salads on their lunch-breaks, and share the 

harvest from the ancient apple trees.
The volunteers.
A dedicated band of volunteers, with professional 

leadership and guidance, has been bringing the 

house back to its former glory. With meticulous 

INFO & HELP
For information about the 150th Anniversary events, 
which change every month, go to:

http://rossbayvilla.org
and click on ‘events 2015'

The once-in-a-lifetime campaign to acquire the Villa 
from The Land Conservancy is almost half-way to its 
goal –$140,000 for purchase and $60,000 for a 
perpetual endowment fund. To donate directly: 

The Ross Bay Villa Society
c/o 1569 Gregory Place,
Victoria, B.C. V8P 2T7, Canada

Donating online using credit cards is super-easy: Go to
http://tinyurl.com/n6nam9p

THE STORY OF A MOUSE NEST.

Major repairs to the lath-and-plaster walls were 
needed in some places, largely due to damage from 
roof leaks (not to mention inappropriate renovations 
over the decades, and rough use, including parking a 
motor-cycle in the kitchen/bedroom). Frequently, the 
repair included delving into wall cavities –and 150 
years of mouse-nests. In one nest, a tiny screw of 
paper (probably once used to stop a draft), was 
retrieved and teased open. A few dozen words on 
newsprint mentioned Lincoln and the phrase, 
“beginning of 1863 he issued the emancipation 
decree…”

An Internet search yielded one hit: An exact match 
with the London periodical, Saturday Review of 
Politics, Literature, Science and Art of 28 April 1865. 
It’s not stretching credulity too far to imagine that 
Francis Roscoe himself read this magazine, and 
possibly even subscribed. Perhaps, then, it was used 
to wrap the china, as they moved from Pioneer Street 
to Fairfield. 



attention to detail, and using original materials 

wherever possible, they have largely completed the 

process, from footings to finials, working most 

Saturdays since 2 January 2000. Their skills include 

heritage carpentry, heritage gardeners, furniture 

restoration, textiles, archival research, and artifact 

restoration. In the process, volunteers have learnt 

how to do faux wood graining, how to paint canvas 

floor-coverings, and how to make wallpaper. 

Currently, they are learning how to make 1860s 

clothes, so that they can be suitably dressed for 

public events.  

The Future:
The two major thrusts for researchers are now 

publication of a definitive book about the Villa, 

including a complete annotated reproduction of the 

Roscoe Diary; and analysis and reconstruction of the 

thousands of glass and china fragments found on-

site. (Several fascinating 1860s bottles have already 

been reassembled, some complete with their original 

labels.) The attic still needs seismic stabilizing. 

Artifacts need documenting and interpreting. The 

children’s room needs completing, including making 

wallpaper. When finances permit, the master 

bedroom may be appropriately furnished and 

decorated. Like every old house, there’s always lots 

of minor maintenance to do, from dusting the oil-

lamps to sprinkler inspection. Long-term budgeting 

is needed for eventual re-roofing and regular re-

painting.
Meantime, plans to acquire title to the property are 

proceeding, with a fund-raising campaign going 

well. Long-term, the Ross Bay Villa should be self-

sustaining, with revenue from rental of offices (the 

Old Cemeteries Society is a perfect fit!), meeting 

rooms and the garden (a great site for weddings and 

wakes!) augmented by donations and an endowment 

fund.

 Nick Russell
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BOOK REVIEW

Imperial Eden: Victoria BC in Verse c. 1858–1920,
By Robert Ratcliffe Taylor
Trafford Publishing, 2014

Now that the Colonist newspaper (in all its 

various forms and names) is available up to 

1920 online, local historians can spend hours 

perusing the news of the day, catching up on the 

latest social and sports events and finding out who 

was arriving or departing by ship. One thing a 

modern reader can’t help being struck by is the 

number of poems published in this daily paper. 

Sometimes the poems were simple odes to the 

beauty of springtime; other times they were pithy 

commentary on politics or politicians. Most were by 

citizens of Victoria who would not necessarily have 

considered themselves poets but saw poetry as a 

legitimate way of expressing thoughts and opinions. 

Several years ago, Leona Taylor and I presented a 

walking tour in Ross Bay Cemetery for the Old 

Cemeteries Society based on poems from the 

Colonist. It was great fun linking selected poems 

with people buried in the cemetery, whether they 

had written a poem, were the subject of one or were 

in some way connected with an event described in a 

poem. In his new book, Imperial Eden: Victoria BC 

in Verse c. 1858–1920, Robert Ratcliffe Taylor has 

reached beyond just the Colonist to select poems 

from a wide range of other local publications, both 

periodicals (besides the Colonist: the Times, Victoria 

Gazette, The Week and others) and books.

But this isn’t just a book of poetry. As the author 

points out, “the fact that someone felt strongly 

enough to write them, however, and someone else 

believed that their poems were important enough to 

publish gives them significance as a kind of historical 

evidence.” (p. 6) He also notes that “for many of our 

great-grandfathers and great-grandmothers, 

regardless of their level of education, poetry (read, 

written, or spoken aloud) was an important outlet for 

their feelings and ideas. The enjoyment and writing 

of poetry was not confined to an academic elite. In 

Victoria’s most widely circulated dailies, the Times 

READERS’ CHALLENGE

What is the connection between Ross Bay Villa 
and Beatrix Potter?  And with the British Houses 
of Parliament?  And the founding of BC’s first golf 
club? You can find the answers to these 
questions and many others on the Ross Bay 
Villa’s website. This is generally the best source 
for information about Ross Bay Villa, its 
occupants, history and restoration.

www.rossbayvilla.org 



and the Colonist, the verse of the poets employed as 

book-keeper, bureaucrats and glassblowers was 

published.” This included Robert Service, both when 

he worked up-island and here in Victoria.
The book is a delightful sampling of poems, short 

and long, good and bad, serious and humorous. It is 

organized in themes (e.g., “England’s Sister Twin,” 

“An Ethnic Mosaic,” “The New Woman,” “Pacifist, 

Boloist, Slacker and Gink”), with context sketched 

for each one. The combination of the poems with 

their contexts provides lively glimpses of life in 

Victoria over the period 1858 to 1920.

“Anonymous” complained about city council’s lack of 

attention to dusty streets in 1902:

The joyous idle zephyr
Swirls up the blinding dust
While grimed and choked, the citizens
Bow low before each gust,
And you may hear their murmur
Beneath their broken sobs, 
“Oh lay this dust, ye aldermen, 
Or else give up your jobs.”   (pp. 36–37)

A misleadingly titled 1914 poem, “The Early 

Crocus,” turns out to be a rant about the noisiness 

and depredations of crows: 

We wake at dawn
Our chickens gone,
While lightly from a neighbouring lawn
Leaps forth the early crow-cuss.

(by “The Bar(re)d,” pp. 40–41)

Throughout the book, the author emphasizes 

Victoria’s image as a “paradise.” I found this theme 

a bit overdone, although I have to admit that poems 

like this one in 1917 certainly seemed to support the 

paradisiacal image of our city:
Canada’s vast and myriad acres—
Central prairies wheat’s domain—
Ancient cities of th’Atlantic,—
All have share in praises’ strain,
But of thou,—Dominion’s fairest,
Brightest, sceniest, beauteous spot,
Those who chant of other places,
They are they who know thee not.
VICTORIA!

(by Levi Houghton, p. 50)

And so it goes for six more stanzas—although it 

never quite reaches the heights of “sceniest” again.

Adding to the pictures painted by the poems and 

their contexts are related illustrations scattered 

throughout. They include engravings of sites around 

Victoria, political cartoons and advertisements. 

While they do add to the enjoyment of the book, 

they also take away from it slightly through their 

placement—sometimes they interrupt the flow of the 

poems so the reader thinks the poem has ended, 

only to discover a few more lines on the next page. 

The only other detracting aspect is the number of 

typos—never underestimate the value of a good 

proofreader! 

I enjoyed this book and recommend it to anyone 

interested in exploring a different way of reaching 

into our past. I also recommend the author’s 

previous book The Ones Who Have to Pay: The Soldiers-

Poets of Victoria BC in the Great War 1914-1918.

Yvonne Van Ruskenveld 
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A HISTORY OF THE WESTERN HOTEL,

1885-1925
From a series on the history of saloons and hotel-

bars of Victoria, 1851 - 1917
 

Elaborate plans for the Western Hotel

The Western Hotel was opened by Thomas Shaw 

on March 1885 at the southwest�corner of 

Store and Discovery Streets in Victoria.  The hotel 

could accommodate up to fifty guests and offered a 

commanding view�of the inner Harbour to the west, 

Rock Bay to the north, and the Albion Iron works to 

the east.  The hotel was located in a quiet area of the 

city yet it was close to Spratt’s Wharf, the bridge to 



Rock Bay, and to Esquimalt and points north by the 

Point Ellice bridge.  The heart of Victoria was but a 

mere five minute buggy ride away.
Victoria was fast becoming a desired tourist 

destination and, with the influx of visitors to the city, 

it was felt that it was feasible to construct an 

elaborate hotel on a grand scale.  In 1885 the 

foremost hotel in Victoria was the Driard.  Initial 

plans for the Western hotel were to make it the 

biggest and the best, as the illustration shows, but 

the owners could not come up with the necessary 

capital to take on such an ambitious undertaking 

and the actual building was scaled back considerably. 
  

The proprietor of the Western Hotel, Thomas Shaw, 

was an energetic and resourceful man who ran for 

Victoria City council representing the Johnson Street 

ward in January 1886.  A boilermaker by trade, Shaw 

became head boilermaker and foreman at the Albion 

Ironworks just a block away from the hotel.

On July 8, 1888 the Victoria Daily Colonist reported 

that an explosion had taken place at the Albion 

Ironworks in the early morning hours.  An emery 

wheel had burst sending hot iron fragments high 

into the air which acted like missiles�that landed as 

far as a mile away.  One of these molten missiles 

crashed through a second-story window in one of the 

rooms at the Western Hotel, passing through two 

walls before landing on a bed of a third room where 

one startled patron narrowly escaped death as he 

had risen only a few minutes earlier.
 
That was not the only excitement that happened at 

the Western Hotel that month.  On July 27 the 

police were called to the hotel when an ex-employee, 

named John, had a dispute with a current employee, 

Miss Henskie.  An�argument had ensued which 

turned ugly when John began kicking Miss Henskie 

in the abdomen. He was subdued and charged with 

aggravated assault.
 
The hotel was sold in 1889 to William Henry Shewan 

who paid $3,000.  The hotel was re-painted inside 

and out and some of the rooms were renovated. 

Meanwhile the bar did a roaring business with 

Joseph Cartedge, bartender.  There were no 

significant problems or incidents until 1903.

By the fall of 1903 the proprietor of the popular 

Western Hotel was Neil Hansen, who ran a 

respectable house.  On September 16, Peter Nelson, 

the head bartender, was closing the bar for the 

evening when he was confronted by two men.  One 

of the men stuck a loaded pistol in Nelson’s face and 

demanded the contents of the cashbox as well as his 

personal valuables.  Nelson quickly complied and 

the men made a hasty escape with twenty-five dollars 

and Nelson’s old watch.  Nelson contacted the police 

and gave them an excellent description of the 

thieves; consequently, it didn’t take long for the 

culprits to be apprehended.  The suspects, Leonard 

and Lorenzo, were arrested on arrival at New 

Westminster, and Detective Palmer left for the 

mainland to bring them back to Victoria for trial. 

They pleaded guilty and were sentenced to six years 

in the penitentiary and they were also whipped.
 
The Western Hotel was demolished in April, 1904 

and was replaced with the New Western Hotel. The 

hotel was larger and much more luxurious. The 

contract went to James Auld and was supervised by 

the manager of the hotel, Neil Hansen, for the 

owner C.J.V. Spratt.  It was announced in the 

Victoria Daily Times on April 17, 1904, that “the 

new building will be up to date in every particular 

and rather larger than the old one.”  Three years 

later a natural disaster would threaten to raze the 

new hotel.

On July 23, 1907, a fire broke out near Store and 

Pembroke Streets and, fanned by gusty winds, 

quickly spread throughout the area.  By the time the 

fire was extinguished 75 buildings had been 

destroyed and 250 people left homeless.  The cost of 

the damage was estimated to be well over $200,000.  

Many of the buildings destroyed were wooden 

residential houses.  The New Western Hotel had 

survived the fire but the buildings across the street 

were not so fortunate.

In 1911 Thomas H. Boyle purchased the New 

Western Hotel.  He advertised: “The New Western 

Hotel, best 20 cent meal in town. Special rates for 

room & board, try it.” Boyle did not own the hotel 

long before he succumbed to a seizure in October, 

1913.

By July 1916 the New Western Hotel�had fallen on 

hard times due, in part, to the war effort. On July 12 

notice was given in the local newspaper that an 



“Auction sale, Under and by the virtue of a 

Landlord’s Distress Warrant, I have distrained [sic] 

the goods and chattels in�and upon the premises 

known as the�Western Hotel, 1930 Store Street ... 

contents of 32 bedrooms, dining-room, bar�kitchen, 

etc. and will offer the same for sale at Public Auction 

next Friday, July 14 at 10:30 am. Terms, for cash 

sale.”
 
Prohibition of the sale and distribution of liquors 

became law on October 1, 1917. The New Western 

Hotel bar was still open, but was only permitted, for 

the time being, to sell near-beer. What authorities 

didn’t know was that the owners sold illegal whiskey 

and continued to do so for a number of years until 

they were eventually caught in the act. Arthur Strom 

was the proprietor of the hotel from 1920-1921 and 

was well known by the authorities. Strom had been 

in and out of court a number of times as plaintiff or 

as the accused.

On October 23, 1920 Strom, and bartender, Thomas 

Dalton, were each charged with selling illegal 

whiskey inside their hotel-bar and fined $300 each. 

“Magistrate Jay commented strongly upon the 

recent notoriety attaching to the hotel. He pointed 

out that Strom, the proprietor of the hotel, had been 

several times in court recently...and said there was no 

doubt that if the place were under the restraints of 

the old licensing system, the hotel’s license would 

have been surrendered long ago...” 

Meanwhile the hotel had become more a rundown 

rooming house rather than an elegant hotel. It 

became a haven for prostitutes to ply their trade.  

The hotel never recovered from prohibition which 

cut off a large portion of its revenue and like a tree 

without water, the place began to slowly die.  By 

1925 there was no longer reference to the New 

Western Hotel in the local directory.  The following 

year it was occupied by a different business and 

ceased to be a rooming house.
 Glen A. Mofford
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