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Up-Coming Presentations  
 
April 22 
Chinese Victoria  
Presenter:  John Adams 

 

	
This picture of the extended Lee Dye family was taken in China.  

Victoria City Archives M08115 
	
John Adams is putting the finishing touches to his book 

Chinese Victoria. He will present a preview of the people he 
includes who formed the nucleus of the city’s vibrant Chinese 
Canadian community from 1858 to today. Who were they? Where 
did they come from and why? What did they do when they came 
here? He will touch on discriminatory attitudes and legislation 
here that were aimed at discouraging Chinese migration. That is an 
important part of the story, but John will also examine the social 
interactions and daily routines of the people from China who 
passed through Victoria or eventually stayed.  Businesses, family 
life (often spanning both sides of the Pacific), leisure activities, 
religion and education are a few of the topics he will cover. 
      continued on p. 2. 
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VHS Meetings 
 
 4th Thursday of the month 
(September – May)   
 
James Bay New Horizons, 
234 Menzies Street, Victoria.   
 
Currently, virtual meetings are 
replacing in-person meetings.  
Meetings begin at 7:00 pm, on 
Zoom. The link will be sent to 
members prior to the meeting.  
 
Website:  
www.victoriahistoricalsociety.
bc.ca 
 
Or visit us on Facebook. 
 
Or find Victoria Historical 
Society BC at youtube.com 
  
	
	



VHS	Newsletter	 No.	58	 2	

   About this Issue 
 
This issue’s feature article is 
about Sydney Dickens, son of 
famous author Charles Dickens.  
Sydney was stationed in 
Esquimalt as an officer in Her 
Majesty’s Royal Navy.  While 
here, Sydney took part in several 
theatrical performances and 
participated in the life of the 
growing town in other ways.   
 
Author Peter Lowens is a former 
member of the Victoria 
Historical Society.  He and his 
wife Ana established the Ana and 
Peter Lowens Scholarship in 
Victorian Literature at the 
University of Victoria.  Peter and 
Ana now live in Toronto. 
 
Peter has allowed the VHS 
Newsletter to adapt a more 
academic version of his essay on 
Sydney Dickens’ time in 
Victoria. 
 
Many of the photos are from an 
album that belonged to Admiral 
George Fowler Hastings.  The 
album is in the City of 
Vancouver archives and has been 
digitized.  Hastings’ photos are a 
valuable resource for local 
historians. 
   
As frequently happened in 
Victorian times, the story of 
Sydney Dickens is being 
published as a serial.  Part One is 
in this issue.  Additional parts 
will be distributed to VHS 
members over the coming weeks.  
Now that is a reason to check the 
mailbox! 
 
 
 
 
	
	
	

Chinese Victoria continued … 
 

Who was the first Chinese to graduate from 
high school? When did the first family move out of 
Chinatown? Answers to be revealed on April 22. 
 
 
May 27 
Dairying in Victoria 
Presenter:  Ron Greene 

 

 
	

 
Dairying began in Victoria not long after the 

HBC established Fort Victoria.  A subsidiary 
company, the Puget Sound Agricultural Company 
established several farms around Victoria, one of 
which was the North Dairy Farm.  It is remembered 
by North Dairy Road which runs east-west on the 
northern side of Hillside Mall. 
 In the 1930s there was talk of mandatory 
pasteurization of milk, which got Arthur Lambrick 
quite upset so he made a list of all the dairies 
operating in the greater Victoria area, in order to gain 
support from other dairymen and women in his 
battle.  He allowed Ron to copy the list of 144 
dairies, some very small, others quite large.  Some 
were producer-vendors, others were producers who 
did not sell to consumers, but supplied vendors and 
or institutions or restaurants with their milk, and 
others were vendors, who did not have farms or milk 
cattle but purchased milk from producers, processed 
it, bottled it, and delivered it to consumers.  
 Ron became interested in the dairy industry 
in 1956 when a token collector friend on the 
mainland asked him to acquire a set of dairy tokens 
for him, from the Northwestern Creamery and Island 
Farms dairies. 
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There are ways to travel – and connect – virtually this year.   

   
 
 
And many ways to connect with history on-line, too. 
 
The	photo	below	was	taken	when	the	Queen,	Prince	Philip	and	Princess	Anne	came	to	
Victoria	to	mark	the	100th	anniversary	of	British	Columbia’s	joining	Confederation.	
 

 
 

BC Historical Federation  
Virtual Conference 2021, June 3 - 5 
 
Register for BCHF’s 2021 virtual 
conference  www.bchistory.ca  
History presentations, virtual field trips, 
gala book prize, silent auction, and more. 
The conference is hosted in partnership 
with the Surrey Historical Society and will 
be held via videoconference June 3 to 5. 
 
BCHF AGM, June 5, 2021 
 
Attend the virtual AGM June 5, 9am.  
Societies are welcome to provide a short 
presentation on the highlights of their 
annual reports. 
 
	
	
	

Photo left:  The Queen, 
centre, Prince Philip, 
right, and Princess Anne 
relax as they sail to 
Victoria, B.C., on May 3, 
1971 accompanied out of 
Vancouver harbour by 
numerous small craft. 
THE CANADIAN 
PRESS/Bill Croke.  
Reproduced in Victoria 
News, April 9, 2021, to 
mark the death of Prince 
Philip. 
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Feature Article: A Dickens of a Time 
 

By Peter Lowens 
 
 
Part One:  Sydney Dickens Comes to Town 

 

 
	
Studio photo of Lieutenant Sydney Dickens, 
p. 10 of Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album.   
Date is 186(?), as are other dates given  
for photos taken when the HMS Zealous was  
stationed in Esquimalt Harbour.  Sydney was  
twenty-one when he arrived in Victoria.  Further 
research may confirm that this photo was taken in 
Victoria. 
 
City of Vancouver Archives: AM54-S4-1---:A-6-61 
	
	

Since the founding of Fort Victoria in the 
1840s, Charles Dickens was a constant in the lives 
of the residents of the fledgling town.  The British 
Colonist and other historical commentaries and 
documents of the 1850s and 1860s documented 
local readings of Dickens’ novels, lists of Dickens’ 
novels purchased for the local library, anecdotes of 
Dickens’ life and times in England, personal 
reminiscences of Dickens and even a death notice 
for Augustus Dickens, Charles Dickens’ brother.  
The arrival in Victoria of Dickens’ son, Sydney, a 
British naval officer, was both an unexpected and 
exciting event for the colonists. In a letter, Sydney 
told his father that “when I arrived here I was made 
a great deal of and my head was fairly turned.” 
 

Charles Dickens’ love of the theatre is well 
documented. When his expanding family moved to 
Tavistock House in London, Dickens had a special 
space created to stage amateur home theatricals.  
Sydney was young at this time but he would have 
experienced the energy, enthusiasm and joy of his 
family in these lively productions.  Like his older 
brothers, Sydney left home (or perhaps was nudged 
from the home nest, by his father) at an early age. 
Sydney trained to become a naval officer and by the 
age of fourteen had already sailed across the 
Atlantic to Halifax, Nova Scotia, in late 1861.  In an 
1862 letter, Dickens refers to Sydney as “a born 
little sailor, a Midshipman on HMS Orlando now at 
Bermuda.” 

 
Later Sydney was able to combine his career 

as a sailor with his own enjoyment of the theatre.   
	



VHS	Newsletter	 No.	58	 5	

	

	
	
HMS Zealous in Esquimalt Harbour, where the ship was stationed from July 1867 until April 1869.     

Admiral Hastings album, City of Vancouver Archives AM54-S4-1---:A-6-30 
Photo attributed to F. Dally 

	
	
Sydney was stationed aboard HMS Zealous at the naval base in Esquimalt Harbour. The 

Zealous was part of Great Britain’s Pacific Squadron.  During his time in Victoria, Sydney 
Dickens become a central figure in the theatricals performed for the residents of Victoria by the 
Naval Theatrical Amateurs, which was a group of officers aboard the Zealous. Further, because 
of his famous father, Sydney Dickens also served as an unofficial connection between the 
colonists on the West Coast and one of the most famous men in Victorian England.  While 
stationed on Vancouver Island, Sydney Dickens and the ship’s theatre group brought the humour 
and enjoyment of British music halls and comedic plays to the colonists.  
   
 It was common for a naval ship to have an amateur theatre club.  Such an activity created 
a diversion from the ship’s routines and provided a creative outlet and entertainment for both 
officers and crew.  Chad Evans, in his book Frontier Theatre, states that during the colonial 
period in British Columbia “naval theatricals were the most prevalent form of amateur theatre. 
The navy continued to have their shipboard theatricals, but more often took to the boards of 
existing theatres and music-halls.”  The first recorded instance of a theatrical performance among 
the colonists of Vancouver Island took place on board HMS Trincomalee in Esquimalt Harbour 
on 18 October 1853. 
 

It is tempting to dismiss the early amateur theatricals as trivial art. To an extent, that is 
true. Their primary purpose was to entertain and bring laughter to their audiences. A second 
function of the naval theatricals was to remind the local population of their homeland and thus 
help to reinforce the colonial social structure. The social events and balls that followed many 
theatrical performances also served to integrate the local population with the naval presence in 
the area. Evans argues that “the on-board was simply the navy’s version of the at-home, the 
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nineteenth-century house party which often included private theatricals.” The private at-home 
theatricals that Sydney witnessed so often as a child in London featuring his father were now 
being replayed in real time by Sydney aboard a naval vessel. Edgar Fawcett, a resident of 
Victoria in the mid-nineteenth century, wrote in Some Reminiscences of Old Victoria that in the 
1850s very few theatrical companies visited Victoria, except at irregular intervals. Chad Evans 
observed that by the 1860s “naval theatricals were the most prevalent form of amateur theatre.” 
For the colonists of Vancouver Island, the British navy was not only a military presence but also 
the source of theatrical entertainment. 

 
 The navy’s most important role was to demonstrate British maritime power.   The Zealous 
was the flagship of the Pacific Squadron and had a complement of over 500 men. It was not, 
however, the only British naval ship stationed at Esquimalt.  The presence of several naval ships 
served as a vital economic stimulus to the merchants of the area. “The navy,” comments Fawcett, 
“was the mainspring of Victoria in more ways than one. They took part in all public functions, 
furnishing music, help and flags, and by their presence in uniform brightened up and lent grace to 
the town.” In addition to providing commercial gain for the merchants of Victoria, the ships also 
provided a variety of entertainment that ranged from musical bands and naval regattas to cricket 
matches and horse races in Beacon Hill Park.  
 
 Sydney Dickens arrived in Esquimalt on 5 August 1868 aboard HMS Pylades. He then 
transferred to HMS Zealous, under the command of Admiral George Fowler Hastings.  During 
part of the period Sydney was in Victoria, his father was touring eastern America. The colonists 
knew that although Charles Dickens was on the opposite side of the continent, his son was among 
them. As Charles Dickens enthralled those on the East Coast during his second reading tour, on 
the West Coast the colonists got to see, to meet, and to witness Sydney Dickens perform as part 
of the Amateur Theatre Company of the Zealous.                  
 	

 
. 

Photo left: 
 
Sydney Dickens aboard ship.  Was he 
reading one of his father’s books or 
possibly rehearing lines with the 
monkey, one of the ship’s mascots? 
(The monkey appears to be wearing a 
uniform.) 
 
BC Provincial Archives 
C-05558 
Title: “Lieutenant Sydney Dickens 
and his monkey” 
 
Date given is “ca. 1865” but the photo 
was likely taken two or three years 
later when Sydney was an officer on 
the Zealous.   
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Council Members   2020 – 2021  
 
Executive  
President: Jack Bryden 250-590-8594  
V. P.: Paul Ferguson 250-415-3985  
Treasurer: Ronald Greene 250-598-1835  
Secretary: Michael Halleran 250-382-0837  
Membership Secretary:  Callie Anderson 
 778-533-8448 
 
Members-at-Large  
Patricia Roy (Past-President) proy@uvic.ca   
Frances Aknai (Publicity & Distribution) 
 faknai@shaw.ca   
Jenny Clayton 
John Lutz 
Kathryn McAllister  
John Whittaker 
 
VHS is a non-profit charitable organization and may  
issue tax receipts for donations. 
 
 
Call for VHS Newsletter Submissions 
 
Members are encouraged to submit articles,  
photos or story ideas related to local, regional  
or provincial history to the VHS Newsletter.  
Authors should credit sources and are responsible for 
obtaining any required permission for use of 
photographs and images.  
 
Authors retain copyright of submitted or published 
materials. 
 
The editor, Britta Gundersen-Bryden, may be 
reached at bgbryden@gmail.com  
 
Please note that email addresses and urls (i.e.,  
web site addresses or links) may not work directly 
from the pdf version of the VHS Newsletter.   
It may be necessary to key in the email address  
or url directly or to do a google search for the 
organization or publication. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	

2021 Annual General Meeting 
	
The Victoria Historical Society will hold the 
2021 Annual General Meeting immediately 
before the regular meeting and presentation 
on May 27, 2021. 
 
The AGM will begin at 7 pm, via Zoom. 
Sign-in information will be sent to members 
prior to the meeting.   
 
 
 
BC History Federation AGM and 
Conference 
 
June 3 – 5, 2021 
 
See details on p. 3. 
	
	
History Challenge Continues 
 
The Mill Bay/Malahat Historical Society has 
launched a series of entertaining history 
trivia video clips titled “I Never Would Have 
Guessed That.” 
 
To date there are seven episodes, each about 
five minutes long.   
 
Give it a try and see if you can get a perfect 
score.  https://millbaymalahathistory.com  
 
 


