
	

	

 
 
 
Special Supplement  
 
This special supplement to the VHS Newsletter includes Part Three of “A Dickens of a Time.”  
 
Sydney Dickens, son of famous author Charles Dickens, was stationed in Esquimalt as an officer 
in Her Majesty’s Royal Navy in 1868 and 1869.  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 Three is in this supplement.  Part Four, the final installment, will be distributed to 
VHS members prior to the May VHS meeting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  A Publication of the Victoria Historical Society No. 59, Spring 2021 

VHS Newsletter 

Mark Your Calendars:  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. Ron Greene’s presentation, Dairying in Victoria, will follow the AGM. 
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Feature Article: A Dickens of a Time 
 

By Peter Lowens 
 
 
Part Three:  Sydney Sets Sail – After Several More Performances 

The play Bombastes Furioso was set to be the highlight of the farewell performance of 
the Naval Amateurs on 31 March 1869 before the Zealous left the Pacific Station to return to 
England.  In the review on 1 April, the Colonist observed that ‘of all the performances of the 
Naval Amateurs, last evening proved the most successful.’  Once again, Sydney Dickens was the 
star.  The Colonist had advertised this production of Bombastes to be the 1869 version of the play 
and the Naval Amateurs placed several references to Victoria into their performance, which made 
it even more endearing to the audience.  
 

The 1 April review remarked that the dialogue between the King, Fusbos, and Bombastes 
was “rich, rare, and racy,” and the songs were “remarkably delivered and called for encores.” 
Sydney again played the role of Distaffina, the female love interest of the male characters, and 
Lieut. Brodie reprised the role of the King. In the grand spirit of a successful theatrical 
performances and tradition – and with a flourish of great humour – after the performance “a 
handsome bouquet was presented to Distaffina by an ardent admirer in one of the boxes.”  One 
can imagine the delight of the audience as they watched Sydney receiving “her” bouquet. Being 
short of stature and capable of performing both male and female parts, Sydney had become an 
invaluable part of the cast of the Naval Amateurs. Sydney was also lauded for his performance as 
a male in the other two plays of the evening. His versatility and constant willingness to take on a 
variety of roles was a testament to his theatrical ability, stamina, and adaptability. The energy that 
was so often remarked upon in his father’s theatrical productions and performances was clearly 
seen in Sydney as well. 
  

The Colonist’s review of 1 April 1869 also provided reviews of the other two plays. In To 
Paris and Back for £5, by John Maddison Morton, the Naval Amateurs liberally substituted local 
references to the telegraph, Wells Fargo and Barnard’s Express office, and a railway station in 
Victoria in place of English establishments that were mentioned in the original play. In this 
production, Sydney played the character Spriggins and gave “the greatest satisfaction” to the 
audience. Lieut. Brodie performed the character of Snoozle.  The third play of the evening was 
My Turn Next by Thomas Williams. The play was described by the Colonist as ‘a laughable 
farce, in which the humor is sustained by very happy dialogue produced by the merriment’ and 
the audience “exerted all [their] cachinatory (sic) capabilities.” In this farce Sydney Dickens 
reprised his role of Twitters.  
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Image of the title page of To Paris and Back  
 

 There is no question that the Colonist was often effusive in its praise of the amateur 
theatricals. Nevertheless, it is also obvious that the colonists appreciated the productions. An 
evening at the Theatre Royal where pleasure, laughter and enjoyment were found, meant a great 
deal to settlers perched on the edge of the Pacific Ocean, thousands of kilometers from England. 
The Naval Amateurs never attempted to meet the professional theatrical abilities or skill that had 
been provided by the likes of Charles and Ellen Kean nor did they aspire to match the seriousness 
of the Keans’ interpretations of Shakespeare. What the Naval Amateurs did bring to the colonists 
with great success, however, was a series of humorous plays which mirrored the daily life and 
times of the colonists themselves.  Through the combination of conventional characters, 
identifiable story lines, and substitution of local geographic and physical spaces for those in the 
original plays, a feeling of realism and immediacy was created for the local audience. The plays 
brought the everyday struggles among various social groups and the domestic disputes and 
intrigues of British households to the shores of the Pacific Ocean on Vancouver Island. The 
Naval Amateurs consistently presented the colonists of Victoria with a taste of England in their 
own backyards.    
 
 Over time, a bond evolved among the ships, their crews, and the population of Victoria. 
The residents got to know, interact with, and enjoy the continued presence of the British fleet and 
their crews. The officers who were part of the Amateur Theatrical Society never kept the money 
made from their theatrical performances. After each evening, the proceeds were donated to some 
cause or purpose. In the 7 March 1869 edition of the Colonist there appeared a letter from Sydney 
Dickens to the mayor of Victoria which stated: ‘Sir - On behalf of the Naval Amateur Drama 
Club, I beg to tender you the sum of ninety-two dollars and twenty-five cents being the proceeds 
of their late benefit in Victoria for charitable purposes, and request you will kindly dispose of it 
as you see fit. I am sir, your obedient servant, SYDNEY S. DICKENS.’ The naval theatricals 
were a welcome source of financial support for various charities, projects, and clubs such as the 
Mechanics’ Institute in Victoria. The officers of Her Majesty’s Navy were gentlemen; they would 
never accept money for their own benefit. 
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Photo of Naval Amateurs Group of Officers in Uniform, page 54, Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album, 186? 

City of Vancouver Archives AM54-S4-1---: A-6-201 
Sydney Dickens and his friend George Brodie are listed among those in the photo but not specifically identified. 

 

In April 1869, the Colonist noted that there was a ‘deep regret universally felt in this city’ 
during the last days of the Zealous prior to its return to England. A bond had been formed 
between the flag ship’s officers and crew and the townspeople of Victoria, so much so that there 
existed a “kindly communion fixed in our memories by the pleasant recollection of [the 
theatrical] evenings.”  Prior to the Zealous leaving for England, it held an on-board party for the 
residents of Victoria. The Colonist reported the next day that “[t]he noble ship was dressed in 
holiday attire, and presented a picturesque appearance.”  After lunch “the guests went to the 
quarter deck ... where dancing commenced and was maintained until an early hour in the 
evening.” Surely Sydney attended. 

 
 HMS Zealous left Victoria on 10 April 1869, with Lieut. Dickens aboard, bound for 
England.  Anthony Bower, in the winter 2013 edition of The Dickensian, details how Sydney left 
the Zealous in Peru and returned to Esquimalt via commercial vessels to join HMS Cameleon’s 
crew on 14 September 1869. The transfer from the Zealous to the Cameleon came with a 
promotion from sub-lieutenant to acting lieutenant. 
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On 1 October the Colonist announced that ‘the public will be pleased to learn that the 
Naval Amateur Club will give another performance in the course of a week or two.” The article 
went on to note that “the club has been lately strengthened by the return of Lieut. Dickens, and 
Lieut. Brodie is expected to arrive hourly in the Beaver from the northwest Coast.”  

 
The announcement of Lieut. Brodie’s return to Victoria and the hope that he would join 

Sydney Dickens to perform reinforces the importance of live theatre in Victoria. Unfortunately, 
however, such a performance would never happen. According to the Colonist, on October 1 the 
Beaver returned from its surveying cruise along the northwest coast of British Columbia and was 
brought to Victoria’s inner harbour where it anchored for the winter on 14 October. Sydney 
Dickens left Victoria for the second and last time aboard HMS Cameleon on 22 October. No 
record has been found of Brodie and Dickens performing in October 1869.  
 

 

 
 

Photos HMS Cameleon, page 17, Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album, 186?,  
City of Vancouver Archives AM54-S4-1---: A-6-105 

   
 

 
 
Part Four of “A Dickens of a Time” will be distributed to Victoria Historical Society members 
prior to the May VHS meeting. 
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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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	

News and Notes 
 

CANADA’S PACIFC GATEWAY 
PAST PRESENT AND FUTURE 

	

 
 

City of Vancouver Archives CVA 260-851.  
James Cookall 

	
	
	 	

CANADIAN NAUTICAL RESEARCH 
SOCIETY (CNRS/SCRN) VIRTUAL 

ANNUAL CONFERENCE  
AND AGM   

10-12 JUNE 2021 
 
Participation is free for Members of the CNRS. 
To receive a link for the virtual conference, 
please send an email to  
 
CNRSConf2021@cnrs-scren.org 
with "Conference registration" in the subject 
line. 
 
To join the CNRS, please visit 
 
https://www.cnrs-
scren.org/membership/index_e.html. 
 
Reduced rates are available for students and 
early career researchers. 
  
	
 
 
 
 
 
 


