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Special Supplement
This special supplement to the VHS Newsletter includes Part Two 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 Two is in this supplement. Additional parts will be distributed to VHS members over
the coming weeks.

Feature Article: A Dickens of a Time
By Peter Lowens
Part Two: Sydney Dickens - A Man of Many Roles
The Naval Amateurs’ public performances were at the Theatre Royal. The theatre was
originally a Hudson’s Bay Company storehouse before it was converted into the Victoria Theatre.
That theatre opened on 3 January 1861. The Victoria Theatre was renovated in 1867 and
reopened under the name Theatre Royal. That very name also created a connection between the
Queen and the colonists. Interestingly, there was also a Theatre Royal, Haymarket, in London
where some of the plays the Naval Amateurs performed in Victoria had actually been first
performed in London.
The Theatre Royal rapidly became a major centre of entertainment in Victoria. It was an
impressive structure for its time. From the outside, the Theatre Royal was plain, even drab. On
the inside, however, it was quite elegant. The stage was thirty feet deep, by thirty-eight feet wide,
with a grade of six inches. The height to the proscenium was eighteen feet. The width of the
proscenium was twenty-six feet. On the second floor there was a dress-circle where the seats
were cushioned. To the rear of the dress-circle was a hall suitable for a club or a billiard room.
The building was well-ventilated and the facility was lathed and plastered throughout.

The Theatre Royal, large peaked-roof building, centre of the photo. Government Street, @1868. Page 30 of
Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album. Date is 186?, as are other dates given for photos taken when HMS
Zealous was stationed in Esquimalt Harbour.
City of Vancouver Archives: AM54-S4-1---: A-6-162
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The most famous actor to ever perform in the Victoria Theatre was Charles Kean who,
with his wife Ellen, was in Victoria from 9 December to 23 December 1864. They wrote to their
daughter Mary that they were very glad to escape the “dreadful, snuffling, spitting, chewing
Yankee’s with their boasting impudence.” While in Victoria, Kean and his wife performed a
series of Shakespearean plays to packed houses. In their assessment of the old Victoria Theatre,
the Keans thought it left much to be desired. In the letter to his daughter, Charles Kean called the
Theatre Royal “a wooden building with plenty of drafts.” One of the renovations carried out on
the Theatre Royal in 1867 was the installation of new gas burners for heat and light. Hopefully
both the local audience in Victoria and the Amateur Players of the Zealous found the comforts of
the reconverted storehouse more to their taste than the Keans had experienced three years earlier.
Less than five months after his arrival at the
Pacific Station, Sydney Dickens was performing on stage
with the Naval Amateurs. His first performance occurred
on 29 December 1868. The plays were originally
scheduled to be performed in Victoria’s Alhambra Hall.
However, in the Colonist that day an announcement
appeared that stated the “Amateur Theatrical
Performance ... will take place in the theatre, instead of
the Alhambra, as it will afford better accommodation for
their friends.” Clearly, the largest available venue was
required for the play. The change in venue may well have
also been required since there was a holiday ball
scheduled to be given by Admiral Hastings after the
plays. No doubt the fact that Sydney Dickens, son of
Charles Dickens, the author of A Christmas Carol, was
going to perform on stage during the Christmas season
helped swell the audience for that evening.
Photo right: Lieut. Sydney Dickens, ca. 1868. Note he now sports
two gold cuff rings. The monkey is also present. BC Provincial
Archives photo C-09054. Title: “Lieutenant Sydney Smith
Haldeman Dickens of HMS Zealous, and his pet monkey; Sydney
was the son of author Charles Dickens.”

The amateur theatricals presented by the officers of the Zealous were not at all similar to
the Shakespearean repertoire that the Keans brought to Victoria. The Naval Amateurs performed
burlesques, comedies, farces, and music hall favourites. The performances were crafted to bring
hearty laughter, Victorian values, emotions, and memories to the town’s audiences. The plays
reflected the stock situations of social class, confused lovers, prodigal men, economic scams, and
feckless gentlemen. In order to appeal to local audiences, the essence of the original plays the
Naval Amateurs performed were kept the same but the specific place names of buildings, streets,
and landmarks were frequently changed from the original scripts to align and reflect more closely
to the people and locations in and around Victoria.
While Sydney Dickens was stationed in Victoria, he performed in six different plays:
(original performance date on a London stage given in parentheses) The Steeple-Chase; or In the
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Pigskin (1865); To Paris and Back for Five Pounds (1853); My Turn Next (1866); Bombastes
Furioso (1810); The Goose with the Golden Eggs, (no date found) and Mrs. Green’s Snug Little
Business (1865). It is apparent that the Naval Amateurs frequently performed contemporary
Victorian theatre on the stage of the Theatre Royal; what was occurring on the London stage was
also performed in Victoria over 7500 kilometres away. Bombastes Furioso was first performed in
1810 but the advertisements in the Colonist stated the 1869 version of the play would be
performed in Victoria. Thus, the Naval Amateurs were careful to acknowledge that the
perennially popular Bombastes was a freshly updated version of the original.

Bombastes Furioso was one of the plays in which Sydney Dickens performed several times while in Victoria.

The Colonist’s reviews of the 29 December 1868 performances of Pipkin’s Honest
Retreat and The Steeple-Chase; or In the Pigskin were very complimentary. The newspaper
reported that “the gathering at the theatre was large and comprised principally of ladies.” It was
further noted that “an added interest was the fact that every class of the community was
represented.” The newspaper’s observation that there were more women in the audience than
usual, and especially that every class of the community was represented, suggests that something
was different from the usual theatrical evening. Perhaps it was because the performance was
during the Christmas season. The main reason could well have been the opportunity to see
Charles Dickens’ son perform on stage.
Sydney Dickens did not appear in the opening play, Pipkin’s Honest Retreat. In this play,
the principal role was performed by Lieut. George Staunton Brodie. Curiously, Brodie was not an
officer aboard the Zealous. Rather, he served aboard the survey vessel Beaver, under the
command of Staff Commander Pender. Brodie had, however, already established himself in the
local amateur theatricals where he gained “honourable distinction as an amateur performer” and
his acting brought audiences to “roars of laughter.” Brodie did not limit himself to acting upon
the stage. A review in the Colonist of 17 November 1869 records Brodie giving a reading to the
Mechanics’ Institute where he was “so highly relished by the audience that they called the
gentleman before the curtain and applauded him to the echo. Mr. Brodie’s manner is selfpossessed and vivacious, just the style that would do justice to a humourous selection from
Dickens.” To be compared to Charles Dickens giving a reading would be a compliment to
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anyone. For Brodie also to have the opportunity to perform on stage with Dickens’s son would
have been special.
Sydney Dickens and George Brodie did perform together in the 29 December
performance of John Maddison Morton’s The Steeple-Chase; or In the Pigskin where they were
joined on stage by Lieut. Robert Stopford. The Colonist review of Steeple-Chase reported that
“[t]he principal character – Mr. Tittums - was taken by Mr. Dickens, a son of the world-renowned
‘Boz.” The review was glowing: “We cannot say more in praise of the great novelist’s worthy
scion than that he is a veritable chip off the old block. Mr. Dickens sustained the part in a manner
which gave evidence of great natural ability combined with careful study, and his audience was
convulsed with laughter from first to last.” In Steeple-Chase, the newspaper reported that
Brodie’s performance with Sydney “added to the honours which bore off with Pipkins.” The
Colonist recorded that after the evening’s entertainment, about 250 of the theatre guests went to
the Alhambra “where dancing was maintained for several hours.”

Two photos of the Naval Amateurs from page 55, Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album, 186?,
City of Vancouver Archives
Left: Amateur Group in Costume for Steeple Chase and Bombastes, AM54-S4-1---: A202
Right: Amateur Group for Bombastes, AM54-S4-1---: A-6-23
Sydney Dickens and his friend George Brodie are listed among those in the photos but not specifically identified.

Just over two weeks after the Christmas performance, the Naval Amateurs were again on
stage. On 14 January 1869 they performed to raise funds for the Mechanics’ Literary Institute.
There were three plays on the bill that evening, the first being The Goose with the Golden Eggs.
The Colonist review noted that there were “a few interruptions ... to the smooth and easy
rendition” of the production. Within these limitations, however, were the performances of Brodie
and Sydney Dickens. Brodie’s delineation of Turby “was ... perfect” as he had “a clear
conception of the part.” Stopford was also mentioned as being very good and received special
recognition for his facial expressions which “conveyed full intention of the author.”
The review’s greatest praise, however, was focused on Sydney Dickens who played Mrs.
Turby in the production. In this role Sydney “completely succeeded.” The review commented
that “nothing could have been more natural, both in speech and manner than Mr. Dickens’ acting
when, as Mrs. Turby, he entered and exclaimed ‘A present from London, my dear’.” The review
concluded that “Mrs. Turby’s impatience, good humor and conceit were well delineated.” The
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review further noted that “it is not often that gentlemen in performing [fe]male roles succeed in
uniting the softer voice and the more delicate action of the sex so thoroughly as did Mr. Dickens
in his delineation of Mrs. Turby.” Dickens did not perform in The Unwarrantable Intrusion, the
second play of the evening, but both Brodie and Dickens again appeared in the third play, Mrs.
Green’s Snug Little Business. The Colonist observed that both Brodie and Dickens played
characters who were “entirely different” from those they represented in The Goose with Golden
Eggs. In Snug Little Business Dickens played a policeman who “repeatedly [moved] the laughter
of the audience.” During two performances that evening, Dickens again displayed his versatility,
stamina and ability as an actor by performing as a female in one production and a male in the
other.
On 27 February 1869 the Naval Amateurs performed again. Once again, Sydney Dickens
and George Brodie held the starring roles. The first play of the evening was A Suit of Tweeds, in
which Sydney did not perform. The next play was the comic opera Bombastes Furioso (1869
version), by William Barnes Rhodes, where Dickens took the lead female role of Distaffina and
Brodie assumed the role of the King.
According to the Colonist, as Distaffina, Sydney “succeeded without any apparent effort
in producing a sensation.” The review continued: “Both Mr. Brodie and Mr. Dickens are original
and inimitable in their styles, and are at all times eminently successful in producing a favourable
effect upon their audience.” The use of the word “inimitable” suggests that the reviewer was
linking Sydney to a word which was commonly associated with Charles Dickens and often used
by the senior Dickens to describe himself. Clearly, there was no artistic comparison intended
between the son and the father with the use of the word “inimitable,” and the reviewer no doubt
knew it. That said, the use of that specific word does suggest an appreciation and connection
between Sydney and the townspeople of Victoria. For the colonists, Sydney Dickens had raised
himself in their eyes to be “inimitable”. While the colonists would never see the father, they
were quite happy to welcome and embrace the son.
The third play of the evening was another performance of Steeple-Chase. In this play
Sydney again delighted the audience who he “kept in a continuous roar of laughter.”
The coordination of the rehearsal time for the Naval Amateurs from the Zealous with
Brodie from the Beaver must have been a challenge. As a survey ship, the Beaver would
frequently be out of port doing hydrographical surveys along the coast of Vancouver Island and
the coastline of British Columbia. Nevertheless, Lieut. Brodie’s name is consistently linked with
the Naval Amateurs of the Zealous. In Pipkin’s Honest Retreat, Lieut. Stopford from the Zealous
performed with Lieut. Brodie.
While Sydney Dickens, Robert Stopford and George Brodie rehearsed and performed
together, it is apparent their friendship grew. In a lasting testament to the friendship with their
fellow naval officers, Lieut. Brodie and Staff Commander Pender of the Beaver assigned the
names “Dickens Point” and “Stopford Point” to geological features located in the Portland Canal
in northern British Columbia.
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Photo, left. Lieutenant Robert Wilbraham Stopford.
From p. 8, Admiral George Fowler Hastings’ album,
186?,
City of Vancouver Archives
AM54-S4-1---: A-6-38
Lieut. Stopford was born in 1841, making him six years
older than Sydney Dickens. In 1861 Stopford was
serving aboard HMS Odin, stationed at Yantai, China.
By 1871 he was in Bermuda on HMS Royal Alfred. In
1881 he was Commander of HMS Arab. He rose to
the rank of Vice-Admiral and retired in 1904.

Photos: (no sources given). (left) Her Majesty’s Hired Survey Ship Beaver. Lieut. George Staunton
Brodie was one of four officers on the Beaver’s crew. Several B.C. coastal features bear the name “Brodie”, for
Dickens’ friend and fellow actor. Brodie retired as a Navigating Lieutenant at some point before 1881. He was an
artist (listed in various B.C. sources) and in 1876 published Vagrant Verses and a Play (right), for which he drew
several of the illustrations.

Part Three of “A Dickens of a Time” will be distributed to Victoria Historical Society members
in the coming weeks.
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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

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. Signin information will be sent to members prior to
the meeting. Ron Greene’s presentation,
Dairying in Victoria, will follow the AGM.

VHS is a non-profit charitable organization and
may issue tax receipts for donations.
Dairying began in Victoria not long
after the HBC established Fort Victoria. A
Call for VHS Newsletter Submissions
subsidiary company, the Puget Sound
Agricultural Company established several
Members are encouraged to submit articles,
farms around Victoria, one of which was the
photos or story ideas related to local, regional
North Dairy Farm. It is remembered by North
or provincial history to the VHS Newsletter.
Dairy Road which runs east-west on the
Authors should credit sources and are
northern side of Hillside Mall.
responsible for obtaining any required
In the 1930s there was talk of
permission for use of photographs and images.
mandatory pasteurization of milk, which got
Arthur Lambrick quite upset so he made a list
Authors retain copyright of submitted or
of all the dairies operating in the greater
published materials.
Victoria area, in order to gain support from
other dairymen and women in his battle. He
The editor, Britta Gundersen-Bryden, may be
allowed Ron to copy the list of 144 dairies,
reached at bgbryden@gmail.com
some very small, others quite large. Some
were producer-vendors, others were producers
Please note that email addresses and urls (i.e.,
who did not sell to consumers, but supplied
web site addresses or links) may not work directly vendors and or institutions or restaurants with
from the pdf version of the VHS Newsletter.
their milk, and others were vendors, who did
It may be necessary to key in the email address
not have farms or milk cattle but purchased
or url directly or to do a google search for the
milk from producers, processed it, bottled it,
organization or publication.
and delivered it to consumers.
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