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ABSTRACT

Supervisor: Professor R. H. Roy

This thesis is a biographical account of John
Robson, newspaper editor and politician. While segments of
Robson's life have been analyzed, no attempt has been made
to examine his entire career. The result has been scmetimes
misleading or contradictory interpretations of the man.
This study examines the complete career of John Robson rather
than isolated segments; investigates certain aspects of that

career not previously studied; and attempts to reach some

conclncinane ahout Johr

Rohoonte idsalg gnd asccom
In researching this thesis an effort was made tc use
to advantage the secondary works on John Robson, but as much
stress as possible was placed on original source material.
The basic sources studied were his newspapers which provide
a continuous chronicle of his editorial thought. There
exists a fair amount of Robson correspondence, particularly
for the last two years of his life, which provides further
insight into the man's character and actions. The letters
written to his brother Ebenezer and the Provincial Secre-

tary's Corresvondence in the Provincial Archives of British

Columbia as well as the correspondence contained in the
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Alexander Mackenzie Papers in the Public Archives of Canada
are particularly important. Other sources include newspaper
files of this period and miscellaneous documents found in
the John Robson Collection, Provincial Archives of British
Columbia.

Politically, Robson's philosophy upon coming to
British Columbia was that of an Upper Canadian reformer, an
attitude which soon placed him in oppesition to Governor
Douglas and which generally remained with him throughout his
career. He believed in the British connection and hoped to
see the British North American possessions become a second
Britain. As a result Robson stressed immigration, not only *é
because he wanted to see another Britain, but also because |
it would lead to the development of British Columbia.

Robson's desire for immigration was only part cf his
larger plan for the development of British Columbia within
Canada. In his view, proper preparation had to be made for
the settlers. Surveys and explorations should determine
what resources British Columbia contained and where settler
could tazke up residence. Communication should be provided
for the settlers as well as a lenient land settlement policy.
In addition, the human resources of the area should be
developed by a competent system of non-sectarian education.
These general ideas remained with Robson. Throughout his

career he stressed various aspects -of immigration, surveying
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and exploration, communication and education, all directed
towards the goal of British Columbia's growth and develop-
ment.

During the early part of his career one of Robson's
more important accomplishments was his influence on public
opinion, which assisted in the attainment of representative
institutions, responsible government and Confederation. In
his positions as legislative councillor and member of the
Legislative Assembly he furthered these goals. As a cor-
respondent of Alexander Mackenzie, Robson likely contributed
to that Prime Minister's interpretation of British Columbian
events. As cabinet minister and Premier, Robson's education
policies and immigration schemes deserve mention. Robson's
proposed "railway era® for British Columbia did have credit-
able goals for its object. He may also be largely credited
with the land reform measures put into effect during 1891
and 1892.

John Robson was both a commeﬁtator and active par-
ticipant in British Columbian life for more than thirty
years. While John Robson's visions did not end with the
boundaries of British Columbiz, his practical influence did.
It was his intention to see the development of British
Columbia within Canada, and he continuously worked towards

that end. Within this context, perhaps Robson was attempting



to describe both himself and his philosophies when he named

his newspaper, The British Columbian.
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CHAPTER I

MINER TO EDITOR
(1)

According to himself, John Robson was *born at Perth
on the 14th March, 1824, and was baptized by the Rev. Wm.
Bell, the only Presbyterian clergyman there at that time.”
His father, also John Robson, emigrated to Canada from Rox-
bourgshire, Scotland, in 1816. He secured land at lot 14 in
the lst Concession of the township of Drummond in the Rideau
Military settlements, near the newly established town of
Perth, Upper Canada. In 1821 he married Euphemia Thompson,

a widow, born Euphemia Richardson, also a native of Roxbourg-
shire, who had arrived in Canada with her husband a few years
after John Robson's arrival. Her husband, James Thompson,
died soon after he arrived in Canada, leaving his widow with
two small children who John Robson would take as his own. To
the union of John and Euphemia Robson were born eleven other
children. The second eldest child of this family, presumably

named after his father, was John Robson.l

lletter, John Robson to Reverend Ross, February 19,
1892, Letterbooks, John Robson Collection, Public Archives
of British Columbia. (Hereafter cited as PABC.) Ebenezer
Robson Collection, PABC. There seems to be some discrepancy

1



Some time after 1829 the Robson family moved to
another piece of land in the township of North Elmsley, about
three miles south of Perth by road. Here the father cleared
the land and planted wheat. It was also here that the younger
John had an accident that left him with a distinguishing mark
permanently affecting his appearance. Apparently a somewhat
adventuresome youth, John attempted to catch one of the
family's horses by the tail. The result was that the boy was
kicked to the ground, his cheek gashed and the bridge of his
nose smashed. A doctor repaired the damage and no serious
injury resulted, but, as his brother explains, the accident
"gave him [John] for the remainder of his life a somewhat
aquiline nose such as was possessed by no other member of the

family, thus adding to the dignity of his appearances."2

as to Robson's birthdate. Robson himself says it was

March 14, and it was this date that was accepted in his life-
time. His brother, Ebenezer, gives John's birthdate as

March 15, (Diary for 1857-58), a date further substantiated
in a letter from Reverend Ross to Robson which claimg that
March 15 is the date given in the baptismal records of the
Perth Presbyterian Church. (Reverend Ross to John Robson,
"March 4, 1892, John Robson Collection, PABC.) For Robson's
place of birth, note what appears to be a compounded error in
The Daily Telegram (Vancouver), June 30, 1892, p. 1;

F. W. Howay and E. 0. S. Scholefield, British Columbia: From
the Earliest Times to the Present (Vancouver: S. J. Clarke
‘Publishing Company, 1914), Vol. III, p. 999; S. W. Jackman,
Portraits of the Premiers (Sidney, B.C.: Gray's Publishing
Ltd., 1969), p. 77; and most other short biographies of
Robson. This should read Perth, Lanark County.

2Ebenezer Robson, *“My Story". Ebenezer recounts
another episode about John in Sarnia. Accompanied by two of
his sisters, he almost drowned when their boat capsized.



The parents of John Robson were members of the Scot-
tish Presbyterian Church, strict in their religious ob-
servances, and strict in their children's religious in-
struction. Years later John would remember that not only
had he "been obliged to attend the Sabbath school, but had
in the family to repeat verses and say the Catechism, and if
he were nct able fo repeat the lesson he had had to go to bed
without his supper.” Such religioué training affected the
younger John for the remainder of his life.3

The religious activity of his father was also the
cause of the Robson family moving from Perth to Sarnia, Upper
Canada. The settlement at Sarnia had been established by
Malcblm Cameron, who was persuading friends in Perth to join
him. It was probably in the fall of 1839 that Cameron, a
religious man and early temperance advocate, invited John
Robson senior to go to Sarnia in order to assist him in
organizing total abstinence societies there. Cameron
eventually persuaded Robson to remain in Sarnia and to bring
out his family, aiding him in obtaining the lease of the land
on Point Edward, an area north of Sarnia at the foot of Lake

Huron.

3The Daily British Colonist (Vietoria), May 1, 1890,
p. 2. (Various alterations in name. Hereafter cited as
Colonist). -

4Victor Lauriston, Lambton's Hundred Years 1849-1949
(Sarnia, Ont.: Haines Frontier Printing Co., n.d.), p. 91;
and Ebenezer Robson, "My Story%. At Point Edward the
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' The movements of John Robson junior after the family
moved to Sarnia in 1840 are somewhat vague. He may have been
in Sarnia as late as 1847 for he organized some of the Robson
children into a private school at about that time. Soon
after this he travelled to Perth where he was engaged for a
short period as a clerk in a Mr. Robert's store. Following
this he moved to Montreal, remaining there for several years

5

as a store clerk,” before returning to Hamilton; Upper Canada
where he stayed for a year. While in Hamilton, Robson ob-

tained the job of agent for the Provincialist, a Hamilton

newspaper; where he may have gained some journalistic
experience that he would later use in British Columbia.

Abandoning this pursuit he opened a shop in Brantford but

activity of the Robson family consisted in mixed farming and
the caring for livestock with vegetables and meat being sold
to surrounding settlements. The land was not particularly
suited for agriculture and John Robson senior tried to augment
his income in several ways. In 1850 he went south of Sarnia
to an area known as Bear Creek where he built a saw and grist
mill. This business ended in failure and by 1854 he returned
to Sarnia where he was placed in charge of the Sarnia jail.
(Evenezer Robson, "My Story", and George Robson, *History of
the Robson Family®, MS, PABC.) He may have held the

position of gaoler until his death on April 14, 1879.
(Colonist, May 1, 1879, p. 3.) Euphemia Robson died in 1864,
(Ebenezer Robson, Diary, Saturday, November 12, 1864,
Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC.)

SEbenezer Robson, "My Story", and George Robson,
*History“. During the months of June and July 1848 there is
an advertisement in The Bathurst Courier (Perth) for the
*St. Lawrence Mutual Insurance Company" and “Farmer's Fire
Insurance®”. The agent for the Perth area was a John Robson.
(The Bathurst Courier, June 9, 1848, p. 3.) George Robson
claims that John was in Montreal for six years. John him-
self)claims it was eight years. (Colonist, October 25, 1887,
polo .
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stayed only a few months before moving‘to London where;
entering into partnership with his brother Robert{ he es-
tablished a dry-goods store.6 During his stay in London,
which lasted perhaps a year, John married in April 1854
Susan Longworth,7 daughter of Captain John Longworfﬁ: a
leading resident of Goderich, Upper Canada. Hoping for
improved business the two brothers moved their enterprise

to Bayfield. They were to remain here until 1859 when

John decided to immigrate to British Columbia. 7

At the time of his arrival in British Columbia John
Robson had just passed the half-way mark in his life. Un-

fortunately because of a lack of any concrete evidence it is

6George Robson, *History”. John Robson claimed in
The British Columbian (New Westminster), March 2, 1865,
p. 2, that his newspaper experience "was acquired in a city
very much larger than Victoria and Vancouver put together.*
If the term "agent" is used by George Robson in the same
sense as later used by John in his paper, the job of agent
entailed some work in reporting events. See The British
Columbian, March 7, 1861, p. 3, “one agent writing from
above intimates . + . " (Hereafter cited as Columbian.)

3. B Kerr, Biographical Dictionary of Well-known
British Columbians (Vancouver, B.C.: Kerr & Begg, 1890),
p. 278. Most sources offer 1854 as the year but list no
month. Captain John Longworth was a veteran of Waterloo and
an official of the Canada Company which helped colonize part
of western Ontario. See Colonist, February 15, 1883, p. 2.
See also Kathleen Macfarlane Lizars and Robina Lizars,
In the Days of the Canada Company: The Story of the Settle-
ment of the Huron Tract and a View of the Social Life of the
Period, 1825-~1650 (Torontos William Briggs, 1896), p. 113.
Kathleen M. Lizars was a granddaughter of Captain John Long-
worth and consequently a niece of Susan, Mrs. John Robson.
She was private .secretary to Robson .during his last year in
office as Premier and accompanied him on his ill-fated trip
to London. Her name is erroneously spelt "Lazars® in some
news reports of that time. '




only possible to speculate as to the forces that shaped
Robson*s philosophies, political or otherwise, during this
period. It is likely that he was educated in the Perth
school system.8 as well as receiving some education, par-
ticularly religious education, at home. The fact that he

did receive a generally adequate education may be seen from
the fact that he was selected to teach the younger Robson
children in Sarnia and later in the caliber of his editorials

in The British Columbian.

Politically, Robson's late teens and his twenties
correspond exactly with that period in Canadian history when
the struggle to take political power away from the governor
and place it in the hands of the people's representatives
with responsible government was being waged. In both the
areas around Perth and Sarnia, where Robson grew up, the
dominant politics was that of Rei‘orm.9 In Sarnia, Malcolm
Cameron, who had persuaded John Robson senior to settle
there, was the leading Reform politician. There is reason
to believe that the Robson family, including the young John

Robson, in common with this community of Presbyterian Scots,

8Howay and Scholefield, British Columbia; Vol. III,
p. 999, and Colonist, June 30, 1892, p. 8.

9p. G. Cornell, "The Alignment of Political Groups
in the United Province of Canada, 1854-1864,% Canadian
Historical Review, Vole. XXX (March, 1949), pp. 22-46; and

Lauriston, Lambton's Hundred Years, p. 92.




and in friendship with Malcolm Cameron, would conform to the
Reformer mould.lo

Although he'would probably have been too young to be
much influenced by the Rebellion of 1837, Robson was sixteen
when the Act of Union was passed. Were he interested in
politics he would have been a witness to the events during
Governors Sydenham, Bagot and Metcalfe's terms of office.
During his stay in Montreal Robson was present at the climax
of the struggle for responsible government: the week long
riot brought about by the signing of the Rebellion Losses
‘Bill, the pelting of Lord Elgin with stones, and the burning
of the Parliament buildings. During the 1850's Robson would
have also noted the struggle between the various Reform
factions in Sarnia, the one group led by Malcolm Cameron.v
and the other by George Brown and Alexander Mackenzie.

Robson decided to depart for British Columbia by the
end of January 1859.11 Leaving his wife and two children
with his father-in-law in Goderich and dissolving his partner-

ship with his brother at the end of March he left New York

in the first week of April, travelling in the company of

10cameron also assisted the elder John Robson in
obtaining the job of gaoler in Sarnia. Robert, John Robson
junior's brother, acted as a tutor for Cameron's family
before entering into Cameron's business. He later joined
in partnership with John.

llEbenezer Robson, Dairy, Monday, March 31, 1859, MS,
Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC. "Rec'd letter from Bro.
John dated Jan. 21st.--he proposes coming out to B.C."
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Charles George Major; a former apprentice in the Robson
store in Bayfield, and several other companions. They
eventually reached Esquimalt on June 18, 1859.12

It is impossible to determine the precise reasoning
behind Robson's decision to come to British Columbia. The
decision must have required some thought for by 1859 Robson
had a wife and two small children to support. John's younger
brother, Ebenezer, a Methodist missionary, had already been
in British Columbia for five months before John's arrival,
and it is possible, although doubtful, that Ebenezer in-
13

fluenced John's decision. It is also possible that one
reason for his decision was that the business of John and
his brother Robert was running into some financial diffi-
culty, especially when it is noted that a year after John

left Bayfield, Robert died, $5,000 in debt.ll+ It is more

12Howay and Scholefield, British Columbia, Vol. III,
pp. 156-60; and The Gazette (Victoria), June 21, 1859, p. 3.
As their ship, the steamer Forwood, entered Esquimalt har-
bour it suffered damage from the accidental igniting of a
can of powder. In a letter dated June 18, 1859 the pas~
sengers commended the captain on his *manly and officer-like
bearing on the occasion®. Among those that signed the letter
were "J. Robson” and“Charles Majoir [sic]“. See also
Colonist, June 20, 1859, p. 2. For a description of the
voyage from New York to Victoria see the Evening Sun (Van-
couver), “Trip to B.C. From New York 67 Years Ago Had All
Hardships And Excitement of Modern War®, February 2, 1926.

13Ebenezer makes no mention in his diaries of either
talking or writing to John about coming to British Columbia.

1I*George Robson, "History".



reasonable to assume that the decision of John Robson to come
to British Columbia was based on the same reason that brought
many other men to the area. That is, to gain their fortune
by making a gold discovery, collecting their wealth, and then
returning home. Robson likely persuaded himself that it was
easier to make his fortune in the gold fields than behind the
counter of a dry-goods store.

The region that John Robson now entered was in the
midst of a giant influx of population brought about by the
discovery of gold on the Fraser River. Throughout this gold
rush period the Governor of the area; James Douglas, had
been forced, because of rapidly changing events, to take the
initiative in governing British Columbia and rule largely by
decree. Conditioned as Robson was by his reform background
and being a witness to the struggle for responsible govern-
ment; he became an opponent of Governor Douglas. He saw the
Governor as a man who not only ruled by proclamation and
failed to give credence to the principle of responsible
government, but who also appeared to be influenced in his
decisions by his past associations with the Hudson's Bay
Company.

Later, when Robson began to enter into the political
life of the colony he compared the situation in British
Columbia with that of Upper Canada during the time of
Sir Francis Bond Head and compared his own political struggle

with that of the Canadian Reformers. He even drew a parallel
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between the two situations as far as to suggest that as the
Canadian reform struggle had resulted in rebellion because
the governor refused to recognize the people's demands, so
might that result happen in British Columbia. Whether Robson
sincerely believed this or was only "sabre-rattling® is only
conjecture. It may also be very much conjecture as to how
much Robson was influenced intellectually by Upper Canadian
thought but it is possible to pick out many threads in his
thinking that if followed would lead back to the Upper

Canadian intellectual fabric.

(ii)

Robson did not immediately involve himself in poli-
tice. His main motive in coming to British Columbia had been
to find gold and after spending over a week in Victoria
obtaining supplies he arrived at Hope on the evening of
June 30, 1859. A week later, together with C. G. Major and
Henry Hyde, Robson left Hope to commence work on Hill's Bar,
a sandy stretch of land from which a considerable amount of
gold had been taken. He was still there at the end of July
but by September he was disillusioned about his prospects

and was considering abandoning the profession of gold miner.15

15Ebenezer Robson, Diary, Thursday, June 30, 1859,
Tuesday, July 5, 1859, and Saturday, July 30, 1859, Ebenezer
Robson Collection, PABC. A letter written by C. G. Major
dated September 20, 1859, reveals the disillusionment felt
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By the end of November Robson probably left the area around
Hope16 and went to the newly established capital of British
Columbia at New Westminster. Christmas day 1859 finds
Robson there dining with the Reverend Edward White, a
Methodist missionary.17
Throughout 1860 Robson remained in the vicinity of
New Westminster, éngaged in splitting shingles and cutting
cordwood. He took someiinterest in'the political side of

life in the new settlement as a member of the British

Columbian Grand Jjury which recommended in its report various

by Robson and his friends:
*If there are any making arrangements to come to
this place, let them take a fool's advice and stay
at home. « « « Since we have been on the River we
have worked from half-past two or three o'clock in
the morning till nine and ten o'clock at night . . .
and lived on beans. If that is not working, I don't
know what it is. + . « And what is this all for?
For gold of course; but when you wash up at night
you may realize 50 cents, perhaps $l. « « . There
are just three in our party now, H. H. [Henry Hyde].
J. R. [John Robson], and myself. . « .*

W. K. Lamb, "Letter from Charles Major, dated Fort Hope,

September 20, 1859.% British Columbia Historical Quarterly,

Vol. V, No. 3, (July, 19%1), p. 230.

16Ebenezer Robson, Dairy, Monday, November 21, 1859,
Ebenezer mentions writing a letter to John at this time,
something he need not have done if John was still at Hill's
Bar or in the vicinity of Hope where Ebenezer was. Some
biographies such as Howay and Scholefield, British Columbia,
Vol. III, p. 999, and others mention that Robson travelled
to the Cariboo at this time. This would appear unlikely.

It is possible that he travelled to the Cariboo in the next
year, although what sources are available indicate that he
remained in New Westminster and vicinity.

l7Edwa.rd White, Diary, Christmas, December 25, 1859,
MS, PABC.
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reforms that Robson would later champion in his position as
newspaper editor.18
Although not a strict adherent of Methodism Robson
became a useful member of the New Westminster Methodist
congregation, assisting in the construction of a church and
becoming a steward in late August.lg Towards the end of
July 1860 he accompanied the Reverend White to Nanaimo to
visit John's brother Ebenezer.20 In late 1860 Robson ob-
tained several contracts from the New Westminster Municipal
Council to construct two streets and to clear private lots
that had not been cleared consequent upon being ordered to

21

do so by the Council. He again attended Christmas dinner

: 22
at the White's, but it was about this time that Robson cut

18pne New Westminster Times (Victoria), February 25,
1860, p. 2. Published at this time in Victoria, the paper
moved to New Westminster later in the year.

19 3ward White, Diary, Wednesday, January 4, 1860;
Thursday, January 5, 1860, and Thursday, August 30, 1860.

20ghenezer Robson, Diary, Friday, July 27, 1860,
and Edward White, Diary, Wednesday, July 25, and Friday,
July 27, 1860.

21pt the Municipal Council meeting of November 26,
1860 Robson was awarded contracts for constructing Begbie St.
for $48 and Douglas St. for $375. He also obtained contracts
for clearing 15 lots for the total price of $67. (The New
Westminster Times [[New Westminster], December 1, 1860, p. 2,
and December 8, 1860, p. 2.) The expenditure of the New
Westminster Council for the year ending August 15, 1861 notes
that Robson was paid £33 12 0 for clearing and grading
Begbie St. and £79 0 0 for grading Douglas St. (Columbian,
January 2, 1862, p. 2.)

22pqward White, Diary, Tuesday, December 25, 1860.
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his left foot when his axe slipped as he was cutting some
overhead brush. The result was that he was unable to work
for six weeks. While he was recuperating, several New
Westminster citizens asked him to assume the editorship of
their newly purchased newspaper.23

The precise circumstances under which Robson became
editor are a little vague but it seems likely that they
were influenced by the political situation in New Westminster.
The settlement on the Fraser was first surveyed and the
clearing of the land started in 1859, but it was not long
before the new capital of British Columbia recognized an
economic rival in the town of Victoria. The residents of
New Westminster soon demonstrated a hostility towards Vic-
toria as well as towards Governor Douglas, who, they claimed,
was advancing the interests of Victoria in opposition to
those of New Westminster.

New Westminster thus became the center of political
agitation against Governor Douglas on the mainland. As it
was the capital, the city also tended to look upon itself as
the spokesman for the entire colony. To seek redress for
their complaints, the New Westminster residents resorted to
the presentation of petitions to the Imperial authorities.

This course of action improved the situation somewhat, but .

23mpe Daily Telegram (Vancouver), June 30, 1892,
Pe 1. .
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failed to correct the majority of their grievances.
Then, at the end of 1860, Leonard McClure, editor of

the New Westminster Times and president of the city's Mu-

nicipal Council, suggested the formation of a convention of
delegates from the various districts of British Columbia.

The general concensus seemed to be that a convention should
be called, but disagreement resulted over the organization

%5 The result was that two

and purpose of the convention.
opposing factions appeared, the Government or English ficket
led by McClure, and the Reform Party led by such New West-A'
minster 6itizens as J. A. R, Homer and William Clarkson. In
the election for delegates to the convention each faction put
up its own slate of candidates. Robson supported the
Reformers who were not willing to leave the larger issues of
a resident Governor and representative government in order to
concentrate on the colonists' more practical grievances as
McClure wished. In addition, the Reformers were opposed to
working with the Governor by using the convention as a form
of Legislative Assembly to present resolutions on which the

Governor might act. Instead the Reformers desired that the

2L’For a more detailed discussion of the abuses as
well as the political action followed by the colonists see
Margaret Lillooet McDonald, "New Westminster, 1859-1871%
(uﬂp§blished M«A, thesis, University of British Columbia,
1947).

25The New Westminster Times, December 30, 1860, p. 2,
and January 5, 1861, p. Z. :
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convention be constituted as a body in opposition to Governor
Douglas and his policies.

When the English ticket was defeated, a disappointed
McClure satirized the elected Reform delegates as the "Semi-
ahmoo elected delegates", a reference to the contention that
they were elected by the non-English members of the community.

Sir, - The Semiahmoo elected delegates of New
Westminster to the Convention which was to have been
but which they destroyed, have begun to give us a
specimen of that transcendent ability which everyone
was expecting. They have got a secretary to do what
was found impossible for the 'delegates' to perform--
write a legible hand. So far they have achieved a de-
cided success. They have met secretly and silently in
a room 8 by 10, and practised oratory to two office
stools and a broken chair. On each of these occasions
they have reiterated an oath « . « that . . « ==-they the
foreign ambassadors from Semiahmoo--were determined by
fierce invective, threatening denunciation, and if
necessary, although the cure would be an extreme one,
subserbing [sic] four bits each week to start a paper
for the destruction of the gell tyrant, the Governor
of British Columbia. + + .2 -

Evidently the Reform faction took the “extreme cure”, for in

the next issue of the New Westminster Times a notice was given

that the paper had been sold.27
John Robson was the secretary to the elected New

28
Westminster delegates and was asked to become the paper's

26lhlg-. January 26, 1861, p. 2.
2712;@.. February 2, 1861, p. 2.

28phe New Westminster Times, February 20, 1861, p. 2.
In his account of the first British Columbia Convention after
he had sold out his business in New Westminster and moved
back to Victoria, McClure notes that “The pro tem Secretary
of the Convention having more onerous duties to fulfill in
the editorial chair of the 'people's paper' [The British Co=
lumbian] could not continue his services in that capacity. . "
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editor. A stipulation being granted that the printing plant
be placed at his disposal for one year with no charge,

2
Robson accepted the position, J and on Wednesday, February 13,

1861 the first issue of The British Columbian appeared.30

With its appearancé, the basis for John Robson's political
career in British Columbia was laid.

As editor Robson wasted no time in plainly stating
the policies that he would promote in his paper. His first
issue contained an editorial entitled *“Our Platform” in
which he outlined the general editorial policy of the paper
as well as his own political philosophy.

The cardinal measures which we shall advocate
are a RESIDENT GOVERNOR, and RESPONSIBLE GOVERNMENT,
or in other words, REPRESENTATIVE INSTITUTIONS. « «
We shall advocate such changes in the tariff as will
tend to encourage Commerce, Ship-building, and trade
generally - the immediate improvement of the navi-
gation of the Fraser River - the early survey of the
public lands, and the adoption of an enlightened and
liberal land system calculated to keep out the
speculator and encourage the actual settler - a system
by which miners can, through representatives chosen
by themselves, make their own laws, and regulate their
own affairs - direct steam and other communication
with foreign ports - a moderate tax upon Chinese -
an export duty upon gold dust ~ the abolition of all
tonnage dues, mule taxes, and road tolls except upon
such roads as are completed and in good condition.

29columbian, May 21, 1864, p. 1.

30Compare James Gordon Reid, "John Robson and the
British Columbian®” (unpublished M.A. thesis, University of
British Columbia, 1950), p. 42, where it is stated that the
first paper came out on a Thursday. Until April 1862 the
paper was published once a week on Thursday, excepting the
first issue which was published on Wednesday.



17

We shall oppose a union with Vancouver Island,
at least until such a union can be consummated
with mutual satisfaction. « .« .«

We shall advocate an inter-denominational
system of education upon a broad and liberal
baSiSQ ¢ o o

We shall publish nothing that will not tend
towards the accomplishment of the great object
we have in view, viz., Responsible Government,
liberal institutions, the redress of all our
grievances, and the moral and intellectual
improvement of all the people.)l

Many of these measures Robson would continue to promote
throughout his career.

Robson also threw his support behind the British
Columbia Convention which met on February 15 in New West-
minster. The convention, composed of delegates from Hope,
Douglas and New Westminster, lasted for almost a week and
formulated another petition outlining the residents'
grievances.

In the first issues of The British Columbian the

novice editor seemed to be feeling his way. He refrained
from any personal attacks on the Governor and his officials,
attacking instead the government's policies. When Douglas
refused to recognize the Conventicn as representing the
people of British Columbia, Robson discontinued this
approach. Taking direct verbal aim at Douglas, the editor
attacked the Governor as the true source of the colonists®

grievances.

3lgolumbian, February 13, 1861, p. 2.
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There is no use mincing matters. We may just as
well speak out boldly what we believe and what
any one acquainted with the case believes, that
so vast are his [Douglas'] pecuniary interests
in Victoria, that he will make use of the almost
unlimited power he possesses for the purpose of
forcing up that town at our expense.

The partiality of the Governor's policy in
regard to the two Colonies is too palpable to_be
over-looked even by the most casual observer.3

In a later editorial, Robson asserted that the whole
situation with regard to responsible government might be
simply stated:

Now the question is simply this: Is British
Columbia to be deprived of popular institutions
until such a time as our Czar [Douglas] sees fit in
his wisdom, to say that we are prepared for them? . . .
Is the loyal and truly British population of this
colony to be insulted, and goaded on to desperation
eand rebellion--yes, gentle reader, we repeat it,
rebellion:~~simply because it is gratifying to the
feeling of our Governor to occupy the position of a
despot, and because it is to his pecuniary interest,
and that of the people of Victoria that we should be
kept in our present helpless state? Is his Excel-
lency to be allowed to deceive the Home Government,
by his long and eloquent dispatches, full as they are
of misrepresentations and evasions?53

Although Robson occasionally gave Douglas credit for
some measure, such as revisions in the Land Act, he continued
his barrage of criticisms and political polemic. When criti-
cized for his attacks on the Queen's representative, Robson
defended himself by maintaining that he respected Governor

Douglas morally and socially, and that he certainly respected

321bid., March 7, 1861, p. 2.
331vid., April 4, 1861, p. 2.
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the Crown, but as long as Douglas remained sole ruler and

promoted policies detrimental to the colony, The British

Columbian would continue attacking him.3

Robson's editorials appeared in every issue. In
general, their style might be divided into two broad group-
ings. Some appeared to bear the mark of some thought and
work, as if the writer had taken time to write them and pos-
sibly rework them into adequate compésitions. The majority
of his editorials, however, appear to be spontaneous affairs,
written as the direct progression of thought on paper. This
did not mean that they were unconnected, but they did tend
to become verbose, and sometimes, if written in a blast of
emotion, could lift Robson to flights of rhetoric.35

Strong as the vindictiveness in Robson's editorials
might be, it was characteristic of ﬁewspapers of this time.
In a period when news of the outside world only arrived
sporadically as a ship arrived in port, the editorials were
one of the main sections of the paper. Granted that the

paper had other uses and contained various information,

341pid., September 5, 1861, p. 2, and September 13,
1862, p. 2.

35Robson often used words that made readers reach
for dictionaries. Examples would be *burk”, "tergiver-
sation”, and "transmogrified”. He referred to celebrations
iven to Governor Douglas as "spasmodic parting ebullition”.
Columbian, March 19, 1864, p. 2).
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Robson's editorials were read by the populace36 and would
serve as an important influence on public opinion in

British Columbia.

36This included those who might not be expected to
read his paper. This was demonstrated by a light-hearted
letter from a Fredrica Amanda, who complained that Robson
labelled Yale society as *"gay* compared to New Westminster
society. She disagreed with Robson's political editorials,
but she agreed with the proposal that Colonel Moody of the
Royal Engineers become Governor of British Columbia so that
there might be balls and receptions that the ladies could
attend. She continues:
You may not be aware that we 2ll read your paper,
though we pretend not to countenance such a vulgar
rag, as our circle call it. We don't patronize it,
to be sure, so far as paying you anything for it is
concerned, but we all watch for it anxiously, and
read it nevertheless on the sly. It does seem mean
to do so, but nobody knows, or would ever suspect
us, the way we affect to speak of it. (Columbian,
June 3, 1863, Pe 30)



CHAPTER II

EDITOR AND COLONIAL POLITICIAN
(1)

As The British Columbian was only published once a

week during 1861, Robson had ample time to prepare his edi-
torials and to travel inland as he did in September to report
on the second meeting of the British Columbia Convention held
at Hope.l The result of the convention was again manifested
in a petition that contained the usual complaints of the
colohists. such as the non-residence of the Governor in the
mainland colony and the discriminatory tariff regulations.
This petition was also presented to Governor Douglas who
again forwarded it to the Colonial Office together with his
opinions.

There had now been several petitions presented to the

lcolumbian, September 19, 1861, p. 3. Robson was not
a delegate to either meeting of the British Columbia Con-
vention. Compare 0Olive Fairholm, *John Robson and Confeder-
ation”, in British Columbia and Confederation, ed. by W. G.
Shelton (Victoria: Morriss Printing Company Ltd., for the
University of Victoria, 1967), p. 105.

2Letter. Governor Douglas to the Duke of Newcastle,
Colonial Secretary, October 8, 1861, Great Britain, Public
Record Office: Colonial Office 60: British Columbia Cor-
respondence, 1859-1871 (London, microfilm, University of
Victoria Library), C.0.60/11, p. 36. (Hereafter cited by
number only.) For the original memorial see C.0.60/11, p. 50.

21



22

Governor, with the last three in May 1860 and in February and
September of 1661, but none had been answered by the Im-
perial authorities. Robson expressed disgust at the lack of
Imperial response. Still, the editor maintained that the
agitation for the remedying of the colonists' grievances must

3

continue. The inhabitants of New Westminster agreed with
him for in July of 1862 the city's Municipal Council called
a meeting to reiterate their discontent with the conditions
in the colony. At this meeting it was evident that John
Robson had begun to play a larger role in the colony's re-
form movement as he was appointed to a committee to draft a
memorial which was presented to another general meeting three
days later and then sent to Governor Douglas.

As well as sending petitions to the Imperial authbri-
ties, the colonists obtained aid from various individuals to

5

lobby their causes in England. One such individual that
the colonists asked for support was Malcolm Cameron, the

same politician who had induced the Robson family to move to

3Columbian, July 16, 1862, p. 1.
uIbid., July 19, 1862, p. 2. See C.0.60/14, p. 104,

5William Fisher had been in British Columbia in 1861
and was deputized by the New Westminster Council to promote
the interests of the colony in Britain. (Columbian, May 3,
1862, p. 2.) This he appears to have done, corresponding
with the Colonial Office over the establishment of trade and
an adequate postal service with the colony and by delivering
lectures. (C.0.60/14, p. 370, and Columbian, June 4, 1862,
Pe 3.) In addition the colonists seemed to have their
champions in the House of Commons. (Columbian, May 14, 1862,
pe 2, Letter from W. S. Lindsay.)
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Sarnia. In early September 1862, while touring the west,
Cameron spent over a week in New Westminster, attending ban-
quets and a temperance meeting before visiting tﬁe interior
of the colony. During Cameron's absence in the interior

The British Columbian suggested that Cameron be sent to

London as a common delegate from the two colonies to request
a separate governor, responsible government, and the control
of their own resources.

Accordingly, on September 30, after Cameron's return
from the_interior he received an address prepared by Robson
and the city clerk, Valentine Hall, at a meeting in New West-
minster. The address recapitulated the usual grievances,
noted that four previous petitions had gone unanswered apd
requested that Cameron become the British Columbian delegate
to be sent to London. Denying that he had as much influence
as the residents of New Westminster credited him with,
Cameron, nevertheless, accepted the position. The meeting
next appointed two committees, the first to obtain the neces-
sary funds for Cameron's expenses, and the second, of which
Robson was a member, "to prepare instructions and afford any

desirable information to the Hon. M. Cameron."7

6Columbian. September 27, 1862, p. 3. An account of
Cameron's trip is in a pamphlet, E. G. Desbarats, Lecture
Delivered by the Hon. Malcolm Cameron to the Young Men's
Mutual Improvement Association (Quebec: ne.p., 1865).

7Ibid., October 4, 1862, p. 1. Cameron had natural
liberal reform tendencies and was therefore quite willing to
accept the position of delegate. There may be room for
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By the end of October, armed with a catalogue of
documents supplied by Robson's committee as well as a
petition on the various grievances, Cameron left New West-
minster on his mission. He was joined in Victoria by
Leonard McClure who had been selected as a delegate for
Vancouver Island and the two left for England.

Robson was disappointed that Cameron was not chosen
as a common delegate, although he was not displeased at the
selection of McClure. He looked with optimism on the entire
affair, feeling Yas though our emancipation from political

serfdom were an affaire accompli. That we shall have a dis-

tinct Governor, and representative Government of some sort,
there is little doubt.” Robson's optimism continued through-
out the early part of 1863, although it was somewhat dented
by rumors from Britain. These fears were allayed by Cameron's
reports which advised that the Colonial Secretary would grant
the colony's request for a separate government with a resi-
dent governor and self-government. Cameron later reported
that he was confident of his mission and was returning home

to Canada.9

speculation as to Robsonfs role in Cameron's acceptance.
Certainly Robson's friendship with Cameron would not have
hindered his decision.

8Columbian, November 1, 1862, p. 1.

9Ibid..\0ctober 29, 1862, p. 13 November 1, 1862,
p. 1; March 25, 1863, p. 2, and April 8, 1863, p. 2.
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The changes that Robson speculated upon in his edi=-
torials were contained in an order-in-council dated June 11,
1863. It proclaimed that the colony of British Columbia was
to have a separate Legislative Council which was to advise
the Governor. The Council would consist of fifteen members,
one-third of the body consisting of fhe public officers of
the colony, one-third the district magistrates and the last
five members elected by the population'of the colony in such
a manner as was to be determined by the Governor.10 As the
term of Douglas as Governor of Vancouver Island and British
Columbia had expired it was also decided by the Imperial
authorities that he should retire and would be replaced by
a governor for each colony.

Robson first noticed the new policy for British

10Instructions, Duke of Newcastle to Governor Douglas,
June 15, 1863, C.0.60/17, p. 159. The changes in government
in British Columbia had been the result of some discussion in
the Colonial Office, as well as the lobbying of [Malcolm
Cameron and Leonard McClure. On his arrival in London in
January 1863 Cameron saw the Duke of Newcastle, (Columbian,
March 25, 1863, p. 3.) although it is not certain what in-
fluence his presence had on the formulation of colonial
policy. It is possible that he presented the same arguments
in person as he advanced in a lecture to the British North
American Association in London (The Times [London], January
22, 1863, p. 9), and in a letter to the Duke of Newcastle
after the order-in-council had been issued. (Letter, Cameron
to Duke of Newcastle, July 20, 1863, C.0.60/17, p. 422.) 1In
addition to the order-in-council the British Columbian
Boundaries Act was passed to enlarge the colony. This act
also extended the provisions of the August 1858 act es-
tablishing the colony of British Columbia to the end of 1863,
after which the order-in-council would come into full force.
(Great Britain, Statutes, 26 & 27 Viec. 1863, ch. LXXXIII.)
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Columbia in August 1863. He maintained that the colonists
could be thankful for being assured of having a resident
governor and having escaped from the *one man rule® that had
been their lot for the past several years, but he viewed the
new form of government with some misgivings. It was not as
liberal nor as satisfactory as mighf be expected, particularly
as to the number of elected memberslon the Legislative
Council.ll

While Robson expressed dissatisfaction with the new
form of government, Governor Douglas attempted to establish
it, and have the people elect their representatives on the
Council. In accordance with instructions supplied by the
Colonial Secretary, the Governor purposely left the manner
of selection vague.12 This led Robson to reconsider the new
form of government. The order-in-council, Robson noted, did
not even outline a system of franchise. He protested agaihst
the presentation of such an *absurd and illiberal system¥,
but advised the colonists to attempt tec use it to prove to
the authorities that they were desirous and capable of

13

managing something better.

1lco1umbian, August 22, 1863, p. 2.

12Instructions. Duke of Newcastle to Governor Douglas,
June 15, 1863, C.0.17/17, p. 159.

13Columbian. October 3, 18663, p. 2.
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At a mass meeting in New Westminster the colonists
expressed discontent with the new form of government but
decided that the system should be given a trial. Accordingly
they established their own qualifications for candidates and
electors. The election was held in New Westminster at the
beginning of October. Although he voted for J. A. R. Homer,
who won the election, Robson did not have his newspaper take
sides in the election struggle. It would be good enough the
editor claimed if the people would return a man of good,
solid principles.

The new Legislative Council was called to meet in
the middle of January 1864. The dissatisfied Robson sug-
gested that “The man who is entitled to the credit of origi-
nating the new system of government for this colony ought to
be embalmed in cabbage leaves and placed in a glass case for
the use of future generations.” "To point out objections in
the new system of Government for which we waited and prayed
so fervently", Robson asserted, *would be too much like
looking for holes in a sieve®.

When the Legislative Council met at the old Royal
Engineer's Camp outside New Westminster, Robson continued his

derision of Governor Douglas and the new system of government,

lI*Ibld.. October 3, 1868, p. 2 and p. 3; October 7,
1863, p. 2, and October 10, 1863, p. 3.

ISIbido. Ja.nuary 91 1864. P 2.
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pointing out the numerous errors in parliamentary procedures
that were made. Robson noted that the throne speech con-
tained several significant measures and was quite respect-
able, but claimed its most notable aspect was what it did
not consider.16
Robson was not to continue in his analysis of the
Legislative Council's actions or Governor Douglas' proposals
unhampered. Influenced perhaps by the critical tones of
Robson's editorials and deciding that a *comedy of errors®,
as Robson called the Council, need not be reported in the
newspaper, the Council decided by a vote of five to four to
prohibit the public and press from attending their meetings.l7
This development, as might be expected, received
Robson's strong censure. As might not be expected, he did
not indulge himself in a rhetorical denouncement of the
action, but simply drew attention to the "humiliating act*
of the Council, promising to discuss the situation later.
He could not trust himself in what he might write in his
present state of feelings and thought it better to wait

. 18
“till cool reflection resumed its sway."

When it had, Robson wrote a rather subdued editorial.

161pid., January 23, 1864, p. 3.

171vid., January 23, 1864, p. 3, and January 27,
1864, p. 3.

181pid., January 27, 1864, p. 3.
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The people, Robson maintained, had a right to know what
business was being conducted in the Legislative Council and
the newspaper had the responsibility of publishing the de-
‘bates. Public scrutiny of the Legislative Council's actions
served to keep it honest and faithful to its duty. Now,
even if the Council was as honest as could be, there was
still suspicion cast upon its proceedings because of its
secrecy. As for his paper, the councillors need not have
worried, he would have not been too severe in his criticisms,
acknowledging the fact that the councillors were in some
‘ways hampered by their inexperience.1

The proceedings of the Council were published in

The British Columbian in the form of the clerk's minutes for

several issues, but then claiming that they were dull and
very unreadable Robson began to publish the proceedings from
what he could find out happened in the Council. In doing
this he pointed out that some errors might be made, but then
the councillors had no one to blame but themselves.zo
Robson's bitter feelings over the expulsion of the
public and press from the Council meetings were justified,

at least in his own eyes. If the reason behind the expulsion

was to repudiate Robson and his paper it would not have been

191bid., January 30, 1864, p. 2.

201pid., February 6, 1864, p. 3.
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the first occasion when Robson received discriminatory treat-
ment from the government officials.

From its commencement, The British Columbian published

within its pages the Government Gazette, as its predecessor

The New Westminster Times had done. In September 1861 a

verbal contract was agreed to whereby Robson published the
Gazette to Septemﬁer 1862. When this contract expired Robson
visited Victoria and reached an undefstanding with the
Colonial Secretary, Young, that the Gazette was to be pub-
lished to September 1863, with an increase in payment. As
no written contract was signed the previous year, Robson felt
that one was not necessary now. This understanding was ad-
hered to until the end of December 1862 when the government
informed Robson that he would no longer be printing the
Gazette and that the function was to be be taken over by the
Royal Engineer's printing office. Robson protested that
there had been an understanding, but the government claimed
ignorance of any agreement. The editor first considered but
then decided against taking the matter to court when informed
that, although the case would be won, it would take too much
time and money.21

Robson had little doubt about the reason for the

government's action. The British Columbian was following its

2lpobson's account from which the above is taken is
in the Columbian, January 24, 1863, p. 1l.
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own course and would not support the government. The
government had therefore decided to start their own news-
paper as a method of revenge.22 Perhaps Robson's interpre-
tation does have some truth in it. At least it is inter-
esting to note that it was at the same time the Gazette

was taken away from him that he was thrown into jail by
Judge Begbie.

The episode with Chief Justice Matthew Begbie may
have been building for some time. Robson had few kind words
to say about the Judge whom he regarded as a member of the
governmeﬁt clique. During the month of November 1862 Robson
considered the administration of law in the colony in
several editorials. He noted that rumors were circulating
that various government officials, including the Chief
Justice, were speculating in gold claims and in land. This
must not be so, Robson commented, as those officials must
retain their impartiality. Robson also condemned the law
which put several persons in the New Westminster jail for
debt.23 In addition, following the death of James Locke
who had been imprisoned for embezzlement and debt, he re-
sumed his criticism of the appalling state of the jail in

New Westminster. Locke had fallen ill in jail and with his

221pi4., January 23, 1863, p. 1, and May 13,
1863, p. 2.

231pid., November 1, 1862, p. 3, and November 12,
1862, p. 2.
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condition worsened by what Robson described as a small, damp
cell{ he died. The authorities claimed they would have
removed Locke from his cell to the Hospital, but for his
debt. When an inquest decided that the prisoner *died by the
visitation of God”, Robson refused to believe this verdict,

claiming that Locke died instead "by a visitation of the law."

The editor labelléd the whole affair the *Late Judicial
Murder“.zu '
Neither these last editorials nor an anonymous letter
signed "A" appearing in the same issue as the editorial on
James Locke were calculated to earn the favour of Judge
Begbie. The letter asserted that Begbie, in return for a
gift of twenty acres of land, had granted a certificate of
improvement on a plot of land apparently belonging to an
individual named Dud Moreland. The resident magistrate had
earlier refused to grant such a certificate of improvement,
as little or no improvement had been made.25 Begbie denied
the letter's charge of bribery and demanded that Robson ap=-
pear before him on a charge of contempt of court. The
following day Robson appeared and apologized that "*if* the
charge in "A's” letter was untrue the editor regretted its

publication. Begbie, having already stated that the charge

24154, , November 22, 1862, p. 2, and November 26,
1862, D 2Zs

25Tbid., November 26, 1862, p. 2.
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was untrue, refused to accept a qualified apology and had
the editor placed in jail.

The situation remained for the next three days. The
jailed but strong-willed Robson faced an equally strong-
willed Judge Begbie. Begbie believed that his position as
Judge, and through him the reputation of the whole judicial
system of the colony, was threatened by the allegations and
that reprimands must be made. Robson, perhaps somewhat sur-
prised by Begbie's action after all the veiled editorial
allegations he had thrown at other government officials,
made the best of his imprisonment. In an editorial written
from his jail cell he composed a piece of rhetoric entitled
"A Voice from the Dungeon” which released his emotion at
being incarcerated and which easily surpassed for verbosity
and emotion all his previous writings.26

With a little thinking, and perhaps the memory of
the unfortunate prisoner who died in jail, Robson's martyr's
zeal, which was evident in his editorial, seems to have soon
quelled. He may have also believed that he was of more use
in his editorial office than in jail and he therefore asked
to see Judge Begbie. The Judge also had time to think and
he may have been surprised at the support that Robson
received from the people of New Westminster and the rest of

the colony. He may have also felt some trepidation over the

261pid., December 6, 1862, p. 2.
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action of the colonists in sending all the documents in the
case to Malcolm Cameron for presentation at the Colonial
Office.27 The climax came on December 5 when Robson appeared
before the Judge and stated that the letter of "A" came to
him in the ordinary course of business and he only glanced
at it before it was published.28 He therefore did not note
if it contained anything that might be taken as contempt of
court. As for the matter of Begbie accepting the land as a
bribe, the Judge had stated from the bench that he paid for
the land and Robson, as a gentleman, was bound to accept

liis assertion. Therefore, Robson told the Judge, the letter
#contained a statement not warranted by facts; and I have to
express my regret, and offer my apology for allowing such

statement to be published in the said British Columbian news-

2
paper.” 9 Begbie accepted the apology and Robson returned
to freedom and the editorial pages of his paper.

The editor was overjoyed with the support that he

received from the citizens of New Westminster. During his

27Ibid., December 6, 1862, p. 3.

287his has doubt cast upon it by the fact that the
letter was dated New Westminster, November 7, 1862, almost
three weeks before it was published.

29Columbian. December 10, 1862, p. 2. The written
form of the apology refers to the letter as published in the
newspaper of the *24th ult."” The letter appeared in the
November 26 issue. This may be a simple printing error.



25

imprisonment some 400 citizens had gathered to protest
: . " 0
Begbie's actlon.3 With such support it was to be expected
that Robson would return to the question of Judge Begbie
and what became known as the *Cottonwood Scandal®. In the
first editorial in which he specifically considered the
allegation against the Judge, Robson admitted that the
Judge's dealings were suspect when he managed to obtain at
the price of ten shillings an acre of land destined to be-
come a valuable townsite. In reply to Begbie's assertion
that in publishing "A's" letter Robson was defying the
sanctity of the law and the bench, the editor responded that
there must also exist the freedom of the press. Using that
freedom, and almost challenging the Judge to again call him
on a charge of contempt, Robson asked:

Is the liberty of the press of British Columbia

less sacred than that of other countries? Is a

tyrannical Judge, who mere accident has for a time

placed upon the Bench, to crush it with impunity?

Shall we permit this great and sacred institution

to be immolated in order that his conduct may not

be unveiled--so that his arbitrary and relentless

heart may be gratified?

Mr. Begbie the other day, in noticing the
alleged offence we had committed against the
dignity of his Court, prefaced his remarks by

professing to uphold the liberty of the press. 3
The sequel proves how rotten was that profession.

By January 1863 a letter from Dud Moreland appeared

in the Victoria Colonist asserting that he had given 20

301bid., December 6, 1863, p. 3.
3l1bid., December 10, 1862, p. 1.
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acres of land to Judge Begbie.32 Moreland's statement
contradicted Judge Begbie's that he paid for the land, and
it was accepted by Robson and others as proof of the alle-
gations contained in the letter by "A". In Robson's view
Begbie had lost the colonists' respect and was permanently
stamped with the allegation of *an unjust judge . . . never,
never to be erased."33

Whether or not Judge Begbie.was guilty of dubious
dealings has never been proven.34 During the spring of 1863
a petition was taken up among New Westminster citizens claim-
ing that they would not sit on a jury when Judge Begbie was

35 but by the summer of 1863 the whole matter

on the bench
appeared to have died down. In later years Robson contended
that he was thrown into jail because of his criticism of the

36

government officials. But this appears to have been an
exaggerated claim for political purposes. It is difficult to

see the episode between Begbie and Robson as much more than

32Colonist, January 17, 1863, p. 3.

33Columbian. January 31, 1863, p. 1, and February 28,
1863' P 2,

3l"See Sydney G. Pettit, "His Honour's Honour: Judge
Begbie and the Cottonwood Scandal,¥ British Columbia
Historical Quarterly, XI, No. 3, (July, 1947), pp. 187-210,
for a detailed examination of the Cottonwood Scandal.

35Columbian, March 11, 1863, Ps 24

36The Daily Telegram (Vancouver), June 30, 1892,

pP. 1.
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a clash of characters. The Judge believed that he and his

court had been maligned by allegations in The British

Columbian. Robson, on the other hand, believed that he had
the right, and responsibility, of offering constructive
criticism of the colony's law system.

Governor Douglas did mistrust the actions of the
"New Westminster Clique” and had earlier asked the magis-
trates to keep the members of the "Ciique” under surveil-

37

lance. As for John Robson, his tirades against the
Governor and the government easily earned him Douglas' dis-
like. While the Governor and his officials would not have

any concerted plans to harass Robson, they were also probably
not closed to any opportunity of hindering the editor.

With this in mind, the matter of Robson's loss of the contract
to publish the Gazette does appear suspect. It is unlikely

that the government would, as Robson later claimed, start

its own newspaper in opposition to The British Columbian as

the expense would have been too great. What is suspicious
is the fact that the government should have taken the moment
when Robson was involved in his dispute with Begbie to
decide to take away the contract. The Royal Engineers had

38

been printing material for some time previous to this and

37Letter. Governor Douglas to Duke of Newcastle,
October 8, 1861, C.0.60/11, p. 35.

38Madge‘Wolfenden, “Early Government Gazettes”,
British Columbian Historical Quarterly, VII, No. 3 (July,

1943), p. 175. '
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the contract could have been placed with them earlier. It
is to be wondered if Robson had been a supporter of the
government whether or not he would have been allowed to re-
tain the Gazette. It would appear that the government;
realizing that only a verbal agreement had been made, decided
that it could break the agreement with impunity.39

The closing of the meetings of the first Legislative
Council of British Columbia to press and public also appears
questionable, although it may do so only because there is
little eyidence as to the reasons for its closure. At the
next session of the Council, after Douglas left, the meet-
ings were again open to the public.u'O It would appear that
the government officials were again attempting to harass
John Robson as the editor of the only newspaper in the
colonye.

While citizens took their leave of Governor Douglas,
Robson could see no reason for giving the Governor any type

41
of celebration on his departure. Although Robson made no

391t is curious that Robson did not get a written
agreement from the government he distrusted, even if he did
not have one previously. It may be significant that the
government did not respond to Robson's interpretation of
events. If the editor's interpretation was wrong, and the
government could demonstrate that it was, they would have
likely shown such evidence in public.

40
41

Columbian, January 14, 1865, p. 1.

Ibid., March 16, 1864, p. 2.
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secret of the fact that he was glad to see him replacedQ he
agreed that Douglas did have the qualities of a gentleman.
Perhaps somewhat mollified by Douglas' retirement, Robson
admitted that he had made some indiscreet comments and per-
haps did not make sufficient allowances for the difficult
times:

In the heat of political excitement one is very

liable to adopt extreme views and measures which,

however well meant sometimes do injustice to those

to whom they are opposed. In so far as we may

have fallen into this common error, in a sincere

endeavour to promote tﬁe public good, we are free

to express our regret. <
It was as much of an apology as anyone was to receive from

John Robson.

(ii)

Governor Seymour finally arrived in New Westminster
in April 1864. As he explained to the Colonial Office, he
found that previous to his arrival the Legislative Council
had completed a large amount of work. With so much legis-

lation awaiting his approval, the new governor decided that

421p3i4., April 2, 1864, p. 1. After Douglas' death
in 1877 a memorial fund was started in his name. Robson
appears to have played a leading part in the organization
of the fund. See Colonist, September 8, 1877, p. 3.
John Robson's diary entry for February &, 1878 reads:
*Went on Douglas memorial collecting tour. Completed
Pandora and North Park.* (John Robson, Diary, MS, in
possession of Mrs. J. D. Hunter, Victoria.)
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it was best to prorogue the Council.

Robson thought the work of the first Legislative
Council was generally productive. As for the new Governor,
Robson was pleased with his Excellency and believed that
there was reason to think that the conduct of the colony
would be improved under his administration. A little over

two weeks after Séymour arrived The British Columbian noted

his administration already demonstrafed what could be
accomplished with a liberal attitude, even under the un-
favourable form of government that the colony possessed.ua
Part of the optimism that Robson felt during the
early part of 1864 may have been brought about by events in
his pérsonal life. In February 1864, the family that Robson
left in Upper Canada arrived in New Westminster. The dif-
ference in time was probably not noticeable on his wife
Susan, but Robson was undoubtedly pleased with the growth of
his children, Frances Ellen and John Loﬁgworth. His family

was to increase in size three years later with the birth of

Robson's second son, Frederick William.

43Letter, Frederick Seymour to Duke of Newcastle,
June 1, 1864, C.0.60/18, p. 311.

44Columbian. May 11, 1864, p. 1.

45Ebenezer Robson, Diary, Tuesday, February 25, 1864,
and Columbian, August 3, 1867, p. 3. The birthdates of
Robson's wife and his first two children are difficult to
affix precisely. Susan died in 1918 in her 86th year. This
would place her birthdate in 1832. Fannie died in her 87th
year in 1944. This places her birth in 1857. John Longworth
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- John Robson himself had likely not changed in his
appearance from the time he left Upper Canada. He was a
little taller than average and slightly muscular. His hair
was quite full and it was supplemented by mutton-chops and
a full mustache which set off the distinctive nose altered
by the accident in his childhood. His dress may have seemed
to somehow match some of his editorials, being a little too
flamboyant or foppish, with a gigantic top hat and flowing
cape fastened with metal clasps, or a bow tie that seemed
unproportionately large.

Financially, the years spent in British Columbia had
not made Robson as rich as he hoped when he first arrived,
but he did have something to show for his efforts. The
arrangement that was made with Robson in 1861 was that he
gained the free use of the newspaper printing plant for one
year. At the end of that year, expressing approval of the

course followed by The British Columbian, the original owners

of the press turned it over to Robson.

Following his acquisition of the press in 1862
Robson attempted to increase the paper's revenue. The paper
moved into new offices and new additions were made to the

press, enabling it to "execute with promptitude every

died in Ontario in 1875 in his 19th year. This puts his
birthdate as 1856.

46Columf>ian. May 21, 1864, ?- 1.
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description of plain and ornamental job printing.® By the
end of April 1862 The British Columbian had changed from its
usual day of publication on a Thursday to twice a week publi=-
cation on Vednesday and Saturday.u?

If Robson hoped for improved profits it appears that
he was not to realize them. Hurt by the loss of the contract
for the governmenf Gazette at the end of 1862, Robson admitted
in February 1863 that "The expense of publishing a semi-
weekly sheet like the Columbian in a community so small is
far too great to admit of its proving a lucrative under-
’cal*:ing."u8 This statement would remain true throughout the
career of the paper.

In February 1865, at the conclusion of the fourth

volume of the paper, Robson again attempted an expansion.

Influenced by competition from the North Pacific Times and

British Columbian Advertiser which began publication in New

Westminster four months previously, The British Columbian

became a tri-weekly paper, being published on Tuesday,
Thursday and Saturday. The advertising space in the paper

was increased, the new telegraph was used to obtain news,

471vid., March 27, 1862, p. 23 April 17, 1862, p. 3,
and April 30, 1862, p. 2. R. E. Gosnell claims that the old
office was in a second story room, which also served as
Robson's dwelling place. (The Daily Province [ Vancouver],
April 30, 1921, p. &4.)

48Ibid.. February 14, 1863, p. 2.
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and at the same time Robson entered into a partnership with
Joseph D. Sullivan. Neither tri-weekly publication nor the
partnership lasted long. By September, maintaining that it
was too expensive to obtain telegraphic news, the paper
resumed a bi-weekly publication schedule. By October the
Robson-Sullivan partnership was dissolved to be replaced by
one between Robson and James E. McMillan. In January 1867
McMillan, perhaps as a result of the fire which destroyed
The British Columbian offices in September 1866, sold out to

. : b
Robson who again became sole proprietor of the paper. 9

The British Columbian was never an overly prosperous

concern. With the grip of depression after 1865 gradually
tightening and the removal of the capital of the colony from
New Westminster in May 1868, Robson found himself in fi-
nancial difficulty. By November 1868 Robson explained that
the paper was to be published only once a week on Saturdays

50

for the winter months.

u9Ibid., February 21, 1865, p. 4; September 2, 1865,
p. 2; October 18, 1865, p. 2, and February 6, 1867, p. 2
Little is known about Joseph D. Sullivan. He was married in
1867 to a daughter of Peter Lester, a Victoria negro mer-
chant. (Colonist, February 15, 1867, p. 3.) George Wallace
of The British Columbian Tribune (April 30, 1864, p. 2) pub-
lished in Yale notes: *"After being established for seven
years! [ sic] the New Westminster paper was reduced to the low
state that the present editor had to sell out a half-interest
to a negro for $1,200." This would be the Robson-Sullivan
partnership.

5OIbid., November 14, 1868, p. 2.
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The business of running The British Columbian occu-

pied much of Robson's time, and the editorials, which all
bear Robson's style of writing, were his responsibility.
But he had assistance in the paper's composition and in its

publication. In the spring of 1862 the youngest of the
51

Robson family, David, joined his brother in New Westminster.

With David's help, until 1866 when he returned to Canada, and
52

others in publishing The British Columbian, John had some

spare time. By composing several editorials to be placed in
the paper while he was away, he also had the opportunity of

travelling throughout the colony. Moreover, there was time

to take an active part in New Westminster town life.

Robson's religious inclinations, as have been seen,
prompted him to assist the Methodist Church. When a Presby-
terian minister R. Jamieson arrived in New Westminster Robson
also helped him, becoming treasurer of the Presbyterian body
and assisting in the building of a church. Robson also be-

came a vice-president of the British Columbian Bible Society

5lchariles George Robson, *A Shert Account of the
Lives of John, Ebenezer and David Robson, three British
Columbian Pioneers." MS, (term essay, University of British
Columbia, 1938), PABC. David served his apprenticeship in
newspaper work under his brother John. He returned to Canada
and became editor of the Collingwood Bulletin. In 1881 he
returned to B.C. to work with John on the new British
Columbian.

521ncluding Warren Lambert of Chatham, Ontario, and

R. H. Alexander. (R. E. Gosnell, The Daily Province,
April 30, 1921, p. &4.)
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which had been formed to distribute Bibles throughout the
colony.53
Robson entered the social side of life in the settle-
ment as a member of various lodges and organizations that
existed in the city. He was treasurer and vice-president of
the St. Andrew's Society and the Master of the first Orange
Lodge in British Columbia. The Hyacks, the New Westminster
Fire Department, included Robson in their number as an
honorary member. He was also a member of the New Westminster
Debating Society and served as vice-president on the Board

54

of Management of the Royal Columbian Hospital. In

addition he was on various of the city committees formed to
receive dignitaries, or to plan for city celebrations.55
As a newspaper editor who often advocated the form-
ation of organizations for some specific purpose it was to
be expected that Robson would participate in such bodies
himself. Thus, after the Royal Engineers left the colony

and Robson called for the establishment of a militia, he

joined the New Westminster Volunteer Rifle Corps as a

53¢olumbian, April 25, 1865, p. 2, and November 7,
1863 Ds 3

54Ibid.. December 24, 1862, p. 3; November 28, 1866,
p. 3; January 16, 1864, p. 3; January 14, 1863, p. 2;
February 13, 1862, p. 2 and March 13, 1862, p. 2, and Letter,
John Robson to Ebenezer Robson, April 25, 1879, Ebenezer
Robson Collection, PAEC.

55For eiamples see Columbian, November 18, 1862,
p. 1' and b‘éay 20' 1868' po 20
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Lieutenant. Robson's belief in British Columbia as a po-
tential agricultural area prompted him to become president
of the New Westminster Agricultural Society and the Chairman
of the 1867 Agricultural Exhibition. His belief in the need
for the proper exploration of the colony to determine its
resources and the hope of financially improving himself
prompted Robson to become Chairman of the New Westminster
Exploration Association, whose purpose was to explore the
land around the settlement. Also in the hope of financial
gain Robgon became Director of the British Columbian Coal
Mining Company which endeavoured to capitalize on the dis-
covery of coal at English Bay in Burrard Inlet.56

His consideration of political questions in the
paper likely induced Robson to enter into the town's politi-
cal life. In October 1863 with the addition of three new
wards to the town council Robson won by acclamation the
right to represent ward 7. From 1864 to 1867 he represented
ward 3 and became President of the Municipal Council in 1866.
This latter position he relinquished in January 1867 because
57

of his election to the colony's Legislative Council.

Throughout 1864 and 1865, with his interest partially

561bid., June 20, 1866, p. 2; December 11, 1867,
p. 33 October 12, 1867, p. 3; August 13, 1864, p. 3, and
July 27, 1865, p. 2.

571pid., October 10, 1863, p. 1, and January 30,
1867, p« 3 '
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absorbed by other newsworthy events, Robson continued to
give general support to the policies of Governor Seymour.
One problem that the editor spent some time considering was
the system of education that should be established in the
colony. He had studied the question earlier, but in Feb-
ruary 1864, with the arrival of his family, the matter
seemed to hold more interest for Robson. His chief concern
was whether or not education should be sectarian.

Robson was influenced in his opinion on state sup-
port for religious schools by the controversies over state
supported churches and clergy reserves that he had witnessed
in his youth in Upper Canada. In particular he remembered
the Upper Canadian movement of "voluntaryism*, which con-
tended that churches should receive only voluntary contri-
butions and not grants from the state, in order to preserve
their religious independence.

The British Columbian earlier opposed giving state

grants to churches when Governor Douglas suggested doing so.
Robson claimed that state supported churches had caused
strife and discentent in England and Ireland. Drawing upon
his Canadian experiences, Robson argued that there had been
a continuing struggle in the Canadian colonies over state-
supported churches until all churches were placed on an
equal basis. When deprived of state support the churches

demonstrated more vitality and missionary spirit than
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previously.58

In conformity with the voluntary principle Robson
proposed that government money should be spent only on a
public system of education, free from any religious affili-
ations. A single public school system, free from sectarian
influence, receiving the whole education grant, would be
more efficient than several denominational systems. Re-
ligious training could be done either in the home or at
Sabbath School.59

In the establishment of a public school system
Robson suggested that the examples of other countries,
including Canada, might be studied. A good common school
should be established in every district with a Collegiate
school for higher learning established in New Westminster.
To support such a public school system Robson again referred
to the procedure in Upper Canada where various sections of
the public domain were used as a source of endowment.60

The majority of the population in British Columbia,

if not influenced by Robson's views on education, at least

6 g
agreed with them. £ But the plans for an established school

5819;@.. January 30, 1864, p. 3.

59lpig,. February 13, 1864, p. 1, and p. 2.

601pid., April 6, 1864, p. 2, and April 23, 1864, p. 1.
61See the accounts of public meetings at Yale and

New Westminster. (Columbian, June 8, 1864, p. 3, and June 18,
1864, p. 2.) .
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system were thwarted by the declining economic prosperity.

(iii)

Robson was aware of the colony's economic diffi-
culties but his editorials remained optimistic as he continued
to promote the exploration of new areas and the discoveries
of new mining fields.62 When the Legislative Council opened
in late January 1866 he proposed retrenchment to make up for
the colony's past heavy spending by reducing present expenses.
One specific area where Robson hoped retrenchment would take
place was in the *bloated Civil List* which supported an
*army of officials“.63

Robson's hope was not reflected in the colony‘'s
estimates for the year, nor by the actions of the Legislative
Council. The official members of the Council, joined by the
elected member for Hope, Yale and Lytton, Clement Francis

Cornwall, passed the objectionable estimates, in opposition

to the other four elected members. The British Columbian

reported the estimates' passage in an off-hand fashion, in-
serting several asides, and labelling the procedure a "farce”,

a description which prompted Cornwall to secure approval of

625ce Columbian, June 15, 1865, p. 3, or October 14,
1865' Pe 30

63Ibid.. February 7, 1866, p. 2, and May 5, 1866,
p. 1.
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a motion of censure against the editor of The British
64

Columbian.

Robson indignantly raised the cry that the liberty
of the press was in danger and that he stood condemned with-
out a trial. As J. A. R. Homer asserted in the Council, the
censure motion *had its origin in personal feeling for some
time existing betWeen the Hon. Mr. Cornwall and the editor

65

of The British Columbian®. The editor opposed some of

Cornwall's measures during the previous session and had
condemned Cornwall's land speculation scheme of acquiring
land in the "Hat Valley".66 This was not to be the only
occasion upon which Robson was involved in personal ani-
mosify.

The economic depression which Robson hoped to miti-
gate with his call for retrenchment continued to plague
British Columbia and Vancouver Island. In Victoria the hard-

ships prompted many people to promote'the cause of union of

641p3id., February 14, 1866, p. 3, and February 17,
1866, ps 3

651bid., February 17, 1866, p. 2, and p. 3. The
animosity between the two continued. A month later Cornwall
moved that the House be cleared of strangers as matters of
secrecy were to be discussed. However this was not the case
and that member seemed to be hoping for revenge against
The British Columbian reporter by forcing him to retire.
(Columbian, March 17, 1866, p. 3.)

661bid., August 24, 1865, p. 2. Answered by a
letter from Cornwall. Columbian, October 28, 1865, p. 3.
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the two colonies. Robson had made his opposition to union

known as early as the first issue of The British Columbian.

Throughout the following years he warned Vancouver Island
against any attempt at union unless it was on British
Columbia's terms.67
By 1865, as Victoria's campaign for union reached
its climax, Robsoﬁ devoted numerous editorials to the sub-
ject., Much of his animosity to unioﬁ was the result of his
view that Governor Douglas had originally established
Victoria at the expense of New Westminster. He remained
critical of the scheming politicians of Vancouver Island
who attempted to find a new route to the interior by way of
Bute Inlet, bypassing New Westminster. He also claimed to

see Victoria money in the establishment of the Cariboo

Sentinel and the Yale British Columbian Tribune which sup-

ported union. These papers, Robson asserted, were attempts
to divide and conquer the populace of the mainland colony by
Victorians who hoped to arouse a jealousy between the miners
of the interior and the merchants of New Westminster.68

When the terms of the Union Bill were known, Robson

continued to maintain that British Columbia did not want

67Ibid., March 14, 1861, p. 2, and March 21, 1861,
Pe 2.

681pid., October 28, 1865, p. 1, and March 4, 1865,
P. 2. This charge was denied. (The British Columbian
Tribune [Yale], April 30, 1866, p. 2.)
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union but was resigned to accept it. The "Annexation Bill",
as Robson called it, did away with the colony of Vancouver
Island and extended the control of British Columbia. Such
terms, Robson maintained, wherein the island colony could not
harm British Columbia were acceptable, but this did not mean
that union would benefit British Columbia. He claimed that
the colony only accepted the terms “from the most patriotic
and unselfish motives.“69

Robson may have also felt resigned to accept the
union terms for he had actively entered colonial politics and
now had other matters to concern him. In the October 1866
election for positions on the Colonial Legislative Council,
John Robson stood against Dr. A. W. S. Black in New West-
minster District. The election platforms of the two candi-
dates were almost identical. Both disagreed with union but
were willing to accept it, and both advocated retrenchment,
Homestead Law, a change in policy towards Indians, the
acolition of Tonnage Dues and the fuffhering of agricultural
interests.70

Notwithstanding the similarity of the candidates®

views, the election developed into a heated and close con-

test. Black's supporters proclaimed that the election of

691bid.. August 4, 1866, p. 2, and September 22,
1866. Pe 24

7OIbid., September 22, 1866, p. 2, and September 8,
1866. P 2.
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the "people's candidate”, as Robson called himself, would
endanger his usefulness as a newspaper editor. They pointed
out Robson's inconsistency as he had a year previously re-
commended Dr. Black to the electors of Cariboo West and they
accused Robson of using his newspaper to unfair advantage in
the election campaign. Robson refuted each charge and re-
taliated by casting doubts on Black's political accomplish-
ments.?l For Robson, the main issue was the attempt by the
government officials to influence the election of Black. To
combat this Robson canvassed throughout the settlement,
delivering what he claimed were "splendid speeches.“72 He
did not use his paper to the extent that he might have done,
possibly deterred by Black's charge that such a use was an
unfair method of campaigning. Then as the election campaign

approached its climax, the offices of The British Columbian

were destroyed by fire.

The fire broke out about 3 o'clock Saturday morning,
September 29, 1866 and although some of the paper and type
were rescued, the wooden newspaper offices were soon des-

troyed.73 The loss to Robson and his partner McMillan was

711vid., September 8, 1866, p. 2; September 12,
1866, p. 3, and September 22, 1866, p. 1l.

72Letter. John Robson to Ebenezer Robson, October 22,
1866, Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC. .

731bid.) September 29/0ctober 3, 1866, p. 3. The
first and fourth pages of the paper for September 29 had
already been printed when the fire struck and were
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considerable and disheartening. By October 2, the people of
New Westminster raised enough money to purchase the press of

the recently abandoned North Pacific Times and presented it

to Robson. The British Columbian re-appeared on October 3.74

Robson believed that some enemy had purposely set the fire by
igniting wood under the building. This contention could not
be proven, but ité inference may have played a decisive role
in the outcome of the close election. As Robson admitted,
the fire "excited a strong feeling in my favour".75 It is
likely that the fire earned for Robson numerous sympathy

votes.

saved. When Robson resumed publication he retained these
pages but printed new material and altered the dates for
pages two and three.

"Mphe British Columbian of September 29/0ctober 3,
1866, p. 3 put the total loss of Robson and his partner at
about $4,000, It also asserts that the populace collected
$1,000 by subscription, bought the $1,250 North Pacific Times
press and presented it to Robson. In a letter written to
refute an inference that Robson profited by the fire
(Columbian, May 15, 1867, p. 3) Robson considered his loss in
more detail. He notes that he lost the building which cost
over $1,000. In addition one half of the building had been
leased for $25 a month, and with the ground rent for which he
was left liable, his personal loss was $1,250. The printing
plant cost $2,750 before the fire and about $325 after. The
loss to the plant was $2,425 shared between Robson and his
partner. Robson's individual loss then was $2,462.50, from
a total loss of $3,675. He also claims that the subscription
list taken up by the people raised $875 of which $820 was
received.

75Letter. John Robson to Ebenezer Robson, October 22,
1866, Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC. A reward was offered
for information in discovering the person or persons who had
set numerous fires in New Westminster, including that of
The British Columbian offices, but nobody wds found and the
matter was dropped.
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. The polling for New Westminster took place on
October 12, and in the outlying areas the following day. In
an effort to obtain as much support in the city as possible,
Black's friends allowed non-British subjects to vote and
brought hospital patients to the polling place. Black won
the city by a majority of 40 votes but the next day Robson
had his revenge in the outlying areas. When the over-all
count was completed Robson had a slim majority of 16.76

The union of the two colonies was officially pro-
claimed on November 19, 1866. The Legislative Council to
which Robson was elected was the first under the new politi-
cal situation. In the Council session which opened in
January 1867 Robson quickly emerged as one of the more promi-
nent speakers. He wasted little time in attempting to redeem
his election promises, particularly in respect to a Homestead
Bill and a change in Indian policy.

Robson was also deeply involved in the proposal to
move the capital of the colony from New Westminster to Vic-
toria. Although resigned to the union of the two colonies as

a "marriage de convenance".77 Robson could not accept the

76Ccolumbian, October 17, 1866, Pe 33 October 13,
1866, p. 3, and October 20, 1866, p. 3. It was claimed that
15 Kanakas, Hawaii or Sandwich Islanders, were allowed to
vote. The city figures were 168 for Black, and 128 for
Robson, but the final totals were Black, 194, and Robson,
210.

77Ibid.; November 21, 1866..p- 2,
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removal of the capital from New Westminster. The question
of the capital arose soon after the decision in favour of

union was made. The British Columbian considered the

question early in 1867 in a series of editorials. Employing
available documents, Robson noted the history behind the
establishment of New Westminster. The site, he claimed, was
purposely selected as capital with reference to its military
and geographical advantages. The fact that Vancouver Island
joined British Columbia should in no way alter the situation.
Besides, the government made a commitment that New Westminster
was the capital and people invested money on the faith of

that commitment. If the capital were removed the faith and

honour of the government would be damaged.78

Robson also
realized that the loss of the capital would mean a decline
in revenue for New Westminster businesses, including

- The British Columbian.

Neither the residents of Victoria nor the interior
agreed with Robson. This was partially demonstrated during

the 1867 Council session by the 13-8 vote suggesting that the

79

capital be moved. Although the vote was not binding on the

781bid., January 5, 1867, p. 2; January 12, 1867,
p. 2, and January 19, 1867, p. 2.

79The 13-8 vote of the Council cannot be taken as
indicative of the feelings throughout the entire colony as
only nine members of the 23 seat Council were elected. The
Victoria newspapers, of course, supported Victoria as capital
as did the Cariboo Sentinel, the only paper in the mining in-
terior. See Robson's answer to the Sentinel, Columbian,
April 17, 1867, p. 2.
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Governor, Robson and The British Columbian appeared down-

cast. During the following year this attitude gradually
changed as Robson continued to advance New Westminster's
cause, with The British Columbian engaged in verbal battles

with Victoria newspapers over the capital's location.80 By

January 1868 Robson expressed confidence that despite the
agitation of the island colony the capital would remain at
New Westminster. On the eve of the opening of the 1868
Council session, there was a trace of uncertainty in his
editorial but he was confident that the question would not
be settled by a Council vote.81

Robson was wrong. Governor Seymour temporized over
making a decision through 1867 and asked for the opinion of
the Colonial Office. The reply left the decision in
Seymour's hands, allowing him to quote the British government
in support if it was decided to select Victoria as the
capital. Seymour sent this reply to the Council and again
asked their opinion, allowing the official members a free

82
vote. In desperation, for the outcome was never in doubt,

80There was continuous discussion on the merits of
each town, particularly as to the accessibility of each
town's harbour.

81Columbian. January 22, 1868, p. 2, and March 21,
1868, p. 2.

82See Columbian, April 1, 1868, p. 3, for a copy of
the Colonial Office's reply and Seymour's address to the
Legislative Council. :
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Robson delivered an impassioned speech, repeating the argu-
ments in favour of New Westminster. He asserted that as New
Westminster had originally been established by Imperial
authorities a Colonial Council had no authority to change the
site of the capital. He pleaded for New Westminster where
#about 100 heads of families who have been trying to build
homes will be 'beggared'*®, and he condemned the Victorians
for their desire to rule the country. By a 14-5 vote the
Council decided to move the capital to Victoria.83
One of the immediate effects of the capital debate
was the surfacing of a feud that climaxed a couple of weeks
later. As early as 1863,84 there had been animosity between
Robson and Robert Thompson Smith, Council member for Kootenay
and Big Bend. The feeling increased with Robson's criticism
of Smith when he voted for the exclusion of press and public
from the Legislative Council in 1864.85 The feud intensified
during the capital debate when Smith altered his vote to
favour Victoria. Robson moved that Smith was ineligible to
sit in the House as he was bankrupt. Following this latter

action, Smith met Robson outside the House and "'expressing

his mind quite freely' perpetrated one of the grossest

831bid., April 5(4), 1868, p. 3. Incorrectly dated.

BYat 1east Smith claims so. Colonist, April 3,
1868, p. 3.

85co1umbian, April 30, 1864, p. 2.
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indignities possible for a gentleman to commit toward
another.” Robson turned away but brought the matter up in
the next Council meeting which decided that Robson, by
questioning Smith's eligibility, provoked the insult.

The matter did not end here. Smith met Robson on
the road leading from New Westminster to the old Royal Engi-
neers' Camp where‘the Council was meeting. Demanding to know
what the editor had against him, Smith knocked Robson to the
ground and proceeded to hit him with his own cane about the
head and face. At this moment Dr. J. S. Helmcken and
V. L. Wégd arrived on the scene and managed to pull the two
men apart.

Robson took the matter to the courts, which deter-
mined that the immediate cause of the assault was the
appearance of Smith's name placed between typographical fists

in The British Columbian. Taking what he believed to be the

only redress open to him against a newspaper editor, Smith

decided to beat Robson physically. Smith was fined £5, a

86co1onist, April 6, 1868, p. 3. Smith had a varied
career in British Columbia. He was appointed Justice of the
Peace and Revenue Officer by Governor Douglas in 1858. He
was a member of the first (1864) Legislative Council. In
1865 he transported goods into the Big Bend mining region.
The gold rush in this area soon collapsed and many traders
and packers who had bought and sold goods on credit found
themselves in financial difficulty. It is very possible that
Smith was bankrupt as Robson charged. (See Howay and Schole-
field, British Columbia, Vol. II, p. 36 and pp. 236-242,)
He died in Victoria. (Colonist, January 23, 1891, p. 5.)
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punishment which Robson asserted was too light while suggest-
ing that others had put Smith up to the deed.87

As may be seen from the episode with Judge Begbie
and the quarrel with Cornwall, this was not the first time
Robson became involved in disputes with other individuals.
Nor was this the first time that Robson was involved in a
physical confrontation. In June 1866, just after Robson
published a.letter accusing the Surveyor-General, Joseph
Trutch, of being overpaid and failing to perform his duties,
Robson was charged with assault upon John Trutch, the
Surveyor=General's brother. The circumstances are not known,
but the result was that Robson was fined 5 shillings.88 The
underlying cause in all these incidents appears to be the

accusations and inferences that Robson made in The British

Columbian. It was inevitable that as a newspaper editor

87columbian, April 25, 1868, p. 3, and May 16, 1868,
P. 2. The appearance of Smith's name in fists occurred in
the April 18, 1868, p. 3 issue of The British Columbian.
Robson reported that the moved, J. S. Helmcken, the seconder,
Amor De Cosmos, and "{Z3 R. T. Smith <¥1] " voted in favour of
establishing a free port in north-western British Columbia.
Robson believed the assault merited stronger punishment. He
claimed that the surgeon's bill alone came to $20. He also
thought that the Magistrates, who were in the Council, to be
fair, should have sent the case to another tribunal.
(Columbian, May 16, 1868, p. 2.) Robson later claimed that
the government officials were responsible for Smith's attack.
(The Daily Telegram [ Vancouver], June 30, 1892, p. 1l.)

88¢o1onist, June 4, 1866, P. 3. The letter is in
the Columbian, May 30, 1866, p. 3. Robson had earlier
opposed Joseph Trutch's appointment as it was claimed he had
too many personal interests in various sections of the
colony. (Columbian, April 27, 1864, p. 1.)
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living in an era of personal politics Robson would make
enemies. Still, there is room for speculation as to the role
Played in these occurrences by Robson's own strong-willed
personality.

While the capital's removal from New Westminster
brought the Smith-Robson feud into the open, the event was
to have more impoftant consequences. The removal of the
capital marked a turning point in Robson's life and in his
thinking. It eventually resulted in Robson leaving New West-
minster. It was also to influence him in his consideration

of British Columbia‘'s union with Canada.



CHAPTER III
CONFEDERATION

Not long after Canada‘'s Confederation in 1867 the
far western Colonists displayed an interest in the question
of British Columbia joining the new Dominion. Robson always
believed that such a union would take place. Indeed; he
seemed to take the union for granted. In February 1863, com-
menting on the future of British North America, he noted
that the inhabitants of those colonies would become "one

people, and one empire, from the Atlantic to the Paqific.‘

A week later, in commenting on a federation of the entire

North American continent, Robson claimed that although he
could not envisage this broad union, he ¥did see a federation
of all the British North American Colonies in one empire or
vice=-royalty bound together with bands of iron, and ranking

as one of the great powers of the Globe."l

lcolumbian, February 28, 1863, p. 1, and March 7,
1863, p. 3. The first editorial mention that Robson appears
to make on Confederation was in the October 15, 1862, p. 1,
issue. He expressed fear that if the Americans annexed the
Red River area it would result in a break between the eastern
and western British possessions. His solution was to unite
the British possessions *"into one united Federation®. He
also noted "the only effectual tie by which these Provinces
can be bound together is an iron band--a Continental Rail-
road.” See also Columbian, May 6, 1863, p. 2 where Robson
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In spite of the fact that Robson saw British Columbia
joining Confederation as an inevitable and desirable event,
by 1867 he had adopted a cautious and hesitant attitude. He
reasserted his belief in Confederation, but pointed out the
need for more information before the step was taken. The
Northwest Territories must join Canada and communication with
the west coast established before union. Robson declared he
could not see that "any really practical benefit” would
"result to either party from the immediéte admission of
British Columbia.®” He also warned that it would be unwise to
#'throw ourselves' away while smarting under the effects of a
temporary depression."2 When the Legislative Council met at
the end of March 1868, Robson was still maintaining his
cautious attitude.3 But events in the first week of April
1868 were to alter Robson's hesitancy towards Confederation.

The first of these events was the Dominion's answer
to a memorial from citizens of Victoria. Drawn up in January;
the petition asked to join the new Dominion and cited the
terms that British Columbia would expect. Canada replied it
was discussing the matter with the Imperial authorities and

recommended that the British Columbia Legislature immediately

suggests a colonial alliance to fight for more responsible
institutions from the Colonial Office. Also see Columbian,
October 10, 1866, p. 2.

21pi4., May 22, 1867, p. 2, and June 1, 1867, p. 2.

3Ibid., February 15, 1868, p. 3..
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ask for union. Robson tended to agree with the conditions of
union outlined in the memorial, and he was pleased by the
Canadian government's willingness to accept British Columbia.
He also took note of the Dominion's suggestion that immedi-
ate action on Confederation be taken.u

The second event that exercised a strong influence
on Robson's thinking was the removal of the capital from New
Westminster. Robson placed the blaﬁe for the capital's re-
moval upon the Colonial Office, which allowed its authority
to be quoted if Victoria was selected. He saw that if
British Columbia joined Canada, the colony would no longer
have to deal with the Colonial Office. Moreover, with Con-
federation it was likely that British Columbia would be the
recipient of a free and responsible government.s

Robson's new attitude towards Confederation became
one of full support. He joined several other New Westminster
citizens in calling for a meeting to discuss Confederation.
The meeting accepted Robson's resolution that British
Columbia seek entrance into Confederation immediately.

Robson became the leader of a delegation appointed to present

such an address to Governor Seymour. Within three days after

uIbid.. April 1, 1868, p. 2. For terms contained in
the memorial see H. Robert Kendrick, "Amor De Cosmos and
Confederation®”, in Shelton, ed., British Columbia and
Confederation, Appendix B, p. 92.

5Ivid., April 8, 1868, p. 3.
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the New Westminster meeting he travelled to Yale where he
addressed anothér meeting on Confederation.6 Robson also
supported the defeated resolution put forward by Amor De
Cosmos in the Legislative Council, proposing that British
Columbia seek union with Canada.7
Throughout the summer of 1868 Robson retained his

enthusiasm for Confederation. He had also realized that his
support of Governor Seymour had beeﬁ misplaced. The manner
in which the Governor had at first supported New Westminster
and then allowed Victoria to be.chosen as capital, earned
for him Robson's mistrust.8 Robson knew that with Confeder-
ation would also come the removal of Seymour.

 As the result of the defeat of De Cosmos' resblution
in the Legislative Council, it was apparent to the supporters
of Confederation that they would have to look to another
"body to promote union. In May 1868 the Confederation League
was formed. By August the League was proposing that a con-
vention be held at Yale to advance the cause of Confeder-

9

ation. The delegates to the Convention were chosen through-

out the colony by citizens' meetings. In New Westminster

61bid., April 1, 1868, p. 2; April 8, 1868, p. 3,
and April 11, 1868, p. 3.

7Howay and Scholefield, British Columbia, Vol. II,
p. 282.

8Columbian. May 13, 1868, p. 2.

9See notice of meeting in Columbian, August 29,
1868, Pe 2



66

John Robson was elected at the head of a delegation of four.
These men left New Westminster on September 12 to join their
counterparts at Yale where the Convention opened on Sep-
tember 14. After a preliminary certification of the various
delegates, the convention appointed a Business Committee
composed of Robson, De Cosmos, James McMillan, Henry Havelock
and E. H. Babbitt. This committee prepared a report on the
conditions desired for the admission of British Columbia
into Canada which formed the basis of the Convention's dis-
cussions.lO |

The Convention had little trouble in deciding upon
the terms for Confederation, with the principal terms being
the Dominion's assumption of the colony's debt and con-
struction of an overland wagon road. But there was consider-
able discussion over what resolutions should be proposed with
respect to the matters of retrenchment and reform in the
colony. The outcome of the Convention was manifested in a
series of resolutions and Robson was placed on a committee
to aid in the carrying out of the Convention's objectives.ll

Robson favoured the terms for Confederation and many

of the proposed reforms outlined by the Convention but he was

101pid., September 12, 1868, p. 3, and September 16,
1868, p. 2.

11l1vid., September 23, 1868, p. 2. The Colonist,
September 24, 1868, supplement, contains the terms agreed
to by the Convention.
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not completely satisfied with the Convention's resolutions.12

Some of Robson's disappointment may have resulted from his
failure to have the Convention specifically approve the re-
tention of the New Westminster Assay office, something that

The British Columbian favoured.13 It is difficult to gain

an accurate picture of the occurrences at Yalelu but there
may have also beeh disputes among the delegates as to whether
the Convention should concern itself with any reforms for the
colony, or whether it should use all its energy to advance
the cause of Confederation. Robson contended that union
with Canada must be supported, but at the same time he hoped
that work for the reform of British Columbia's grievances
would also take place.15

With the completion of the Yale Convention, and as
the end of 1868 approached, other matters pushed Robson's

attention towards Confederation into the background. In

121pid., September 23, 1868, p. 2.

131pid., July 6, 1867, p. 2. Amor De Cosmos hints
at Robson's discontent over this point during the 1870
Confederation Debates. British Columbia, Legislative
Council: Debate on the Subject of Confederation. Reprint
from the Government Gazette Extraordinary of March, 1870.
(Vietoriat Government Printer.) p. 140. (Hereafter cited
as Confederation Debate.)

lL"During the period of the Yale Convention meeting
a forest fire raged on both sides of the Fraser. The tele-
graph line was put out of operation and the smoke stopped
navigation. (Columbian, September 19, 1868, p. 3.)

15¢o1umbian, October 31, 1868, P Js
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October he again stood for election to the Legislative
Council. The populace had expressed approval of Robson and
his policies as Legislative Councillor in June with the
presentation of an address and a sum of money. They re-
affirmed their support by electing him to another term by
acclamation. Then in December the Legislative Council met,
this time in Victoria.16

The capital's removal from New Westminster was begin-
ning to make itself felt on Robson's financial affairs. In
the middle of November his newspaper began a weekly publi-
cation schedule. The editor still found the situation dif-
ficult, and in February 1869 he informed his readers that he
had made a decision to move the paper to Victoria as a daily.
He was making this move reluctantly, he admitted, but it was
necessary to "seek the center of population and commerce,
with the hope of attaining a wider range of usefulnes's:.."17

Almost three weeks after The British Columbian ceased :publi-

cation in New Westminster, The Daily British Columbian on

March 16 began publication in Victoria.l

Thus, while the Legislative Council was in session,

16Ibid.. June 20, 1868, p. 3; October 21, 1868, p. 3,
and December 5, 1868, p. 3.

171bid., February 27, 1869, p. 2.

18tne Daily British Columbian, March 16, 1869, p. 1.
(Hereafter cited as Columbian.)
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Robson was preoccupied with making his decision to come to

Victoria, and moving his equipment and family. In spite of
this he took an active part in the Council discussions. In
particular, he was appointed the head of a select Committee
on Immigration which presented its report to the Council in
February.19

The 1868 session of the Legislative Council offered
no encouragement to Confederation supporters. Governor
Seymour opposed the movement as did the four elected island
representatives who were elected on an anti-Confederation
platform. One of these members proposed that Confederation
at this time was undesirable and impractical. Robson res-
ponded that British Columbia was ready for Confederation and
that the Mainland favoured union. His speech and those of
his colleagues were to no avail; the resolution against Con-
federation passed.

The vote of the Legislature on Confederation marked
the low point for the union movement. Robson's own life also
approached a low point. With two other daily newspapers in
Victoria and the declining economic situation The Daily

British Columbian was in financial trouble. Occasionally,

19Colonist, February 12, 1869, p. 3. Robson was
also appointed to a committee by Governor Seymour to carry
out a system of female immigration. (Letter, Frederick
Seymour to John Robson, March 22, 1849, John Robson Col-
lection, PABC.)

20co1umbian, February 20, 1869, p. 2, and Colonist,
February 19, 1869, p. 2.
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Robson's usual editorial optimism was broken by a feeling of
despondency. In April, while considering the difference
between British Columbia and the United States he noted that
the boundary between the two areas divided "a condition of
inactivity, poverty, stagnation and chronic discontent, from
one of bustle, enterprise, prosperity and buoyancy.” He
concluded that the reason for the difference was that to the
south they possessed a form of responsible government, while
British Columbia did not.21
Through his columns Robéon maintained his support of
Confederation and responsible government. He again blamed
the present illiberal form of government for the economic
difficulties of the colony. He asserted that Confederation
was inevitable. The Colonial Office would eventually throw
its influence on Confederation's side, whereupon the officials
in British Columbia would also give it support. This latter
circumstance did worry Robson, for he considered it possible
that the terms of Confederation would be negotiated for the
people, rather than by them. He suggested the organization
of large meetings throughout the colony to forestall this
likelihood.22

At the end of July The Daily British Columbian ceased

2lcolumbian, April 18, 1869, p. 2.

221pid., May 2, 1869, p. 2;. June 3, 1869, p. 2, and
June 5, 1869, p. 2.
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publication. Robson had sold out and, for a salary of $250
a month, had taken the position of political editor of David

Higgins' journal, The Daily British Colonist. The new editor

of the Colonist explained his reasons for taking the job in
his first editorial for his new newspaper. He admitted that
the major reason was financial, but also pointed out the
necessity of havihg a strong united press to work for the
common good.23 .
The outlook for both Confederation and Robson was
beginning to look brighter. With his assumption of the
editorship of the Colonist he was free of the financial wor-
ries of conducting his own newspaper. As for Confederation,
Governor Seymour's opposition was removed with his replace-
ment by Anthony Musgrave, who was selected with the concur-
rence of Canadian officials as an advocate of union with
Canada. The Imperial authorities were also anxious for Con-
federation. The Colonial Secretary, Earl Granville, in a
published dispatch, noted that the Northwest Territories were

about to be joined with Canada and outlined the advantages

that British Columbia could expect with union. The Colonizal

23¢olonist, August 3, 1869, p. 2. Higgins claims
that Robert Burnaby, a Victoria merchant, suggested that
The British Columbian and Colonist join forces to fight for
Confederation. (Colonist, July 3, 192, p. 3, letter from
Higgins.) R. E. Gosnell claims that J. F. Barnard brought
Higgins and Robson together. (R. E. Gosnell, The Story of
Confederation With Postscript on Quebec Situation (n.p.:
1918), p. 103. See also Columbian, July &, 1882, p. 2.
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Secretary asserted his belief that the majority of British
Columbians were in favour of union and declared *I have no
hesitation in stating that such is also the ovinion of Her
Majesty's Government.” Robson thought the dispatch justified
his belief that Confederation was inevitable, as those who
opposed Confederation were opposed to a grand design of
Canada and the British authorities.zu

In spite of Robson's enthusiasm there were still
opponents to Canadian Confederation in the colony. In what
amounted to a final stand against union, an annexation
petition was circulated, and J. D. Pemberton, a former
Surveyor=-General of mainland British Columbia, wrote three
letters to the Colonist supporting the annexation cause. As
would be expected, Robson answered Pemberton's proposals by
declaring that whatever advantages could be obtained by union
with the United States could also be achieved in union with
Canada. In addition, British Columbia would be a vital part
of the Canadian union providing that nation with a port on
the Pacific whereas joined to the United States British

Columbia could only become an unimportant economic outpost

2b’Dispatch. Earl Granville to Governor Musgrave,
August 14, 1869, in Sessional Papers of Canada, 33 Vict.,
1870, no. 31. Cited in H. F. Angus, ed., British Columbia
and the United States, p. 195. Colonist, October 20, 1869,
DPs 2.
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of San Francisco.

For lack of support the annexation movement sub-
sided. Robson's editorial speculation climaxed with the
opening of the Legislative Council in February 1870. The
throne speech contained two items which keenly interested
Robson and the rest of the colonists. The first was the
proposal of the Governor to increase the people's represen-
tation in the Legislative and Executive Councils, and the
second was the intention to present to the Legislative
Council for debate a list of terms which when passed would
form the basis for union negotiations.2 |

The debate on the proposed Confederation terms began
near the end of the Council session and lasted almost a
month. Most members had expected that the motion to go into
Committee of the Whole to discuss the terms would be quickly
passed. This was not the case, as some members expressed
opposition to the motion. The debates on procedure lasted
three days and afforded most of the members the opportunity
to outline their general views on Confederation.

Robson rose specifically to answer Dr. Helmcken,

25The letters from Pemberton are in Colonist, Jan-
uvary 26, 1870, p. 2; January 29, 1870, p. 3, and February 1,
1870, p. 2. See Robson's answers, Colonist, January 28,
1870, p. 2; January 29, 1870, p. 2, and January 30, 1870,
p. w. For a biography of J. D. Pemberton see Howay and
Scholefield, British Columbia, Vol. IV, pp. 34-39.

26Colonist. February 16, 1870, p. 1.
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who, in opposing Confederation, had vaguely asserted *that
there was another place besides Ottawa to which we could
go.¥ It was plain, responded Robson, that this referred
to annexation. He had hoped that such references would
have been avoided in the debate. Robson explained that
Confederation, on proper terms, would be beneficial to
British Columbia. He denied Helmcken's statement that
British Columbia could successfully éttempt to go her own
way as this was essentially what British Columbia had been
attempting to do with little success for the last fifteen
years. Robson closed his speech by promising general sup-
port for the terms of Confederation as proposed by the
government, but with a reservation:

That, if this colony is to become a Province of

Canada, the people of British Columbia shall have the
right to manage their own local affairs, as fully as

every other province has. « « + I say that it would

be most injurious to go into Confederation upon

terms which might inaugurate a fresh era of political
agitationé which would probably continue for a series
of years.

After the motion to go into Committee was passed,
the individual terms were considered separately. Hoping to
achieve the best possible terms for British Columbia within
the Canadian union, Robson offered various amendments. The

government proposal that the province expect an annual grant

of $35,000 from the Dominion until a provincial population

27confederation Debate, pp. 14-16.
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of four million was reached was altered by Robson's reso-
lution of $50,000 a year until British Columbia had one
million people. This resolution, after further amendment by
M. W. T. Drake to a $75,000 annual grant, was accepted.28
Robson's suggestion that a coach road connecting Yale and
New Westminster be included in the terms as part of a wagon
road between the colony and Canada was also accepted.
Robson's resolution that the Dominion government be required
to make a geological survey of British Columbia was unani-
mously carried.29

Not all of Robson's resolutions and amendments met
with approval. The two terms which he deemed to be most
important, a free port and responsible government, were re-
jected. In proposing a free port to benefit both Britishv
Columbia and the Dominion Robson explained that *if this is
to be the true north-west passage, the gates must be thrown
open.” The other members did not agree.30

In view of Robson's past'editorial comments and the

reservation he had placed on his support at the beginning of

the debate, it was to be expected that his major speeches

281bid., p. 65. The figure cited here is $70,000,
but it is apparently a printing error. Compare Confederation
Debate v Do 157 .

291bid., p. 88 and p. 148.

301bid., p. 140, and p. 143.
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were to be on the subject of responsible governmeht. Draw-
ing upon the arguments he had used in his editorials Robson
delivered what was perhaps the best speech of the Confeder-
ation debate. "What is responsible Government?” he asked.
Answering rhetorically, he declared:

I have been led to believe that considerable
confusion of ideas exists upon this point; and I
was the more impressed with this upon listening
to the remarks of the Honourable bMember for Cariboo,
[Dr. R. W. W. Carrall] a few days ago. That
Honourable gentleman compared the introduction of
Responsible Government into this Colony to applying
the machinery of the Great Eastern to a dairy churn.
Now, Sir, Responsible Government is not a quantity:
it is a principle; and as such it is as applicable
to the Great Eastern or to a dairy churn,--capable
of being applied to a tiny lady's watch. It is a
principle admirably adapted to the largest com-
munities in the 0l1d World. It is a principle admirably
adapted to the smallest communities in the New
World. « « » All true Governments derive their power }
from the people. All true Governments must be ’
responsible to the people. Responsible Government |
is, then, a principle which may be adapted to, and
successfully workd out in, this community.

Continuing, Robson gave a description of what he considered
to be the responsible system of government:

The Cabinet of the day is, under the responsible
system, the Government, just so long as it has the
confidence of a majority of the representatives of
the people in the House. In the event of that
confidence being lost, one of two courses 1s open:
The Ministers place their resignation in the hands
of the Governor, who commonly calls upon a prominent
member of the opposition to form a Ministry; or, if
they believe that the House does not truly represent
the people upon the question at issue, they advise a
dissolution and an appeal to the country.

After pointing out that there were capable men in

British Columbia to form a cabinet, Robson asked "What would

| !
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Responsible Government have to do here?% As a province he
noted the government would have matters of national concern
taken away. Only local matters would remain, and it must
be admitted that a British Columbian government based on
responsible principles would be capable of managing those
concerns. "Are the people in British Columbia fit for it?*"
Robson's answer was evident. "The opinion of His Excellency
the Governor to the contrary notwithstanding, I boldly
assert that the people of British Columbia are fit for
Responsible government."

"Do they want it?" Robson believed that British
Columbians did. They did not want to surrender all their
rights to the government at Ottawa, while other provinces
only gave up federal questions. Allowing his emotion to
rise he asserted:

I stand here, and, in the name of my ancestors,
protest before Heaven against the surrender of
constitutional rights purchased by the best blood
of our race--a priceless legacy we have no right
to barter away, even if we would. We owe it to our
ancestors to preserve entire those rights which
they have delivered to our care. . . . To alienate
even our own rights would be a crime as much more
enormous than suicide, as a life of civil security
and political freedom is superior to a condition
of serfdom; and if life be the bounty of Heaven,
we scornfully reject the noblest part of the gift
if we consent to surrender that certain rule of
living, and those constitutional rights, without
which the condition of human nature is not only
miserable but contemptible.

Answering those who believed that the inclusion of

responsible government in the- terms would hinder union
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negotiations, Robson asserted that Canada knew the worth of
free government and wanted to give it to the province. The
question, Robson warned, must be settled.
The possible consequences of a resufal to
grant Responsible Government coincident with
Confederation, 'is a part of the subject I almost
hesitate to touch. I would neither prophecy, [sic]
nor threaten; but I would ask the Government to
read well and carefully the lessons written in
blood in other countries. Human nature is much
the same on both sides of this great continent.
Repeating his hope that the government would allow
the people to manage their own affairs, the member for New
Westminster concluded his speech with a resolution. He
asked that it be resolved "that a Constitution based upon
the principle of Responsible Government, . . . may be con-
ferred upon this Colony, coincident with its admission into

31

the Dominion of Canada.” The resolution was defeated.

31l1bid., pp. 96-99, passim; and p. 124. It has been
claimed (H. Robert Kendrick, *"Amor De Cosmos and Confeder-
ation”, in Shelton, ed., British Columbia and Confederation,
p. 87) that Robson was not in favour of responsible govern-
ment without Confederation. It is true that he voted against
De Cosmos' resolution during the Confederation debate to
have Responsible government with or without Confederation.
But his long espousal of the cause shows that this was not
Robson's true thinking on the matter. His argument that as
a province British Columbia was more capable of working
responsible government did not mean that he only wanted that
type of government if British Columbia was a province. See
Robson's editorial Columbian, April 11, 1869, p. 3, in which
he maintains that responsible government must be obtained,
Confederation or not, in order to gain prosperity. In the
Confederation Debate itself Robson also pointed out that he
would advocate responsible government even without Con-
federation, although he admitted his advocacy of the cause
might not be as strong. Confederation Debate, p. 96.
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Robson's final proposal also failed to form part
of the Confederation terms. When De Cosmos introduced a
resolution that Canada attempt to acquire Alaska, Robson,
with tongue-in-cheek, proposed that Maine be included in
De Cosmos' resolution. Feeling a sense of power, as they
were involved in nation making, the members passed the
amended resolutioh in Committee, but regaining a practical
outlook, later rejected it in the Législative Council.32

With the debate concluded, and the Confederation
terms agreed upon, the next step was to enter into negoti-
ations with the Dominion government. In particular it was
necessary to decide upon the delegates who would go to
Ottawa. The selection fell to Governor Musgrave. Although
his choice was not known when the Council voted for the
delegation's travelling expenses.33 a rumor cifculated by
April 7 that Joseph Trutch, Chief Commissioner of Lands and
Works, Dr. R. W. W. Carrall, member for Cariboo, and
Dr. J. S. Helmcken, member for Victoria, were to form the

34

delegation. The Governor faced a difficulty in his

selection when Dr. Helmcken declined the appointment, having

321bid., p. 150.

331vid., pp. 153-156. M. W. T. Drake was the only
member to vote against giving the delegation funds, not
Robson. Compare Derek Pethick, "The Confederation Debate
of 1870%*, in Shelton, ed., British Columbia and Confederation,
p. 193. See Colonist, April 7, 1870, p. 3.

3L"Colonist, April 7, 1870, p. 3.
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other matters to attend to. Recognizing the contributions
they had made towards Confederation, Helmcken suggested that
either De Cosmos or Robson be asked to go in his place.35
Robson was asked by the Governor, but the circum-
stances under which the request took place, and under which
Helmcken eventually did become a delegate are not clear. The
most probable explanation is given by David Higgins, owner

of the Colonist:

Hon. Mr. Trutch, Hon. Dr. Carrall, and Hon.
Dr. Helmcken were selected as the delegates.
Dr. Helmcken declined and the Hon. John Robson
was suggested in his stead. Indeed, his appoint-
ment was on the eve of being gazetted, when
Mr. Robson's enemies urged Dr. Helmcken to go.
The opposition to Mr. Robson was based on the
facts that he was an advocate of responsible
government and that he and Mr. Trutch were not
on good terms. The doctor finally relented and
the delegages as originally planned left for
the east.J

35Helmcken Reminiscences, Vol. 5, ps 100. John
Sebastian Helmcken Papers, PABC.

36R. E. Gosnell, A History of British Columbia
(Victoria: Lewis Publishing Company, 1906), p. 122.
There are several sources that maintain that Robson was asked.
In a letter to his brother, Ebenezer Robson, October 28,
1872, (Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC), John Robson claims
he was asked as does David Higgins; J. S. Helmcken seems to
agree. (Helmcken Reminiscences, Vol. 5, p. 102, John
Sebastian Helmcken Papers, PABC.) In an editorial in 1882
(Columbian, July 8, 1882, p. 2), Robson repeated the claim
and says that he failed to go because of business pressure.
It has been claimed that it is doubtful that Robson was
asked because his vanity would have prompted the editor to
mention the fact at the time. (0Olive Fairholm, "John Robson
and Confederation®”, in Shelton, ed., British Columbia and
Confederation, p. 227, footnote #57). It may be shown that
Robson was not necessarily an.overly vain person. Neverthe-
less, if Robson was first asked to become a delegate, and
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This explanation agrees with Robson's assertion that
he "missed by a mere slip being one of the three Delegates
to Ottawa to negotiate terms, in 1870, Governor Musgrave
having offered me the appointment, and then asking me to
step aside for Dr.'Helmcken."37 Trutch and Robson were not
on the best of terms and Trutch would have preferred Helmcken
as a member of the delegation. It would appear that Governor
Musgrave, who continually hoped that Helmcken would become a

38 offered Robson the appointment, likely on the

delegate,
condition that if Helmcken reconsidered he would take
Robson's place. With pressure placed on him, Helmcken
finally agreed to become a delegate, and Robson had to step
aside.

If Robson had been selected as a delegate, it is

obvious that the complexion of the Delegation would have been

then asked to step aside for Dr. Helmcken, it would be far
more likely that his vanity would prompt him not to mention
the affair.

37Letter, John Robson to Ebenezer Robson, October 28,
1872, Ebenezer Robson Collection, PABC. Higgins' account
may agree with Dr. Helmcken's comments. He points out that
he told Trutch to ask Robson to become a delegate. %Well
then I said send Robson--he is a clever fellow, but somehow
or other Robson was at this time [obnoxious?]". Helmcken
Reminiscences, Vol. 5, p. 102, John Sebastian Helmcken Papers,
PABC. The final word is illegible in the manuscript but
may be *obnoxious¥--perhaps obnoxious to Trutch.

38Letter, Governor Musgrave to Dr. Helmcken,
April 18, 1870. John Sebastian Helmcken Papers, PABC.
Musgrave informed Helmcken that *"You must go.* " . . . Let
me have a positive answer--in the affirmative.”
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changed. The outcome of the Confederation negotiations

would probably not have been materially altered, although it
might be wondered if any dislike felt between Robson and
Trutch would have hampered the negotiations. As it was, the
composifion of the delegation caused Robson and David Higgins
some concern as all three of the delegates had expressed dis-
approval of responsible government.

Circumstances again become a little vague. Robson
and Higgins decided to send Henry E. Seelye, another advocate
of Confederation and responsible government,39 to Ottawa to
report oﬁ the negotiations. Although the Colonist denied
that Seelye was to be concerned with anything except news-
paper business.u it appears that he was also to lobby for
responsible government. Higgins and Robson paid Seelye's
expenses, and charged him with the message to the Federal
government that any terms ﬁhich did not include responsible
government would not meet with the approval of British

ColumbianSUl and would be opposed by the Colonist, the

39Henry E. Seelye came to British Columbia about
1862 from New Brunswick. He was employed in several
capacities including editor of The Cariboo Sentinel.
(Columbian, April 5, 1868, p. 2.) By 1869 he was in Victoria
actin g as business manager on Robson's Daily British
Columbian, as well as selling insurance. (Colonist, Feb-
ruary 20, 1869, p. 3.

AOColonist. May 12, 1870, p. 3.

4lrpid., July 3, 1892, p. 3. Letter from Higgins.
See also Gosnell, Story of Confederation, p. 103. The
Colonist, July 17, 1870, p. 3, comments: %Possibly it may
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colony's leading newspaper.

How much importance should be attached.to Seelye's
mission is almost impossible to determine. It may be quite
likely that Canada had already decided that British Columbia
should be the recipient of responsible government, although
Charles Tupper crediés Seelye with persuading the Dominion

43

government to do so. At least it might be seen that the
final terms upon which British Columbia entered Confederation
contained the provision that "the Dominion will readily con-
sent to the introduction of Responsible Government when
desired by the inhabitants of British Columbia. . . ."hh

The negotiations in Ottawa lasted through the month
of June 1870, and on July 7 Seelye informed the Colonist
that the terms were agreed upon. The precise terms were not

made known until the end of August but, through rumors

during June and July, Robson seemed to have a fair indication

not be generally known that the editor of the Standard,
[De Cosmos] passed over by the Governor and repudiated by the
people, was anxious to go to Ottawa as 'Our Special Delegate'."

“Zw. A. Harkin, ed., Political Reminiscences of the
Right Honourable Sir Charles Tupper (London: Constable &
Company, Ltd., 1914), p. 87. See also Sir Charles Tupper
Recollections of Sixty Years in Canada (London: Cassell and
Company, Ltd., 1914), p. 127-28.

43Harkin. ed., Political Reminiscences, p. 88. By
the Manitoba Act of 1870 that province was granted responsible
government, thus creating a precedent for British Columbia.

44Howay and Scholefield, British Columbia, Vol. II,
Appendix V, The Terms of Union, Clause 14, p. 697.
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of what they were. He expressed his satisfaction, particu-
larly over the promise of responsible government. Robson
also began considering the next steps. As the two year terms
of the elected members of the Legislative Council were com-
pleted, a new Council, which in accordance with a new
constitution would have the majority of its members elected,
would be formed. This Council would be charged with the
responsibility of ratifying the termé of Confederation.45
Among those who intended to stand for election in the
new Council was John Robson, but the prospective candidate
faced some difficulty. It had been some time since he had
left New Westminster, and it appears that his popularity
there had declined.u6 Therefore he decided to seek a
candidacy in the Nanaimo-Comox district. At first it ap-
peared that Robson was to be the only candidate, but the

Victoria brewer Arthur Bunster, supported by De Cosmos and

his paper The Daily Standard, also decided to contest the

seat. After a recount, Bunster emerged as the victor with
an eleven vote majority over John Robson. It was ironic that

this election, the only one ever lost by Robson, a strong

45Colonist. July 8, 1870, p. 2; July 12, 1870,
p. 2, and June 15, 1870, p. 2.

46The paper now established in New Westminster,
The Mainland Guardian, was criticising Robson. See Guardian,
July 23, 1870, p. 2.
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47

temperance advocate, was lost to a brewer.

Thus, Robson, who had been in two Legislative
Councils and played a large role in the Confederation de-
bates, was excluded from the Legislative Council which
finally accepted the terms of Confederation. As it was, the
1871 Council session was anti-climactic. On January 18, 1871
Trutch moved, and Helmcken seconded, that the terms be
accepted. The motion was carried unanimously.48 On July 20,
when British Columbia officially entered the Canadian union,
Robson enthusiastically proclaimed:

To-day British Columbia and Canada join hands
and hearts across the Rocky Mountains, and John
Bull the younger stands with one foot on the
Atlantic and the other on the Pacific with his back
to the North Pole and looking southward-- . . . .
Let the people of this Province accustom themselves
to think of the Dominion as a second edition of
Great Britain . . . and while joining hands with
Canada in the grand and patriotic work of building
up a second British Empire on this continent, let
us join hands among ourselves in a friendly but
firm resolve to begin our new political life a
united and harmonious bond for the purpose of making
British Columbia~-what Nature designed her *o be=-
the Queen Province of the Dominion.

u7Colonist. November 20, 1870, p. 3. Arthur
Bunster later became a member of the Federal Parliament.
His occupation of brewer ("If you want pure ALE, that is
not stale, DRINK BUNSTERY) perhaps aided his election
campaign.

UBColonist. January 19, 1871, p. 2.

49;9;@., July 20, 1871, p. 2.



CHAPTER IV
THE FIRST PROVINCIAL LEGISLATURE

Although Robson had been denied the opportunity to
vote on the terms of union, he remained hopeful that he
would be able to assist in the organization of the new
province and he was not discouraged from seeking office
again. In the election for the first Legislative Assembly,
held at the end of 1871, Robson stood for the provincial
constituency of Nanaimo. He promised that he would support
the Canadian tariff, education for‘the young, liberal land
grants, economy in government, restriction of Chinese im-
migration and abolition of certain taxes in view of the
annual Dominion grant. J. W. Carey offered opposition, but
Robson won the seat with a majority of 24 votes.l

Both before and during the election campaign Robson
ihdulged in an editorial battle with Amor De Cosmos, editor

of The Daily Standard. Although these two individuals had

a common cause in Confederation and responsible government,
they were never on the best of terms. Robson saw De Cosmos

as too emotional and egotistical, classifying him as the

1colonist, August 15, 1871, p. 2, and October 20,
18?1' p. 3.
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leader of the *Meites", with the emphasis on *"Me”. Yet it
was these two men who had become among the most powerful
individuals in shaping the new province's political outlook.2
The main argument between the two editors centered
on the relationship between Party government and responsible
government. De Cosmos contended that it was necessary that
"Party Government® be established in British Columbia, and
that in reality responsible government was Party government.
De Cosmos maintained that there should be two political
groups, the "ins® who would attempt to retain power and dis-
pense patronage, and the *"Outs* who would use all consti-
tutional means to become the "ins".3
For Robson, De Cosmos' interpretation presented Party
government at its worst as simply being a matter of *To the
victoré belong the spoils¥. Robson believed that Party
government would be the eventual outcome of responsible
government, with political Parties based on two distinct sets
of political principles, but he could not agree that Parties
were a pre-requisite of responsible government. There were

not, Robson claimed, two distinct political views in the

2Tbid., January 17, 1872, p. 2. They owed part of
their strength to the fact that each was supported by a news-
paper. Another factor was that past political leaders such
as Crease, Helmcken and Carrall were no longer involved in
local politics.

3The Daily Standard (Victoria), September 6, 1870,
p. 2. (Hereafter cited as Standard.)
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province around which Parties could be formed. If Parties
were created without distinct political principles the result
would be factions and the disruption of the smooth running of
government. Moreover, the community was small and the number
of able legislators insufficient to permit the establishment
of separate political Parties. Robson hoped that a coalition
government would be formed that would rise above factions and
work together in the conduct of British Columbian affairs.u

In their views it may be seen that both editors were
wrong. De Cosmos failed to see, as was pointed out by
Robson, that the political situation in British Columbia was
not conducive to the establishment of political Parties.
There was little around which they could be formed. On the
other hand, Robson's view of the establishment of a coalition
was idealistic. Unless the coalition had some strong con-
crete objective to hold it together, the result would be
exactly what Robson hoped to avoid, the creation of factions.
As it was, the assembly was to be composed of loose, rather Lo
unstable, groupings.

In July 1871 Joseph Trutch was appointed the first
Lieutenant Governor of British Columbia. In November,
Trutch appointed John Foster McCreight as Premier and
Attorney General, A. Rocke Robertson as Provincial Secretary

and Henry Holbrook as Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works.

uColonist, July &4, 1871, p. 2.
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Robson believed Trutch's appointees to be a rather poor
selection of men. They were, he said, as weak a cabinet as
covld be expected from men who predicted the failure of

5

responsible government in British Columbia. Robson was
particularly disappointed that he had not 5een selected for
the cabinet. There appears to be little evidence to indi-
cate why he should have been so encouraged, beyond the fact
that he had become one of the more ﬁrominent political
figures in the province. He did feel optimistic enough
during August 1871 to accept a nominal salary of a $100 a
month from the Colonist, expecting to be soon ask<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>