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			PREFACE

			John Robson is arguably the leading figure in the history of British Columbia, from his arrival in the colony in 1859 until his death as premier in 1892. During this period, he either commented on or participated in all aspects of the area’s colonial and provincial life. He was an advocate of responsible government and Confederation, a member and leader of the opposition in the first provincial legislature, a paymaster and purveyor for Canadian Pacific Railway Surveys, and the first premier forced to contend with the political and social changes brought about by the arrival of the transcontinental railway and the industrialization of the province. As a newspaper owner and editor, Robson influenced as well as reflected British Columbia’s public opinion. It is unfortunate that Robson’s contribution to the history of British Columbia has failed to attract the attention it deserves.

			Generally speaking, historical writers tend to be attracted to the unique, the obscure, or the bizarre. In the writing of nineteenth-century British Columbia history, this means that historians have been drawn to concentrate their biographical efforts on Robson’s somewhat more eccentric contemporaries. This is certainly the case with Robson’s occasional colleague but perpetual rival Amor De Cosmos. An eccentric and erratic individual who legally changes his name by an Act of the California legislature from a mundane William Alexander Smith to the more exotic and mysterious Amor De Cosmos is guaranteed to attract more historical attention than the staid and sober John Robson. Ironically, the rivalry between these two gentlemen, so readily apparent in their lifetimes, appears to have continued into the present with writers and the general public more enamoured over De Cosmos’ idiosyncrasies than Robson’s contributions. The result has been various biographies written on De Cosmos.1 John Robson, on the other hand, has received no such biographical treatment. This is in spite of the fact that he may be regarded as a more typical British Columbian of this period. He was concerned with his family’s financial security and well-being, as well as his children’s educational advancement and moral attitude. Robson was an elder in the Presbyterian Church and adhered to its principles throughout his entire life. He remained a strong advocate of Sunday closing and advanced the cause of temperance. In contrast, De Cosmos spent his life as a confirmed bachelor with no familial responsibilities. He was a free thinker with no church affiliation and was known to deliver some of his political speeches while drunk. By the start of the 1880s, De Cosmos had become a somewhat pathetic and forgotten political figure in British Columbia, while Robson was yet to become a leading figure in the so-called Smithe dynasty of premiers. Moreover, by the end of his career, Robson would become deeply involved in the social issues of his day, advocating female suffrage and foreshadowing the principles of what came to be known as the Social Gospel movement. Known as a political reformer during the 1860s, by the 1880s, Robson evolved into a social reformer.

			General survey histories of British Columbia obviously refer to Robson, and other authors often cite his editorial writings, but they do little to broaden our knowledge of the individual. In her classic 1958 work, British Columbia: A History, Margaret Ormsby has difficulty assessing Robson. While acknowledging his early political reform efforts, she infers that he was conservative and reactionary as premier before concluding that he was “the single reformer in a dreary fifteen-year period of provincial politics.” Jean Barman’s study, The West Beyond the West: A History of British Columbia, written in 1991 and reflecting more current scholarship, only briefly discusses Robson’s journalistic and political activities. This is also the case with the volume edited by Hugh J.M. Johnston, The Pacific Province: A History of British Columbia. Olive Fairholm’s 1967 article in British Columbia and Confederation confines her analysis to Robson’s political role in achieving British Columbia’s union with Canada. The entry for John Robson, written by Patricia Roy in the Dictionary of Canadian Biography, offers the best condensed summary of his career, referring to his religious activities in addition to his political accomplishments. However, it should be noted that this author concludes by asserting that John Robson was “one of the most influential British Columbians of his time,” thereby implying that further study of this individual is warranted.

			The goal of this volume is to partially correct what amounts to an historical deficiency by expanding on the role of John Robson in the history of British Columbia. In doing so, this examination will take the form of a biography. Biographies as a writing genre appear to somehow fall in and out of favour with historians. It is contended here that biographies remain a valid and useful technique in the writing and understanding of history. One method to bring humanity into history is to revolve the historical account around a particular individual and attempt to get up close to them regarding their thoughts, concerns and struggles. The British historian G.M. Trevelyan has asserted that well-written history should force us to remember that “the past was once as real as the present and as uncertain as the future.”2 The majority of historical works are interpreted from the present and carry with them the burden of our current attitudes and beliefs. By centring this study around John Robson, it is to be hoped that one can understand the reality of his present and the uncertainty of his future and, in the process, somewhat mitigate placing present norms on past experiences. In addition, it is also hoped that this examination will be more than exclusively a simple biography of a single individual. In the end, as Robson’s life and career are so entwined with the history of this West Coast colony and province, this work, in many ways, becomes a biography of nineteenth-century British Columbia itself.
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			PROLOGUE

			In mid-June 1859, the British screw steamer Forwood under the command of Captain G.P. Lock was steadily plying northward from San Francisco along the west coast of North America. By June 18, almost four days into its voyage, the vessel entered the Strait of Juan de Fuca on route to its destination at Esquimalt. The harbour at Esquimalt served as the main British naval base on the west coast of North America. Located just west of Victoria, Esquimalt was the entrance to the Crown colony of Vancouver Island. It was also the port of disembarkation for those travellers whose destination was the newly proclaimed colony of mainland British Columbia. From Esquimalt, these individuals took the road to Victoria and then found their way across the Strait of Georgia to the mouth of the Fraser River.

			Frederick Chapple, the owner of the Forwood, had petitioned authorities earlier in the year to grant him the mail subsidy contract between San Francisco and Vancouver Island. The Forwood was a new iron steamer built in Liverpool in 1858, of 587 gross tonnage, and with three engines producing a total of 140 horsepower. She was fitted for thirty first-class passengers and 140 second-class passengers and possessed the capacity for 400 tons of cargo.3 Chapple was successful in his endeavour to obtain the mail contract, and as the ship rounded Race Rocks, in accordance with standard procedures, the crew prepared to fire a warning cannon shot. This would indicate the imminent arrival of mail to the postal authorities ashore. Prior to the construction of telegraph lines to the Pacific Northwest in the mid-1860s, the postal service assumed considerable importance as the only communication link to the outside world for the colonists. Not only did the mail contain eagerly awaited personal correspondence, but it also provided copies of the most recent newspapers. Such journals supplied the inhabitants with reading material in addition to bringing them up to date with current events in England, the United States, and Europe. With the firing of the ship’s cannon, the postmaster dispatched a wagon to the dockside to collect the post as soon as the ship came into harbour. In this manner, the mail could be rapidly and efficiently sent on its way.

			The passengers on the Forwood heading for the colonies of Vancouver Island and British Columbia were a diverse group. Some were businessmen and tradesmen from San Francisco, hoping to supply goods and services to the anxious gold miners who were hurrying to participate in the Fraser River gold rush. Others were relatives and wives coming to join families. However, the majority of the passengers were gold seekers who nurtured the hope and belief that their fortunes awaited them in the gold fields along the Fraser River. Among this latter group were five men who travelled together from Upper Canada. The first was Henry Martin, and the next two were brothers George and Henry Hyde. They were accompanied by a nineteen-year-old Charles George Major, who had left behind his job as a dry-goods store clerk to seek a more adventurous future. The final member of this group was Major’s former employer, the thirty-five-year-old John Robson. Listening to the rhythmic and energetic throb of the ship’s engines, the five men likely joined their fellow travellers at the ship’s railing, obviously curious and somewhat anxious about the land they were now approaching. On the right starboard side of the ship could be seen the partly snow-covered Olympic range of mountains in the Washington territory, part of the United States. On the left port side of the ship, the tree-covered slopes of Vancouver Island rose up from the sea and rocky shoreline.

			About noon, as the Forward drew nearer to Esquimalt, the captain’s son, Henry Lock, who was serving as the third officer, together with the captain’s servant, William Gray, received the order to fire the cannon announcing the vessel’s arrival to the postal authorities. The two men worked their way aft to the ship’s powder magazine to retrieve a charge preparatory to firing the ship’s cannon. It was just moments after they entered the aft hold that the passengers’ contemplation of the surrounding scenery was shattered by a brilliant flash followed instantly by a loud explosion.

			At first, there was confusion. Some passengers justifiably thought that the ship’s boilers had exploded. This was not an uncommon occurrence aboard such steam vessels where sailors often cited the truism that “a boiler was just as strong as its weakest section.” Others expected an “abandon ship” order, while still others believed that their fortune-seeking hopes were all about to end in the cold waters off Vancouver Island. These thoughts gradually dissipated as it became apparent that the ship was in no immediate danger of sinking. As the smell of spent gunpowder spread throughout the ship, it became obvious that the powder magazine had somehow exploded. The devastating and instantaneous result of ten pounds of gunpowder being ignited was that the aft bulkhead was blown out, and the aft skylight was shot straight upwards some feet into the sky. The vessel’s saloon area was devastated, and tables were destroyed. Crockery and glassware were entirely demolished.

			Recovering from the initial shock, the ship’s crew reacted to the emergency by stuffing oakum, a type of hemp and tar caulking, in their mouths to protect themselves from suffocating on the noxious fumes as they determined the damage and looked for survivors. They discovered a Mrs. Sears together with her child, who were both traumatized but uninjured, and assisted her forward out of the damaged part of the vessel. The captain’s son and servant were not as fortunate. William Gray, the servant, died instantly. The captain’s son was found critically injured but still alive. Crew members pulled him out from the wreckage. Flags signalling “distress” and “medical assistance required” were raised on the ship’s masthead. The naval station at Esquimalt quickly responded by sending boats out to the stricken vessel in order to render whatever help was required by the captain and ship’s crew.

			Later in the day, the Forwood limped into port, and the captain’s son was taken to the base hospital. Before leaving the vessel, a number of the passengers, including John Robson and his travelling partners, took the time to sign a letter addressed to the editor of the Victoria British Colonist. The letter, published in the newspaper, complimented Captain Lock. In spite of the trauma of seeing his son injured, the passengers praised the captain for maintaining a “manly and officer-like bearing” following the explosion. The letter perhaps offered some solace to the captain as his son would not recover. Succumbing to his wounds, he died some three weeks later.4 In the meantime, the Forwood’s passengers had disembarked and gone their separate ways. John Robson and his partners took the rutted and muddy road from Esquimalt to Victoria. They found temporary accommodation there, gathered information, and made plans regarding their best options prior to travelling to the Fraser River gold diggings.

			The arrival of the Forwood into the harbour at Esquimalt and John Robson’s appearance on the West Coast of British North America came at approximately the mid-point of Robson’s life. It also marks a dividing point. He spent the first part of his life in eastern Canada. The second, and what can be regarded as the more important and rather more interesting part of his life and career, was about to begin. As much as British Columbia was to influence John Robson, so was he to become an influence in the affairs of British Columbia. The dramatic entry of John Robson onto the Pacific West Coast with a flash of light and a loud explosion somehow becomes metaphorically appropriate.

			
			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			EARLY LIFE TO GOLD SEEKER

			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.”5 The settlement at Perth, Lanark County, Upper Canada, had originated in the fall of 1815 with the arrival of a first group of Scottish settlers. Following the War of 1812, the British government encouraged the settlement at Perth in an effort to augment the defence of the area in the event of further hostilities with the United States. Over the next several years, different waves of Scottish immigrants arrived to take up the government’s offer of free land. Robson’s mother, Euphemia Richardson, probably born in 1796, together with her first husband, James Thompson, and their daughter, Euphemia, arrived in Perth in 1817. Robson’s father, also named John, born in 1797 in the Scottish Lowland border county of Roxbourg, had preceded his parents and several of his siblings to the new world, settling in the newly established community of Perth in the fall of 1816.

			The decision to leave their homeland and cross the Atlantic to seek a new life in what was regarded as the wilds of North America must have taken some thought as well as a fair amount of courage on the part of such immigrants as Robson’s parents. The Reverend William Bell, who baptized Robson, arrived in Perth in late June 1817, and he described his journey from Scotland to Upper Canada in his memoirs. His experiences likely paralleled that of Robson’s parents. Boarding a sailing vessel, which was making a return voyage to Canada following the delivery of a cargo of timber to the British Isles, the outward-bound immigrants found themselves accommodated below deck in the same open space that had recently transported timber:

			On each side of this unpartitioned room between decks two tiers of bed berths were temporarily nailed up of green boards. Each berth was six feet long, four feet wide and three feet high, and intended to hold two adults or three children. The ventilation of this room was by the hatchways. In the middle between the beds, was a space fifteen feet wide by sixty feet long and the centre of this was occupied by the necessary baggage, such as chests and trunks which, in turn, provided seats and tables for the owners.

			The comfort of the ship’s passengers across the Atlantic was often weather determinant as storms and rough seas resulted in increased sea sickness and the necessity of closing the hatches to prevent the sea from washing aboard.

			As described by Bell in the midst of such a violent storm, “In all directions were to be heard, sailors swearing, children squalling, men puking, and women crying.” He continued:

			The aspect of the sea in a storm is truly grand, though a sense of danger seldom allows one to contemplate it with pleasure. …The sea roared, and ran tremendously high. The ship rolled so much, that we were often dashed from one side of our beds to the other, with great violence. She sometimes lay so long on one side, that I feared she would never rise more. Those who had young children, found it difficult to avoid crushing them to death in their beds. About midnight, a woman lately married was taken with premature labour, and added much to the horror of the scene by her dismal cries. But before morning she was safely delivered of a male child.

			In the case of Reverend Bell, his journey was made worse by the poor quality of food and water provided to the immigrants. “According to the terms of the passage, all were to receive two meals a day, a breakfast at eight o’clock, to consist of porridge, molasses and water; and a dinner at six of soup, beef and biscuit.” Unfortunately, the porridge was “so abominably dirty that it was impossible to taste it”; the beef was “black, stinking rotten and bitter to the taste,” and the biscuit was “rotten and full of vermin.” To add to this, the water “was no clearer than that of a dirty kennel after a heavy shower of rain, so that its appearance alone was sufficient to sicken one.”6 Circumstances were improved somewhat when a delegation led by the Reverend Bell approached the ship’s captain. They reminded the captain of his responsibilities in providing proper fare to his passengers and requested that he open the ship’s stores. In spite of this improvement, it was with considerable relief that the two-month journey of the exhausted immigrants ended with the ship’s safe arrival in Quebec City.

			Anxious to reach their final destination, Bell and his family soon proceeded by steamboat up the St. Lawrence River, first to Montreal, then Cornwall and Prescott, eventually arriving in Brockville. From there, Bell continued inland ahead of his family to Perth. Braving hordes of mosquitoes, Bell traversed the rudimentary road through the forest. Wading through swamps and over rough terrain, he finally arrived at the settlement, which was described as having “two big log houses, some thirty small log shanties, and many scattered groups of huts and tents where men, women and children were hurrying to and fro.” His family arrived soon after, although, as he recorded, they were also “all shockingly bitten by mosquitoes.” Strong vinegar was applied to their faces and hands. This considerably helped mitigate the pain from the insect bites. He noted, however, that in spite of this vinegar remedy, his son’s face remained so swollen that he was “almost blind for a week.”7

			The Reverend Bell seemed to have quickly established himself in the Perth community as he commenced to attend to the spiritual details of his ministry. In the meantime, his fellow immigrants proceeded in a fashion similar to those who had arrived in the previous two years. They lived in primitive shanties constructed of logs while they engaged in the hard labour needed to cut the timber on their land, pull out stumps, burn slash, and then sow and fence their crops. All the time, they fretted about the weather and the means of providing shelter and food for their families. They might find it necessary to hire themselves out in some other form of employment to make ends meet. In the end, it often took several years of deprivation and exhausting effort before a settler was sufficiently established to be able to construct a proper house and consider himself on the road to success.

			One of John Robson’s younger brothers, Ebenezer, paid tribute to these early settlers, such as his father, in recounting the Robson family’s early life in Perth:

			The privations of the early settlers were sometimes very great, not withstanding that the government dealt generously with them, supplying each settler with a free homestead (100 acres), certain agricultural implements and a year’s rations from government stores. It was impossible for many of them to secure a living from the soil the first year as the timber was heavy and many of the men unskilled in the use of the axe. Then, when the clearing was made, the sun’s rays, reaching the soil with its vegetable deposit, caused malarial fevers to prevail to an alarming extent, until the few who escaped were unable to care properly for those rendered helpless by illness. When the government supplies ceased, nuts, wild berries, leeks and even the inner bark of trees were sometimes the only subsistence available. On such food, men could hardly do much chopping, logging, fencing or farming. No wonder that some lost heart and hope and gave up the struggle. All honour to the brave-hearted men and women of those days. They fought the battle for those who were to come after them and by strenuous effort laid the foundations on which their descendants have built.8

			Part of the ability of these individuals to cope with these harsh conditions found in Upper Canada came from their Scottish forbearance and, in particular, the confident stoicism inherent in their faith. When the senior John Robson boarded a ship in late 1816 for passage to the new world, he carried this faith with him, bound together with his hopes for a better life. It is related in Robson family history that their father spent much of his Scottish youth alone, tending to the family’s flock of sheep in the hills surrounding his home. Acknowledging the Bible as the source of all true spiritual knowledge, Robson passed most of his time studying and “committing to memory the great truths of God’s word.” His obituary would later refer to him as “an earnest Bible student” and “an encyclopedia of Scripture Knowledge.” Such Christian beliefs would be passed down and would influence his children.9

			Scottish Presbyterianism, as exemplified by the senior Robson and then later presented to his family, was an austere and unyielding faith with strict adherence to the Word of God as ordained in the Bible. Education and, most particularly, literacy were emphasized because it was incumbent upon adherents to read and understand the Holy Scriptures. Doctrines such as obeying the fourth commandment to observe the Sabbath in order to keep it holy became deeply ingrained in Scottish society. This unyielding belief in the necessity to observe the sanctity of the Sabbath was exemplified by a story related by the daughter of one of the early Upper Canadian Presbyterian ministers. One of the older church members drove the minister to church on a pleasant Sunday afternoon. The minister exclaimed: “This is beautiful weather for the country.” His parishioner quickly turned upon him and remonstrated: “Dinna yo ken this is the Sawbath, when ye mauna crack aboot the weather an’ ale wardly things?” In retaliation and with tongue in cheek, the minister thereupon quoted nothing but scripture for the remainder of the journey.

			Presbyterians were also unique in that they rejected the hierarchical episcopal form of church governance in favour of an organization in which all members of the church were equal under Christ. Unlike the Roman Catholic or Anglican Church, Robson’s Presbyterian Church was organized upwards, commencing with individual congregations and their governing body or Session composed of elders and a minister. Whereas the minister, often referred to as the “teaching elder,” was called by the Session to serve the congregation, the lay elders were elected by the members of the congregation and were therefore recognized as the leading members of their church. As will be seen, John Robson and his father both played leading roles within their church as elders. Presbyterianism and his religion would influence how the younger John Robson came to view himself.

			It is partly the result of the more democratic structure of the Presbyterian Church that over the course of time, various congregations broke away from the established Church of Scotland or the “old Kirk” during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. What came to be known as the First Secession of 1733 revolved around the issue of patronage and whether the members of the congregation or the local lord possessed the authority to call or appoint ministers. This seceding group was itself divided by 1747 over the necessity of an oath required of civil officials that implied that the old established Church of Scotland was “the true religion professed in the realm.” Those opposed to the oath were labelled Anti-Burghers as opposed to Burghers, who had no difficulty in taking the oath. By 1761, another group adhering to a belief in the complete separation of church and state had broken away to form the Presbytery or the Relief Church. The issue of patronage arose again in 1843 with “the Great Disruption” and the establishment of the “Free Church.” With the various waves of Scottish immigration and their accompanying missionaries, the controversies within Scottish Presbyterianism were transported to the new world, influencing the beliefs of such Presbyterian families as the Robsons.10 It also tended to lean such individuals as the young John Robson in the direction of supporting the ideals of the Upper Canadian reform parties.

			John Robson’s father generally remained committed to the Presbyterian faith of the “old Kirk.” The Reverend William Bell was an adherent of the Secessionist Church, but as he was the only Presbyterian minister in the area, Robson’s father became an active member of Bell’s congregation as well as serving as Bell’s assistant. In this position, Robson was accepted as part of Bell’s family, taking part in communal scripture reading and participating in the Bell family’s daily worship sessions. The elder Robson would later develop the practice of canvassing the inhabitants of the settlement in which he lived. Armed with a Bible in one pocket and religious tracts in another, he spread the gospel among his fellow colonists. According to Bell’s diaries, in one instance, Robson called upon him to assist an Indigenous mother and her two children who were in danger of dying of exposure. In another instance, he summoned Bell to visit a widow who he believed was dying and required the assistance of the minister.11

			In the meantime, Robson’s mother’s first husband, James Thompson, died by choking on a piece of meat while dining in a hotel restaurant. This left Euphemia as the sole parent for her daughter in addition to being pregnant with a son, James. It may be appropriate to consider the role of the Reverend Bell, who appears to have possessed a rather forceful personality, in promoting the marriage between his two parishioners. Whatever the circumstances, John Robson and Euphemia Richardson Thompson were married in the house of the Reverend Bell on May 26, 1821. Robson accepted Euphemia’s two children as his own, and the couple commenced homesteading on Lot 14 in the first concession of Drummond, located east of the settlement of Perth. It was here where five children were born: Adam (1822), named after the elder Robson’s father; John (1824), named after his father; Robert (1825); Mary (1828); and Thomas (1829). In the fall of 1829, the family moved to the nearby township of North Elmsley and settled on a piece of land on the Tay River. Here, the Robson family again increased in size with the addition of six more children: William (1831); Janet (1833); Ebenezer (1835); Isabella (1836); George (1838); and David (1840). It was also here, by the Tay, that, according to Ebenezer, two incidents occurred that remained etched in his mind regarding his older brother John.

			In the first instance, John attempted to capture one of the family’s horses by the tail. The horse responded with a kick that landed on John’s face. The bridge of his nose was smashed, and a deep gash cut across his cheek. He fell unconscious to the ground, and with the amount of blood and the stillness of his body, young Ebenezer thought he was dead. A doctor was immediately called who stitched up the gash, and John eventually recovered. However, as stated by Ebenezer, the accident “gave him [John] a somewhat aquiline nose such as was possessed by no other member of the family, thus adding to the dignity of his appearance.” While perhaps improving the “dignity of his appearance” in Ebenezer’s mind, it was also a facial feature that would later come to be emphasized by editorial cartoonists and opponents during Robson’s political career.12

			The second occurrence came when Ebenezer and John were spearing for fish out of a canoe in a creek near their home. “After spearing a few bass, John struck out with the long spear vigorously and presently brought to the surface of the water a creature such as I had never seen, an enormously large turtle.” To Ebenezer’s question, “John, what’s that?” came the mischievous reply, “Maun, it’s the deil!” In panic, Ebenezer jumped out of the canoe and ran home as fast as possible to hide under his bed, where he became ill with fear. It took some time before he was coaxed out to look more closely at the turtle. While the incident demonstrated John’s playful side, Ebenezer’s reaction also revealed the depth of religious emotion evident and nurtured within the Robson household.

			In addition to maintaining strict observance of the Sabbath and attending both morning and afternoon church services, the family developed the habit of praying every morning and evening during the week. Much of the children’s common school education, including John’s, was received at home. George Robson, another younger brother of John’s, noted that it was here that he “was taught the precepts and doctrines of the word of God, and many lessons of moral truth from my pious parents.” Part of the children’s learning consisted of memorizing the Shorter Catechism of the Church of Scotland. The Catechism involved a series of 107 questions and answers, which all the Robson children were required to learn by heart. For example, the first question asked is, “What is the chief end of man?” The answer is “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” Ebenezer, when recounting his childhood, asserted that he “was brought up on the Shorter Catechism and porridge.” He continued that in reality, “it got to be that I could not live without the Catechism; for until I said that and said it correctly, I could not get the porridge.” John also remembered that in common with his siblings, he had to “repeat verses and say the Catechism, and if he were not able to repeat the lesson, he had to go to bed without his supper, to provide against which he had been accustomed to hide cakes under his pillow.”13

			The Robson family remained members of Bell’s congregation until the fall of 1829 when the Reverend Thomas Wilson, a minister of the established Church of Scotland, arrived in Perth. The Reverend Bell was quite disconcerted that members of his secessionist congregation would leave to join what he regarded as the loose discipline and indulgent ways of this new body. Bell noted that of all the congregational members who left, only the senior John Robson came forward to offer an explanation for his departure. It was an explanation that a somewhat bitter Bell rejected. In joining the new congregation, Robson’s father continued as a religious role model for his family and was soon elected as Session elder. He also joined Reverend Wilson in advocating temperance among the citizens of Perth. According to Ebenezer, Reverend Wilson in 1832 instituted a total abstinence pledge. The first individual to sign the pledge to not touch alcohol in any form was Ebenezer’s uncle, Thomas Nicoll, and the second was his father.14 In a sermon delivered in the fall of 1836, likely listened to by the teen-aged John Robson, Reverend Wilson reiterated the validity of temperance societies as determined by scripture and stoutly defended them as being the work of God.15

			Temperance advocates such as Reverend Wilson rationalized their position by their desire to cure the various social problems created by alcoholic drink. This was certainly the case in Upper Canada, where alcohol was used as an anesthetic against cold winters, bothersome insects, and the harsh working conditions of clearing the land and planting crops. One writer recorded her conversation with “a little Irish boy” who described his family’s effort to keep warm when “the weather was stinging cold.” He claimed that “Mother spent half the money father earned at his straw work (he was a straw chair-maker) in whiskey to keep us warm; but I do think a larger mess of praters (potatoes) would have kept us warmer than the whiskey did.”16 The Reverend Bell’s diary cites several examples of accidents or deaths in Perth and the surrounding area where individuals were under the influence of drink. In one instance, he recounted the sad demise of a young man who had recently been married:

			When in liquor, he swore profanely and not only quarreled with his wife and father but beat and abused them both. On the night on which he lost his life, he had been drinking in a tavern till near midnight. On his way home, he had to cross the river by a wooden bridge, the railing of which was, at one place, broken down. At this opening, he had fallen into the river, which was now high. As no one saw him fall in, it was some days before it was known what had become of him. But suspicions being aroused, search was made, and the body was found not far from where he fell in. Multitudes of people came to see the corpse, as it lay upon the wharf a ghastly spectacle and an awful warning to all drunkards.17

			The Reverend Bell, who originally enjoyed making his own wine, gradually moved into the temperance camp upon witnessing liquor’s destructive effect on the Perth settlers.

			It was to be the elder Robson’s espousal of the temperance cause that would result in the family leaving their homestead outside of Perth in 1840. During the 1830s, one of the more important businessmen in Perth was Malcolm Cameron. He was born in Trois Rivières, Lower Canada, in 1808, the son of a hospital sergeant in a Scottish regiment. His father’s regiment disbanded in 1816, and he moved with his family to Perth, where the father opened a tavern. Whether it was because of scenes witnessed in his father’s establishment or through the influence of his mother, who feared her son might become too fond of drink, the young Malcolm became a life-long temperance advocate. By 1828, he was a partner in a general store in Perth, and his business interests began to gradually expand towards the newly settled area around what was then called Port Sarnia. In 1835, he opened a general store there, purchased land, which would eventually become the city of Sarnia, and set up lumber and flour mills in the area. He also began to display an interest in politics, being elected to the Upper Canada legislature as a moderate Reform candidate loosely allied with such individuals as Robert Baldwin and Marshall Spring Bidwell.

			In the autumn of 1839, Cameron approached the elder Robson and invited him to travel to Port Sarnia in order to assist in organizing total abstinence societies in that settlement. The duo, described by Ebenezer as “two congenial spirits,” spent the winter and spring organizing societies throughout the area. It also appears that by mid-November 1839, Cameron convinced Robson to move his family westward. Subsequently, the property worked by the Robson family on the Tay River was advertised for sale in the Perth Courier.18 To assist Robson in his move, Cameron secured for him the lease of an area of land almost 300 acres in size north of Port Sarnia at Point Edward, where Lake Huron flows into the St. Clair River, which, in turn, forms the Canada-United States border. The older Robson sons, James and Adam, had already left home. Robert was designated by his father to become a minister and remained for schooling in Perth. It, therefore, fell to the sixteen-year-old John to travel west to join his father in preparing a place for the remainder of the family. The youngest member of the Robson family, David, was born on July 21, 1840, and as soon as it was felt that they could travel, the family proceeded to their new home.

			The temporary structure constructed by John and his father to welcome the family was a rough shed “about 12 x 24 feet in size and 7 feet in height with rough, loose boards for the floor.” Kitchen facilities were outside, where “an oak pin had been driven into the side of an oak stump” and “Under the projecting pin the fire was made and here the porridge pot was boiled and the slap jacks were fried.” While the family settled into this temporary shelter, John assisted his father in constructing a more suitable dwelling, and when completed, the family moved in.

			From Ebenezer’s point of view, Point Edward was not the best location for a farm. The soil was largely sand and gravel, and the cold north wind that blew across Lake Huron would often take away the topsoil as well as any newly planted seeds. In order to supplement his income, the senior Robson diversified by fishing and building up his livestock. This enabled the family to supply fresh meat and eggs to their neighbours as well as to Americans on the other side of the St. Clair River at Fort Gratiot and Port Huron. Ebenezer remembered that when the price of eggs fell below ten cents a dozen, his mother would pack them in barrels of salt, setting each egg on end and not allowing them to touch each other. In this manner, the eggs would be kept until the price increased. By 1849, the elder Robson also developed a commercial enterprise with the erection of a saw and grist mill southeast of Sarnia in an area known as Bear Creek. This effort did not prove successful, particularly as he had to go to court to prevent a competitor from halting the flow of water to his mill. By 1854, he put his mill property up for sale19 and, with the assistance of Malcolm Cameron, the elder Robson secured the appointment of jailer in Sarnia. His wife Euphemia, mother to the Robson children, died after a short illness in 1864. At one point, the elder Robson contemplated joining John and Ebenezer in British Columbia, but he remained as jailer, living in a government house until his death in April 1879.

			In Ebenezer’s history of growing up at Point Edward, the Robson siblings appear to have enjoyed a pleasant, if somewhat harsh, existence. The young John Robson assisted his father in the manual labour of running the farm and accompanied him in pursuing his spiritual duties. According to Ebenezer, he also organized the younger members of the family into a private school, which he carried out in a large upstairs room in their house during the winter. From his description, it would appear that John, the teacher, attempted a certain discipline over Ebenezer, the student, which the latter did not appreciate. George Robson, in his memories of childhood at Point Edward, tends to agree with his brother Ebenezer as he describes what he calls his “happy days of youth”:

			Whether sitting by the fireside, or roving in the woods, or scamping across the grassy plain, or gathering the pebbles from the margin of the beautiful lake, or gazing at the innumerable steamboats and vessels as they struggle to ascend the rapid river. Whether we were assembled in our family circle reading our Bibles and receiving instruction from our loving parents, or out in the fields or forest where we were surrounded by the most beautiful scenery, we were a happy family; free from all care and anxiety we roved about in childish glee.

			As a counterpoint, he also noted that the world was “full of changes” and, with more than a touch of sorrow, described the circumstance wherein another little boy was added to the Robson family but only to stay with them for a few days. He concluded:

			He took the cup of life to sip,

			Too bitter was to drain,

			He put it meekly from his lip,

			And went to sleep again.

			Another tragedy, which the Robson family managed to avoid at Point Edward, revolved around an incident involving John. In fact, it could have easily resulted in that individual’s and his sisters’ demise. As described by Ebenezer, on a sunny day in March, John, together with his sisters Janet and Isabella, took a sailing skiff out into Lake Huron:

			The wind was upstream and quite fresh. At the head of the eddy, when the skiff struck the main current, the sail jibed and the sheet line being fast, the boat was capsized and all quickly carried far out into the channel. The boat turned completely over, righting itself again but full of water. All three managed to get hold of the gunwale of the skiff and hang on. The mast had kept its place and with the sail fluttering in the wind and the waves of ice cold water washing over them they were carried down the river.

			Soldiers at Fort Gratiot on the opposite shore noticed the skiff capsizing and managed to drag a boat down to the river only to find that its seams leaked water and it was unusable. In the meantime, alerted by the shouts, the Robson family rushed down to see what had occurred. Euphemia, Robson’s mother, tied her apron to a stick and frantically waved it in the air, hoping to attract the attention of anyone on the other side of the river. Following down the shoreline on their side, the Robsons eventually discovered a skiff, which they dragged to the water and launched. Unfortunately, they had only pieces of board to employ as paddles, and it was with some difficulty that they finally reached John and his two sisters. Eventually, they managed to get the three into their boat and brought them to shore. As the result of their lengthy ordeal in the freezing water, the three were partially carried, stumbling in a semi-conscious state some three-quarters of a mile back to the warmth of their home. Ebenezer concludes that “in due time all were brought around, but it was a matter of several days ere they had the full use of their limbs.”

			John Robson probably remained at Point Edward at least until 1842. In mid-December 1841, the Total Abstinence Society of the Village of Sarnia and neighbourhood held its annual meeting. According to the history of St Andrew’s Church in that community, these meetings were often characterized by much oratory. Among those individuals delivering speeches were Malcolm Cameron, John Robson Senior, and John Robson Junior. It was probably soon after this meeting that John left Point Edward in order to commence a career in the business world. Returning back to Perth, he obtained employment in a general store owned by a Mr. Roberts as a clerk. Then, as with many young men seeking business experience, he gravitated towards the major metropolitan centre of Montreal. He claims he spent eight years there learning business and mercantile practices.20 George Robson claims that it was only six years.21

			Eventually, he returned to what was now called Canada West, seeking an appropriate business opportunity. He may have sold insurance as there is an advertisement in the Bathurst Courier published in Perth on June 18, 1848, which lists a John Robson as the sales agent for the St. Lawrence Mutual Insurance Company selling fire insurance throughout the districts of Bathurst and Dalhousie.22 He acted as the agent for The Provincialist, a short-lived independent newspaper based in Cobourg started by Professor W. Kingston from Victoria College, specializing in political and religious events. As an agent, Robson gained journalistic experience that he would later utilize in operating his newspaper in British Columbia. The role of newspaper agent varied, but in addition to selling subscriptions, it also often included acting as a reporter and correspondent. It is also possible, as mentioned in a short history of John Robson in the Vancouver Daily World that he was employed by Thomas McQueen, a reformer and colleague of Malcolm Cameron, who was editor of the Huron Signal in Goderich and later the Hamilton Canadian. While not revealing exactly where he gained such experience, Robson later chided a competing newspaper editor that his experience was “acquired in a city very much larger than Victoria and Vancouver [Island] together.”23

			It is evident from the political beliefs later expressed in his editorials and speeches that Robson was quite knowledgeable and readily participated in the debates regarding the political situation in the Canadas during the 1840s and 1850s. As a thirteen-year-old, he was aware of the Rebellion of 1837 with William Lyon Mackenzie’s futile attempt to raise arms against the colonial government. He would also have followed with interest and joined in the discussion of his contemporaries regarding the political manoeuvring through Governors Sydenham, Bagot, and Metcalfe’s terms of office. Having Malcolm Cameron acting as what amounted to a patron of the Robson family, it stands to reason that the young John Robson would adhere to the Reform Party platform. This would particularly include that group’s motive of realizing the goal of responsible and representative government wherein the governor would be responsible to an elected legislature rather than rule by fiat. He would also be conversant with the arguments surrounding religious funding and clergy reserves that played out in the press. Depending on when he actually departed Montreal to return to Canada West, it is conceivable that Robson was also a witness in April 1849 to the affirmation of responsible government with Lord Elgin signing the Rebellion Losses Bill, followed by rioting and the subsequent burning of the Legislative Buildings. Such debates and events would play a large role in the formation of Robson’s political philosophy.

			In his pursuit of business opportunities, after opening a shop in Brantford for a brief period, John ultimately established himself in London, Canada West, where, by 1854, he convinced his brother Robert to join him in the partnership of a large dry-goods store. Robert had remained in Perth when the family moved to Point Edward. It was his hope that he would gain the education necessary to enter the Presbyterian ministry. Following education in a private school in Perth, Robert entered Queen’s College in Kingston. Difficulty with his eyesight unfortunately forced him to leave his studies and return to the family home at Point Edward. After recovering his vision, he taught the common school there and then acted as tutor for various families, including that of Malcolm Cameron. This led to his employment in Cameron’s general store, which, in turn, furnished him with the experience to join his older brother John in his store in London.

			The brothers’ enterprise may have originally prospered as their business benefited from the economic growth experienced by Canada in the early 1850s. The period was characterized by increased exports to Britain as well as a boom in railway construction. In addition, the Reciprocity Agreement of 1854, guaranteeing free trade in raw materials with the United States, added to the general economic prosperity.24 Certainly, by 1854, just prior to his thirtieth birthday, Robson felt financially secure enough to start a family, for he entered into marriage with Susan Longworth, a resident of Goderich who was nine years his junior.

			Susan was the daughter of John Longworth, a native of County Westmeath, Ireland. Born April 7, 1790, Longworth entered the British Army and served in the Spanish Peninsular War against Napoleon under the Duke of Wellington, and then later participated in the Battle of Waterloo. He returned to Ireland, trained as a civil engineer, married Elizabeth Bruce, and raised a family of six children. In the spring of 1830, he left his family behind and immigrated to Canada, where he found employment working on the construction of the Rideau Canal. In an event which, with retelling, appears to have attained legendary status, Longworth discovered that the lieutenant governor of Upper Canada was Sir John Colborne, his former commanding officer. Apparently, Longworth lent Colborne a pair of trousers prior to going into battle. The two comrades in arms were separated and lost track of one another. Upon hearing that Colborne was now the new lieutenant governor, Longworth proclaimed, “What! Jack Colborne? I shall go and ask for my breeches.” He thereupon appeared at Colborne’s residence where the governor was hosting a banquet, demanded an audience and presumably the return of his pants. Upon discovering his former colleague at the door, Colborne immediately invited him to join the dinner, where they entertained the party with their army exploits. With the influence of Colborne, Longworth managed to secure the position of civil engineer in the employ of the Canada Company.

			The Canada Company was established in 1826 as a private land development company selling land to immigrants in what became known as the Huron Tract along the eastern shore of Lake Huron. With his appointment, Longworth became part of a closed grouping of individuals that dominated the political and business activities of the area. Led by the Canada Company’s commissioner, Thomas Mercer Jones, this coalition of individuals known as the “Colborne Clique” maintained close contact with the conservative elite centred in the capital of Toronto known as the “Family Compact.” It was the domineering control exercised by this later body which would eventually precipitate the Rebellion of 1837. Longworth, as part of his duties, became responsible for the construction of the bridge across the Maitland River, north of the Canada Company settlement of Goderich, that collapsed soon after it was built, calling his proficiency as a civil engineer into question. In 1840, Daniel Lizars, one of the early settlers, described Longworth in no uncertain terms:

			This man, of mean, and I have been credibly informed, of disreputable origin, – late a private in the corps of Sappers and Miners, from which I understand he draws his pension in that humble grade to this day, – of the most despicable acquirements in point of education, – is a public arsoner, a lawless ruffian and convicted felon; – and is the sycophant, friend, and adviser of Mr. Commissioner Jones, – and rules the destiny, in as far as the Commissioners can exert their sway, over the hapless County of Huron….25

			Lizars’s opinion of Longworth may have been influenced by his dislike for the leading figures of the Canada Company, but it did not help Longworth’s reputation that while he left behind a wife and six children in Ireland, upon arrival in Canada, he married Ellen Maxwell who, according to some sources, was a barmaid in York. On January 4, 1833, Ellen, who was some twenty-five years younger than Longworth, gave birth to Susan, the future Mrs. John Robson. When his first wife and some of their children arrived in Canada two years later, Longworth was charged with bigamy. According to a Huron County local historian, a trial was held in London in 1836, where a guilty charge was rendered. This decision was appealed, but through the influence of Commissioner Jones, Sir John Colborne and the Family Compact, a second trial was avoided. The first Mrs. Longworth then brought an action for alimony and won. With Longworth paying support, the situation was brought to a conclusion.26 A more recent examination of court records by another historian suggests that Longworth may have managed to escape the charge of bigamy by asserting that only his marriage to Ellen Maxwell was valid as it was well documented. His supposed first marriage to Elizabeth Bruce was not as well documented and, therefore, was not valid.27

			Uncertainty exists as to how John Robson, operating a dry-goods store in London, met and courted the daughter of an individual who, although touched by a bigamy scandal, retained the position of
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