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MAJOR JAMES SKITT MATTHEWS, V.D. 

Major James S k i t t  Matthews, C i ty  Arch iv i s t  of Vancouver, d i ed  on 
October l s t ,  1970, a t  t he  age of 92. The fol lowing t r i b u t e  i s  taken  from 
o b i t u a r i e s  i n  t h e  Vancouver Sun and Vancouver Province. 1 

Throughout h i s  ca ree r  a s  a r c h i v i s t  - he took on the  job without  pay 
i n  1933 - he fought f o r  h i s  a rchives  and an o f f i c i a l  bu i ld ing  t o  house 
them. But before  he d ied ,  he knew it was the  i n t e n t i o n  of  t h e  c i t y ' s  
cen t enn ia l  committee t o  b u i l d  an add i t i on  t o  t h e  cen tenn ia l  Museum and t h e  

I 
wing would be named t h e  Major Matthews Archives. 

Major Matthews, c rus ty ,  impat ient  w i th  those  who d i d n ' t  understand 
the  s ign i f i cance  of the  c i t y ' s  record ,  and inva r i ab ly  r i g h t  i n  d i spu te s  
about t he  c i t y ' s  h i s t o r y ,  re fused  t o  r e t i r e  a t  83, and kep t  a t  h i s  work 
u n t i l  l a s t  year.  

His a rchives  a r e  a t  p r e sen t  i n  s to rage  i n  Vancouver Publ ic  Library ,  
having moved t h e r e  from t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  home i n  t h e  o l d  market bu i ld ing  a t  
Maine and Hastings,  t o  t h e  n i n t h  f l o o r  of c i t y  h a l l .  That was why he 
refused  t o  r e t i r e  a t  83. He s a i d  he would q u i t  on condi t ion  tha t  a  s u i t -  
a b l e  bui ld ing  was provided f o r  t h e  p r i c e l e s s  c o l l e c t i o n  of  10,000 photo- 
graphs and 10,000 dockets  and o the r  memorabilia he had co l l ec t ed  through 
t h e  years.  He a l s o  s a i d  t h e  c i t y  would have t o  r ep l ace  him wi th  a qua l i -  
f i e d  successor.  

For 30 years  he had fought a  s e r i e s  of b a t t l e s  wi th  a success ion  of  
c i t y  counci l s  and c i v i c  o f f i c i a l s  over t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  which he valued a t  
$ 1  mi l l ion .  And he earned the  r e spec t  of h i s  opponents. 

Before t h e  Major dedica ted  himself t o  t h e  of ten- thankless  t a sk  of 
a r c h i v i s t ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  of Vancouver was mainly locked away i n  t h e  memories 
of t h e  c i t y ' s  p ioneers  and strewn around hundreds of a t t i c s  and c l o s e t s .  

The Major 's  love  of c o l l e c t i n g  went back a long way - t o  Wales, 
where he was born, and England, where he was educated. 

He a r r i v e d  i n  Vancouver i n  1898, having t r a v e l l e d  i n  New Zealand 
a f t e r  leaving  England. 

He was one of t h e  o r i g i n a l  employees of t h e  Imperial  O i l  Company and 
he s o l d  t h e  f i r s t  can of  gas  t o  t he  f i r s t  automobile owner i n  B. C. I t  
was h i s  idea t o  open an  automobile s e rv i ce  s t a t i o n ,  and t h e  s t a t i o n  was 
t h e  f i r  st  i n  North America . 

A s  the  yea r s  went by and h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  mounted, Major Matthews 
became more and more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a permanent a rchives .  

He f i n a l l y  got  it s t a r t e d  i n  a t i n y  room i n  t h e  market bui ld ing ,  
which he had t o  c l ean  up be fo re  he  could s t o r e  h i s  records .  He was with- 
ou t  o f f i c i a l  s t a t u s  o r  pay then.  Gradually, he overcame c i v i c  i n d i f f e r -  
ence and was a l l o t e d  space i n  t h e  c i t y  h a l l .  I n  1953, he was recognized 
a s  a freeman of t h e  c i t y .  

with t he  kind permission of t h e  Ed i to r s .  
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The brusque manner t h a t  became h i s  trademark was probably developed 
during a m i l i t a r y  career  t h a t  began i n  1903 when he joined t h e  Duke of 
Connaught's Own R i f l e s  here.  

He was i n  command of t h e  regiment i n  1913 and was decorated during 
s e r v i c e  overseas i n  t h e  F i r s t  World War. 

I n  V ic to r i a ,  P rov inc i a l  Arch iv i s t  Wil la rd  I r e l and ,  c a l l e d  Major 
Matthews " the  grand o l d  man" of h i s t o r i c a l  p r e se rva t ion  i n  t h e  Vancouver 
a r ea .  

The p re sen t  genera t ion  fondly regarded the  Major a s  an  e c c e n t r i c  who 
deserved t h e  c i v i c  indulgence he was so o f t e n  given.  Such s ing le -  
mindedness, of  course,  was bound t o  become e c c e n t r i c i t y .  I t  drove t h e  
a r c h i v i s t  t o  many b a t t l e s  wi th  t h e  c i t y  counci l  over a r ch ives  appropria-  
t i o n s ,  accomodation, ownerships and so on. 

Often t h e  Major threa tened t o  leave ,  b u t  never d id .  Mayors and 
counci l s  were i r r i t a t e d  t o  t h e  p o i n t  of f i r i n g  him, b u t  they  never d id .  
As t h e  yea r s  went by, it became p l a i n  t h a t  t h e  c i t y  and t h e  Major 
belonged t o  each o ther  and t h a t  d ivorce  was unthinkable.  

And wi th  each year t h e  Major worked wi th  i nc reas ing  f u r y  t o  complete 
t h e  record  he began so many years  ago. He, above a l l ,  sensed t h e  pass ing  
of time and h i s  diminishing energy t o  cope wi th  t h e  t a sk  t h a t  remained. 
I n  t h e  l a s t  few years ,  it became a r a c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  hours, wi th  t h e  
a r c h i v i s t  a n g r i l y  r e s i s t i n g  those  who urged him t o  r e s t  i n s t ead  of burning 
t h e  midnight o i l  over o l d  manuscripts  and anc i en t  anecdotes. 

Now t h e  long love a f f a i r  i s  over.  Only t h e  grave could s epa ra t e  t h e  
Major from t h e  g r e a t  pass ion  of h i s  l i f e  - t h e  c i t y  whose h i s t o r y  he 
served  so  f a i t h f u l l y .  

DR. WILFRED I. SMITH, DOMINION ARCHIVIST/L'ARCHIVISTE FEDERAL. 

On behalf  of t h e  members of t h e  Archives Sect ion ,  t h e  executive would 
l i k e  t o  extend i t s  s i n c e r e  congra tu la t ions  and b e s t  wishes t o  D r .  Wilfred 
I. Smith on h i s  appointment a s  Dominion Arch iv i s t .  Appointed on 23 Decem- 
be r ,  1970, D r .  Smith i s  t h e  f i f t h  person t o  hold t h i s  d i s t i ngu i shed  pos t  
s i n c e  t h e  founding of t h e  Publ ic  Archives of  canada almost a  century aqo. 

Af ter  doing graduate  work i n  h i s t o r y  a t  Acadia Univers i ty  and the  
Un ive r s i t y  of Minnesota, D r .  Smith en t e red  t h e  Publ ic  Archives of Canada 
i n  1950. He has been Chief of  t h e  Manuscript Divis ion  1963-64; Direc tor  
of  t h e  H i s t o r i c a l  Branch 1965-68; and a c t i n g  Dominion Arch iv i s t  s i nce  D r .  
Lamb's re t i rement .  He served a s  chairman of t h e  Archives Sect ion  1968-69, 
and is  a member of  t h e  Council of t h e  Soc ie ty  of American Arch iv i s t s .  A t  
i t s  meeting l a s t  F a l l  i n  Washington, D r .  Smith was e l e c t e d  a Fellow of t h e  
Socie ty  of  American Arch iv i s t s .  

From The Archives Sect ion  BULLETIN, January, 1971. - 




