
REVEREND JAMES ROSS, D.D. 

1811 18 86 

.............. 
By 

A. E. KERR 

.............. 

'(Y'\C~ \ 

VOL.\ '--\7 1 
-:II:. 1. 

-



The story that I wish to tel l should be pr e faced with a few 
remarks about Dr. James MacGr egor. He has been called the Apos t l e 
o f Presbyter ianism in Pictou, and the highest tribute that we can pay 

h im would be qu it e inadequate. He appealed so convincingly t o his 

na t ive Sc ot land t o send ministers to Nova Scotia that some theological 

st udents put t h eir names to a secret commitment that, if they wer e 

s uccess f ul in t h eir examinations, they would volunteer for service 

overseas as he h ad done. The document happened to fall into the hands 
of a professor who arranged to accelerate their studies. One of thos e 
who signed the paper was DUNCAN ROSS. 

The coming of Duncan Ross to Pictou County created certain con-

g r egational problems , MacGr egor was h e ld in prof ound v eneration by 
everyone . There were some exceptions to be sure, like the man in 

whose home he stayed, who had b e en refused admission by the Session t o 
church membership and took out h is spite on the minister by having him 
arrested on one of his missionary t ours for having lef t home with out 
paying h i s b oard bill. It was an unusual introduction for an evange-

list, and t oday i t would rate headlines in the press, The Sheriff , 

who serv e d t h e summons, was so embarrassed that he insisted on post-

ing the bail h ims elf. In the course of the trial it was broug h~ out 

that MacGregor h ad actually offered the landlord the f ull amount t h a t 
he owed , but t he ma n , f or reasons of his own, had postponed the s ett l e -
ment t o a mor e conv enient·· time. At the end of the hearing, the J udge 

ordered Mac Gregor to pay the sum that he had mentioned but charge d t he 
plaintiff with the full costs of t he action, so the man's rancour 

r ecoiled upon h imself. The preva i l i ng opinion of MacGregor, how ev er, 
was that he was without a peer as a man, a pastor, and a preacher. 
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After Ross arrived it was decided to divide his very extensive con-

grega t ion b etween the two clergymen, one having the East River in 

Pict ou County and the other the West River, with their respective 

environs, and the question arose, which one would have the services 

o f t he senior minister? 

Following the precedent provided in the first chapter of 

Ac t s, they decided to settle the matter by casting lots. This 

be i ng an ecclesiastical matter, the Moderator of Presbytery was 

a sked t o off er prayer. Then one of the Elders of the East River 

s ection solemnly drew out a slip of paper from the hat, and it 

assigne d MacGregor to the East River and Ross to West River. God 

had inf allibly revealed his will through the lot. 

The West River people, however, objected, charging the Elder 

with what the politicians call "skulduggery't, and they were so adamant 

in their refusal that both sides consented to try again. This time 

t h ey select ed an innocent boy--MacGregor 's Memoirs s,ay rrtwo boys 11 , 

but I do not see how both could function--to draw out the paper and 

i t rev ersed the first lot and assigned Ross to the East River and 

MacGregor to ·the West River, which the West River group thought was 

j ust f ine. MacGregor, himself, now objected, and said that the second 

lot was an insult to the Almighty who had already made his will plain, 

a n d i f t h e West River members refused to abide by it, they could. ex-

p ect no blessing from Him. The wrath of an offended deity was some-

thing t hat few people would knowingly incur, so the West River con-

grega t ion agreed to accept Ross, and Presbytery forthwith inducted 

him as their minister. He remained there for the rest of his life 

and prov e d an influential and dedicated pastor. He was long remembered 

f or h is interest in education and his promotion of temperance, and 

i n numerabl e stories were told about his kindly humour. He and his wife 
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h ad a larg e family, f ifteen c h ildren, of whom JAMES ROSS was one , and 

f r om here my narrat ive will concern him alone. 

We know n ot hing o f James' boyhood, but we can assume that h e 

was no stranger t o plain living and high thinking. When he was old 

e nough he went to Dr. McCulloch's Academy in Pictou. He did not 

take a degree f or none was given there, but degrees were not n early 

as important i n t hose days as a d eveloped and well-stocked mind, 

There is n o record that he then had themi.nistry in view, for wh e n 

he finishe d hi s course in the Academy he took what the writ ers of the 

time c al l e d 11 a lucrative position" ( ? ) as a school teacher in 

Sackv i l le, New Brunswick. 

Some local historians say categorically that he went from 

Sackville to s tudy in Edinburgh, and that he was there in 1834 whe n 

his f ather died. Others maint a in that he was still in Sackvill e , 

and the evidenc e seems t o support them. The West River congreg a t ion , 

despairing of fin ding another past or, of fered him the Call. He mus t 

have been reasonably well-read in Theology, for the Presbytery immedi-

ately ordained him a nd induct e d h im into the charge. He remained 

t here for t hirteen years, and i t was the only congregation he ev er 

served . The late Dr. James Falconer in his history of Pine Hill, 

says that he bec a me one of the leading figures in the Presbyterian 

Church in Nova Scot ia. 

Jame s Ross mus t h ave b een a man of incredible e n e r gy. He wa s 

an omniv e ro us rea d er - h ow h e managed t o do so is a mystery. He was 

a f aithful shepherd of a larg e scattered flock, in a day when past oral 

attention and personal catechizing were a primary part of a minister's 

duty . He appears t o have been a progressive farmer, for he had what 

was c onsidered t o b e one of the show-places of the entire country-

side . He also h ad a f lair for writing, for he founded and edited a 
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magazine, rr'l'he Blue Banner 11 , which, after a short time, became in-

corporated in the Eastern Chronicle. Finally, he was by choice and 

training a teacher, and voluntarily added teaching responsibilities 

to his otherwise heavy load. 

At West River he undertook to carry forward the purpose for 

which Dr. McCulloch had founded his Academy in Pictou, but that is 

a story upon which I shall not enter here. When McCulloch's dreams 

f or Pictou had foundered and his resources were gone, his selection 

f or the Presidency of Dalhousie College, in his sixty-second year, 

came as a lifesaver. His appointment was by no means unanimous. He 

says that he was 11 lampooned and hunted down in the Legislature, and 

out of i t, in every possible way 11 • His enemies in Halifax were 

extremely critical of his administration, and at the beginning of 

his fifth year, when an investigat ing committee of the Board ha d 

before it a proposal that it reduce his modest salary, 11 death11 , 

as his son put it, 11 gave him the rest that men deniedn. In the 

perspective of history he stands out as the greatest and most 

f orward looking educationist who ever served this Province; but, 

like St . Paul, he had many adversaries. 

When he left Pictou his legacy was in a pitiful state. In 

Halifax he actually retained his professorship of Theology in the 

Secess i on Church, although this never became an issue; the Dalhousie 

Board may have lost sight of it and, in:any case, he gave his classes 

in his own house . When he died in 1843, Dr. John Keir, a medical 

doctor, who was also a minister, of Princetown, Prince Edward Island, 

was name d his successor in Theology, and he gathered his few Divinity 

students at his home for six weeks in the early fall, and taught them, 

with Ross as one of his colleagues. 
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Ross, h owever, as a former schoolteacher, was also int e r ested 
in genera l e ducation, for how could men proceed to the ministry or 
any other scholarly profession, without an Arts foundation? Dalhousie, 
at the time, ha d nothing to offer them; so he announced advanced 
classes a t West River himself in the loft of the Temperance Hall, 
and like McCul loch, he taught all the courses. He began without a 
building and endowment or public grant, any scientific apparatus 
for teaching chemistry or physics, or even an allowance for the 
purchase of b ooks. This was many years before President Garfield 
of the United States made his famous statement to the Alumni of 
Williams College in 1871, "I am not willing that this discussion 
should clos e without mention of the value of a true teacher. Give 
me a log hut, with only a single bench, Mark Hopkins on one end and 
I on the other, and you may have all the buildings, apparatus and 
libraries without him. The emphasis on the positive value of the 
teacher i s still true, although t he other things are very important 
in the modern world. Ross' educational venture came to the attention 
of the Synod in 1 84 8, and the members thought so well of it that they 
recognized his school as a Seminary of the Church, and later Dr. Keir 
transferred his Theological classes to West River also. As the 
Seminary fl ou rished and made increasing demands on Ross' attention, 
the Synod persuaded him to give up his pastorate and devote his whole 
time to teaching . 

What kind of a man was James Ross? What did he look like! 
There are two pictures of him extant. One is that of a younger man, 
with a strong fa c e, keen eyes and a flowing black beard. A copy of 
i t hangs i n Pine Hill. It gives us some idea of his appearance in the 
prime of his manhood. The other is that of an older man with a full 
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mustache and long, bushy, well-cared-for sideburns, which now 

usually provoke either admiration or amusement as the case may be. 

A copy of it hangs in the Dalhousie Board Room. 

The late Dr. Kenneth Grant of Trinidad has left us a reference 
to him in an unpublished note about his own student days in West River. 
He recalls an occasion when thr ee or four young men, of whom he was 

one, met the Principal along the country road and greeted him defer-

entially as they passed. He paus e d, however, and said, "Would this 
not be a more genteel way to carry your books, on your arm and not 

un der it? Whether or not this Emily Post kind of advice about the 
ngenteeln way to carry one's books would be remembered to a man's 

credit by University students today is a matter on which your judg-

ment is as good as mine. I ~ind it a little difficult however to 

reconcile his concern about a trivial point of masculine etiquette 

with the mentality of a progressive farmer; but he may have been like 

Browning who spoke of his two "soul-sidesrr, one to face the world with, 

and the other, if I may change the figure to fit this situation, 

to over-awe students whose deportment and manners even then left 

much to be desired. 

I am indebted to the late Judge George Patterson for one 

interesting episode in Ross' life at West River. He was succeeded 

in his pastoral charge by Reverend James Watson, a man whom the -

Judge described as "an other-worldly old Scotsman". When Watson 

had been in the Church about four years he was advised that a charge 
of heresy ha d been preferred against him, and that Ross was "at the 

back of it". It was alleged that Watson was not sound on the question 
of noriginal sin", the old dispute between Augustine and Pelagius in 

the fifth century. The authority of Presbytery was invoked, and it 

set a date for a formal trial. Ross led for the prosecution and 

Judge Patterson's father for the defence. Ancient theological and 
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me taphysical dis t inctions echoed through the Presbyterial air. Hairs 

were split " twixt south and south-west side1t. Then one of the members, 

to bring the f ruitless discussion to a close, impatiently moved that 

Presbytery terminat e the debate and 1tendorse original sin". The 

Moderator however who had a scholarly sense of the niceties of the 

English language, replied, "No, no, Brother, we do not endorse 

original sin, we deplore it." When the vote was taken all the mini-

sters who had been trained in Pictou Academy supported the prosecution, 

and all those trained in Scotland, the defence. ** 

It was New Scotland v ersus Old! The second group were i n the 

majority) and Watson was acquitted . 

A large number of the pa rishoners at West River~ ninety-

five communicant members and thirty-five others, to be exact -

consequently withdrew from the congregation and built another 

place of worship across the river . They were known as the 

Bolters, and Ross preached to them for two years. This circum-

stance was hardly calculated to promote cordial relations between 

Ross and his successor and our knowledge of Presbyterian history 

forb ids up to suppose that such breaches in fellowship were lightly 

healed . 

)..,J\.,,l.,L ,&.o.l_._...,'--"~ v.1..1.av .l..1.'--" ,&.lJ.«-4'-A.'-,; i.1..-L...:, '-'.lJ.'--L'-''--"> .1..1.VV V.l.l u ... VQU OV'-4V'--'OJ..ll<l..1.l...l..-LAC L,UJ.li::>...LUt.L · -

ations of what was best for the Church, but on the basis of his own 

personal prejudices; for first, he did not want to have to preach to 

Theological professors, and secondly he definitely did not want Ross 

in his congregation--the memory of his attack on Watson apparently still 

rankled in some men's minds. So the Seminary and Divinity Hall were 
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were moved to Truro, and opened classes in a new building on Queen 

Street, in the fall of 1858. 

Later in the same year, 1858, Dr. Keir died, leaving a vacancy 

in the professorship of Theology, and it seemed natural that the 

appointment would go to Ross who had long been associated with the 

work . A motion to this effect was actually made in the Synod; but 

Sedgwick of Tatamagouche, an authority in those days on church pro-

cedure, moved an amendment that inasmuch as there was serious talk 

about the uni on of the Free Church and the Secession Church in Nova 

Scotia, no action be taken, but that Ross be asked to carry on the 

instruction f or a year; and the amendment carried. Had the original 

motion prevailed Ross would have been one of the Principals of Pine 

Hill, a distinction that he barely missed. 

The Free Church and the Secession Church in Nova Scotia united, 
as Sedgwick had anticipated, in the fall of 1860. The Free Church had 

a collegefor Arts and Theology on Gerrish Street in Halifax, and the 

Secession Church had now its Seminary and Divinity Hall in Truro, as 

I have explained. The newly formed Synod compromised its college 

difficulties by keeping all its Theology on Gerrish Street, under 

Dr. Andrew King--it was moved eighteen years later to the newly 

acquired Albro Estate in Pine Hill, where it still is--and sending 

all its Arts students to the Seminary in Truro to be educated by. 

Ross and his colleagues. It was widely felt that the situation in 

Truro was not permanent, for ma ny Presbyterians were in 

favor of a non-denominational Arts college, and the claims of Halifax, 

the capital city, could not be overlooked. Besides, there was in 

Hal ifax the fine Dalhousie Building, which had not functioned as a 

College for almost twenty years, and some people were convinced that 

it would be admirable for the uses of higher education. 
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Dalhousie ha d been ill-starred almost from its beginning. 

Founde d in 1818, it had been without a President until McCulloch 

came in 1838, and after his death in 1843, it remained without a 

head for another twenty years. An elected member of Parliament fr om 

Hal ifax in the Provincial House, in his attack on persons who were 

determined to b lock any effort on Dalhousie's part to reorganize its 

life, complained that the College, which began with such fine promise, 

had now 11 for f orty years, stood a disgrace, doing nothing, perfectly 

useless 11 • Its Board, reduced to their wit's end, had tried lowering 

its status to that of a High School, but this had not worked. They 

had also negotiated a union with Gorham College, the Congregationalist 

School in Liverpool whose building had been destroyed by fire, but 

little came of this either . As early as 1856 the Presbyterians had 

authorized committees to meet with the Dalhousie Board and urge them 

to resuscitate it on its original lines. A conference resulted but 

reached no firm decision, but the seed was planted and began to 

germinate; other meetings followed; and at last the members of the 

Board,leading legislators and others, became convinced that the time 

was now ripe to convert the illusive dream of Dalhousie as a non-

denominational university open to everyone, into a living reality. 

The terms of a new Dalhousie bill were drawn up and duly publicized 

and as n o serious objections to it were evoked, it was assumed that 

i t would encounter no difficulty in the Legislature. Several additions 

were made to the Board, including Tupper, a Baptist, Ritchie, an 

Anglican and Shannon, a Methodist, and arrangements were made whereby 

anyone who woul d provide a Chair would have a place among the Governors 

also. The bill went through almost unnoticed, as if, according to 

a commentator of the time, it were ttone of the most insignificant 
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measures", and so the foundations were laid in 1863, for the renascence 

o f Dalhousie on, as it turned out, enduring foundations. The Presby-

terian S(minary i n Truro was closed, its staff was absorbed by the 

Univers ity although the Church continuted to pay their salaries, 

and J ames Ros s was chosen as the second .President of Dalhousie. Forty 

full - time students were registered that year, so those were really 

the da ys of small things. 

The t roubles of Dalhousie, however, did not automatically 

disappear wi th the passing of the new Act of incorporation. tarly 

in the following year, 1864, the Halifax Chronicle reported that 

delayed repercussions to it were being heard in certain parts of the 

Province. TTThe rumbling of thunder in the distancetr, the writer 

said, "is already audible on the subject of collegiate education. 

The Government, we apprehend, will have to deal with this question 

in spite of themselves". The event proved that this f orecast was 

well founded, and the next session of the Legislature had before it 

eighty- four petitions objecting t o t he Dalhousie Act. The fight was 

now on, and the survival of Dalh ousie was at stake. It was not a 

party issue, f or the Act had been passed by the Liberals , and becaus e 

of a change in Govern~ent , the Conservatives had now to defend it. 

The member f or Annapolis, Mr. Avard Longley, carried the 

standard f or the critics in the House. He charged that the 186J 

statute had been put through surreptitiously, that Dalhousie was in 

effect a Presbyter ian institut i on, and he declared with an oratorical 

flourish that agitation against it would continue nuntil its walls 

were raz e d to their foundation, and those who endeavoured to sustain 

it were buried beneath its ruins", and he concluded with a formal 

resolution f or its repeal. 
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Tupper rose at once in his place to meet these allegations, 
and he seldom showed his skill as a debater to better advantage. In 
reply to Longley's charge that the thing had been done in a corner, 
he cited the publicity it had received in the widely read newspaper, 
The British Colonist. In reply to the objection that Dalhousie was 
a Presbyter ian institution, he pointed out four things. First, this 
idea had never been in the founder's mind, for he had actually offered 
the Castine endowment to Kings if it would open its doors to all 
students without discrimination, but its governing body were unwilling 
to make this concession; secondly, the diversity of denominational 
loyalty of the various members who had been added to the Board of 
Governors was a clear indication that the new Dalhousie was not 
intended to be the preserve of any single Church; thirdly, the offer 
of membership on the Board to anyone whatsoever who would support 
a Chair implied that there would be no exclusive privilege for any 
gr oup in the new plan; and fourthly, the Presbyterians alone had taken 
advantage of the provisions of the new act, at great cost to themselves, 
and any other denomination could have done the same; and, finally, 

.in reply to Langley's Cassandra-like prophecy, he said that, attached 
as he was to the great political party to which he belonged, and 
possessing as he did some fondness for public life, he would infinitely 
prefer the fat e that the member from Annapolis threatened, to t~e 
highest post that his country could offer, if it were to be purchased 
by an act so unpatriotic, so unjust, as the resolution for repeal would 
imply. Tupper no doubt knew that his party would stand by him, but 
his speech with its splendid peroration gave them an overwhelming 
reason for following him. 
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The next speaker in the debate was Johnston, the Premier, who 

confessed that he shared some of Longley's misgivings, and said that 

if he could have fo rseen the agitation, that would result from the Act 

sponsored by the previous Government, he would have done everything 

in his power t o prevent its adoption. A strange fatality, he said, 

seemed to accompany Dalhousie from its very start . Every attempt 

to revive it ha d failed, and it was now a blot and disfigurement on 

our educational system. It was like a dilapidated hull, flung upon 

the ocean, scarcely cared for, or without anyone to manage it, until 

the recent legislation put its affairs in order. The 1863 bill had 

become law almost without his knowledge, but, if it were now proposed 

for the first time, he would cons ider it his duty to oppose it. 

It had, however, become law, the Presbyterians had acted on it 

and not only closed their Seminary in Truro but had raised money for 

the new institution, and it would be an act of gross injustice now to 

try to reverse what had been done; so he would vote against the pro-

posed repeal. 

Johns on was obviously f ar from enthusiastic about the position 

in which he f ound himself. The harm had been done and there was noth-

ing to do now but live with it. He was not the eager advocate for 

Dalhousie that Joseph Howe was, who not only promoted it in the 

Legislature but personally canvassed on its behalf. He did not have 

the enthusiasm of Si r William Young, a some time Attorney General of 

Nova Scotia and afterwards a Judge, whom many regarded as the first 

citizen of the Province, who became a member of the Board and after-

wards its Cha irman, and left a large part of his ~state to the Univer-

sity. He did not believe in Dalhousie as Tupper did, who incidentally 

had to bt~ converted to the idea at first but he saved it at an inexor-

able poi;~ in it s development by his faith in its future. As the late 

Dr. D. C. Harvey, the first Archivist of Nova Scotia, put it, "Had Tuppe r 
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wh o was virtual l eader of t h e Government, yielded, Dalhousie would 

have been closed a gain, perhaps forever, but despite his political 

antagonism (t o Howe ), the educational mantle of (the latter) had 

f allen on him, a n d he wore it proudlyn. 

These we r e the uncertain circumstances under which James 

Ross a cc epted t he Presidency of Dalhousie. Some people considered 

it a h opeless cause. Some dared to believe that it might win through, 

but a nyth i ng could happen. Some, however, had deep faith in its 

future ; a nd it is not difficult today, in view of the proud place 

that i t holds among t he seats of higher learning in Canada, to decide 

whic h of thes e had really caught the wave of the future. 

This review leads on inevitably to the problem of university 

finance, f or n o college can survive without supplementary support. 

As onP brilliant student put it, in a valedictory address in Ross ' 

time, Dalh ous ie like the infant Hercules had in the past been attacke d 

by two ser pents , Privilege and Poverty. It had destroyed the f irst, 

but could it overcome the other also? There were indeed some enthusi-

a s t s wh o thought the serpent Poverty was even tneu bredthing its 

last , a nd Judge Patterson could write in 1940 of Ross' time that 

nnever before or since had Dalhousie been so prosperous, or (had 

it been ) ex pa nding a t so rapid a rate." 

These words were true when he wrote them, and certainly ·they 

could be used of Ross' latter years in office. Today it has entered 

still anot her phase. Unprecedented crowds from High School ar e 

knocking at t h e University ' s doors a nd governments are recognizing 

that it is inc umbent on them t o t a ke a larger share of the cost of 

resea r c h and lear n~ngi Further , the ldrgess or Lddy llunn, ( now Lady 

Beav erbrook) , and the many millions that the late Mrs. Dorothy Killam 
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provided f or Dalhousie in her Will, ( a newspaper rep~rt has estimated 

her gifts to Dalhousie at forty million dollars, in addition to the 

eight million she gave to the Children's Hospital, an affiliated 

institution),have opened up boundless possibilities for it. When 

Judge Patterson wrote about the new prosperity in Ross' time, he was 

thinking especially of the munificence of George Munro whose total 

benefac t~ons t o Dalhousie which began in the year, 1879, amounted 

to $350,000.00, and set a new record of private benefactions for 

all seats of higher education in Brit ish North America. Dalhousie's 

inv estments before Munro's time brought in only about $3,000.00 per year. 

It cannot be said that Ross was directly responsible for 

Munro's generosity. It is customary, and I think it is correct, to 

suppose that he was encouraged by his brother-in-law, Dr. John Forrest, 

the minister of St . John's Church, who was keenly interested in Dal-

housie . It should not be forgotten, however, that Munro himself had 

been Principal of the Free Church Academy on Gerrish Street,(as 

distinct fr om the College, which had moved to Truro, )that he had 

studied Theol ogy as a personal interest without any definite intention 

of becoming a minister, and that he remembered that Dalhousie and 

Pine Hill were historically closely related. It is significant of 

where h~s heart was, that when he made his fortune, he built an 
house 

apartment/in New ITork and called it Dalhousie, and had a summer borne 

in the Catskill Mountains and called it Pine Hill. 

He directed that his gifts should be used for the establishment 

of a Chair in Physics for James Gordon MacGregor, a brilliant Dal-

housian, who was subsequently called to a professorship in Edinburgh, 

one i n Hist ory and Economics for his brother-in-law, John Forrest, 

the inimitable 11 Lord John 11 , who succeeded Ross in the Presidency, 

and one in English for his son-in-law, Jacob Gould Schurman, who 

became President of Cornell University and eventually United States 



Page 15. 

Ambassador t o Germany. Schurman is still remembered in academic 
circles in the United States. I had occasion to visit New York City 
about 1947, and happened to remark to a friend there that it was 
quite diff icult to find hotel accommodation. He said, ·nyou should 
h ave no difficulty. As head of a Canadian University, I believe 
you are an honorary member of one of the most exclusive clubs in the 
City, the University Club on Fifth Avenue". I thereupon telephoned 
the Club to find out if this were true, and the Manager asked, 
nWhat is your University"? "Dalhousie, in Halifax"., I said. He 
replied with enthusiasm., nschurman' s Universityprnof course you are'~ 
The name is still one to conjure with in the American educational 
community. 

Before Schurman left Dalhousie he changed from English to the 
new Chair in Metaphysics which Munro had endowed., leaving English 
for the distinguished scholar., William John Alexander, 

the father of Mrs. Carleton Stanley, who preceded me in The Presi-
dency. And finally, in 1883, he endowed a Chair in Constitutional and 
International Law for Richard Chapman Weldon, who became the first 
Dean of the new Law School. Munro also founded a number of bursaries 
to help needy and deserving students. His gifts saved .Dalhousie from 
extinction at a momentous passage in its life. With the second ser-
pent, Poverty, now prospectively crushed., the University was at 

last on its way. Perhaps in our changing world, Poverty was not 
crushed but simply scotched. Difficult days lay ahead., and university 
finance, like free dom, will always require eternal vigilance; but 
Dalhousie, in Ross' time., had made its place secure in the life of the 
Atlantic Provinces. 

The newly reorganized University awarded its first Bachelor of 
Arts degree three years after Ross' arrival., its first Master of Arts 
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degree t wo years later, its first Doctor of Medicine four years after 

that , a nd i t s first Bachelor of Laws degree just after he retired. 

The Dalh ousie Gazette, the oldest University student paper in 

Ca nada, a nd t h e Alumni Association were also founded in RossT regime. 

The registration was of course small - the average size of the 

graduat i ng class in Ross' long tenure of office was twelve - which 

ca nnot b e compared with the eight or nine hundred who received their 

testamurs last y ea r - a n d the plans f or the Universit y, adopted by 

the Board in 1962, anticipate a steady increment in enrollment for 

some years t o come. But the academic ideals for which the University 

was to s t and were implanted in its soul in the days of its infancy, 

and it has s t eadily enlarged its services, as predicted, with "the 

g rowth a n d improvement of our society". 

In Ross' time, when the average graduating class could be 

seat ed round an ordinary sized dinner table, the President's admini-

s t rative dut ies were minimal; his main obligation was teaching, and, 

t o be honest, the reports of that aspect of his work that have come 

down t o u s are not uniform in their praise. One graduate, whose 

recolle ct ions were published in the Historical Issue of the Dalhousie 

Gaz ette i n 1903 says that Ross delivered his lectures on Ethics and 

Pol i tica l Economy from 1texquisitely n eat notes, with a marked absence 

of enthus i asm. He was n ever known to warm up to a subject, and the 

a t mosph e r e of h is classroom was apt to be oppressively somnolent. 

Howev er, he made some compensation for this by the exceeding leniency 

he s h owed i n dealing with the examination papers, it being almost an 

unkn own t h ing for anyone to be plucked in his subjectn. 

If this surprises you, it should be remembered that it was 

once the rule in European universities to pass practically everyone; 

but, bef ore accepting one - perhaps prejudiced - individual's estimate 

of Ross, I s hould like to place over against it the opinion of the late 
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J udge Patt e rson, who said that Ross was a meticulous teacher, whose 
learning was multifarious, who could have taught any subject in Arts 
or Theology in a respectable and efficient manner, and who helped 
t o lay the f oundations on which the fame of the University rests. 

Judge Patterson recalled, with deeper appreciation as he grew 
older, Ross' lectures on Political Economy, but he had a special reason 
f or remembering one in particular. Ross had been telling the class 
about the successive steps that were necessary in the manufacture of 
pins . He described the nine stages through which pins had to pass 
before they were ready f or the market. The students were deeply 
impressed by this remarkable display of knowledge, but they did not 
take notes on it because it did not seem to throw new light on basic 
economic principles. Imagine their consternation wheny they opened 
their examinat ion paper and read the first question: 1'Describe 
each of the nine steps that are necessary in the making of pins". 
No student could answer it. 

I have read in the diary of a Dalhousie student of those days 
about another professor who set an unfair paper, and the students 
returned later and bombarded him with little flimsy paper bags of 
flour . Ross was to be congratulated that it did not happen to him. 
Perhaps it was jus t as . well that he usually let all the students through . 

As a y oung man he had taken a bride from his native county . 
They had three children; a boy wh o s tudied medicine, a daughter who 
married a son of the Honour able Joseph Howe, and another daughter who 
kept house for him after the death of his wife in 1875. He lived 
in what is now a residence f or Roman Catholic priests, St . Peter's 
Glebe, in Dartmouth. He retired f rom Dalhousie in 1885, and the 
Presbyterian Church, having always paid his salary except f?r a 
small allowance of £50 contributed f our-fifths of his pension. 
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¼~en Ross retired f rom Dalhousie, Rev. Principal MacKnight of 

The Presbyterian Colleg e moved the followi ng resoluti on in the Maritime 

Synod : 

''In connec t ion with the r etirement from active service of Rev . 

James Ross, D.D., (he recei~ed an honorary D. D. from Queens), as 

professor, the Synod record their high appreciation of the work that 

he has been ena b led a n d honored by God to do, in the education of 

young men for t he wor k of the ministry. 

He was or dained by the Charge of West River congregation fi f ty 

years a go . During t he early part of h is ministry the Presbyt erian 

Churc h of Nov a Scotia was suffering f rom the insufficiency of the 

number of it s ministers to carry on and extend its work . Such means 

of educ ation f or t he minist ry as had previously existed within the Pro-

v inc e ha d b ecome less eff ective and less available . It became evident 

to Mr . Ross a n d oth ers associated with him that the Church required 

an institut ion o f her own . Af ter some agitation of the question the 

Synod came t o t h e same conclusion, and appointed Mr. Ross as their 

Professor ." 

Then , a f t e r r eviewing his work at West River and Truro, it 

continues : 

" On the ( re) organizat ion of Dalhousie College, he came t o 

Halifax, and f rom that time occupied t h e position o f the Princip~l 

of the College a n d Pr of essor of Eth i cs and Political Economy. During 

that time he has r ender e d valu a ble service in other depart ment s of 

instruc tion, f or example , Exper i ment al Physics and latterly Hebrew . 

His wisdom a nd counsel, a n d h is energy and perseverance in 

action, the v ersat ility of his powers, the wide range of his attain-

ment s , and the unswerving loyalty with which he c arried through the 

work ent r usted t o h im, have contributed largely to the prosperity of 
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the Church, and call for devout grat itude to its glorious Head who 

best ow ed such gifts on His servant. 

The Synod express their sympathy with him in the inferior 

condition of h is health and pray that he might enjoy much peace and 

comfort i n his declining years, and may yet serve the Master by 

letting the light of a serene and godly old age, radiant as an autumn 

sunset, shine before men and attract them to the love and service 

of his Heav enly Father .n 

There is no doubt that he had earned this tribute of praise 

from the Church. 

He suffered a paralytic stroke the following year, 1886, 
and died without recovering consciousness. He had the full use of 

all his faculties until this happened. His last act was the conduct 

of family prayers. 
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