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A few months have now elapsed since the announcement of 
Q.C. appointments in British Columbia. A few of you are still 
likely walking on air, others are recovering from dashed hopes, 
and the rest are wondering what the fuss was about. 

We look back to the stories of two Black lawyers in Canada nominated for 
the honour, both well over a century ago. One—Abraham Beverley Walker—
did not receive it despite several attempts.1 The other—Delos Rogest 
Davis—did, becoming the first Black lawyer in the British Empire to do so.2 

ABRAHAM BEVERLEY WALKER 
Abraham Walker was the first Canadian-born Black lawyer.3 

Walker was born in August 1851 in Kars Parish, New Brunswick. His 
grandfather had settled on the Kingston Peninsula, in the southern part of 
New Brunswick, in around 1786, apparently part of the northward exodus 
of loyalists and former slaves who had sided with Britain during the Amer-
ican War of Independence.4 

The Walker family persevered in New Brunswick despite difficulties that 
stemmed in part from the fact they were Black. Restrictions on land avail-
ability, supports and status led nearly 1,200 members of the Black commu-
nities in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick to leave in 1792, destined for 
Sierra Leone. However, the Walkers did not. Abraham Walker’s parents, 
William Walker and Patience Taylor, farmed land near Saint John. 

Abraham Walker learned shorthand early from an Anglican clergyman in 
the area, the Reverend William Elias Scovil (author of A Short-Hand Legible 
as the Plainest Writing and Requiring No Teachers but the Book: With A Simpli-
fied System of Verbatim Reporting), and put this skill to good use. For several 
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years, Walker travelled North America and the United Kingdom taking 
notes for lecturer Orson Squire Fowler and Fowler’s brother-in-law Samuel 
Wells; Fowler was a purveyor of the then already waning “pseudoscience” 
of phrenology, predicting various traits from measurement of the skull. 
Even later in his career, Walker at times supplemented his income by work-
ing as a shorthand reporter. 

Walker obtained his law degree at the National University Law School in 
Washington, D.C. (which later became George Washington University). One 
of his instructors may have been lawyer and Civil War military officer 
James Garfield, who became U.S. president in 1881 and was assassinated 
later that year. By that time, Walker was safely back home. 

Walker articled in Saint John in the office of George Gilbert, who was 
among the Maritimers to have attended Harvard Law School around 30 
years earlier. Walker was called to the bar in 1882. 

Walker then established a practice in St. John, on Princess Street, but it 
floundered, likely because not enough clients were willing to consult a 
Black lawyer. There was notable controversy over Walker’s exclusion in 
1885 from the guest list for a gala celebrating the centenary of the New 
Brunswick bar. For some time he worked for another New Brunswick law 
firm, of Charles A. Palmer. 

By the late 1880s, Walker had had enough, and decided to go to the United 
States, where he thought his prospects would be better. He told New 
Brunswick’s Lieutenant Governor, Sir Samuel Leonard Tilley (the man sup-
posedly responsible for suggesting the name “Dominion of Canada” in 1866 
in place of Sir John A. Macdonald’s “Kingdom of Canada”), that “upon cred-
ible authority” it appeared that in the United States the “outlook … for a 
lawyer of my race trained in the rigid discipline of British Courts and British 
Institutions generally is exceedingly hopeful and encouraging”. Walker left 
for Atlanta, Georgia in 1889, taking with him “testimonial letters from the 
justices of the Supreme Court” and others.5 

However, the United States also proved to be a disappointment, and he 
returned to Saint John in 1891. Walker resumed the practice of law there and 
also took some classes at what became the University of New Brunswick 
(“UNB”) law school but, at that time, was a branch of King’s College of Nova 
Scotia known as Saint John Law School. He was UNB’s first Black student. 

In 1893, Walker left the practice of law, becoming the librarian for the Saint 
John Law Society. It may be that he made the change because by this point he 
was again disappointed by the state of his practice. As unlikely as this sounds, 
he might also have thought it would facilitate his recovery from injuries he 
sustained when another lawyer collapsed on him one day in court! 
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Walker was heavily involved in politics, for the federal Conservative 
Party, and reportedly organized Black voters to back that party.6 At least 
twice in the 1895–1897 period, his name was put forward (at least the first 
time via a petition from the Black community) for appointment as Queen’s 
Counsel. Until the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council found otherwise 
in 1897, the federal government asserted it had the exclusive power to make 
Q.C. appointments in Canada and that provinces did not, so the focus was 
firstly on whether the federal Conservative government ultimately headed 
by Sir Charles Tupper, and then the Liberal government led by Sir Wilfrid 
Laurier, would make the appointment. 

However, although at some points Walker may have been led to believe 
he would receive the honour, he did not. Apparently at least on the first 
occasion, when the Tupper government could have made the appointment, 
white lawyers in New Brunswick may have threatened to relinquish their 
appointments if Walker was appointed as well. Describing himself in the 
third person, Walker told the St. John Globe that the Black community had 
asked the federal government to appoint “a certain Negro, as a representa-
tive of their race”, but “some of our friends who are prone to tell us that we 
have no grievances, went so far as to predict that every White man who 
already held it [a Q.C. appointment] would resign it immediately if con-
ferred upon a Negro”. 

Once Laurier was prime minister, Walker wrote Laurier to tell his story, 
noting that previously, “[a]s soon as it was rumoured that I was likely to be 
appointed … there was a fierce conspiracy at once got up here to prevent it, 
and the Ministry at Ottawa had not the courage and fairness to face it and do 
me justice and fair play”. Laurier may have told Walker that his name would 
be considered without regard to race, but again no appointment was made.7 

Walker did not hold back in expressing his views about the fact he had 
deserved the Q.C. appointment no less than its actual recipients. As Walker 
said, “they appointed Barristers who had as a matter of fact left the practice 
of law altogether. In one instance they appointed a whole firm and family 
of Barristers. … I was left off simply because I was a coloured man and noth-
ing else.” He noted: “I may say that while I do not claim to be a brilliant 
lawyer, I feel that I am just as much entitled to the rank of QC as seventeen 
of the twenty-two on the New Brunswick list”. 

By the early 1900s, Walker was spending less time on law, as such, and 
more on activism, including again in the United States. He had left his posi-
tion as librarian in 1899 (possibly let go, for absenteeism at least in part 
attributable to his other interests). In 1903–1904, he established and pub-
lished several issues of a magazine called Neith (named after an Egyptian 
goddess), which was described as a “magazine of literature, science, art, phi-
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losophy, jurisprudence, criticism, history, reform, economics”. Soon after it 
started, however, the publication fell behind schedule and lacked the fund-
ing to continue. Walker worked with the African Civilization Movement, 
which promoted the resettlement of educated Blacks in British Africa. 

In 1907, Walker tried again to obtain appointment (now as King’s Coun-
sel), writing to New Brunswick’s Attorney General, Harrison Andrew McK-
eown, that he should receive the honour as “the senior Negro lawyer in the 
British Empire”. He said he wished to be King’s Counsel not “merely for the 
privilege of wearing the silk robe in court, but for the influence the honour 
will give me in carrying on the African Civilization Movement, which I am 
promoting … such a step on the part of the Government would be a signal 
compliment to twenty thousand loyal Negroes of Canada, as well as a splen-
did piece of evidence of the broadness and resolution of the statesmen who, 
today, shape and control the political welfare of the people of New 
Brunswick”. Again, he did not succeed. 

Walker died in 1909, of tuberculosis, survived by his wife Eliza and at 
least one child. At the time of Walker’s death, one local newspaper called 
him “a man of brilliant intellect and upright character” who “enjoyed the 
respect of the whole community”; another attributed to him “fine educa-
tion, wide reading, intellectual activity and large aspirations”, with a “good” 
dream and “generous” purposes. 

Several years ago, a historian who became interested in Walker’s story 
wrote to the Chief Justice of New Brunswick to see if Walker could be 
appointed as Queen’s Counsel posthumously. The Chief Justice researched 
the point and concluded that this was not permitted by law, but suggested 
that an alternative would be for Walker supporters to apply for him to 
receive a posthumous Order of New Brunswick. (The object of that order is 
“to recognize individuals who have demonstrated excellence and achieve-
ment and who have made outstanding contributions to the social, cultural 
or economic well-being of New Brunswick and its residents”.) An applica-
tion was made successfully; Walker was named posthumously to the Order 
of New Brunswick in 2019. 

Walker had been buried at a Church of England cemetery in Saint John. 
In June 2021, a headstone was placed at his grave in place of a marker that 
had deteriorated. A plaque was also to be placed at the Saint John Law 
Courts building. Further, there is a first-year entrance scholarship (or schol-
arships) of a value of up to $5,000 at UNB in Walker’s honour. 

DELOS ROGEST DAVIS 
Our second story of paths to potential (in his case) King’s Counsel appoint-
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ment concerns Delos Rogest Davis, whose parents were slaves in Maryland. 
He was born there in August 1846. 

His father, James Davis, escaped in 1849 to Fort Erie. In 1850, he 
returned to Maryland and rescued his wife Anne, son Delos and other fam-
ily from the plantation on which they lived. 

The Davis family came to Amherstburg, Ontario, a terminus on the 
Underground Railroad located by the Detroit River, near Windsor. James 
Davis purchased property in Colchester North, in a Black settlement. Until 
a school was built, he and other local residents hired a teacher for their 
children. 

As a young man, Delos Davis worked as a deckhand on a steamer and 
fireman on a tugboat, as well as at a Michigan paper mill, obtained a teach-
ing certificate, and taught in Michigan for four years. 

Delos Davis began to study law in 1871, under the supervision of a county 
judge, Gordon Watts Leggatt, and a lawyer named Charles Robert Horne. In 
December 1871, Davis became a commissioner of affidavits, affirmations 
and recognizances. In June 1873, he became a notary public. However, he 
could not meet the Law Society of Upper Canada’s articling requirement; 
that requirement had to be satisfied in order to become eligible to take a bar 
exam. (It is not clear why this requirement was not satisfied through work 
with Horne.) 

After Confederation, it was apparently not uncommon for prospective 
lawyers to be called to the bar in Ontario through the passage of private 
statutes in the provincial legislature. This is what was ultimately done in 
Davis’s case, in order to overcome the articling hurdle. William Douglas Bal-
four, the Member of the Provincial Parliament for the riding that included 
Amherstburg, introduced a private member’s bill in this regard in 1884. 

The Law Society “protested (as it almost always did) against the legisla-
ture’s usurpation of its function”, “urg[ing] that all such petitioners seeking 
special admission to the practice of law – Davis was one of two that session 
– should be referred to the Law Society”.8 However, the statute—An Act to 
authorize the Supreme Court of Judicature for Ontario to admit Delos Rogest 
Davis to practise as a solicitor (the “1884 Act”)—was assented to in March 
1884. The preamble to the 1884 Act referred to Davis’s petition as having 
stated that he had long “endeavoured and been anxious to enter the profes-
sion of the law” but that “in consequence of the prejudices against his colour 
and because of his being of African descent he has not been articled to any 
attorney or solicitor, or served under articles”. The 1884 Act provided that it 
would be lawful to admit Davis to practise as a solicitor upon paying the 
proper fees and passing the final examination for admission prescribed by 
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the Law Society of Upper Canada’s rules. Davis successfully wrote the 
examination and was admitted as a solicitor in spring 1885. 

Another effort then had to be made for him to be able to write the barris-
ter’s examination and be admitted as a barrister. A new petition was pre-
pared and submitted to the provincial legislature in this regard. The Law 
Society submitted a counter-petition. Its treasurer, Edward Blake, came 
from an Ontario political tradition that opposed slavery and supported 
Blacks coming to Canada, so his position was quite awkward. Blake himself 
drafted the counter-petition, carefully noting the Law Society had not 
known of Davis’s difficulties before the first petition. Blake said: “Convoca-
tion trusts that it is unnecessary to declare that it has no sympathy what-
ever with such unworthy prejudices [preventing serving articles] and would 
have been ready, had the facts been presented to it, to do anything in its 
power to relieve Mr. Davis from any inconveniences which he might be 
shown to be sustaining by reason thereof.”9 He claimed that as a solicitor 
already, Davis could write the barrister’s examination without a further Act. 

However, a statute was enacted nonetheless, and Davis subsequently 
wrote the barrister’s examination. He passed, apparently achieving first 
rank among the 13 candidates in the examination. In November 1886, Davis 
was admitted to the bar of Upper Canada. 

During his career, Davis practised in both Amherstburg and Windsor, in 
the subject areas of criminal and municipal law. He acted in six murder 
cases, as prosecutor in one and for the defence in five, and succeeded in 
each one. He acted for the Town of Amherstburg and the Townships of 
Anderdon and Colchester North. Reportedly he had particular expertise in 
drainage litigation, which was important in a low-lying, agricultural county. 

Davis retired in 1909 and was appointed as King’s Counsel in November 
1910. How or on whose instigation this was done is not known. 

Davis had seven children. His eldest son, Frederick Homer Alphonso 
Davis, graduated from Osgoode Hall in 1900 and joined his father’s Amher-
stburg office (Davis and Davis). The younger Davis practised especially in 
the areas of real estate and municipal law. Another of Davis’s sons, Delos 
Rogest Davis, Jr., was a conveyancer and notary public. 

Lloyd Dean is Davis’s great-grandson. He became assistant Crown attor-
ney, and later a judge of the Ontario Court of Justice in the West-Region-
Essex County. As a law student, he helped establish the Delos Rogest Davis, 
K.C. Memorial Scholarship at the University of Windsor. 

The Delos Davis Law Guild was established in 1978 and was for some 
years a professional association for Black lawyers, though it is no longer 
active. It was part of the inspiration for the Canadian Association of Black 
Lawyers, which was formed in 1996. 
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