Admiral Denman and Denman Island
By John Millen

Our question for the day is: Did Admiral
Joseph Denman ever sight Denman Island?
The short answer is yes. In fact he made two
visits to Comox in his flagship HMS Sutlej
in 1865 and 1866. The circumstances of his
1865 visit and the light it sheds on local
settler’s relationships with First Nations is
worth exploring.

The Victoria Daily British Colonist of 7
November 1865 reported: ‘Naval — HM
ships Sutlej, Clio and Sparrowhawk left
Esquimalt yesterday afternoon to join the
Forward at Comox. The appearance of the
fleet at that settlement ought to be sufficient
to strike awe into the minds of the
disaffected redskins.” Those described as
‘redskins’ were resident and visiting First
Nations making traditional use of the rich
resources of the Courtenay estuary.

In the first half of the 19" Century the
Lekwiltokw invaded southward into
K'6moks Territory.1 The smallpox outbreak
in 1862 had resulted in about a 50% decline
of the K'6moks people and had forced the
remaining few Pentlatch people to join with
them. Thus the First Nations resident at
Comox in 1865 were of various origins.

The Lekwiltokw people, known at that time
as the Eucletaws, had settlements around
Seymour Narrows and on Quadra Island.
These groups made annual visits to the
Courtenay River at salmon fishing season to
join in the harvest. At this time also, the
K'6moks were harvesting their potatoes,
having acquired the cultivation of potatoes
from the Hudson Bay Company at Fort
Langley, likely in the 1830’s.

Several groups of European settlers had
arrived in the Comox Valley in 1862

including about 60 persons that were
brought from Victoria on the Navy gunboat
Grappler. Most settlers made a high priority
of planting a crop of potatoes.3 In the harvest
seasons of 1863 and ‘64 there had been
accusations that the visiting Eucletaws were
‘stealing potatoes,’ but these issues were not
resolved.

A larger number of Eucletaws than usual
arrived in the fall of 1865. Some were from
Quadra Island led by the chief Clalick, and
others were from further up Johnson Strait
where early rains had flooded the rivers and
spoiled the fishing. They camped near
K'6moks 4potato land a couple of miles up
the river.” When asked to leave, Clalick
declared to the local priest that they would
not be driven away by the white men but
would stay two months until they had
secured enough salmon. Clalick then danced
naked on the beach in front of the priest to
emphasise his defiance. The priest, J. Cave-
Brown-Cave, wrote a letter reporting the
situation to the nearest civil authority in
Nanaimo.’

The Eucletaws had a history and a reputation
from their previous warlike and piratical
activities which must have contributed to the
decision of the Governor to dispatch the
Admiral and his fleet to Comox.

On arrival at Comox the Admiral had Chief
Clalick and several others captured and kept
in irons on board his ship.6 He then
requested a meeting with the settlers to be
held in Cave-Brown-Caves’s Mission
chapel. After postponement due to the
violent November weather the meeting was
finally held on the afternoon of 10
November. The settlers had already agreed
among themselves that they did not want the
Eucletaws driven away as they depended on
the visitors’ cheap labour to harvest their
crops of potatoes. The Admiral was not



readily convinced but by a vote of 19 to 11
the settlers insisted the visitors be allowed to
stay. Nevertheless, next day the
Sparrowhawk was dispatched to transport
five Eucletaws to Quadra Island.”

Before departing Admiral Denman gathered
Chief Clalick and other First Nations leaders
on his ship to tell them they must leave the
area, though they might soon return. Chief
Clalick was given ‘papers’ to certify that he
had behaved well.* Most of the visiting
Eucletaws stayed on, harvesting and drying
salmon and digging potatoes for the settlers.
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