The Old Charmer
By John Millen

Perhaps you are feeling just a little nostalgic about
the ferry Quinitsa. She was launched in 1977
making almost 40 years that she has served as our
link to the rest of the world. Aside from annual
relief vessels she was the only ferry most of us have
known on this route. Perhaps she remains a source
of fond memories, though she is not a particularly
lovable boat with her Spartan public rooms and no
view of the horizon for most of the people riding in
their cars. So maybe I should not be so surprised by
the legacy of the S.S. Charmer, somewhat
immodestly reflected in our Denman Museum by a
large photo of her grandly displayed behind glass in
a carved wooden frame.

Seeking the reasons for this attention to the
Charmer 1 found in every reference that she was
‘much loved’ or ‘romantic’ and that after less than
25 years in service she had become widely known
as ‘the old Charmer’. She was built in San
Francisco in 1887 and initially served between
Vancouver and Seattle before there was a railway
connection between the two thriving cities. She was
a very classy ship in her day, the first on the coast to
be lit with electricity. In size the Charmer was
comparable to the Quinitsa:

Charmer: length 200 feet, tonnage 1081

Quinitsa: length 254 feet, tonnage 1099

She was, however narrower, deeper and faster than
Quinitsa. She was named the Premier for her first
few years in service.

Premier’s first news-making extravaganza arose in
1889 from a case of smallpox, an exaggerated fear
of infection and a certain amount of rivalry between
Victoria and Vancouver. For nine days healthy
passengers were kept on the ship as it shuttled
across the Strait, no one allowed to land, not even
the Quarantine Officer. Eventually her enterprising
owner Captain John Irving, transferred the
passengers to another of his ships and after failing
to force a landing at Hastings Mill took this ship to
Moodyville and transferred passengers to a tug
which was able to covertly land them in Vancouver.

In 1892 the Premier collided in the fog with a
collier in Admiralty Inlet (Puget Sound).The collier
penetrated so far into Premier that the two ships
were stuck together until Premier was pushed
ashore on Whidbey Island about 6 miles south of
Keystone. Several men on the Premier died in the
collision and their relatives sued, putting a claim on
the ship as security for compensation. The ship lay
grounded for several weeks while (deliberately?)
ineffective attempts were made to salvage her. On
the day of the American Election, in darkness,
Captain Irving brought a crew from Canada, shored
up the gaping hole at low tide and floated the wreck
of the Premier off the beach. His tug managed to
get her safe and free in Canadian waters before
daylight.

The ship was renamed Charmer and never again
entered United States waters. After a refit in 1911
the Charmer was put on the Vancouver- Comox-
Powell River route with stops at wayports including
Denman Island and Union Bay.

Charmer’s chequered career included collisions
with tugs Sea Lion (1906) and Bermuda (1908) in
First Narrows; being almost cut in two by the CPR
liner Tartar in fog off Sand Head (1907); and being
beached in First Narrows after a collision with a
coal scow.

In a most unfortunate encounter off Nanaimo (fog
again) she sank the Government Lighthouse Tender
Quadra ending 25 years of sterling service by that
vessel.

Charmer served as a floating hotel, berthed at
Newcastle Island in the early 1930°s and was finally
broken up in 1935.

After reading all these stories, and noting that she
served for over 40 years, | realized that in those
years everyone living on this coast would have had
an experience or a good story that connected them
with the Old Charmer. As well, she truly was a
lovable old boat with her staterooms opening into
the lounges and dining and smoking rooms
resplendent with wood paneling and red plush
upholstery. And note that the trip from Vancouver
was overnight, a different experience from present-
day ferry trips. So that was her legacy, fond
memories and dramatic stories.

Yes, I do have my own connection. My father,
barely in his twenties, worked as a teller in a bank
in 1911 boomtown Vancouver on his way around
the world. Quitting the bank, he answered an
advertisement and secured a job at the store in
Union Bay. His diary has a terse entry: “Friday 17
May 1912: Left Vancouver at 9 pm on the old
Charmer for Union Bay. Arrived in good form at 6
am and started toil.”



