
The Pentlatch People of Denman Island          1 

The Pentlatch People of Denman Island 
 

By John Millen   
 

(Paper presented to the conference: Islands of British Columbia 2004:  An 
Interdisciplinary Exploration held August 20, 21 & 22, 2004 on Denman Island.) 
 
 

abstract 
In 1923 the name of Village Point on the west side of Denman Island was changed officially to Denman 
Point. The first name had been in place since the Royal Navy put it on their chart in 1862. At the time of the 

. An early white visitor, 
Pidcock, described it as it was in 1862, just after it had been depopulated as a result of the smallpox 
epidemic that swept up the coast from Victoria that year. Robert Brown of the Vancouver Island Exploring 
expedition also described the village when he camped there in 1864. In her classic account of the pioneer 
settlers of Denman Island, My Ain Folk (1976), Winnifred Isbister wrote that Denman Island was used as a 

permanent nature of their settlement that was recorded by the first white visitors. This oversight could 
simply be attributed to the lack of availability, thirty years ago, of the early European accounts, but it does 
reflect the attitudes of the time towards the First Nations. It is also consistent with the experience of the 
settlers who first arrived on the Island in the 1870s when the nearest settlement of First Nations people was 
at Comox, where the remnant of the Pentlatch people from Denman had retreated in 1862. It has been 

 
 
 

In 1923 the name of Village Point on the west side of Denman Island was 
changed officially to Denman Point. The first of these names had been in place since the 

1860 a substantial village of the Pentlatch people occupied the point. Undoubtedly, these 
people had their own name for the village. With the extinction of the Pentlatch language 
this name has been lost. 

 
Lieutenant R.C. Mayne of H.M.S Plumper stated in a report to Captain George 

Richa
is an Indian village at the entrance of the river, but it is now deserted, the Indians having 
gone to the spit   1  The Plumper was anchored in Henry Bay while Mayne 
explored the land around the Courtenay River.2  

In his Journal Mayne wrote:3  
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The reference to No 5 is tantalizing as it is likely a temporary survey station on a 
prominent part of the coast and it is tempting to speculate that it may have been located at 
Village Point, a logical place for a survey station and still the site of a Land Survey 
Monument. 

Arriving as a settler in September 1862, Reginald Pidcock noted the deserted 
antities of cedar trees 

on it & the Comox Indians make a great number of their canoes here. They used to live 
on it [until] some few months ago but the small pox which broke out in 1862 carried 

4  
In March of that year an epidemic of smallpox had broken out in Victoria.5  The 

disease spread rapidly among the Indian population living on the northwest shores of the 
harbour. Large numbers of Indians had come down the coast in canoes from as far away 
as the Queen Charlotte Islands and stayed, camped on the Indian Reserve, the Songhees 
lands. Many of the white citizens of Victoria had for years been agitating for the removal 
of the Indians from this prime area of real estate. Governor Douglas had resisted these 
pressures, insisting that the Indians had the right, by a treaty (which Douglas himself had 
signed), to live on those lands. 

However the emergency created by the smallpox epidemic demanded action. The 
Police Commissioner ordered the many Indians who were camped on the Songhees land 
to return to their villages up the coast. Infected houses were ordered burnt.6 Unfortunately 
many of those Indians who left, to return to their homes, were already infected with 
smallpox. They carried the disease with them spreading smallpox up the coast and even 
into the interior along native trade routes. Wilson Duff described the 1862 smallpox as: 

7 And he 
estimated that it killed about a third of them. 

 
Robert Brown of the Vancouver Island Exploring expedition described the village 

when he camped there in 1864.8  The following extracts are from his Journal, published 
by UBC (1989) in an edition well-annotated by John Hayman. 
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Later in his journal Brown wrote: 
 

 
 
All sources of information describe the Pentlatch people who lived on Denman 

Island in summer, moving to the area around the junction of the Puntledge and Tsolum 

any record that identifies the timing of their seasonal movements. My assessment is that 
they would have moved to the Puntledge River village site in late August or in September 
when the major salmon runs began: Coho and then Chums. They would then move back 
to their fishing locations on Denman Island in February or March in time for the herring-
spawning fishery and for clamming. However there is sufficient evidence of substantial 
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house structures on Denman to challenge the assumption that such an annual movement 
was always the pattern of use. 

The Pentlatch land at the junction of the Tsolum and Puntledge rivers remained in 
use by the Comox and Pentlatc

10  It is still 
identified as the Puntledge Indian Reserve IR2. 

In the 1870s William Duncan hired surveyor George Drabble to survey the 
Pentlatch land at the river junction with the intention of claiming it for his own use. 
Duncan was one of the original 1862 settlers in the Comox Valley. Drabble also knew 
that it was Indian land and should not be pre-empted but he surveyed it anyway. Indian 
Commissioners Archibald McKinlay and Gilbert Sproat visited Comox in 1878 and 

for some reason employed Mr Drabble of Comox to survey this piece of land, but Mr 
Drabble, knowing it to be an Indian settlement, so marked it on a sketch attached to his 

11 
The land around Village Point on Denman Island was claimed by Jim McCoy and 

he sold his pre-emption to Alex McMillan. In 1875, surveyor George Drabble came 
across from Comox to survey the property for McMillan.12 

 
Wilson Duff mapped the territory of the Pentlatch as stretching along the 

Vancouver Island shore from north of Cape Lazo down to Qualicum Beach.13 He noted 
that they are now extinct but before 1850 they had comprised three groups living on 
Comox Harbour, Denman Island and Englishman River.14 

In the first half of the nineteenth century the Pentlatch were reduced by warfare 
with their neighbours. From the north the Lekwiltok (also called Eucletaws), a Kwakiutl 
people, invaded from Johnstone Strait and eventually became dominant as far south as 
Comox. The classic story of repelling a Lekwiltok raid is retold by Brown, above. Comox 
is a Kwakiutl word, as usual it is in the language of the victors that history is told. 

On their southern flank the Pentlatch fought with Nootka tribes from the Port 
Alberni area. Stories from the Opitchesaht people of that area, quoted by Jan Peterson,15 
tell of raids in both directions. The route between the two territories was likely that used 

to the Port Alberni area by way of the Qualicum River, Horne Lake and a steep trail over 
the intervening ridge and down to the Somas River.16 In the 1860s and 70s Nanaimo and 
Cowichan people took over the Pentlatch fishing site on the Qualicum River.17 

time intensive use was being made of Henry Bay and the adjacent spit by both Pentlatch 
and Comox people. The archaeological evidence of long and continuous use of that area 
was described by C. E. Borden in 1956 as shell middens originally covering an area of 10 
hectares, running parallel to the shore for nearly a mile and up to 15 feet deep. The 
midden comprised mainly clam shells with bones of deer, seals and whales also present. 

 
midden had been destroyed by a commercial shell extraction operation that had operated 
there for the North West Clamshell Plant of New Westminster beginning in 1945 and 
winding up in the early fifties. In 1949 a total of 3000 tons of shell was shipped.18 
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In the same 1956 survey Borden also recorded a probable village site located in 
and to the south of the present Fillongly Provincial Park where a series of oblong 
depressions were visible on terraces above the beach, separated by high shell mounds. 
Borden also noted oblong depressions, which he thought were the remains of plank 
houses, in the middens he recorded at Metcalf Bay and around Repulse Point, though he 
noted that trees growing in the depressions could be 200 to 300 or more years old. 
Repulse Point was one of the Pentlatch village sites identified to Kennedy and Bouchard 
by Comox people in recent times.19 

The Pentlatch and Comox houses differed from those of the southern Coast Salish 
by having a sunken floor, excavated down about half a meter below ground level.20 Their 
rectangular houses were usually built with the long side facing the beach. The Southern 
Coast Salish, which included the Nanaimo people, were known to have permanent house 
frames at both their winter and summer village sites and they moved the planks for roof 
and walls between the sites.21 Similar practices were common among the Northern Coast 
Salish, some of whom had fully built houses at both summer and winter sites and merely 
moved their household goods in their twice a year migrations.22  

An archaeological survey of Denman Island in 1975 identified 33 sites judged to 
be worth recording.23 In addition to the Denman Island sites Pentlatch people formerly 
occupied sites on the west side of Baynes Sound including Union Bay and Deep Bay.24 
Other archaeological sites on the nearby shores of Vancouver Island, at Buckley Bay and 
Tsable River, show evidence of earlier occupation by Coast Salish people, presumed to 
be Pentlatch.25  

More evidence of long occupation of Denman Island by aboriginal people is the 

 
At the southern end of Denman Island, an archaeological site recorded in 1956 by 

C.E.Borden is a trench cutting across the island about 150 meters inland from Boyle 
Point. Isbister (quoted below) referred to this excavation, along with another at the 
northern end of the Island as defence works although other residents have reported that 
they believed the Boyle Point trench was used as a deer trap. Deer could be driven into 
the trench where they might be impaled on sharpened stakes or shot with a bow and 
arrow. The Coast Salish, as well as hunting them with bow and arrow took deer, along 
with Bears and Elk, in pitfalls. However it seems to me more likely that, considering its 
location, the trench is the remains of a fortification. 

There are other examples of the considerable effort made by Pentlatch people to 
build large-scale structures for the capture of food. At Deep Bay there is a fish trap 
created in a natural depression on the beach in which herring are impounded during their 
spawning season and may easily be captured. It has also been suggested that predator 
species following the herring including salmon and sea lions may have been captured 
here. The rock walls that form the trap total about 250 meters in length.26 

While the Pentlatch people from Denman Island merged with the Comox in the 
1860s they did maintain their stories and distinct language for generations. The last 
known person with knowledge of the language was Joe Nimnim who died in 1940.27 
Some present day members of the Comox and Qualicum bands can trace their ancestry to 
Pentlatch forbears.28 
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 In her classic account of the pioneer settlers of Denman Island, My Ain Folk 

acknowledges the permanent nature of their earlier settlement that was recorded by the 
first white visitors.  

 
She wrote:29 
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think she accurately sets down the prevailing views and knowledge of the First Nations 
people that was held in her time among the descendents of the pioneer settlers. She does 

-
be attributed to her lack of access, thirty years ago, 

to the early European records. Her account is consistent with the experience of the 
settlers who first arrived on the Island about 1874 when the nearest settlement of First 
Nations people was at Comox, where the remnant of the Pentlatch people from Denman 
had retreated in 1862. But she also clearly reflects the attitudes of those times towards the 
First Nations. 

 
There had been a distinct change in attitude towards the First Nations people in 

the administration of the Colony in 1864 when Governor James Douglas retired and 
Joseph Trutch was appointed as Chief Commissioner of Lands and Works. Douglas, 

made fourteen treaties with native residents of Vancouver Island areas that were needed 
for settlement by Europeans in the 1850s. The last of these was for the land at Nanaimo, 
made in 1854. The Supreme Court of Canada finally recognized it as valid in 1965.30 
After 1858, however, the Colonial administration would not provide funds for any further 
purchase of land.31 

the 49th parallel and brought with him the prevailing attitudes from that American 

Commenting on an 1865 proposal to reduce Indian Reserves in the Thompson River area 
ans over tracts 

of land, on which they assume to exercise ownership, but of which they make no real use, 
32 

Views of the First Nations held by the settlers, reflecting their self-interest, 
generally paralleled those expressed freely by Trutch. Many settlers, and Gilbert Sproat is 
a good example, believed that Europeans were inherently superior to the native 

33 Policies that supported settlers occupying the best land and confining natives 
to small village areas were pursued in the Colony up until Confederation with Canada in 
1871 and were continued after that by Trutch in his role of Lieutenant Governor of the 
new Province. Not until the Supreme Court began to rule on First Nations rights in the 
1960s and 70s were changes begun that have legitimized First Nations assertions that 
they occupied the land and had never agreed to relinquish their rights to it. 

In many of the narratives that comprise our local histories we still find a pattern in 

reflect and enhance the identities of the colonizers as paternal benefactors while 
34 
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 Winnifred Isbister wrote about the McMillan family property at Village Point: 
 

35  
 
The property was sold in May 1952 to Gordon Wright (recently deceased) 

who named it "Lone Pine Farm." 
The name change in 1923, from Village Point to Denman Point was justified by 

st tip of the Queen 
Charlotte Islands. A third such name, on the West Coast of Vancouver Island north of 
Kyuquot, has been rescinded.36 

book, My Ain Folk (1976), Winnifred Isbister uses that name in her account of the wreck 
H.M.S. Flora on the reef just north of the point.37  

 
 It has been convenient for our western civilization to believe that the first 

this land, but were somehow 
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