Railways on Denman Island

Railway Grades have come up for discussion
again as Denman Conservancy considers possible
locations for public trails on its Settlement Lands
property. The Squamish Logging Company’s rail
line from Village (Denman) Point on Lone Pine
Farm reached inland to Pickles Road running
about half a mile across the Settlement Lands
(SL). It crossed Northwest Road just south of the
three-way stop — there is a photo of the crossing
in the Museum — and continued via Lake Road to
climb southeastward into the new Denman Island
Provincial Park. Leaving the Park it crossed
Chickadee Road into the SL. Keeping parts of the
former rail lines open as public trails preserves
some of the heritage of the Island.

Railway logging was viable for a short time on
Denman between horse logging with skid roads
and the coming of trucks big enough for logging.
In the late 1920s until the depression years of the
1930s the inland timber stands of the island could
best be harvested and hauled to water by steam
trains. The old rail grade is evident in some
locations on the SL but is obliterated in part by
the construction of Central Road. When I asked
Wes Piercy where the railway was located as it
reached Pickles Road he said he thought it was
pretty much where Central Road is now. There is
a readily recognizable section of rail grade just
south of Pickles Road in the first part of the horse
trail from Pickles Road to Central Park. The
railway continued southeastward reaching
Denman Road somewhere near the Old School.

Locating abandoned railway routes is
challenging. The rail system of logging required
temporary use of spur lines into timber stands
leaving many fragments of rail grade away from
the main line. Low, wet areas, ravines and
streams were crossed by timber cribs and trestles

which have subsequently rotted away. And, not
least, many sections of the grades have been built
over by more recent logging roads.

The Railway Grade Marsh line is an interesting
case. In the 1990s, hiking the trail along that
Henry Bay Logging Company line, the regular
pattern of the ties was quite apparent. The trail
leaves Northwest Road just south of the junction
with Danes Road. The present trail closely
follows the old rail grade but its character is
much altered by the logging activity that took
place around year 2000. As the trail climbs the
gentle grade to Eagle Marsh it passes through
two hand-excavated cuttings. After skirting the
south margin of Eagle Marsh the trail crosses a
lumpy area of wet ground and with a short
distinct climb reaches a third cutting from which
it heads south across high, dry land to reach an
old Weldwood logging road. This is not the same
route that the trail took in the early 1990s. At that
time, after passing Eagle Marsh and before
reaching the third cutting the trail headed east
through wet forest to reach a different branch of
the Weldwood logging road system.

This discrepancy puzzled me until Laura Pope
explained that formerly a timber trestle bridged
the lumpy wet area, raising the grade up to the
elevation of the third cutting. When the
collapsing trestle became a hazard, especially for
horses, the alternate route had been found.
Subsequent logging activity has revealed the
original grade, and dispensed with the remains of
the trestle.
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