Joseph Denman and Justice
on the West Coast of Vancouver Island

by John Millen

May issues of the Grapevine have
provided some history of Joseph Denman’s
activities during his term as Admiral of the Pacific
Fleet. Here is some elaboration.

In the mid 1850’s William Eddy Banfield
was living with the Clayoquots at their village
located on an island just north of the present day
town of Tofino. Banfield had come out to the
Colony in 1846 with the Navy and taken his
discharge from HMS Constance at Esquimalt in
1849. Soon he was looking for trading
opportunities on the West Coast. In 1858 he
wrote a series of articles published in the Daily
Victoria Gazette from which we can gain an
impression of the people and resources of the
coast in those times. Banfield was intent on
encouraging colonization of the coast and he
described what he saw in a style that will sound
familiar to anyone who has read a real estate
advertisement.

On October 20, 1862 Banfield died in
mysterious circumstances. News of his death
reached Victoria four days later. According to this
account he had been out in a canoe with a Huu-
ay-aht man, Klatsmick. They had gone out of
Bamfield Inlet into Barkley Sound and Klatsmick
had returned alone. He said that the canoe had
upset and Banfield had drowned as a result.
Considering Banfield’s skills and experience
many did not believe this story and it did not end
there. More than a year after the first reports of
Banfield’s death, in March 1864 another story
reached Victoria to the effect that Banfield had
died as a result of a stabbing.
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In September of that year news came of an
attack and pillaging of the trading sloop
Kingfisher, with the killing of Captain George
Stevenson and his two-man crew. This took place
at Ahousat, on the north side of Clayoquot Sound.
Including Banfield’s death, the accumulation of
incidents had become too much and the newly
appointed Governor of the Colony of Vancouver
Island was stirred to action.

The governor, Captain Arthur E. Kennedy,
requested the assistance of the British Navy’s
Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Station, Rear-
Admiral of the White and Fellow of the Royal
Society, the Hon. Joseph Denman - to give him all
his titles - who was based on his flagship the
steam frigate Sutlej in Esquimalt Harbour,
adjacent to Victoria. The Rear-Admiral dispatched
the paddle-wheel sloop H.M.S Devastation, 1058
tons with six guns, under Commander John W.
Pike to investigate three matters. First the death of
Banfield, next an unrelated incident in Barkley
Sound where the crew of a trading vessel had
been threatened and a pistol had been stolen and
finally the capture and destruction of the
Kingfisher in Clayoquot Sound.

On arrival at Barkley Sound, Pike steamed up
Trevor Channel past Bamfield Inlet to anchor in
Numukamis Bay, about five miles further on.
Here were assembled some three hundred Huu-
ay-aht warriors ready to do battle. These people
had been warned by the master of the trading
sloop Surprise that they could expect a visiting
warship to open fire on them at once. This,
however was not the approach taken by Pike. He
had been ordered to impose British justice, if
possible without resorting to violence.

By strategies such as impounding their canoes
and taking the Chief’s daughter hostage Pike was
able to convince the Huu-ay-aht to give up to him
three individuals implicated in the death of
Banfield. He took on board as prisoners
Klatsmick, Hoth-lu-arta and Suchkool without
having to fire a shot. Next he steamed across to
the village at Toquart in the Northern corner of
Barkley Sound and was able to recover the stolen
pistol using similar tactics.



Commander Pike had now to deal with the
perpetrators of the attack on the Kingfisher that
had taken place in Clayoquot Sound. When he
arrived at Matilda Creek, the site of the attack, he
found some two hundred warriors waiting for
him. They were scattered in ambush around the
area and attempted to entice the ship’s boats into
close combat. Pike judged that though he might
be able to capture some of those responsible for
the piracy he could not do it without killing a
number of the warriors and likely losing some of
his own men in the battle. He therefore stood off
and, in accordance with his instructions, waited
the arrival of the Rear Admiral with his larger
force.

Rear Admiral Denman had been urged on by
the Governor who wrote: “There could be no
future safety for coasters frequenting that part of
the Island if the perpetrators of this diabolical
crime are not brought to justice with a view to
deter them and afford a warning example to
neighbouring tribes.”

After four days of preparations the Admiral
sailed in his flagship for Clayoquot Sound on
October 2, 1864 following the paddle-wheel
sloop HMS Devastation. The Sutlej was an
impressive war ship. She was a frigate of 3007
tons with auxilliary steam power. On her main
deck she carried 26 heavy cannon and on her
forecastle eight more 40 pounders and one 110
pound swivel gun. She had a complement of 510
officers and men.

HMS Sutlej - Admiral Denman's Flagship
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On his arrival, Admiral Denman found that the
Ahouset people had left Matilda Creek and that
the adjacent village of Marktosis was deserted, its
houses dismantled. He was particularly seeking a
chief from Ahousat named Chapchah who was
suspected of being a leader in the piracy of the
Kingfisher. Denman took his ship up the north
arm of Clayoquot Sound to the village of
Siktokkis where he captured Ea-qui-ok-shittle,
who was believed to be a participant in the looting
of the Kingfisher. This prisoner said that
Chapchah and ten men in a canoe had pretended
they wished to trade some seal oil and instead had
attacked and killed the master and crew and
carried away goods and a boat from the
Kingfisher. They had then scuttled the 16-ton
sloop.

Denman sent the Devastation up Herbert Inlet
to the village of Mooyahhat (now Moyeha) where
three of the perpetrators were reported to be
staying. Commander Pike intended to make an
offer of amnesty to the village if the culprits were
surrendered. However the villagers fired on the
ship and her boats before they had even landed.
Pike withdrew and reported to his superior.
Devastation was then ordered to destroy two
villages, Nahpook and Nahtay, on Shelter Inlet
that were the homes of several of the suspects.

The Sutlej steamed to Mooyahhat and Denman
sent his native interpreter, Friday, ashore for a
palaver. Through him the Admiral threatened to
fire on the village if the culprits were not
surrendered. The native warriors were defiant.
Denman then set about destroying the village. He
fired his heavy cannon to clear the sheltering bush
from around the houses and sent in his boats with
rockets to set fire to the houses. Under covering
fire from the ship and boats, twelve canoes were
captured and the Kingfisher’s boat was recovered.
Although the warriors returned fire no British
lives were lost. The Admiral recorded that several
Indians were killed. At the end of that day the
Sutlej returned to the village of Marktosis and
destroyed that as well.

The next day Devastation was sent to destroy
one of Chief Chapchah’s villages, at the mouth of



Cypre River in Cypress Bay. There they
discovered the Chief himself wearing one of the
blue coats taken from the Kingfisher. A short
battle ensued but the Chief’s supporters,
outgunned, retreated into the bush and
disappeared. The Navy party burned the houses
and took off the canoes. The cedar houses, filled
with supplies of dried fish and oil for the coming
winter burned fiercely with billowing plumes of
black smoke. The two ships criss-crossed the
Sound and destroyed other villages and even
salmon weirs.

On October 6 Denman tried again to capture
Chapchah. Cypress Bay, where the Chief was, lies
on the Bedwell Sound side of the Catface
peninsular. Whitepine Cove on Herbert Inlet is a
mere three miles distant across a low-lying
isthmus that is a swampy, tangled maze of
rainforest. The Admiral landed a force of thirty
marines and forty seamen with seven native
guides and interpreters in Whitepine Cove. They
planned to cross the isthmus and, by approaching
from the rear, surprise Chapchah’s camp and take
him prisoner.

After struggling across the swamps of the
isthmus the Navy party was closing on the camp
when a watchdog barked the alarm. Chapcha’s
men ran into the bush and exchanged heavy
musket fire with the marines. Ten of his men were
killed but Chapchah, though wounded, escaped
again. Admiral Denman realized that he could not
capture this man who still retained the support of
his tribe. He signalled that the general punishment
was over but that he would return and arrest those
involved in the piracy.

The Sutlej and Devastation steamed back to
Victoria. The Ahouset people were devastated.
About fifteen of them had been killed. Houses of
nine villages had been burnt and sixty-four canoes
had been destroyed. The loss of the canoes was
very serious to these people as canoes were
essential to obtaining their livelyhood from the
sea. Denman had not ‘brought justice’ as was
requested by the Governor.

The Supreme Court in Victoria convicted none
of the accused from the Kingfisher piracy. When
their cases were brought before Justice David
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Cameron of the Supreme Court he determined
that both the accused and the native witnesses
were not Christians. In his view, therefore, since
they did not believe in the existence of a Supreme
Being or a future state, their testimony under oath
could not be relied on. There were no other
witnesses. While this had been a tenet of British
Common Law, it was being changed. Under an
English statute of 1843, colonies could pass
legislation to accept such ‘unsworn’ evidence.
However this had not been done in the Colony of
Vancouver Island. It soon was, in February 1865.

Further reading: Barry M Gough, Gunboat
Frontier, UBC Press, 1984



