George Drabble — Man of many Parts

by John Millen

Geo F. Drabble, as he consistently signed himself,
arrived in Comox in 1864, a couple of years after the
first colonial settlers. He had skills as a surveyor and
engineer (of bridges and roads) and soon found that he
was better off by employing these skills than by
subsistence farming on the land he had preempted.
Throughout the Victorian era (he died in 1901) he
served the young colony of BC as trader, surveyor,
road builder, Postmaster and Magistrate.

We owe a substantial debt to the late Gordon Wagner,
Surveyor, for the preservation of Drabble’s field
notebooks (124 of them) containing details of his
surveys, descriptions and estimates of the value of
improvements as well as accounts of his trading
operations. Winnifred Isbister quotes from two of
these notebooks in her Denman history My Ain Folk,
listing whose Denman Island land was surveyed by
Drabble in1887 and quoting contract specifications for
improvements to Denman Road in 1885. The
notebooks are now held by the Campbell River
Museum.

Drabble’s correspondence with Judge Crease gives us
further insights. (Its worth noting that Drabble’s
excellent pen and ink handwriting makes reading these
letters an easy chore.) As he lived beside the Comox
wharf, where the steamer from Victoria docked,
Drabble was able to reply to letters from the Judge
surprisingly speedily.

Writing from Comox on October 28, 1887 to Justice
Crease, Drabble starts his letter with a steady hand
explaining in answer to a query from the Judge that he
had nothing to do with the pre-emption of Pickard’s
land, and could not say whether a Certificate of
Improvement (necessary for securing a pre-emtion)
had been issued. The letter, now hastily written,
continues: ‘The Str. Whistle has just blown — Excuse
any — I am Sir Your Mo ob S, Geo F. Drabble.” Then in
bold script, crossways on the last page: ‘When going
on board the Str. this morning Rodello showed me

your letter. The land at Pickards is Freehold!’
Meaning, of course, that there was no longer any need
for a Certificate of Improvement. Tom Pickard was an
early settler on Denman Island.

In another letter (March 3, 1887) about surveying
Judge Crease’s land Drabble writes that he had taken
the steamer to Denman Island, ‘having left orders with
Rodello to send down a canoe to fetch me Home, but
the Weather was so boisterous that he could not get an
Indian to Come.’ Drabble had returned to Comox by
the next (weekly) steamer and was writing to Crease
in time to catch the mail on that same boat as it left for
Victoria the next morning.

Then there were his duties as Justice of the Peace. In a
letter dated Nov. 17™ 1887 to the Judge, Drabble
writes: ‘I received your letter of this inst. in which you
say your House on Denman Island had been opened &
Certain things stolen.

I was not aware of such having taken place or I should
have communicated with you on the matter at once. I
was at Denman only about 10 days ago but heard
nothing of it.

[ will try and find a clue to the robbery if possible & I
am sure Joe (Rodello) will do the same. My opinion
would be that it is the Act of white residents not
coloured ones because I firmly believe there are
persons living not a hundred miles away who would
make vigorous attempts to carry off hot stoves.

I have gathered a little information since I have been
down surveying in the neighbourhood of Deep Bay
which leads me to believe that what has long been a
mystery to me in connection with the death of one J.
Graham who was found dead in his house at Deep Bay
and was known to have considerable money in his
possession, but on searching his trunk only 132$ were
there instead of about 500$. Certain other things were
taken out of the man’s house whilst he was lying dead
upon his bed and hidden away in the bush and I think
persons who would do that would not scruple to take
money out of a dead mans trunk & one of the persons
whom I would suspect of having taken your articles
was one of the first on the scene of action, before the
death was communicated to me, but I hope to find
more conclusive evidence ere long.’

For a full account of Drabble’s career in the young
colony of British Columbia read The Wilderness
Profound — Victorian Life on the Gulf of Georgia by
Richard Somerset Mackie, Sono Nis Press, 1995



