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This Place has been Home to Many
by Graham Brazier

Though the evidence is not readily apparent, a little digging reveals that the
island we presently call “home” has been home for countless numbers of
people over a very long period of time. It has only been called “Denman
Island” for a comparatively brief period of one-hundred and fifty-five years.
However, over the course of the last one-hundred and twenty or so,
archaeologists have noted and investigated thirty-three sites on the island
and identified at least five likely village locations where people lived,
perhaps as much as 2,500 to 3,000 years ago.

The site believed to be the oldest of the thirty-three, though not a village
site, is located in the southern half of the island on the west coast. It was
explored and documented in 1987 by a team of archaeologists directed by
Morley Eldridge. He concluded that it was likely active around 3,000 years
ago. Though he didn’t uncover evidence that it had been a home for
anyone, when he reflected on his findings a number of years later, in 2010,
he remembered that “All together, it was one of the ‘coolest’ sites | have
ever worked on. The number of artifacts on the ‘blufftop’ was amazing.” And
he went on; “l still think my original assessment that it was a ritual area
used to indoctrinate young initiates has merit.” Though there was no
evidence that the “young initiates” being indoctrinated lived on the site,
presumably they lived nearby. Perhaps just across the water at Deep Bay
where an elaborate fish trap associated with the herring spawn was located
and artifacts uncovered in 1977 were estimated to be roughly 5,000 years
old.

Evidence that people lived at four sites on Denman’s west coast and one
on its east coast was unearthed by prominent archaeologist, Charles E.
Borden who, while on Denman Island in 1956, reported that he “turned up
hundreds of relics including an early stone carving”. Perhaps, more
significantly, he noted the remains of dwellings such as house pillars and
oblong depressions and other evidence he believed to be the remnants of
plank houses at Henry Bay, Denman (a.k.a. Village) Point, Metcalf Bay and



Repulse Point on the west coast and at Fillongley Provincial Park on the
east coast.

These houses would have been the work of the Pentlatch or perhaps their
predecessors. The Pentlatch were a Coast Salish people who became
severely weakened and reduced in numbers by a small-pox epidemic in the
1860s before amalgamating with the K’'omoks on Vancouver Island. While
it’s not known if all these village sites were occupied simultaneously it is
clear that the houses identified by Borden were homes to people. How
many people, remains to be discovered, though we can calculate a rough
estimate for the number of generations that likely lived on this island before
the 1860s. If we accept a conservative estimate of 2,500 years ago as a
beginning date (that would be 500 B.C.) and accept 25 years as the
definition of a generation we would conclude that 94 generations of
Pentlatch people or their predecessors called Sla-dai-aich or Iha’ytayich
home before they became weakened and were forced to leave the island
and join the K’omoks.

By way of contrast; non-indigenous residents of Denman Island have called
this island home for 147 years (1870 to the present) or 6 generations.

What, | wonder, is the likely-hood that we’ll survive another 88 generations
to equal the Pentlatch claim to call this island home?
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For greater detail on all the sites mentioned above see John Millen’s
excellent essay “The Pentlatch People of Denman Island” at: hiip://
www.denman-conservancy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/paper-pdf.pdf.
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