Denman Island Coal?

by John Millen

The colonial history of Denman Island coal
begins in 1852 when Joseph William
McKay, who was in charge of the Hudson’s
Bay Company’s coal mine in Nanaimo
visited Denman Island, looking for coal
deposits. He stayed overnight at Siklault,
the name he recorded for Denman Island,
or perhaps he was referring to the Pentlatch
settlement at Village Point (how Denman
Point). He had intended “to examine the
Siklault Coal, which according to Indian
reports crops on both sides of Valdes
Inlet...” However, “owing to neap tides...” he
decided to defer that examination. His
report also noted that Valdes Inlet (Baynes
Sound, but shown on the maps of that day
as an inlet) extends to Point Holmes (Cape
Lazo) making Siklaults (Denman) an island.

The firm belief that Denman Island had coal
was also held by Judge Crease who, in
1885, purchased a substantial block of land
along the island’s Baynes Sound shore,
North of Denman Road. (He donated an
acre of that land for the Anglican Church.)

The story | want to tell is about seeking to
exploit coal gas. Both the Nanaimo and
Cumberland coal mines were notoriously
‘gassy’. Horrendous explosions and death
tolls were caused by their operations. In
Nanaimo the 1887 explosion at Nanaimo #1
mine on the waterfront resulted in the death
of 187 miners. While coal dust as well as
coal gas (methane) can cause explosions in
coal mines, it was the methane in the
Vancouver Island mines that was so
dangerous. In February 1901 the No 6

mine, that the town of Cumberland was built
around, exploded. More than 60 men were
down the mine that day and none of them
survived.

Methane is the primary component of
Natural Gas, presently piped to Vancouver
Island from Northern BC sources and used
extensively to heat houses and domestic
hot water. And, yes, it is found on Denman
Island, fizzing up in some of our domestic
water wells, especially when they are first
developed.

In about 1990 geologists surveyed the
potential of Vancouver Island coal as a
source of methane and in 1992 a Canadian
Coal and Coal Bed Methane Geoscience
Forum was held. At that time fracking
techniques had not been developed and the
bountiful supplies of gas from Northeast BC
that are now being explored and produced
were not anticipated. In 1997 BC Ministry of
Energy Mines and Petroleum Resources
geologist B.D. Ryan published his work
“Coalbed Methane in the Comox Formation,
Tsable River Area, Vancouver Island”. In
that era the Provincial Department began a
substantial promotion of the potential for
developing BC’s coal gas.

There is a certain ‘gold rush’ mentality
among British Columbia investors,
promoted particularly by Howe Street Stock
Exchange firms. Consequently, as a result
of the provincial geologist’s surveys there
was considerable activity securing
‘Undersurface Rights’ to many of the larger
blocks of (mostly forest) land on Denman
Island. As late as 2004 the provincial
Ministry’s web site displayed a map of the
‘Comox Coalfield’ with Denman and Hornby
Islands clearly delineated as part of the coal
field.

However, political good sense prevailed.
(Imagine the uproar that Denman and
Hornby Island residents could create if gas-
drilling rigs appeared on the Gulf Islands.)



Likely anticipating such problems the
Province cancelled those underground
rights to coal gas in March of 1998. On
various titles “The Crown in Right of British
Columbia” became the Registered Owner of
“Undersurface Rights”. The explanation on
some titles | have looked at reads:
“Pursuant to the Minerals Land Tax Act,
RSBC 1996, Ch 290,... all minerals except
Gold, Silver and Coal, and the right to work,
win or carry away same are forfeited and
vested in the Crown.” So yes, you can still
mine coal on Denman Island, but not drill for
‘coal gas’. Judging by the locations of coal
seams in the Tsable River area behind
Buckley Bay and the slopes of the strata,
any coal under Denman Island is very deep
down.

A final note. In 2011 when the one hectare
site for Denman Island’s Natural Burial
Cemetery was being donated out of Central
Park to DIMS by Denman Conservancy
Association, the title to Central Park was
found to have underground rights owned by
a Howe Street entity. Now underground
rights are of particular concern to cemetery
operations and so this matter had to be
resolved. Fortunately it turned out that there
had been an omission on the part of the
Land Titles Office. The the right to exploit
coal gas — undersurface rights - should
previously have been removed from the
title.



