The Economy of Denman Island in 1921

by John Millen

For this (expected to be our last) review of the
1921 Census we try to gain some insight into
the local economy and housing situation. The
census form is most ambitious, asking the
enumerator to collect information on jobs,
annual earnings and weeks of unemployment
or time off due to illness. However most of the
heads of household on Denman were farmers
and, like farmers everywhere, these farmers

unemployed. Those who did were mostly
loggers.

Three widows, as head of household, paid
their adult children to work their farms. Helen
Bell-Irving paid her son Angus, aged 31, $800
to run her farm. Angus’ wife Daisy, who had
just arrived the previous year from England,
was also a member of the household. There
were two daughters also living in the six-room
house.

Annie Pickles paid her three boys $600, $500
and $400 respectively. And Caroline
McFarlane paid her three boys aged 20, 19
and 16, $600, $500 and $500 each and her
daughters, aged 24 and 21, $300 and $200.

A mile down Lacon Road from its junction with
Denman Road were four farms owned by the
DePape, Piket, Savoie and Emerton families.

have no (net) earings. The old story comes 10| ¢4y Savoie and his wife Virginia had seven
mind about the farmer who was asked what he -hiidren. Leon was a fisherman and he was

would do if he won the Lottery. “Well” he
replied, “I guess | would just keep on farming
until it was all gone!”

Despite almost no ‘head of household’
admitting to any earnings there were quite a
few others who did, and those give us a fair
picture of the 1921 economy. However first we
need some reference as to the value of the
1921 dollar. Some prices extracted from that
year’s April and May issues of the Victoria
Daily Colonist may help: see table below.

Fortunately there is one reliably reported
annual income: Daniel O’'Brien, the Light-
keeper at Chrome Island Light, reported his
(Government) earnings as $1380. There are a
few other ‘heads of household’ who reported
earnings. Francis Graham, a logger earned
$1500; John Piercy, carpenter $1000; Edward
Graham, logging engineer $1000; and David
Robertson and his wife Rosa — logger and
logging camp cook reported $700 and $600
respectively. Altogether 35 workers reported
earnings. Only a very few reported any time

assisted by his two oldest sons Albert (15) and
Remi (13) - no earnings are recorded for
these boys. Leo Savoie (11) was still in school.
In the 1920’s the Savoie family moved to
Hornby Island and Leon started providing a
transportation service for that Island with his
gas powered boat. Later Albert and Leo took
over the role, and by 1953 were running a
ferry service (with a government subsidy) from
Phipps Point on Hornby to Gravelly Bay. Their
first vessel in that service had a capacity of 2
cars and 20 passengers. They continued with
a series of vessels until Albert retired in 1971,
a highly respected skipper.

Of the 57 households on Denman Island in
1921 there were 8 households that had
lodgers and one had a tenant. The lodgers
were all men, and mostly were sharing the
farm work, typically earning $600 to $800. The
rather large household of Ernie Chudy
included his wife, four children and four
lodgers engaged in logging. The house was
reported to have 2 rooms. The loggers, all in
their twenties, earned between $600 and $800
each.



Most houses were owned by their occupants
but 8 were rented. A rental rate of $4 per
month for a 6 room house was about average
in a range from ‘nominal’ to $15. In three
cases it appears that the house rental was
included in the rental of the entire farm
property and so was not specified.

Very few people lived alone. Two men farmed
on their own and there were two solo men who
were retired. Tina Carmichael, married, aged
29 was alone on the night of the census. Its
my supposition that her husband was working
off the Island at the time.

The census of 1921 provides a snapshot of a
thoroughly rural community living comfortably
on the productivity of the land by farming and
logging and generating enough cash income
to meet their needs for supplies and
manufactured goods.

Census Day is May 11, 2021.

Starting on May 3, 2021, you can complete
your census questionnaire online. No
information resembling the detailed personal
information available to us from the 1921
census will ever be released from the 2021
census.

Pair of men’s shoes: Stout $7.85

Brogues

(inexpensive) Taylored Men’s | $27

Suit (includes second pair of

trousers)

Meat: 5lb shoulder of NZ $1

lamb $1
61b pot roast

Potatoes: 100 lbs Good $2

Ashcroft potatoes

A Massey Bicycle From $55 to $85

1920 Chevrolet Touring
automobile

$795

1918 Ford Sedan

$435

Shawinigan Lake waterfront
land, 3 acres, close to E & N
rail station

$750




