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“Pitching and rolling at the mercy of the storm”
by Graham Brazier

Part 1: The Storm

Heat domes, drought, wild fires, atmospheric rivers, weather bombs, and, as | write on
November 18, snow, — all in the span of six months! And yet, we on Denman Island have been
spared the extreme consequences felt in other parts of the province where fires and floods
continue to wreak havoc with all forms of life.

We on Denman Island are, however, reminded of an extreme weather event of long ago as we
drive off the ferry on our return home from the 'outside world’. The anchor displayed on the right
hand side of the road has been traced to a vigorous storm that lashed Chrome Island and took
the lives of nine sailors in December of 1900. Doras Kirk described the sinking of the Steamship
Alpha in an extended and colourful account first published in the Comox Green Sheetin 1959
and revised in the Denman Island Rag and Bone in 1976. The sinking of the Alpha was also
described in some detail in “Shipwrecks of British Columbia” by Fred Rogers published in 1973.
Though the two accounts differ on many of the details of the event they have a singular view of
the intensity of the storm faced by the crew of the ill-fated ship.

Doras Kirk wrote that, “off the south end of Denman” on the evening of December 20, 1900 “a
grim battle of life and death was taking place. The wind had reached the force of a hurricane,
and the rain was flying in swinging sheets “ where the ship laboured “in fierce seas”.

Fred Rogers wrote that “the Alpha bucked a rising southeast gale and choppy sea, along with
heavy rain....not an easy ship to handle under such conditions” he continued, “the Alpha
approached the pass [entrance to Baynes Sound] pitching and rolling at the mercy of the storm.
The groaning steamer was fast losing her steerage...the aging Alpha was no match for the
beating she was now taking. Exposed to the full blast of the wind and sea, her deckhouse,
hatches, and lifeboats were lifted off into the sea, forming a churning pile of wreckage.”

Nine crew members including Captain Yorke, Chief Engineer Matheson, James Murray, James
Dunn and Sam Barber, one of the owners, as well as four other unnamed crewmen lost their
lives.

Part 2: The Sources

From the detail of the accounts of both Doras Kirk and Fred Rogers it seems clear that they
relied upon extremely detailed sources for their writing on the subject. However, a close reading
of their accounts suggests that they may well have relied on different sources — neither of
which | have been able to track down.

To begin with; they don’t agree on the date the event took place. Doras began her account with
a tale of a dance at the Denman Community Hall which, according to her, took place on the
same evening as the shipwreck — December 20, 1900. Fred’s account identifies December 15
as the date. The plaque at the anchor on display at the ferry dock accepts December 20 as the



date of the wreck whereas the website for the Victoria International Marina ( https://vimarina.ca/
latest-news/alpha-shipwreck/ ) agrees with Fred and quotes December 15 as the date.

Doras writes that the Alpha “had just taken on a load of coal at Union Bay and her holds were
stuffed with crates of salted dog salmon bound for Japan” as she was attempting to exit Baynes
Sound. Fred, on the other hand, wrote that Alpha was bound from Victoria to Comox “to load
coal for the trip to Japan” and was attempting to enter Baynes Sound when she felt the full
impact of the storm.

Doras claimed 26 crew members survived while Fred put the number at 25.

There is even disagreement about when and by whom the anchor was retrieved. In 2002, Jim
Kirk, husband of Doris/Doras, wrote in “My Ain Folk Revisited”: “In 1974 the one and a half ton
anchor of the Alpha was raised with the aid of a tug manned by Capt. Don Watson and Rob
Kirk. After scraping, cleaning and ‘fibre glassing’ the anchor was placed at the Denman West
ferry landing with a plaque attached by the Ratepayers.” Fred Rogers, writing in 1973, wrote:
“During the summer of 1972, a group of Vancouver Island divers — Doug McLean of Courtenay,
Edwin Jones of Buckley Bay, and Victor Anysymin of Bend, Ore. — raised one of the anchors of
the Alpha for erection as a memorial to the Alpha and her victims on the roadside near the ferry
terminal on Denman Island.”

Intriguing though they are are, these discrepancies don’t diminish the devastating impact that an
extreme weather system once had on human lives in This Place.
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