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In August’s issue of the Flagstone | explored the rather whispered history of a number of
proposals to open a pub on Denman Island in the 1970s. A number of proponents were
discouraged at the rumour stage by quietly murmured community responses but one, in
1979, persisted and didn’t concede until he was confronted with an angry petition. He
was then reported to be “miffed” and left the island...not an uncommon response for
those with entrepreneurial blood in their veins.

On reflection, it seems that the word “pub” was capable of stirring the emotions of
Denman Islanders as few other topics — other than, perhaps, “B.C. Ferries”, “road
maintenance” and “Hornby traffic’ — are able to do. In the early 1980s however, a calm
seemed to have settled in as occasional ‘pub nights’ (a.k.a. ‘pub nites’) as fund-raisers
sponsored by the Denman Island Recreation Commission Society (D.I.R.C.S.) were met
without either serious objection or, as it turned out, any lasting enthusiasm from the
community. They happened for a while and then they didn’t any more.

It was 1988 before the word rang alarm bells again on Denman Island. In October of
that year a bold proposal was received by Trustees. Though the proponent’s application
for a by-law amendment to create a new zone avoided using the word, community
members were immediately skeptical of a proposed “C-3 Country Inn Zone” for southern
Denman Island on McFarlane Road. Among the permitted uses in the proposed C-3
Country Inn zone would be a “residence, a neighbourhood public house, a restaurant,
sleeping units, accessory buildings and structures”. While a “neighbourhood public
house” in a “Country Inn zone” may conjure up pleasing pastoral images for some folks,
others saw it simply as a proposal for a “pub” in a zone that was wholly rural and
residential.

The Local Trust Committee, nevertheless, acted on the proponent’s request and
directed its staff to write “A Bylaw to amend Denman Island Land Use Bylaw No. 40,
1989” for formal public consultation scheduled for June 7, 1989. In advance of this date
the word “pub” permeated much of the community’s response to the proposed bylaw.
One imaginative resident argued that the absence of a pub was one of Denman Island’s
‘unique amenities’ and consequently entitled to ‘preservation and protection’ of the
Islands Trust. He went on to suggest that the creation of a pub on McFarlane Road
would likely result in the establishment of an unwanted RCMP unit on the island as well
— another issue that has sent shivers down the spines of Denman residents for some
time.

However, not all responses to the proposal were inflamed by the word “pub”. Others
were concerned about neighbourhood impacts of any commercial activity which were
bound to have deleterious environmental repercussions, as well as visual and aesthetic



consequences. Substantially increased water consumption, in particular, was
anticipated to have negative consequences for nearby property owners’ water supply.
However, at the heart of these responses was the widespread preference for a single
commercial centre on the island. This was identified by four dedicated local residents
who, in the three weeks preceding the public consultation meeting, wrote and circulated
a petition to oppose the proposed bylaw amendment.

The wording of the petition was “We the undersigned residents of Denman Island, state
unequivocally that we are opposed to any change in the zoning on McFarlane Road
from the present rural residential to a commercial classification. We feel that
commercial zoning should be restricted to the area of the island known as ‘downtown
Denman’, that is, the land on Denman and Northwest Roads near the Denman Island
General Store where such zoning already exists.” Beginning on May 12, the foursome
logged 41 hours circulating the petition throughout the island on foot and obtained the
signatures of 308 of 500 (or 62%) adult residents. Time ran out before they were able to
approach all adult residents but they were pleased to demonstrate that a majority of
adult residents opposed the proposed bylaw changes.

As well-reasoned and calm as the wording of the petition was, it wasn’t able to quell the
voices of the anti-pub faction at the public meeting on June 7 where direct links were
drawn between liquor consumption and crime, accidents and fatalities. It was referred
to as a ‘disaster in the making’ by one resident and noted that pubs have a negative
effect on surrounding residential property values by another. Furthermore, it was
pointed out, that there were no taxi’s on Denman to take inebriated drivers home.

The outcome of the meeting, however, was that Trustees rejected the proposal for a C-3
Country Inn Zone on McFarlane Road. Their decision was reported in “The Green
Sheet” (Comox District Free Press) under the banner of “Keep booze off Denman”.

That was thirty-one years ago; and our uniqueness, which was preserved and protected
on June 7, 1989, continues to this day.
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