Chrome Island and its Petroglyphs
by John Millen

Chrome Island, the southward appendage to
Denman Island, is easily viewed from the lookout
at the end of the Boyle Point Park trail. The
lighthouse was established in 1890. The major
historical event there was the wreck of the Alpha
which was described by Graham Brazier in his
Flagstone article of December 2021. But there
was an earlier (mysterious to us) activity at the
Island: engraving of petroglyphs by Indigenous
people.

Extensive areas of the smooth rock surfaces of the
island are covered with figures created by
grinding shallow grooves into the rock. The
lighthouse tower was built right over some of
these figures. A small sample of the petroglyph
images is shown below. The figures are
sometimes photographed directly but this image
was made by rubbing the images onto stretched
white cotton cloth.* More images can be seen at
the Denman Museum.

The only indigenous occupation of Denman
Island observed and recorded by settlers in the
mid 1800’s was at Village (Denman) Point and
Henry Bay, but there is extensive evidence of
their prior occupation of the shores of Denman
Island and also around Deep Bay on the
Vancouver Island shore. There are middens along
the Denman shores of Baynes Sound, evidence of
fish traps in the vicinity of Deep Bay and a
recorded petroglyph on Denman Isl. in the
sandstone bluffs near Repulse Point. There are
also stories about battles and fortifications near
Boyle Point. Thus there were in the past
considerable numbers of First Nations people
inhabiting the area near to Chrome Island.

The images on Chrome Island include sun-stars,
fish, birds and deer but by far the most common
are of people. There are no images of subjects that
suggest the presence of Europeans on the Coast.
This is in contrast to a site on the west coast of
Vancouver Island, near Clo-oose, where the
petroglyphs include images of full rigged sailing
ships, the steam paddle-wheeler Beaver and a
man in a top hat riding a horse. The Clo-oose
images include many images that display female
sexuality which is also uncommon at Chrome
Island.

It is not surprising that the Clo-oose site has
sexual overtones. Seaward, out on the rock shelf,
is a blowhole, where waves are funnelled into a
subterranean chamber from where a burst of
seawater and spray jets up to 20 feet in the air.
The amount of blow-hole activity depends on the
tide level and wave height. The sound effects can
also be impressive.

While there is no consensus about the purpose or
meaning of such rock art, the occurrence of so
many figures on Chrome Island, (and not on the
other readily available sandstone of Denman
Island) does suggest that the isolation or position
of the island affected the selection of this location
for the art work. These factors then provide
support for the idea that the petroglyph figures
were created as part of a vision quest or some



other purpose for which the isolation was
relevant.

Rock art as described here can be found at over
500 sites along the coast from the Columbia River
to Alaska, a mysterious heritage created by the
indigenous people.

*Indian Petroglyphs of the Pacific Northwest,
Beth and Ray Hill, Hancock House 1974.



