[This Place]
Denman (Village) Point
- a centenary

by John Millen

Looking North up Baynes Sound from the ferry, soon after leaving Denman West Terminal, the low
grassy form of Denman Point can be seen. Until 1923 this feature was called Village Point. It was named
by Captain G. H. Richards as noted in his Sailing Directions issued 1864, because of “the large native
settlement on it”.

When Capt. Richards was charting the coast of Vancouver Island in April 1860 he anchored his ship,
HMS Plumper, in Henry Bay at the North end of Denman Island to fix a position by taking astronomical
sights from land. By his 4" day there about 150 natives had arrived to make camp, attracted by the
novelty of the Navy ship and the possibilities of trade. They brought blankets and rough-hewn cedar
planks to make their temporary shelters. The following day the arrival of a canoe bringing two Catholic
priests attracted even more visitors from all around Baynes Sound, reaching numbers of about 300
people with 61 large canoes.

Sadly, this thriving and welcoming population was not to last long. So many residents of Village Point
died in 1862 from smallpox that the survivors all moved to Comox for the support of that First Nations
community. Robert Brown’s Vancouver Island Expedition camped at the deserted Village Point site in
1864 and noted that “it still retained traces of its former grandeur - pickets, carved images, &c, &
massive hewn cedar frames.” Comox settler Reginald Pidcock saw the deserted Village Point as he
passed by in September 1862. Pidcock later wrote about that location: “It has large quantities of cedar
trees on it & the Comox Indians make a great number of their canoes here.”

In the early part of the twentieth century the rocky shoals extending off Village Point snared several
ships. The most embarrassing was the grounding of the navy vessel HMS Flora in 1903. After extensive
efforts the Flora was re-floated and could be towed to Victoria where she was repaired. The tug Vulcan,
in 1925, caught fire and grounded on the reef after a spectacular eruption of a fireball as its fuel oil tank
blew up.

Pioneer settlers were attracted to, and “pre-empted” the easily accessible land at the Point in the 1870’s.
Alexander McMillan bought their rights to the land and in 1888 obtained a Crown Grant of 214 acres that
included the Point. The McMillan family had a successful dairy farm on the land until 1952 when the
property was sold to Gordon Wright whose descendants still farm the land.

The few years immediately prior to World War One were boom times in British Columbia. Squamish
Timber Company had obtained timber rights on Denman Island and in 1911 were busy logging and saw-
milling, working on their rail line which ran from a wharf at Village Point, across Northwest Road at the
three-way intersection and on generally along the line of present day Lake Road. In the 1911 census the
timber company camp was listed on the premises of widow Elizabeth Graham (age 57) who lived with
her daughter and her son who was a sawmill fireman. The school teacher also boarded with them. The
logging ‘camp’ comprised the manager and his wife, a foreman, two stationary engineers, three cooks
and 22 labourers who were mostly Japanese. Other Denman residents also worked at sawmills that
census year but it is not clear if there were other mills operating on Denman at that time.

In 2014 the Squamish Timber Co bought timber rights on the land of widow Annie Pickles. Dave Pickles,
who died in 1909, had been an early settler on Denman Island and had chosen to drain and farm the
large wetland in the centre of the island, now known as the Swale Farm. Annie was able to sell the
timber on her land for $700 to pay off the mortgage on their farm. The rail line was extended through
what is now Denman Conservancy’s Settlement Lands to a work site near Pickles Marsh. Sections of the
railway grade can be identified along the route through the Provincial Park and the Settlement Lands.



The best view of Denman Point is from Northwest Road looking west down the open meadows of Lone
Pine Farm.



