Old Settlement
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PRINCETOWN, DENMAN ISLAND
TOOK NAME FROM “DRIFTER”
by Mrs. Doras Kirk
One settled part of Denman that is unserviced by road, and therefore a separate little
town in itself, is situated at the extreme south end of the Island. It has been called
Princetown for about 50 years, named locally as are many geographical points on the
coast islands.

Princetown is, in reality a shacktown which has been in existence long before the turn of
the century. Fishermen who followed the salmon runs, put up shacks at different key
islands and bays where the fishing is good. During the season they would move from
place to place following the fish. Most of these “drifters” were unattached men who had
no ties and enjoyed the life. In the early days fish were only worth 10 cents a piece and
later on 25 cents, but groceries were also less, and the fishermen’s boats did not use
gas, they rowed.

One of these “drifters” or rowboat fishermen as the oldtimers called them, was a man by
the name of Bert Prince.

Mr. Prince was an Englishman, rather short, with dark hair and eyes, and a ruddy
complexion. Those who knew him, remember him as a congenial chap with a most
pleasant personality.

He was popular with his fellow associates, being quick of wit and always ready for a
good time. When he dressed up he presented rather a handsome dashing figure.

At social gatherings he would often sing folk songs much to the enjoyment of his
audiences and of course, he was always popular with the ladies.

Bert Prince came out from England when he was in his late teens, He had attended
school for a short time. Among his schoolmates was a young lady whom he hoped to



make his wife some day. But first, he wanted to come to Canada to make his stake and
find a suitable place to make a home. He promised to send for her when he was ready.

For a few years Mr. Prince used Campbell River as his base. He fished and spent a
good deal of his time around Quathiaski Cove and Cape Mudge. Later, he drifted down
to Hornby Island where he had a small place up behind Tom Smith’s ranch.

While living on Hornby his fishing trips frequently took him down around the south end
of Denman where he found it convenient to put up a small shack as an overnight place.
Thus he saved himself the long row back to Hornby.

Finally, either through preference or convenience, he established himself permanently in
the little shack at the south end of Denman. There were two or three other men living
there at this time, about 1925, but the place soon became known as Princetown.

Possibly because the man was so popular and his antics and jokes provided endless
topics for conversation.

Jack McGee, who knew Bert Prince when he pre-empted on Hornby, recalls an example
of the man’s humour. It was in the “hungry thirties” when money was scarce. In order
to get a little cash Mr. McGee would row his boat loaded with produce to market at Deep
Bay.

On one trip the rowboat was piled with eight sacks of potatoes and a couple of crates of
eggs. Jack had left early in the morning, disposed of his produce and was back at the
Hornby wharf by three in p.m.

Mr. Prince walked to the beach to help pull up the boat. “Would you like some mutton
stew?” he asked hospitably. Jack had not eaten since morning and being very hungry
accepted the invitation with eagerness.

He knew that Bert Prince’s dog had killed a sheep from a neighbour’s ranch. As a
consequence the dog had been shot. In all probability, Mr. Prince, being a congenial
fellow, had come to terms with the sheep owner and had acquired some of the mutton.

Anyway, Jack was hungry and the stew tasted good, but although he enjoyed it...he
thought to himself that the meat did not really taste like mutton.

When he had satisfied his appetite and was enjoying a cigarette over his last cup of
coffee, an elderly fellow by the name of MacMillan poked his head in the door and
asked: “Do you want another coon, Bert?”

A few years sped by and Bert Prince’s betrothed back in England became tired of
waiting and came out to find him. From her sparse correspondence with him, she knew
that he was on the B.C. coast and could probably be located near Campbell River or
Deep Bay.



However, on the long trip west, she became side-tracked. During the course of the train
ride across Canada, the conductor and she became friendly and upon arrival at
Vancouver, they were married.

Her new husband was a wealthy gentleman who owned a good deal of property in both
Winnipeg and Vancouver. But he was not a well man. He passed away a year or two
after their marriage, leaving her everything.

Very much alone and still remembering Bert, the lady came over to Deep Bay where
some fisherman friends of Mr. Prince’s assured her that they would get him, but she
was to wait there. An Irishman friend who had recent contact with the illusive Bert
remembered how unkempt he was at last meeting and generously took his own suit of
good clothes over to Princetown to help his friend spruce up for the important occasion.

And so it was that B. Prince left his beloved “town” and his carefree life to live in
comparative luxury in the city. They were married at Vancouver and travelled to
England for their honeymoon; then finally settled back in Vancouver where they ran a
rooming house.

Mrs. Prince entertained a good deal, but Bert was lonesome for his freedom of older
days. Often he would wander along the waterfront where he would meet old fishing
friends at the dock.

It was on one of these dockside meanderings that he came in contact once again with
an old buddy, Bill Bampton, who used to live at Denman and now resides at Glacier
View Home.

In talking over old times Mr. Bampton noted the great dissatisfaction in his old friend,
and suggested he get a job on the waterfront where he could be close to the water and
the life he was used to.

Bert Prince accepted the suggestion with eagerness, and later landed himself a job in
the shipyards near Burrard Street. He worked around the boats, repairing them and
overhauling them, and when Bill Bampton saw him last he was a much happier man.

If he is in good health he is probably still there singing as he works content with the
smell of the saltwater and the companionship of men who are part of the sea.
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