The Land that Settlers Chose:

an Unacknowledged Heritage
by John Millen

On a recent bright, cool, Fall day I drove North out
of Courtenay through the farm land along
Headquarters Road. My purpose was to examine
some of the land that was chosen by the earliest
Settlers to come to the Comox Valley. In 1862 nine
Settlers staked their pre-emptions on land fronting
the Tsolum River. This land had been previously
visited and described by several European visitors,
one of whom was Richard Mayne, First Mate of the
British Navy survey ship HMS Plumper. The
Plumper was anchored at the time by Denman
Island, in Henry Bay, while the crew were surveying
Baynes Sound.

Describing the land adjacent to Headquarters Road
Mayne wrote, in April 1860:

“...striking through the strip of timber and bushes in
a few minutes (we) came upon a large prairie
stretching East and West 4 or 5 miles, covered with
long grass and fern...” and further on he wrote “In
summer the whole place is covered with berries for
which the Indians go there — They well know the
value of the land, & informed me several times that
it was very good; that all the neighbouring tribes
went there in summer to gather berries...”

My reason for examining these lands was to see what
the land looked like now and to be sure of my
speculation that until 1862 that land had been
intentionally maintained for berry harvesting and
deer habitat by the Pentlatch First Nation, residents
of that area. The immediate conclusion from my
observations was that trees love to grow there! At
first I mostly saw trees that probably had been
planted. But soon I came upon blocks of forest that
clearly had reclaimed the land when farming of those
blocks had been abandoned, likely 50 to 80 years
ago.

No question then, without intervention these
“prairies” would have been forests. The settlers were
taking over land that had been maintained as berry
harvest land by generations of the First Nations
population.

Among the first land preempted by Settlers on
Denman Island was the land fronting Baynes Sound
around Denman Point. The earliest good description
that we have of this land was written by Robert
Brown, leader of the Vancouver Island Exploring
Expedition in 1864 who wrote:

“Judging that we could not make Comoucs before
dark, camped on village point of Denman Island, on
the deserted Village of the Comoucs. It still retained
traces of its former grandeur — pickets, carved
images, &c, & massive hewn cedar frames.”

Brown later concludes: “The Village where we
camped must once have been very extensive but is
now quite deserted & nothing but the frames

stand. ... The site of the old village from the quantity
of manure was covered with rich grass.”

In the early 1870’s James McCloy preempted some
land on Denman Island fronting Baynes Sound,
including Denman (Village) Point. In 1874 he sold
the Village Point block to Alex McMillan whose
family became one of the first established on
Denman Island. That “rich grass” was likely one of
the significant attractions of Village Point!

The other way Denman Settlers avoided the huge
challenge of clearing the giant forest trees off their
land was to claim existing wetlands, mostly those
enhanced and maintained by beavers. Beaver habitat
could easily be made into hay land by evicting the
beavers and draining the ponds. This was the choice
of Dave Pickles who came to Denman Island in 1876
and established the farm now known as The Swale.
His brother Abraham developed the nearby Lake
Farm adjacent to Chickadee Lake. The Madigan
(area at the end of Woodham Road) was another
wetland area chosen by early Settlers.

Our history books show scant recognition of the
shaping of the land by its previous inhabitants,
whether by animals or by people. Shaping that made
it especially valuable and attractive to the Settlers of
the 1860’s and 1870’s in this area.



