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Flying Fingers on Denman Island By Graham Brazier

An art form that eventually captured the imagination of thousands —
perhaps hundreds of thousands - of Canadians had its origins on
Denman Island. It was 1919 when a newcomer to the island brought
with her a long established craft process from ‘the old country’ and
ignited an infatuation that gradually spread throughout Canada and
was still alive more than a hundred years later. Winnie Isbister —
revealed in her book, My Ain Folk that “Miss Elsie Spencer” arrived o s CONTPRAIL‘;%
on Denman Island from Yorkshire, England early in 1919 to join her

brother and brought with her materials to pursue her hobby of lace-making — a practise dependant on
materials such as ‘bobbins’, ‘pillows’ and ‘fine thread’ available only in Europe and largely unknown in
Canada. Originally created to adorn the clothing of European aristocrats, ‘bobbin lace’, as it was
originally known, had evolved to become the creation of a decorative fabric for display in elegant
households, and, in more recent times, has been recognized as an art form all its own.

Elsie Spencer’s devotion to her intricate hobby soon became known and admired on Denman Island
and sparked the interest of many neighbouring women who convinced her to offer lessons in lace-
making. Elsie, joined by Denman resident “Miss Elsie Meadows”, determined that the complexity of the
process would require 10 in-person lessons to adequately demonstrate the steps required to make lace.
That is, despite many attempts of experienced weavers, words alone were simply not enough to
effectively pass along the complexities of the process. This was evident despite the best attempts of an
experienced lace-maker who wrote: “Bobbin lace is made on a pillow, usually with a sort of wheel in the
centre, to which a pricked parchment pattern and pins are attached. The bobbins, made of carved
wood— old ones are sometimes made of ivory — hold the thread and are used in pairs. Sometimes as
many as 100 pairs are manipulated by the lacemaker’s flying fingers for an intricate pattern.”

That didn’t deter a small group of women on Denman inspired by a pair of Elsies but rather led to
the formation of the first lace club in Canada — the “Denman Island Lace Club” in the fall of 1919. A
year later Elsie Spencer returned to England to get married. But she had already left her mark as the
enthusiastic embracing of lace-making on Denman soon spread to Vancouver Island where classes were
in demand at Union Bay, Royston and Courtenay — all of this despite, or perhaps because of, its
intriguing complexity. It wasn’t long before this growth made a name change necessary and the
“Denman Island Lace Club” became known as the “Denman and District Lace Club”.

Members became known for their passionate commitment to lace-making and the social
connections it inspired and required. Over the years word spread and clubs on the mainland began to
spring up as interest in lace-making blossomed. The passion and inspiration of members was evident
and became reflected in many ways — including joint meetings and annual celebrations as well as
poetry:

Lace and Me and Thee by Evelyn K. Misner
There’s a great new thing happening

In the humble realm of lace

People are coming together

And joining from every place.

There’s a great exchange of knowledge
In every type of design

And everyone is working hard

Making laces of every kind.



It’s a happy and wonderful thing
Exciting beyond our dreams
That people should get together
All nationalities and creeds.

When the Lord gave us these talents
And a special love for our lace,

He knew it was a wondrous way

To bring peoples face to face.

No one working the threads

Can ever be foreign to me

As | love my craft, | can see

There’s a bond between me and thee

I’'m glad we’re coming together

And sharing this knowledge so free
Now | have friends all over this world
And they have a friend in me.

Untitled author unknown

Here we sit from day to day,

Tossing our bobbins, we think it play.
Sticking our pins, so neat and prim.

Our lace is white, our thread is fine,

It’s like a cobweb, the bobbins wind.
Our pattern so true, our wheels we spin,
We make a song of anything.

Evidence of the longevity of the passion for lace-making was provided in 2024 by the “The Canadian
Lacemaker Gazette” which listed 40 lace-making clubs in Canada including the “Denman and District
Lace Club” and 7 others in B.C.
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