This Place

Denman and Twin Islands
The Nixon Family Story

by John Millen

In 1892 the Reverend Harpur Nixon with his wife Marie and their three boys came to Denman Island
and bought a block of land on the waterfront just North of Scott Road. They came from Northern
Ireland where the Rev. had recently succeeded to ownership of his family 10.000 acre estate.

The Reverend’s ordination as an Anglican Minister was solely because it was a requirement for him to
inherit the estate. His incentive to emigrate from Northern Ireland may have included the threat of a
continuing feud that likely arose from the mistreatment of the Nixon family’s tenants in the 1840’s
potato famine and its aftermath. That feud had resulted in an attack on Harpur Nixon’s father in 1858
when a group of rebels (dressed as women) blocked the passage of his carriage. Then one of them
thrust a pistol into the carriage and fired point blank. Nixon (senior’s) wife succeeded in deflecting the
pistol enough that the senior Nixon’s injuries were confined to minor facial injuries and the loss of
some teeth.

Harpur Nixon’s interests seemed more towards boating, fishing and hunting than farming, which would
account for the selection of his land on Denman Island which is next to some of the best moorage
adjacent to the Island. In November 1892 he took his steam launch Nautilus to Victoria to complete its
registration.

The Nixons built a large house on their Denman Island land and three more sons were born here.
Their efforts at farming were rather modest. Harpur’s interest in boats continued and over the years he
had another boat Chinook and a yacht Salal. After 20 years on Denman, all but the youngest of his
sons now adults, Harpur Nixon chose to separate from his wife, signing the Denman farm over to her.
In August 1912 Harpur registered a pre-emption of land on South Twin Island at Echo Bay, where he
settled. Twin Islands are located at the North end of Georgia Strait, just south of Cortes Island
opposite Hernando Island.

Harpur’s second son James (known as Jim on Denman Island) was married at about that time and
Harpur acquired another Twin Islands block of land adjacent to the (drying) channel that separates the
two Islands, known as Canoe Passage, where James and his wife Margaret came to live in the cabin
of a previous settler. In time, the Nixons acquired two more blocks of land on the pair of islands,
eventually owning 4/5 of the Twin Islands. Harpur also built his house beside Canoe Passage.
Margaret’s health declined early in 1915 and she and James moved back to Denman Island to live
with his mother.

In the evening of July 6, 1915 the Reverend Harpur Nixon, living alone at Twin Island, was aboard his
Yacht Salal reading by a battery powered light. According to his account he was just setting about
relighting his pipe when an explosion occurred seriously injuring the lower part of his face.

Bleeding and desperately needing help Harpur rowed himself to his gas powered boat and motored
the short distance (less than 2 miles) to the residence of Margaret and John Manson on the bluff
overlooking Twin Islands. John Manson ferried him to Lund where Harpur’s son Louis was living. From
there Harpur was taken by boat first to Powell River where there was a hospital, but the doctor felt
unable to deal with the injury, and then on to Vancouver. The Rev. Harpur Nixon agreed to an attempt
to reconstruct his face, knowing the serious risk involved. The surgery was unsuccessful and he died
in the Vancouver Hospital a month later.



While Harpur believed his injury was the result of some kind of accident the Constable examining the
scene thought otherwise. He found the pipe undamaged on the cabin sole and evidence that a bullet
had come through the porthole. It was speculated that a ‘pit-lamper’ might have fired a shot at the light
without recognising what it was. Years later it is reported a rusty rifle, with no identification, was found
on a nearby bluff.

Four of the Nixon boys served in World War | and one of them, Tom, was also a veteran of World War
[I. Mrs Marie Nixon contributed as she could to the Denman community, organizing fundraising socials
for the building of the first community hall. The organ she donated to the United Church is now
preserved in the Denman Museum.
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