The Orchard Project:
Seedlings of Hope on Gambier Island, B.C.

by Sherry Cooper

ambier Island’s homesteaders of the 1880s

and ‘90s expected a bright future. Most

had been enticed by the advertising

campaigns in Europe of the Canadian
government and the Canadian Pacific Railway.' While
some settlers purchased their lands, many had been
lured by promises of promise of freehold title for those
willing to work hard to establish and farm rural
properties and who could meet the strict rules for
eligibility. To qualify for a pre-emption, you had to
be eighteen and a British subject or intend to become
one. In addition, to retain the land you had to live on
the pre-empted land, cultivate it, and not be absent
from it for more than two months (changed in 1894
to six months) or the land would be considered
abandoned.? After inspection and approval, you
would receive clear title from the Crown. You could
then sell the land or acquire another pre-emption,
including any lands considered abandoned. You could
also purchase land directly from the Crown.?

Motivated, hard working settlers could
accumulate hundreds of acres, as long as land was
available. Those who were intent on expanding their
holdings had to work quickly to acquire adjacent
lands because speculators, with eyes on the protected
waterways in Howe Sound that allowed easy access
to the markets of the lower mainland and the new
city of Vancouver, had begun to invest. Joseph
Mannion, a Vancouver hotel-keeper and alderman,
for example, bought land on the west shore of
Gambier Island in 1884 where Mannion creek bears
his name but he soon sold the lot.*

He was not the first to acquire land on the
Island. According to Doreen Armitage, in the 1870s,
Gambier Island “saw a trickle of miners, loggers,
[responding to the significantly diminished forests of
the Vancouver area,] fishermen and settlers.” Between
1874 and 1877, six individuals applied to the
government office in New Westminster to purchase
lots on Howe Sound. One such applicant was A.C.
Fraser, who on 30 October 1875 applied for 80 hectares
(200 acres) on Gambier Island >

South East Gambier Island

Some of these earlier pre-emptors were loggers
who abandoned the land after clearing it but this
made it easier for later settlers to establish farms. The
land the loggers had cleared on the south-east side of
Gambier Island was desirable farmland because it was
flat, had access to the water and for the most part was
a mix of arable soil (class 1) and soils more suitable

for ranching and orchards (classes 2 and 3).* Most
early pre-emptors chose the area of Port Graves, no
doubt influenced by Captain George Richards of HMS
Plumper who, in 1859, had “recommended Port
Graves, the most easterly of the three bays on southern
Gambier Island, as the main anchorage in Howe
Sound, although its entrance was not apparent until
passing Hope Point on the bay’s eastern shore.” By
the latter half of the 1890s, “timber leases dotted Howe
Sound'’s islands and shores. Gambier Island had a
shingle mill on the south shore, and across the island
to the north, oxen moved logs for a man named
Douglas at what was known as Douglas Bay, northwest
of Brigade Bay.”” The few loggers who actually
remained on the land they cleared, can be identified
through their land purchases. ® John Funke stayed,
acquired a pre-emption in 1887, and his Crown grant
in 1895 on 70 hectares (175 acres) on what is now
Gambier Estates, between Hope and Halkett Points.
By 1900, logging had diminished around Gambier
Island. Thomas Keeling, for example, was now a
rancher. The 1901 Census shows that there were only a
few loggers, mostly Japanese, working in the area.’

The land records also show the names of other
early settlers. In 1892, Louis Hind purchased 15
hectares, (37 acres), a parcel known today as Camp
Fircom, and James Leithhead purchased lands on the
south side of Mount Artaban. Arthur Davies pre-
empted District Lot 1653 as early as 1887. H.W. Myers
held adjacent land to the east in 1888. In 1888, the
Simpson brothers, John and William, moved from
from Hood Point on Bowen Island where they had
established themselves two years earlier and settled
71 hectares (179 acres) of DL 1259 on Ramillies
Channel, known today as Brigade Bay. ' Fredrick and
Thomas Jr. Keeling and John Sisson pre-empted a
large block of land on Ramillies Channel in 1891 and
received their Crown grant in 1902. Henry E.
Hurcham, the earliest settler at Hope Point, pre-
empted his land in 1890 and after securing his Crown
grant in 1908, sold the property to William Arthur
Bishop. FEW. Wright held a pre-emption on the west
side of Hope Point in 1906 and received a Crown grant
in 1910. In 1905, William Hitchcock pre-empted land
north of Halkett Bay that had access to the water of
Ramillies Channel. Thomas Wickham Davey pre-
empted the adjacent land to the south in 1911.

The desirable farm qualities of these lands also
made them prime property for speculation. The Land
Title entries' for Gambier Estates illustrate this
frenzied activity. Funke sold his property to Thomas
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