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Abstract 

 
This study is a forest ethnography, which is an ethnographic genre that explores 

“what forests are” and “how they came to be” primarily by examining the complex social 

histories of those that live near forested spaces. Specifically this study is focused on 

Cumberland, B.C., and how the residents of this small community on Vancouver Island 

rallied to purchase 110 hectares of local forest as a communal holding, reinvigorating their 

social and economic future. The creation of the Cumberland Forest required the community 

to reimagine the Forest as a communal space, not an instrumental economic commodity. 

Space theory and communitarianism, interviews and discourse analysis, were among the 

theories and methods used to explore the Forest’s creation. The research concluded that 

forest preservation can create viable economic contexts in which local forests can be 

envisioned as shared mutual assets – as a “commons.” Place-making may provide a model 

for fostering an emergent public ethic in shared forested land, bestowing an alternative 

foundation for Community Economic Development (CED) that is not based in utility. In this 

new articulation of CED, other communities at the end of old-growth logging may see a 

transition model for themselves. 

 

Key words: Forest Ethnography, Forest Preservation, Community Economic Development, 
Social and Cultural Capital, Space and Place, Extractivism.  
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This is the thing: If it was Crown land, we would have no say, no issue, no control, no 

ability to do anything about it .... Crown land belongs to Ottawa, belongs to the 

province, belongs to whoever. This forest belongs to us. 

--Cumberland Resident 
 

The Cumberland Commons: A Forest Ethnography 

 
Forests frame the lives of many people on Vancouver Island. Access and connection 

to natural spaces define what many British Columbians see as a key aspect of living the 

“Good Life.” Yet, we seem deeply disconnected from understanding the value of what 

forests are, and what they could be, to our communities: social, cultural, and economic 

sources of vitality. Strategies for economic development seem to be trapped in a stultifying 

cycle that views forests as little more than an instrumental commodity. Roughly 50% of the 

British Columbian forestry industry is valuable old-growth extraction. Once a seemingly 

never-ending resource, old-growth forests on Vancouver Island are now in rapid decline 

(Markey, 2005, 2012; Mason, 2019;Worthing & Coste, 2017). Traditional models of 

Community Economic Development (CED), emphasizing large-scale logging and resource 

extraction, fail to adequately describe the reality of what people want and need for 

healthful communities. Data used in CED often positively associate forestry with social 

well-being, predicating prosperity on the availability of well-paying work (Parkins, 

Stedman and Beckley, 2009). However, forestry jobs are currently on the decline as access 

to valuable old-growth timber slows (Coste & Worthing, 2017). Vancouver Island has 

experienced massive job loss in logging, cedar shake, shingle, and timber transport. Saw 

and pulp mill closures hollow out commercial centres. In a climate of supply anxiety and 

economic downturn, public land use, environmental stewardship, and quality of life are 
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pitted against privatisation, development potential, and the cold hard value of raw timber 

(Hernandez, 2018;Markey, 2005, 2012; Worthing & Coste, 2017). There is a pressing need 

to reimagine theories and processes for CED. 

However, it is communities, the people who live adjacent in these places, which 

struggle with these issues in a felt and tangible way. Creating new opportunities for CED 

requires communities to look beyond mere resource extraction. As residents diversify 

employment through short-term contracts, eco-tourism and hospitality, commuting, and 

opportunities to work remotely and collaborate on-line, communal landscapes take on new 

character. The forest in this kind of economic climate is less of a commodity described by 

the value of raw timber and/or development potential, and more of a landscape that 

defines home and a shared resource that creates community. Studies indicate that people 

need more than good jobs to feel themselves linked to land and place (Alemagi, 2010; Blunt 

and Dowling, 2006; Markey, 2005, 2012).  

The struggle to uncover and navigate new economic paths in communities looking 

to transition out of old-growth logging has also provided an opportunity for reflection and 

resurgence. Strong communities and connections to a social milieu are often built and 

supported by the landscapes we inhabit. Indigenous writers have often advanced 

traditional teaching on the value and importance of deep connections to land and place; 

these notions and ideas provide opportunities to access millennia-old knowledge about the 

integrated nature of community and land (Atleo, 2004, 2011; Coulthard, 2008; Simpson, 

2008, 2011). Forests can be understood as multi-layered and complex “spaces” and “places,” 

where narratives, historical context, and sensual relationships to landscapes shape how a 
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community envisions them (Casey, 1996; Markey, 2005; Radkau, 2012; Simpson, 2011; 

Tsing, 2015).  

The forest as a “space” is defined by its geographical boundaries, historical referents, 

and socio-economic descriptors, and becomes a “place” when it is inscribed and 

understood through particular human attachment (Casey, 1996, pp. 13-52). “Home” is an 

intrinsically spatial concept, one which constructs and connects places to human 

experiences of belonging and identity (Blunt and Dowling, 2006, pp. 2-26). Interaction, 

process, and engagement with land and people, in these places we call “home,” bring about 

innovation and resurgence (Simpson, 2011). Stable natural environments can create a vital 

foundation for community health and identity, providing a much-needed missing plank in 

CED strategies. 

A Vancouver Island community provides an interesting model to illuminate just 

such a way forward. In a daring and surprising move, the settler community of Cumberland, 

B.C. identified the local forest as a key element in defining a prosperous future. Residents 

rallied behind a unique preservation project, communally purchasing 110 hectares of 

forested land to prevent clear-cutting in the village environs (Figure 1 – The Cumberland 

Community Forest). Unable to seek political and financial support from the Provincial 

government to intercede on privately managed forested land, Cumberland residents 

organized, fund-raised, took matters into their own hands, and negotiated with the timber 

companies to purchase the Forest as a communal holding. In the process they redefined 

what the Forest meant as an economic, cultural, sociological and ecological resource.  

Cumberland rejected an instrumental view of the forest and appears to have 

experienced a vibrant social and economic transformation. How? If we are to understand 
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how Cumberland developed solidarity, agency, and identity to address their economic and 

environmental concerns through forest preservation, we need to understand how the 

community transformed a contentious economic and ecological “space” into a communal 

“place” of social importance.  

 In examining Cumberland’s creation of the Forest I was driven to ask the following 

research questions: How was the Cumberland Forest created as a commonly-held piece of 

land? What social interaction and public ethic motivated the community to preserve it? 

What is the Forest in community perception? How is the communal, cultural, and economic 

value of a forest changed when it becomes a “place” of particular shared meaning in a 

community? In attempting to answer these questions, I conducted an ethnographic study of 

the Forest and the community adjacent. Conceptual ideas like social and cultural capital, 

the public ethic, as well as space and place, Indigenous teaching about the unity of land and 

people, and theoretical traditions like communitarianism and those associated with the 

“spatial turn” in social thought, provided a framework for navigating data comprised of 

interviews with community residents, historical research, and discourse analysis. This 

ethnography reveals how Cumberland replaced an ethos of individualism, one more typical 

of a resource-industry past, with an emerging public ethic. Such a public ethic, through 

which the community saw themselves as connected to the land that was their home, guided 

them as they turned their rugged self-sufficiency into community action and saved a forest. 

My thesis for this project is stated as follows: in the residents’ creation of the 

Cumberland Forest, the public good was given both metaphorical and tangible form in 110 

hectares of trees, trails and creeks; forest preservation gave the community an identity and 

opened opportunities for economic, cultural, and social resurgence. The community 
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attached significant meaning and shared values to the Forest, envisioning it through local 

histories and circumscribing it through communal narratives, thereby creating it as a 

“place” which they identified as a “commons.” This has given the community greater 

cohesiveness, which we can see performed and entrenched in social interaction. Ultimately, 

in Cumberland’s act of forest preservation we can see an act of place-making—of creating a 

landscape of home.  

Place-making provides a model for fostering an emergent public ethic in shared 

forested land, bestowing an alternative foundation for Community Economic Development 

(CED) that was not based in utility. In this new articulation of the public good, and a related 

public ethic, other communities at the end of old-growth logging may see a transition 

model for themselves. 

Literature Review 

 
The Cumberland Forest as Unceded Territory of the K’ómoks First Nation 

 
 The Cumberland Forest is part of the unceded traditional territory of the K’ómoks 

First Nation (KFN) and the Cumberland community is the product of settler colonization 

(Figure 2 – K’ómoks Territorial Map). The K’ómoks territory is located in the Comox Valley, 

extending 200 kilometres from the Salmon River in the north to the Englishman River in 

the south. No treaty has ever been established with the KFN and their aboriginal rights and 

title have never been extinguished; the Government of Canada ostensibly holds the title in 

trust. The vast majority of the southern portion of the KFN territory was sold off for 

resource extraction and became heavily privatised in the late 1850s and early 1900s. The 

KFN community is extremely active in protecting the remaining Crown land 

(www.K’omoks.ca). In their generosity, the K’ómoks First Nation offers many opportunities 
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for the settler population to interact, learn and seek guidance on projects and 

developments within the KFN territory, specifically through the “Guardian Watchman” 

program, which “include environmental monitoring and research, wildlife and traditional 

plant inventories, cultural protection and community outreach” (www.K’omoks.ca).  

There are no formal relationships between the KFN and the CCFS. However, while 

not directly involved in the protection and dedication of the Cumberland Forest there are 

both personal and working relationships between the KFN and key actors in the 

Cumberland Community Forest Society (CCFS) through partner projects. Key CCFS leaders 

are involved in the “K'us K'us Sum” restoration project, which is a local collaboration 

between the Province, City of Courtenay, and the KFN to restore an old Mill site. The KFN 

cultural leadership (the Kumugwe Cultural Society) has provided performances as part in 

the CCFS's special events including the Forest Stories Project. 

Recognition that the Cumberland Forest, viewed here as a “home” to the settler 

community under discussion, is rooted in the violence and cruelty of colonialism provides 

necessary context to what the Forest “is” and “how it came to be.” Settlers call this place 

“home” because the Indigenous peoples whose land it is were displaced and 

disenfranchised by European colonization. I am writing as a member of this settler 

community.  

The Cumberland Forest as Ecological and Geographical Space 

 

The Cumberland Forest is on the boundary of two distinct zones: the Coastal 

Douglas Fir Biogeoclimatic Zone and the Coastal Western Hemlock Zone. The southeast 

side of Vancouver Island is a rain shadow environment, and Cumberland is in a little dry 

belt that runs all the way up the east side of the island. In this rain shadow zone, southeast 
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Vancouver Island, Gulf Islands, and Sunshine Coast, the majority of the forested lands that 

haven’t been lost to farming, urban and suburban areas have been converted to non-native 

species and almost all of this is industrially logged (Figure 3 – Coastal B.C.’s Private 

Managed Forest Land (PMFL) Map, BC Gov. 2019). There is virtually no old growth left in 

the climatic zone where the Cumberland Forest is situated. Certain species, both flora and 

fauna, require old growth habitat and these species are often at risk for extinction or 

extirpation (Comox Valley Land Trust Rep in interview). 

Forestry and other resource-extraction industries such as mining have historically 

provided the economic backbone for Southern Vancouver Island settler communities. 

Moreover, political history, dating to the time of Confederation, has shaped the ecological 

landscape in a very direct and deliberate way. Specifically, in 1871, Prime Minister Sir John 

A. Macdonald transferred roughly two million acres, entitled the Esquimalt and Nanaimo 

Land Grant (E & N Land Grant), into the private hands of a coalition of investors headed by 

politician and Cumberland coal baron Robert Dunsmuir (Figure 4 – E & N Map). The E&N 

land was granted ostensibly for the purpose of building a railway across southern 

Vancouver Island; the project stalled, was discarded, and the land was parcelled off to 

forestry companies (Morales, R., Thom, B., Egan, B., 2007; Trainer, Antonson, & Antonson, 

2015). The E&N Land Grant essentially privatized commonly-held Crown land, including a 

vast swath of the unceded traditional territory of the K’omoks, Cowichan, Halalt, Lyackson, 

Ts'uubaa-asatx, and Penelakut First Nations. Logging, access, and land use rights have been 

hotly contested by the K’omoks and the six Hul’qumi’num First Nations for generations 

(Morales, R., Thom, B., Egan, B., 2007; Pierce, 2014).  
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Lands granted before 1906 were only subject to Canadian federal log export 

restrictions, rather than the more stringent B.C. rules, making logging incredibly lucrative 

(Taylor, 1975; Trainer, et al, 2015).  In 2003 the B.C. government brought in the Privately 

Managed Forest Lands Act (PMFL) to provide additional governance over forestry practices, 

but this legislation is largely self-policed by the industry and has done little to ensure 

environmental standards. The B.C. Coastal Forest Sector Revitalization plan readily admits 

that of the 30% of forests governed by this Act, the majority are located on Southern 

Vancouver Island—within the E & N borders (B.C. Gov., 2019). Unchecked clear-cutting has 

damaged wetlands, wildlife habitat, and land access for both settler and Indigenous 

communities up and down the South Island (Hernandez, 2018; Horter, 2008; Morales, R., 

Thom, B., Egan, B., 2007; Worthing & Coste, 2017).  

The Cumberland Forest as Economic Space 

 
The settler relationship with forests is most often described as an economic one, yet 

is poorly understood. By the sheer nature of the long growth time required, forests are 

difficult resources to farm and manage, and the real gain of timber as a commodity does not 

stay in the places where it is harvested. Canada is still significantly a staples-based 

economy and the vast diversity of the landscape, particularly in the rural West, make 

transportation of timber out of specific localities to larger centers a necessity (Markey, et al, 

2015). Vancouver Island has the further complications of isolation and ocean transport. 

Decisions relating to forestry labour are made in cities on the mainland, and the capital 

produced by that labour traditionally operates far from the environs of extraction. 

Therefore, communities have little political and economic sway in the management and 
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protection of forests. These economic constraints have rarely been challenged because 

forestry and logging often provide the major means of economic vitality (Markey, 2005).  

Cumberland has traditionally been a resource-dependent community, with a low 

median income compared to the B.C. provincial average, and has only recently begun to see 

a positive shift in its socio-economic status (2016 Census, Statistics Canada, 2018; 

Cumberland Economic Strategy, 2018). As such, Cumberland had few financial resources 

with which to battle the private forestry companies who owned the surrounding timber. 

Forests have become finite resources. Those that wish to capitalize on the commodity value 

of timber are rushing to get their money out while they can, while environmentalists 

struggle to salvage the fragile ecology (Coste & Worthing, 2015; Hernandez, 2018; Tsing, 

2015).  

Communities live in the crux of competing demands: the economic and political 

structure on one side, and the meaning these forests have to their social and cultural 

identity on the other (Casey, 1996; Markey, 2005; Radkau, 2012; Tsing, 2015). Research 

indicates that a loss of a sense of ownership and involvement in forested lands and 

environs has a negative impact on community health and survival (Alemagi, 2010; Markey, 

2005, 2012). These researchers argue government should do more to help people feel 

connection and ownership of forested lands in their communities (Alemagi, 2010; Markey, 

2005, 2012). However, government intervention and public ownership are no easy fix as a 

prescriptive policy. Tsing (2015) speaks of  “public property” as an oxymoron that 

overemphasizes  “property” at the expense of “public” (p. 79). Moreover, the social and 

cultural constitution of that “public” matters a great deal. In an environment of 

privatization, the work of advocating for managing resources and protecting community 
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welfare, relative to the competing demands of corporate interests wanting to monetize 

such assets, all too often becomes the direct responsibility of communities with little 

support or resources (Markey, 2005).  

While residents can be very passionate about the places where they live, and which 

are likewise home to strong cultural identities, they often struggle to co-operate 

collectively because “the strength of the resource economy, and the belief that resource 

booms would follow natural bust cycles, instilled a culture of individualism” (Markey, 

Breen, Vodden, & Daniels, 2015, p. 887). These forested landscapes may be “home,” but 

highly individualistic attitudes towards profit and prosperity can act to pre-empt collective 

action even when that action would do great good. People who have come to live with and 

rely on these natural areas as social and cultural spaces can suddenly find themselves next 

to a massive clear-cut with little or no recourse.  

Moreover, communities with no real history of collective action, often reliant on the 

very corporate resource extraction that provides their economic foundation, must now 

mobilize to defend their local environments. In doing so they will need to shore up 

relationships, figure out what these forested landscapes mean to them, and find solutions 

to difficult issues of communal ownership, local identity, and social cohesion.  

Social and Cultural Capital, a Public Ethic, and Identity Theory 

 
CED often stagnates when little emphasis is placed on the “local actors” who reflect 

the talent, education, and values of community members (Markey, 2005, pp. 127- 128). 

Cumberland is a community of only 3500 persons (2016 Census, Statistics Canada, 2018). 

Forest preservation requires significant community engagement and committed local 

actors (Alemagi, 2010; Markey, 2005). Campaigning for collective forest ownership in a 
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small community would be a very tough sell, yet the Cumberland Community Forest 

Society (CCFS) managed to garner significant local engagement; this indicates an incredible 

cohesion in community values and identity. 

Communitarian philosophers like Etzioni (2014) discuss the way communities are 

built through shared geographical, sociological, and ideological facets, providing a 

framework for understanding how such collective action and a public ethic can be fostered. 

Etzioni (2014) suggests, as does Barrett (2015), that through community we set aside our 

individual desires, and construct notions of what constitutes the common good. This 

provides social governance that is closest to our families, neighbourhoods, and personal 

networks; these intimate connections constitute our first order of collective organization. 

The idea of “reciprocity” is central to a communitarian understanding of social justice; each 

member of the community owes something to all as individuals, and the community as a 

whole owes something to each individual; this provides a framework for accountability and 

social obligation (Etzioni, 2014).  

Putnam (2002) describes networks of reciprocal relationships in communities as 

representing in their substance “social capital.” The theory of social capital supports the 

idea that the co-operation and active engagement of community members in civil society 

constitutes an “asset” that can be leveraged for the public good. By way of contrast, cultural 

capital is the collection of the skills, talents, and education embedded in a community that 

constitute a kind of collective resource to be drawn upon when addressing shared needs 

and goals (Bourdieu, 2000; Putnam, 2002). Interacting socially and discussing communal 

concerns builds the social capital that forms the scaffolding of effective local politics 

(Putnam, 2002, p. 6). Bourdieu’s (2000) concept of "habitus," the collection of cultural 
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attitudes, historical understandings and personal knowledge which we use to navigate the 

distance between self and world, allows us to understand how the forest and ideations of 

home could be constructed in the communal cultural landscape.  

I think of “habitus” as being both experiential and mimetic, in that it is constructed 

from stories you are told about the past, have created from experiences, mirrored from 

social interaction, revealed in the way you utilize skills and knowledge to respond to social 

pressures. I don’t perceive “habitus” as inescapable and deterministic but rather more like 

an unconscious disposition or a dynamic community posture that includes class, ethnic, 

and individual elements. It is these individual skills, reactive tendencies, and experiential 

knowledge that coalesce in community as aspects of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 

2000).  

These concepts of Bourdieu’s help us understand how Cumberland’s specific 

identity and cultural capital enabled the community to negotiate the objective space of the 

forest with their active and embodied attachments with it as a landscape of “place.” Taken 

together social capital, cultural capital and habitus become concepts that extend the 

theoretical basis of this present study. They do so by focusing analytical attention on the 

surprising “wealth” of symbolic resources even a small community can bring to bear in the 

large task of community development.  

All that said, communally purchasing land would require more than social and 

cultural capital: it would also require the co-ordination and acceptance of a mutually-

embraced public ethic. By such a “public ethic” I mean an understanding of social 

responsibility as molded through those reciprocal community relationships and direct 

social interaction. To this purpose, a “public ethic” can be defined as the value placed on 
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relations and institutions that support communal resources, providing opportunities for 

co-operation and expressions of collective interest (Barrett, 2015, pp. 2-3). A burgeoning 

public ethic creates cohesiveness, bringing disparate people together to achieve communal 

goals despite the larger governmental interventions and economic pressures that they face. 

Markey (2012) speaks passionately about specific context, community culture, and key 

social actors as important indicators of success in economic transformation and 

sustainable forestry practices (pp. 175–179). This is true especially when they are 

arranged around a particular geographic “space” and “place” of social importance and value 

(Tsing, 2015).  

Psychologists Smith, Thomas and McGarty (2015) utilize identity theory to discuss 

the importance of local actors in social change. They argue that in inviting debate, 

collectively discussing, and coming to consensus on shared issues we provide the 

“confidence to coordinate, organize, and jointly act”; these actions then become an 

expression of identity and shared ethical belief (p. 546). Identity theorists claim that a 

sense of self is connected to a pattern of behaviour or action, and to participation within in-

group identities (Lindlof 2002; Ting-Toomey, 2009; Collier, 2005a). Collier (2005a) 

conducted a variety of studies utilizing interview techniques to look at cultural 

identification, individual identity, and agency. Collier (2005b) examined how history, as 

well as socio-economic and political factors, affects how people negotiate and present 

identity.  

By utilizing such theory we can examine how certain social discourses create 

collective communities of understanding, governing what constitutes moral 

understandings through certain media (Lindlof, 2002). Shared texts, discourses, narratives, 
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and speech acts all help to construct a shared identity that leads to a pattern of behaviour 

in social interaction (Lindlof, 2002). A text on Canadian regionalism notes that community 

and regional pride can work to define and reinforce cultural identity, and that such identity 

can be drawn upon as an asset in the development process (Markey, et al. 2015). In 

conjunction with engaged social and cultural capital, we can connect communal 

understandings of forested land use to its place in cultural identity and the ability of a 

community to imagine and to act.  

However, such identity theory is fraught with complications, especially when 

attempting to recognize the power dynamics at play in “who” is included in the in-group 

identity and what portions of the communal story are left out of discussion. To understand 

CED in the context of truth and reconciliation, and in the context of social as well as 

environmental justice, settler communities must also take responsibility for and recognize 

the colonial roots of communal identity. Decolonizing acts look to recognize the Indigenous 

heritage in “place”: settler communities must develop, share, and maintain alliances that 

honour protocol, respect cultural differences, and seek to learn and listen (Lowman and 

Barker, 2015). This can be a very painful process, but one that must be undertaken.  

Nishnaabeg teaching, as related and interpreted by Simpson (2011), reminds 

listeners “the expression of diversity and personal difference in how we share and frame 

our experiences are not in opposition to each other but are angles and perspectives that are 

“necessary parts of a larger whole” (p. 59). This is dynamic and on-going; traditional 

Nishnaabeg indigenous story-telling often include narratives of people “visioning and 

dancing new realities into existence” (Simpson, 2011, p. 70). Scholars on decolonization 

describe the identities of Indigenous and settler peoples not as oppositional, not as being 
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defined by differences, but rather through “relationships to each other and to the land” 

(Lowman and Barker, 2015, p. 16-17). In the words of Chaw-win-is “it’s always all about 

the land” (Lowman and Barker, 2015, p. 111). Understanding identities as intersectional 

and non-discrete can help us navigate the complexity of the power dynamics in diverse 

contemporary societies like that of Vancouver Island. Navigating power in class, racialized 

and ethnic communities is important, but in the context of decolonization there is an 

opportunity to understand identity primarily through land: how people “relate to and 

respond to land as a living identity” (Lowman and Barker, 2015, p. 111).  

Indigenous and settler communities have entangled histories that influence each 

other; mere recognition of our identities is not enough. True decolonization is about 

“transformative practice”–actual acts (Coulthard, 2008). We cannot merely pay lip service 

to idea of being settlers living on Indigenous land: stating this in common address at public 

meetings or inviting Indigenous people to a formal welcome at a public event are half steps. 

Our “acts” must make substantive change to Indigenous lives and land. Perhaps moving 

towards a place-based conception of CED will allow us to make that transformation 

possible. Tsing (2015) cogently argues that “disturbed landscapes are ideal spaces” to 

investigate both human and ecological transformation (p. 160). However, we will also need 

to transform how we identify and relate to the land. 

Extractivism and Indigenous theory on Community, Place, and Connections to Land 

 
Extractivism is the “dominant economic vision” behind colonialism and capitalism 

(Klein, 2013, n.p.). Leanne Simpson explains the concept of extractivism with precision in 

an interview with Klein (2013): 
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My land is seen as a resource. My relatives in the plant and animal worlds are 

seen as resources. My culture and knowledge is a resource. My body is a 

resource and my children are a resource because they are the potential to 

grow, maintain, and uphold the extraction-assimilation system. The act of 

extraction removes all of the relationships that give whatever is being 

extracted meaning. Extracting is taking. Actually, extracting is stealing—it is 

taking without consent, without thought, care or even knowledge of the 

impacts that extraction has on the other living things in that environment. 

That’s always been a part of colonialism and conquest (n.p.).  

In looking to understand an Indigenous perspective of the settler logging practices and 

extractivist economic policies, I came across Nishnaabeg stories of the cannibalistic 

Windigo (Simpson, 2011). These stories, relating the dangers of addictive and indulgent 

behaviour, devoid of all reason and control, read like metaphors for “extractivist” settler 

mentalities; they are explanations of the dangers of an insatiable desire to consume natural 

resources with no respect for balance or the future of our communities, our homes, and 

ourselves (Simpson, 2011, p. 71).  

It was unsettling and upsetting to read; I became unsure of the validity, justness, and 

context of my research on a settler community making a forest their home, and I felt lost 

and confused as to how to move forward.  I did not want to just wholesale adopt 

Indigenous ideas as if they were my own cultural property, but neither did I want to 

“extract” for my own purposes, or debase and compartmentalize Indigenous knowledge. 

Simpson tells us “the alternative to extractivism is deep reciprocity. It’s respect, it’s 

relationship, it’s responsibility, and it’s local” (Klein, 2013, n.p.). I needed to create 
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conversation and dialogue with the ideas, to listen to and dig deeper into my hope that 

“place” can provide a way forward. 

There are many connections and concepts embedded in critical Indigenous 

scholarship that speak to the value of natural spaces as social and cultural constructs (Atleo 

2004; Simpson 2008, 2011). Atleo (2004) writes about “Tsawalk,” which is an ancient Nuu-

chah-nulth spiritual concept that “everything is one,” that the spiritual and physical realm, 

all forms of life, are interconnected. Within this notion there is a philosophy and worldview 

that sees the origin stories and oral history of the Nuu-chah-nulth as powerful sources of 

knowledge; these collected stories represent millennia of patient, careful observance, and 

reflection on what constitutes the best life to live, and the best ways to live together (Atleo, 

2004, p. 129). In reading about the principles of Tsawalk I could see connections to 

European ideas I was already familiar with: the value of cultural narrative, a lack of holistic 

thinking in the social sciences, Perspectivism, the way language creates significance, and a 

way for us to politically “understand the value of the individual without necessarily 

undermining the value of the group” (Atleo, 2004, p. 133). In short the many ideas we 

require to inspire a place-based shift in CED.  

In her dissertation on traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) Simpson (1999) talks 

about how indigenous knowledge is often “dismissed as subjective, unreliable, and 

anecdotal” (p. 3). Academics often view TEK as parallel and fractious rather than a 

complete understanding of a reality (Simpson, 1999). Qualitative researchers in the social 

sciences may look to stories as sources of knowledge and cultural signposts, but arguably 

as adjuncts or additions to a particular Western scientific worldview. Atleo (2004) argues 

that scientific theories become stories that settlers tell themselves about the world: They 
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tell us what is significant, and direct how the data we collect and the assumptions we make 

are to be understood. Atleo (2004) uses the example of Darwinian theory, which 

“postulates that biodiversity evolved through survival-of-the-fittest … it follows logically 

then that dominance, strength, superiority, and survival are the natural designs of creation” 

(p. 127). As Atleo (2004) points out, those scientific ideas lead us to see things as 

fragmented and compartmentalized; the scientific method, in categorizing, documenting 

and proving, creates a context in which settler European thinkers conceive of life and its 

constituents as existences separate from one another. Instrumentalization is a by-product 

of this way of thinking: once we have documented, categorised what something is, we can 

figure out how to use it. 

Indigenous knowledge embedded in Nuu-chah-nulth oral history and relational 

structures found a world-view that is “Tsawalk,” connecting people intimately and 

completely to each other, to the land, and to their homes. Within this conception, it 

becomes difficult to extract or separate one part of life from another. Being in the world 

requires reciprocal relationships. It requires respect for each other and the land. These 

ideas create the Forest as a very different kind of “place” than it is conceived of from within 

extractivism. This knowledge grounds the Nuu-chah-nulth people to the land they inhabit 

in a fundamentally more holistic fashion, because the land is them, it is us; we are one 

(Atleo, 2004, p.61 -66).  

However, I don’t want to adopt or reify these dynamic and alive indigenous 

philosophies, but rather come to understand how reciprocity and relationships can change 

both cultural and geographical landscapes. Indigenous knowledge about land as the 

primary connector between people and reality, and the necessity of both a personal and a 
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collective responsibility to community, provide a valuable contribution to ideas of place-

based CED. Simpson (2011) highlights the notion of “resurgence” as a powerful part of the 

Nishnaabeg stories she shares. Reading and imbibing new stories about how to live in and 

relate to the world can change perspectives, or at the very least make room for others. 

A Place-based Shift in Community Economic Development 

Community has a thick association with ideas of  “place” as “socially constructed 

space” (Barrett, 2015, pp. 1 - 2). Lefebvre, progenitor of the “spatial turn,” argued that 

everyday practice and perceptions shape the “spaces” we inhabit (Shields, 1998). Lefebvre 

rejected material determinism in describing our social and political organization. He felt 

that an ongoing struggle of  “demystifying social relations” could provide new ways for us 

to understand the effects of socio-economic factors and political domination, while leaving 

room for existential choice and agency (Shields, 1998, p. 111).  Places and spaces like 

landscapes and communities are actively created (Barrett, 2015; Etzioni, 2014; Tsing, 

2015). Examining the many intersections of historical, social, cultural, and geographical 

factors shows the complexity of the environment that fosters community forest projects 

like Cumberland’s.  

Integrating political, environmental, and historical frameworks provide tools to 

uncover the political and economic factors affecting community development and 

sustainable forestry practices (Markey, 2005; Tsing, 2015). We can understand the 

Cumberland Forest “is” and “how it came to be” as an event on the landscape’s horizon 

(Massey, 2006; Ogden, et al., 2018). Massey (2006) argues “Landscape” and “Place” can be 

understood or imagined as events rather than geographies. In doing so, an examination of 

the Cumberland Forest through intersecting attributes allows us to understand the many 
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forces that frame forest preservation—forces that are perhaps best explained through the 

language of spatial theory.  

Low (2017) describes space as both a material environment in which we produce or 

construct, and as an experiential environment that has cultural, symbolic, and emotional 

dimensions. It is in the creation of shared meanings and personal attachment that a space 

can become a place. Markey (2012) investigated the possibility of nurturing a shift from 

space-orientated analysis, to that of a more culturally charged place-based theoretical 

framework in navigating economic development in resource-reliant communities in rural 

B.C. Place-based economic development is envisioned as follows:  

a holistic and targeted intervention that seeks to reveal, utilize and enhance the 

unique natural, physical and/or human capacity endowments present within a 

particular location for the development of the in situ community and/or its 

biophysical environment (Markey, 2012, p. 878).  

Such a place-based shift in economic development requires a shift in community 

perceptions and understandings. Attachment to the physical space, economic value, and 

ecology of the forest seem important, but the sensuous, aesthetic and emotional connection 

are all also significant factors (Atleo, 2004; Harrison, 1992; Peace, et al, 2012; Lachmund, 

2013).  

There is much sociological research being conducted on this complex interpretation 

of the forest’s role in what we perceive as prosperous places to live and thrive (Peace, et al., 

2012). Community is arguably constituted by its local actors, and by what such people do, 

how they express and embody their beliefs, and how they convey their vision of a good life 

(Alemagi, 2010; Barrett, 2015; Markey, 2005; Simpson 2011). We can read and interpret 
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these ideas in language, narrative and social interaction. Lachmund (2013) argues that the 

“natural environment is anything but a distinct realm that can be treated in isolation from 

the worlds of human culture and politics” (p. 4). Moreover, these perspectives have very 

real economic and political use, in that we can use them as an aspect of community 

economic development.  

Unpacking Forests in Narrative  

 

I found myself wanting to hear the edge of human voices in the studies I read; how 

the people in the communities under discussion spoke to each other; how they understood 

their lives and how they imagined the prosperity that researchers hope to help them design. 

I felt the need for data sources that enable the researcher to describe the actual experience 

of life on the ground, illuminating the individual motivations or communal identity that 

foster action, the stories that could reveal a particular shared “habitus”. In order to give 

breath and breadth to place-based notions of economic and community development, we 

need to understand the identities of these local actors and how they perceive the forest in 

cultural communication. If forests can be conceived of as more than just the raw value of 

their timber or their development potential—as valuable places of human attachment—

what would that look like and how would it be communicated? We cannot examine a forest 

as a place of meaning without examining the cultural expressions of the people that live 

nearby. Nussbaum (1990) argues that “only through the focusing and sharpening power of 

narrative art could the messy matter of life assume a shape, become really real and true”, 

that the stories we tell to ourselves and each other have the power to shape public life (p. 

330). Hence, those stories can help define personal and public relationships to forests. 
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In the long history of civilization, forests have sat on the margins as wild spaces 

waiting to be hewn out by axes and chainsaws, punctured by roads, then populated with 

houses. Forests appear in millennia of vital and cross-cultural stories with a rich myriad of 

import and symbolism. Forests appear in narrative as sacred groves; the lair of monsters; 

labyrinths; havens for outlaws and mavericks fighting injustice; a place where humans 

become beasts and even meet gods (Harrison, 1992). Forests can be found everywhere in 

the “fossil record of cultural memory” (Harrison, 1992, p. x).  

This relationship with the forest changed in European cultures. Enlightenment 

notions of progress created an ideological separation from “barbaric roots”; forests became 

places to conquer and map instead of a place intimate and integral to the people. As 

modern society increasingly came to live in human-made metropolitan landscapes, 

scientific ideology and technological extensions of the senses worked to distance people 

from the wild places and spaces we once both feared and venerated (Harrison, 1992, p. 

199). However, a plethora of new cultural material has surfaced in the last decade, 

navigating notions of the “circle of life” and the interdependence of seemingly disparate 

lifeworlds (Kohn, 2013;Tsing, 2015; Wholleben, 2016). Interest in indigenous ideas like 

“Tsawalk,” as ways to understand a path out of global environmental crisis have become 

more predominant (Atleo, 2004 and 2011). Acknowledging the interconnectedness of the 

human lifeworld and natural ecology could rewrite the relationship between us and the 

“greater network of nature’s bio-diversity” (Harrison, 1992, p. 200).  

Simpson (2011) describes how connections to land, home, self, and each other are 

taught, felt, and forged through Nishnaabeg traditional story telling. While she would in no 

way advocate the appropriation and reification of traditional ways, there is much in 
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Simpson’s writing that looks to the creation and sharing of narrative as a “process for 

visioning, imagining, critiquing the space around us” (Simpson, 2011, p. 34). I connect her 

writing to an idea that forests may be more fully conceived of through “romantic” notions 

like attachments, awe at nature, and existential angst in the face of catastrophe; in 

precarious ecological situations, we imagine new possibilities for a commonality of space 

and place (Tsing, 2015). 

Kohn (2013) claims the forest has a particular identity and import that we unpack in 

our language, understanding, relationship and engagements. The meaning we make of our 

forests is the product of our cultural imaginations and historical contingency; both 

discourse and actual practice create the forest as a politically and culturally charged place 

(Hinchman and Hinchman, 2001; Lachmund, 2013; Mishler, 2009; Tsing 2015). Human 

activity may shape and meld wild landscapes, delineating both physical and perceptual 

boundaries, but forests are “spaces and places” that also shape us in turn. How we come to 

inscribe and describe the natural world has an effect on both humanity and the land (Atleo, 

2011; Kohn, 2013; Simpson, 2011;Wholleben, 2016). Interacting with the forest develops 

skills and knowledge about the natural world that changes human perceptions and 

identities (Atleo, 2011; Kohn, 2013; Lachmund, 2013; Simpson, 2011; Wholleben, 2016).  

Harrison (1992) argues that cultural expressions that imagine a forest as a “place 

where we dwell” provide deeper connection and cultural vitality (p. 202). He imagines 

these expressions as not only “dwelling” physically in space and place but also in our 

language and cultural expressions. These theories indicate that the stories local residents 

tell about the Cumberland Forest—their experiences, their favourite places, its role in their 

lives—are important sources of data. These narratives can tell us how the history and 
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culture of the community shaped what the Forest “is” and how the Forest may have in turn 

shaped the culture and identity of the community.  

Methodology 

 
The present research conducted is framed as a “forest ethnography,” which looks to 

describe “what forests are” and “how they came to be” primarily by examining complex 

social histories of those that live near these forested spaces (Ogden, et al., 2018, p. 3). 

Forest ethnographies look to understand the forest as a “place” through human experience, 

not as geographical spaces distinct or separate from human understanding (Ogden, et al., 

2018). Ethnography is a valuable tool for creating a place-based assessment for CED. The 

ethnographic tradition looks at experiences and activities through the eyes of the people 

under study, allowing a research framework where community attachments to the forest as 

a “place” can be navigated by listening to people speak about their lives (Alsup, 2004; 

Brown & Dobrin, 2004; Ellis, 2004; Tsing, 2015; Vannini, 2015). I have also included 

elements of reflexive ethnography, which privileges the voice of the writer as co-creator of 

the realities she describes (Alsup, 2004; Behar, Ellis, Bochner, et al, 2011; Brown, Dobrin, 

2004; Howe, 2009; Foley, 2002). As both researcher and participant in the settler 

community under study, my interpretations are inevitably non-neutral. 

In gathering data I utilized a form of mobile ethnography, interviewing 15 key 

informants. These informants were chosen based on their role in the community as 

engaged local actors or elected representatives, and also to provide a diversity of 

newcomers versus those with long standing family ties in Cumberland. Interviews were 

conducted while walking through the forest and inviting informants to take me to a place of 

particular importance (Vannini & Vannini, 2017). The landscape itself provided the 
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backdrop and context for conversation. In a few other circumstances I visited participants 

in their place of work or homes. Following the tenets of naturalistic inquiry, I used informal 

dialogue instigated by a set of semi-structured questions (Appendix 1). In a few situations 

where I met with representatives of public institutions and organizations, I created a 

particular directed set of questions to more fully investigate themes that arose in 

discussions with participants.  

Where it came to analyzing the information so collected, I used narrative analysis to 

explicate qualitative data comprised of recorded stories, conversations, and shared 

recollections (Ellis, 2004; Howe, 2009; Hinchman & Hinchman, 2001; Gergen & Gergen, 

2001). Content analysis provided a first-order data organization to illuminate narrative 

structures such as theme, symbolism, and imagery. Keywords, symbols, and specific themes 

from transcripts were plotted to identify repetition and highlight relationships (Corney & 

Ward, 2008; Fitch, 1994; Merrigan, et al., 2012. pp. 134-139). I combined auto-

ethnographic reflections with observations of examples of the community in action—

collective social activity where I could see those narratives embodied and performed 

(Vannini, 2015). I not only looked for narratives of the Forest, but the ways they were 

threaded into communal identity and agency.  

What Happens When a Forest Becomes A “Place”? 

Conserving the natural world is having people go out in it and fall in love with it, otherwise 

we're doomed. If nobody gives a crap about nature … I might as well quit and hang up my 

hat.  

--Local Conservation Biologist 
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Interpreting the Forest through the lens of space and place allowed a context to 

understand what the Cumberland Forest “is” and “how it came to be.” Ethnographic 

interviews produced data revealing how the community coalesced the geographical, 

economic, and historical space of the Forest into a "place." What emerged were themes, 

narratives, and on-going conversations, instigating other contributions, connections, and 

personal reflections. Informants discussed the Forest as a place where they felt a 

resurgence of well-being, belonging and connection. The Forest appeared to be like a 

landscape-based framework for specific social mores and community interaction. 

Informants described the forest as a “home” from which economic, cultural, and social 

vitality stemmed. What I came to discover is that a forested landscape is not concretely 

grounded in a particular nature or geography, but interacts with social histories. 

Cumberland’s particular “habitus”, it’s local narrative of self-sufficiency and collective 

determination found expression in a public ethic; purchasing the Forest as a community 

became an important aspect of its identity and prosperity. By creating the forest as a 

“commons,” the Forest came to be defined in new ways, and in the process the perception 

and communication of its social, cultural, and economic value in the community were 

changed. 

The Environmental, Economic, and Historical Identity of the Forest 
 

In reviewing auto-ethnographic reflections I realized that the Forest frames my own 

imagination of “home”; it is the place where I feel the deepest sense of freedom and 

belonging. Up the Trent River Main logging road and into the trail network, you can pound 

your way up to the look-out point on Mount Nikkei. You can see the village of Cumberland 

tucked neatly to the left and a glimpse of the ocean to the right. The Forest for me is a 
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heaven of solitude, sweat, and green. I love its feisty ragged edges. I love the way the 

boundaries of the community-owned Forest abut against industrial extraction. There is 

something about it that appeals to the anti-establishment threads of my punk rock youth: 

The way planted trees, once waist-high, now obscure the view; the way the fireweed races 

through the rejuvenating cut blocks; the resilient nature of a forest with an itchy middle 

finger, blasting life through the instrumental degradation of the landscape.  

In conversation and interview I discovered there were many deep relationships, 

both personal, and as a public space, that my community has developed with this land. But 

it wasn’t until I physically hiked through the proposed Perseverance Creek Purchase plots 

with a key informant, that I understood, with the visceral awareness of feet on the ground, 

how precious and important a piece of land could actually be. The best option for 

conservation in the Cumberland Forest is preserving mature, high-quality, second-growth 

trees so they will recruit to old growth. This is where pockets of community-managed 

forests, even if they are multi-purpose recreation areas, have a two-pronged benefit: they 

provide both the social benefit of shared forested land, and the environmental benefit of 

encouraging the revitalization of species habitat and ameliorating the effects of climate 

change. Highly-educated social actors donating time and expertise have been instrumental 

in charting how the Cumberland Community Forest Society (CCFS) should best use its 

funds and capital—helping to design forest purchase plots with these ecological goals in 

mind (CCFS representative in interview, January 12th, 2019; CV Land Trust representative 

in interview, October 28th, 2018). However, my awe was inspired by much more than a 

financial and environmental appreciation of what the CCFS manages to achieve. 
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The character of this older forest felt sensuously different as we hiked the ridge that 

defined its borders. Fish habitat and riparian wetlands dot the landscape. Logging is 

proposed on steep slopes that drain into Perseverance Creek—a vital part of the local 

watershed. Interspersed with the thick trunks of established trees, giant red stumps are 

marked with the remnants of springboard logging (Figure 5 – Springboard Stump). It was 

hard to imagine this all gone without an emotional quiver. An informant was keen to 

highlight how the forest itself contains artefacts: woodstoves, pots, and apothecary bottles 

that can still be found in areas of old human habitation. Some sections of the Perseverance 

Creek site the CCFS hopes to preserve have not been cut in over 80 to 100 years, providing 

not only the best possibility for future old-growth forest ecology, but also a repository of 

turn-of-the-century logging techniques and the local history of Chinese and Japanese 

diaspora communities. It is as if this forest stood as a living example of all the things the 

theorists or researchers had described as technical elements of a complex landscape of 

space and place. But here it heaved with life.  

A forest ethnography is as interested in the people who live near a given forest as it 

is in the natural space itself; this project, as it approaches the social histories and identity of 

Cumberland residents, attached to and motivated by the Forest as they are, is no exception. 

However, the residents’ passion does not seem purely environmental. “Nature” as a 

grounding concept does not adequately describe the geographical relationships to home 

and identity (Massey, 2006; Merchant, 2003; Tsing, 2015), and very rarely in the interview 

transcripts did I find a desire to save the forest so it could be “left alone as nature intended.” 

Many informants characterized this particular static view of the Forest as not being 

“livable.” It is often difficult to imagine our roles in forest management beyond two-
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dimensional archetypes like “parasites” and “stewards,” yet the Cumberland Forest seemed 

to be imagined as a much more interconnected and active place.  

Understanding the Forest as a “natural” space, yet not one separate from the 

“human-made” world, illuminated an interesting tension in the community perceptions of 

the Forest’s role in their social and cultural lives. Massey (2006) describes “place” as 

dynamic, manifold, and complex, and she rejects a conception of natural spaces as 

something eternal with defined boundaries or static identities. Massey (2006) argues that 

we negotiate and evolve our relationships with “nature”, that we create them in interaction 

as events or happenings (p. 45-46). This implies activity, a relationship that is successively 

performed and then dispersed. Human experience and memory create “nature” as a 

landscape of “place”. “Place” at particular point in time can be perceived of as horizontal or 

stacked, versus a linear conception of its position in space and time: the Forest’s use and 

identification from the past still feed the present, but current perceptions change how we 

view that past. Massey argues, “space and landscape could be imagined as provisionally 

intertwined simultaneities of ongoing, unfinished, stories” (p. 46). The Forest is both a 

natural space, but also a human-created economic, political, cultural, and social one. 

Cumberlanders did not describe themselves as mere custodians of a forest that has 

an identity separate and distinct from the community; the meaning the Forest holds, the 

relationship the community has with it, seem to be the product of many social needs, 

cultural memories, and practical functions. The Forest also has an anthropogenic history 

even as “nature”: the Cumberland Forest is regenerating second growth that has been 

logged, in some places twice. Some detractors argued the Forest was not a “wild” place at 

all, but one heavily defined by human interaction. Moreover, while the Forest seemed to 
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exist in the Cumberland communal imagination as “nature” per se, it was not articulated as 

a “circle of life” or “natural lifeworld” as described by thinkers like Kohn (2013) or 

Wholleben (2016). In some ways, it seemed closer to Atleo’s (2004) description of the 

indigenous notion of “Tsawalk,” in that the forest seemed more like an extension of the 

community’s own self-identification.  

Content analysis revealed many connections to how the forest was used by 

residents, and local history was deeply intertwined in shared narratives. The Forest often 

appeared in narrative like a reservoir of the past. References to old mining shafts and 

locales dominated stories of places informants love to go, and mountain-biking trails often 

have a historical referent in their naming. Characterizations of the Forest seemed to also 

have an echo from the community’s labour heritage: The Forest was often spoken about as 

a “tired old workhorse,” or an “exhausted labourer” (A.J., October 27th, 2018). As one 

informant said: “this forest has given us enough,” “they got enough money out of it” (M., 

January 4th, 2019).  Or another: “It’s time to let the forest retire” (L., February 20th, 2019).   

In interviews, preserving the Forest was attached to notions of agency; it was 

wedded to a choice in lifestyle, a desire to have more control and ownership in the land 

they inhabited than current structures in forest management allow. Environmentalism 

plays a role in the identity and imagination of the Forest, but it also seems to be delineating 

a “place” that the community can occupy, laying out borders or territory. An informant 

explains: “The sad state of Vancouver Island is that it's basically a massive industrialized 

tree farm and a few other tiny pieces of land peeking out of that.... We got to take what’s 

ours. Make a stand for how we want to live (E., February 28th, 2019).” Informants did not 

define the Forest as “public” land in the political frame of that word, but more “our” land, in 
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what I imagine to be a very communitarian sense—immediate and closest to the 

community.  

Cumberlanders described their land ownership and forest management as very 

direct and tangible in comparison to Crown land or publicly-funded models as discussed by 

Markey (2005) or Alemagi (2010): “We understand that Crown land is ours as a country, 

but there isn't still the sense of economic and local ownership that there is with this 

particular land because everybody here has contributed and spent their hard-earned 

money. Everybody has volunteered to help raise the money. Everybody has written grants 

and done the work (D., February 10th, 2019).” Content analysis showed a strong trend 

towards a concept of a kind of “sweat equity” in the Cumberland Community Forest 

connections, derived not only from volunteering and donating time but also monetary 

contributions. Many informants also shared that they pay a monthly stipend to the CCFS to 

pay the mortgage on the land. The sheer size of the CCFS monthly donor list implies that 

direct ownership of the Forest may be part of a pervasive community ethic.  

While not being specifically environmentally motivated, it did not appear that 

respondents volunteer and donate to control harvesting or reap economic rewards either. 

When queried about possibilities for sustainable logging, informants seemed uninterested 

at best. Some informants even seemed to see the forest as more of a bulwark against 

certain visions of economic prosperity they did not want: “If not the forest then what? What 

will we end up with? A dried-out husk with crap houses all over it?” (N., January 2nd, 2019). 

Another informant explained: “I moved here because it is beautiful, and there are trees, and 

there’s a place to get away from everyone. I didn’t move here so I could live the dream in a 

suburban box … 10 ft. away from someone else living the dream” (R., October 3rd, 2018).  



The Cumberland Commons  
 

37

Each of these genres of the Forest identity, be they environmental, economic, and 

historical, need some unpacking, and each seem to be constant state of becoming—actively 

being updated, reinforced, and developed. Hiking a forest trail called Cabbage Patch I found 

cut marks on the side of a giant old stump most likely from the turn of the century. I 

imagined a grizzled old logger, standing on his springboard with a two-sided saw (Figure 6 

– Logging History). When I put my hand inside the huge wedge of the cut to feel the saw 

marks it was punky and soft. It occurred to me that even the deep marks of logging are 

decaying and disintegrating in the forest ecology. Nature is mobile and on the move 

(Massey, 2006; Merchant, 2003; Tsing 2015). It does not sit still—not as a geography or an 

ecology—and certainly not as an economic resource.  

How does the Economic Value of a Forest Change? 

Livelihoods in Cumberland were described as more piecemeal and improvised than 

the monetary pole position of the resource-based job as expressed in studies like that by 

Parkins, Stedman, and Beckley (2009). As big forestry and mining jobs dissipate, making 

money in rural areas has become very precarious (Coste & Worthing, 2015; Hernandez, 

2018). Many of my interviewees spoke of the need to “make work happen,” but not least of 

all because of a lifestyle choice: “I could make more money in the city. I’ve been there, done 

that” (R., October 3rd, 2018); “I do what I do, arrange my life so I can hit the trail by 3 pm” (J., 

October 27th 2018); “In Calgary if you’re not running, you’re in the way. We wanted 

something different” (M., October 25th, 2018); “I find myself so unhealthy in the traditional 

workplace” (T., February 19th, 2019); “Relying on contract is tricky and feels really insecure, 

but it has benefits like autonomy, and I can choose work I care about” (M., January 12th, 

2019). 
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Other Cumberlanders work away, yet pointedly see Cumberland as their home. One 

informant told me about getting depressed and homesick while working in Northern 

Alberta. He was reading a history text about the Germans invading Russia on the frozen 

steppe: the blasted landscape, the wind blowing, and frigid pointlessness of it all. He said he 

would look around at the heavily industrialized land where he was working, and think, 

"Yeah, put a blown-up tank there and you wouldn't know you weren't in the '40s in 

northern Russia” (E., February 28th, 2019). The informant was adamant that he could never 

live in such a place—no matter how good the work. Interviewees often expressed 

sentiments like this one: “I’m thrilled to get home to my bike and the woods” (J., October 

27th 2018).  

Residents also often spoke of the particular beauty, life, and vitality of the 

Cumberland Forest that drew them to make home in this place, even when they were 

employed far away. An informant told me: “I need to live near the forest …. It’s all beautiful 

to me … even the young 15 year-old forests or a cut block meadow. If I get to pick … I 

choose this” (E., February 28th, 2019). When people make an active choice to live in “place,” 

a certain landscape that they have a sensuous attachment to, not just because of work or 

resource extraction, the economic value of forested spaces change. The Forest comes to 

define home in the social and cultural context, and physically becomes a shared resource 

that defines community. The vision of community life reflected in the traditional CED 

literature statistics does not necessarily compare to how community is experienced in 

resource-industry communities, ones which might be thought to be predisposed to 

economic utility. 
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Historical perspective plays an important role in how Cumberlanders interpret the 

economic value of the Forest as a shared piece of land. However, perspectives and 

interpretations of that past change as the context of lived experience changes (Collier 

(2005b), p. 236). Many informants raised the point that Cumberland has been both 

beneficiary and victim of its time of economic depression. Historically, the community 

struggled out of economic decline after the closure of the last of the coalmines in 1966. 

These were described as dark days, but also as a time when the community really came 

together. The argument is that the creativity of the residents, the astounding social 

cohesion, and the authenticity of its buildings and existing forest have mostly been 

achieved because nobody wanted to come to Cumberland and make an investment: “It's 

ironic that it came about from an economic downturn …. It was a result of those economies 

down-turning that held it in stasis almost for X number of years” (D., February 10th, 2019). 

Economic abandonment allowed Cumberland to retain the authenticity and independent 

character that visitors find so appealing, and the community seems to have reaped the 

rewards of a deep-rooted social value in self-sufficiency. 

A local business owner related that when he tells customers that most of the 

establishments on the main street are family/community-owned and run, and that there 

are no franchise operations or major corporate investments in Cumberland, they are 

shocked. It seems unlikely to many that a community could be prosperous in such a limited 

pool of business activity.  My informant explains to detractors that people come here to 

ride, hike, and swim in the lake. People make money selling beer, food, jewellery, and 

creating opportunities for culture like bands, markets, and art shows. As one informant 
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said, there’s “a lot more emotion behind the money here” (M., October 25th, 2019).  

Economic vitality is a spin-off of access to the protected forest.  

A healthy mountain-biking culture and reputation have done much to link the Forest 

to local economic vitality: 

We've got enough to keep you there for days, if not weeks.... When you ride in 

Cumberland, especially if you're from out of town, you come and you’re staying with 

us, you go riding for the weekend, and all trails lead back to our community center, 

and that that's our strength …. It’s not just the trail network, it's the lake, and it’s our 

downtown. (J., January 20th, 2019) 

It has created a specific kind of economic culture and aesthetic that might not have existed 

otherwise: “The forest to more people is more important than anything. I think it's become 

a very important part of our identity. And I also think that it's a huge asset for the 

community. Absolutely huge. And it's changed the way people look at the village. It’s 

changed how we do business (L., February 3rd, 2019).” This is where we see that economic 

and ecological precariousness has an upside: as scarcity and supply anxiety make us more 

aware, we become more adventurous and creative, and we seek allies and shore up 

relationships. It signals an “opportunity” in a SWOT (i.e., strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats) analysis for CED. 

The idea of a “commons” makes a great summative metaphor for what people seem 

to imagine or hope the role of the Forest serves in the Cumberland community, even as an 

economic resource. That is, the Forest is a shared space that not only defines the locale, but 

is a common resource that people share, and even pin economic lives and social vitality 

upon. As an informant explained: 
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This is a story of a “little village that could”, pulling itself up from its bootstraps from 

a depression following the closure of the coalmines, to where we are right now, 

which is a hotspot of creativity and alternative economy ... The Forest as well as the 

trails, as well as other factors, are all important to that narrative (T, February 3rd, 

2019). 

How does the Cultural Value of a Forest Change? 

 
 In reading and researching the history of the Cumberland Community Forest, in 

trying to discern the particular brand of “habitus” and related cultural capital enacted in its 

preservation (Bourdieu, 2000), I found many examples of the Forest as a scenic backdrop 

of social histories, notably as relates to the history of coal mining there. Workers employed 

by the Union Colliery Mine in Cumberland suffered appalling conditions. The death toll per 

tonne of coal produced was extremely high even by the sickeningly low standards of the 

time (McCormack & Ross, 1977; Canadian Encyclopaedia, 2018). The mine owner, coal 

baron Robert Dunsmuir, is said to have exercised a cruel, arbitrary, and capricious control 

over the lives of his workers, and the heavy-handed suppression of unionization fed violent 

labour protest (McCormack & Ross, 1977, pp. 7 -9). Stories of the Great Vancouver Island 

Coal Mining Strike of 1912-1914 still reverberate in the community today (Cumberland 

Museum, 2018).  

Cumberland’s history as a mining community resonated powerfully in the 

narratives related to me in interview. The social and cultural value of the Forest could stem 

from a profound history of residents turning to each other in times of crisis. The forest was 

characterized as a place of refuge in these tales: families removed from company housing 

because of union affiliation or the death of a miner turned to the forest to hide and camp. 
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Stories of the migration down the Royston Road, now a mountain biking trail, to “Strikers 

Beach” figure in many “Old Cumberland” family stories regaled to me in interview. One 

particular story is that of Ginger Goodwin, for whom the local stretch of highway is named. 

Goodwin was a famed labour hero and conscientious objector during World War I. While in 

hiding near Cumberland because he had been conscripted for wartime service and had 

been involved in organizing a strike of mineworkers, Goodwin was shot in the back by 

“special constables” on a mountain trail high above the Cruikshank River (Stonebanks, 

2004). Ginger Goodwin’s story came up in 87% of the interviews when informants were 

questioned about what they knew about Cumberland’s history.  

People understand their cultural identity in relationship to the historical narratives 

that have come before them; these narratives and histories lay frameworks that shape how 

we speak of things and how we speak to each other. My informants seemed particularly 

aware of how important the Cumberland’s past is to current conceptions and the important 

role it played in community identity: 

There's been so many changes … multiple phases of history overlapping each other. 

Without that context, I don't think you really know about the place that you're living 

in necessarily … maybe it's just giving people a better understanding so that they 

can create a more full sense of their community. (A., March 5th, 2019) 

History is not just facts, but is also the narrative, the lens we view the Forest through that 

gives an authentic connected twist. An informant explained this very well: 

I think that the history is not just what happened a hundred years ago. It's what's 

happening now too. We're creating. It's an ongoing thing ... it's sort of like the crust 

of the pie and the pie is mountain biking and arts and culture. When you're biking 
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through the forest you come across old airshafts from the mines and these old trails 

that the miners used to walk on and the Chinese and Japanese orchards. I think it's 

important for the newcomers here to appreciate that (D., March 5th, 2019). 

Collier (2005b) describes this process of the creation of cultural identity as one 

characterized by contingency and changing representations and relationships, where the 

past is never fully shed but feeds the present. Collier’s ideas suggest that our pasts interlay 

with current perceptions and interactions, providing important referents and foundations 

for communal identity. Borrowing from her theory, I envision these historical narratives as 

limning a framework of how the Forest was to be viewed and understood in the cultural 

landscape of community perceptions.  

The E&N Land Grant also repeatedly emerged as an important historical facet and 

defining feature of the Cumberland forest in the community’s understanding. All of my 

informants referenced it in some way or another, most often in characterizing the forest as 

something unfairly taken from the community. The E&N Land Grant put public lands 

directly into the hands of Dunsmuir—himself the nemesis of the working people in local 

narrative (Trainer et al., 2015). The narrative, one in which Ginger Goodwin is martyred 

hero and Dunsmuir a mining magnate, seems to represent a bigger discourse about 

Cumberland’s labour heritage and community strength in the face of injustice (Figure 7 – 

Cumberland Museum and Archives). It is a narrative that people still connect with, and is 

often used to invite newcomers into the history and culture of Cumberland.  

Hinde (2003) studied the history of service groups and the labour movement in 

Ladysmith, another Island community with mining heritage. He notes that the strength of 

community was profound, and that it crossed what would normally be significant cultural 
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boundaries between disparate social groups (Hinde, 2003, p. 210 -211). Cumberland also 

has a strong heritage of service and active citizenry; people with little access to formal 

education and monetary resources made striking changes to local social welfare. My 

informant spoke of service clubs like the Rebeccas, Pythian Sisters, the Chinese and 

Japanese fellowships, of a group that developed an insurance plan for women who were 

often left destitute after loved ones died in the mines (Cumberland Museum and Archives). 

Hinde (2003) points to the history of mining strikes and labour mobilization as powerful 

examples of community engaged in the same argument and discourse; he points to the way 

this threads into contemporary perceptions and identities.  

Hinde (2003) argues community is a “dynamic historical process based upon 

continuous dialogue and interaction” (p. 210). Cumberland shares a similar history and 

discourse in analysis. An informant with long ties to the Cumberland community spoke of 

the way the community came together after the mine closed in early 1960s. Informants also 

spoke of feeling separate from the rest of the Comox Valley, of feeling marked as somehow 

separate by the ghettoization created by the economic downturn. This identity became 

entrenched over time; the Inland Island Highway 19 only connected Cumberland to the 

Courtenay city center and the rest of the Comox Valley in 1999. Informants told me of being 

teased about being from “Scumberland” in the large regional high school. Another told me a 

story of going to university in Vancouver and taking a sociology course that included 

ethnographic research in Vancouver’s notorious Downtown Eastside. The professor said “it 

can be scary, but there are other places far worse on Vancouver Island”; my informant 

realized that he was talking about Cumberland—her home. Another story told about 
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watching a show on CBC about “ghost towns” in which Cumberland featured, while she had 

an afterschool snack in the very same village.  

However, informants described an isolated but tight-knit and supportive 

community. Despite the economic and social hardships that followed on the closing of the 

mine, informants spoke of a myriad of social connections, of pleasurable times spent in the 

Forest: “We would actually walk to come into the village, [and this] would be through a 

wooded area. Because we'd go to Brownies, we'd go basketball practices, dancing practices, 

and everything, and everybody walked, everybody’s going through those woods (L., 

February 3rd, 2019).” It was a sense of being separate, of being economically abandoned by 

the Province that really seemed to galvanize a struggling community to go their own way.  

The Cumberland Community Forest Society’s (CCFS) flagship hash tag 

#restorethecommons (Figure 8) indicates that the community sees the preservation of the 

forest as a kind of reclamation of this land. Moreover, the commons narrative may also 

symbolize a victory for a community, which has struggled to survive and reinvent itself 

after many successive generations of political and economic trauma. The notion of a 

“commons,” with all the philosophical and historical import that the word implies, seems to 

be a powerful historical thread in the Cumberland Forest discourse and provides an 

intriguing metaphor in the settler identity.  

How is the Social Value of a Forest changed? 

 
The “commons” metaphor also points to an entrenched attitude about negotiating 

community, social responsibility, and ties to a particular landscape as an identifying feature. 

This plays out in the actual physical marking and use of the forest. The museum liaison was 

keen to mention that although the Cumberland Forest is marked deeply by its coal-mining 
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heritage, it is also the product of some diasporic communities that echo from the past. The 

museum and village are both active in creating opportunities for memorialization. For 

example, the Chinatown site recalls these once-vital communities, as does the site of the 

cabin of its last remaining resident, Hor Sue Mah or “Jumbo” (Figure 9 – Cumberland 

Museum and Archives). These places become areas of remembrance where people can 

revisit and commemorate the past.  

Recreational use of the forest for mountain biking is also an integral aspect of how 

the community performs and marks its attachments. Trail builders have an eye for carving 

trails through thick brush that highlight ridges, flow along creeks, and leap into valleys, 

exposing the beauty of the Forest’s diverse landscape. The mountain biking community 

reclaims and re-makes clear-cuts as places of value and social activity. The community is 

considered a “mountain biking Mecca” and recreational use is a profound aspect of 

Cumberland’s economic and social identity. However, many older residents see mountain 

bikers as interlopers and tourists. Moreover, the original land purchase by the CCFS was 

envisioned as a purely conservation effort. One informant expressed dismay at the number 

of people currently coursing through the forest, and felt it was a threat to the Forest’s 

ecological integrity. Arguments about what the forest is and how it should be managed are 

heated conversations that take place almost daily. As are conversations about how forest 

use and tourism are changing the nature of the community in turn. Gentrification is a word 

that is regularly bandied about in on-line community conversations and in the interview 

data.  

Not everyone loves what the Forest has brought to the community. The economic 

resurgence brought about by eco-tourism and mountain biking has made Cumberland 



The Cumberland Commons  
 

47

more expensive. Cumberland’s disenfranchised ghettoized past is rapidly receding, yet not 

everyone has benefited. The rental market is very tight and many people struggle to afford 

housing in what was once a low rent haven (Cumberland Economic Development Strategy 

Survey Report, 2018). Once popular recreational past times involving motorized vehicles in 

the Forest are now frowned upon and actively curtailed. I recorded a number of posts on 

community social media expressing resentment that municipal resources were being spent 

on recreation access for “outsiders” with “$10,000 mountain bikes” (R., October 2019). 

Many of my respondents expressed dismay at the inability to get table and beer at the local 

pub, which can be overrun by tourists at certain times of the year. There is also a 

perception that Cumberland has become far more regulated and less “free” than it once was 

in the past. Moreover, a few interviewees felt that there was a kind of imposition of a 

“Forest” aesthetic and social conscience, which devalued the experiences, history, and 

economic goals of other members of the community. However, a community inclination for 

communication and negotiation often prevails.  

The “Forest” as having an identity and value in the community is not a new frame. I 

found many examples, themes and threads in analysis of how people negotiated and 

interacted socially through the forest in both a historical and contemporary context: 

Chinese and Japanese miners planting apple orchards, flowers, and gardens; the trails 

carved and marked by the early punk-rock mountain bikers; Ginger Goodwin shot in the 

back high on a forested ridge; loggers on old spring boards carved into the side of a giant 

tree; Cumberland’s disenfranchised drunks sleeping it off in the underbrush; striking 

miners seeking refuge; Cumberland’s nature-kindergarten. These are complex images of 

attachments and use in the social setting. 
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Negotiating use surfaced a number of times in discussion with informants. One 

relation was particularly illuminating of a community attitude or posture towards the 

forest: 

[There was a complaint] about some daycare people bringing all the little kids to 

play in the forest: “Well, they're trampling the plants and stuff.” Well, I don't give a 

fuck if they trample the plants. Come on. Get out here and trample the plants. I want 

as many people to benefit as possible. If you get a “case of outdoors” in this highly 

traversed forest, you may be one of the people that want to go further… it's 

beautiful…. It starts with this. (E., February 28th, 2019) 

The unique social success of the Cumberland Community Forest seems to be found in the 

way it works as a platform. It’s a platform that speaks to different levels of use, engages 

different community groups, and acts as a negotiated space where community is forced to 

collaborate and share values. 

What community interaction creates the Forest as a “place’? 

 
If there is one thing Cumberland does well, it’s throw a party. We have beer, we have music, 

spectacle, theatre, and food. Races, parades … we have serious fun.  

--A Cumberlander 
 

The development and communication of the Cumberland community identity 

appears to take place in what ethnographic researchers would call a sociological 

performance. Through such a performance, the community communicates values, ideals, 

social norms and approbation in a series of rituals—such rituals involving a sensual 

experience and display, incorporating tools of memorialization and identity construction 

(Collier, 2005a; Dickinson, Blair, & Ott, 2010; Hinchman & Hinchman, 2001; Pink, 2009; 
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Vannini, Waskul, Gottschalk, 2012). Through participation and observation I witnessed 

performances and rituals that seemed specifically designed to bring people into the fold, to 

introduce them to the Forest, to a community ethic around that land. For example, the 

Cumberland Museum purposively draws community members into celebrations, 

memorials and performances, connecting them to the social and cultural history of 

Cumberland.  

One particularly strong example was the re-enactment of the funeral procession for 

labour hero Ginger Goodwin (Figure 10). The museum invited the community to celebrate 

and literally perform a piece of its collective history. A museum representative explained 

that they hoped people “walked away from it feeling like they'd had this experience 

together” (R., March 5th, 2019). An interviewee shared their feelings on the event:  

I remember feeling so many different emotions as I was walking down this street. 

These waves of like, "This is hilarious. We're carrying this coffin down Dunsmuir. I 

wonder what people will think," to being like, "Wow, we're over the No. 6 Mine 

where so many people died, and this is really significant.” (A., March 5th, 2019) 

My own reflection was a powerful and overwhelming feeling of catharsis. Cumberland 

suffered so much, and lost so many lives in pursuit of wealth for the few; then I felt this 

sense of pride about community as it is today, and how we overcame and persevered. I felt 

connected to these forbearers, to this village, even though I have no direct heritage in the 

community. 

Many layers of active performance work to construct the community identity, even 

in the local business community. In describing interactions with customers a business 

owner told me: 
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Every single person that comes in here, they have an opening. The curtain opens up, 

that's the moment they walk in. They have the show, which is what happens while 

they're here. Then, the curtain closes as they leave and it is a theatrical event. It's got 

a narrative, it's got a story, and they have to find something that's gonna keep them, 

if it's just the food and the beer, that's great. But the narrative always includes the 

history of Cumberland. (D., February 10th, 2019) 

Examining the storefronts on Cumberland’s main street showed a prominent mention of 

the Forest in local advertising. Signs indicating that a business was a proud sponsor of the 

CCFS, or displaying popular “Save the Cumberland Forest” posters in shop windows. 

However, It is not just the business community that shares in the benefits and power of a 

relationship with the Forest.  

Informants detailed many community social interactions they enjoyed and/or felt 

prestige in organizing. One informant told me: “one of the things that I saw when I first 

came here is connecting the dots of who's involved with what, and wondering just where's 

all this amazing energy coming from?” (R., March 5th, 2019). In coding a list of events 

mentioned in interview, I discovered they could be organized as to functions that 

developed social and cultural capital: intellectual, historical, fellowship and entertainment, 

economic, sport and recreation, and even succession planning. None of the stories were 

furnished to me in the context of duty; joy, fun and camaraderie pervaded the narratives 

shared. An interviewee explained: “there's those human-heart relationships that weave us 

together with other organizations that exist throughout the community” (R., March 5th, 

2019).   
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It appears that community attachments to the forest are performed in everyday life 

on a variety of different levels through social interaction, with profound elements of ritual 

and memorialization. Moreover, this interaction entrenches the values and shared history 

that lend the community the “habitus” that supports local economic development.  

How does the Political Value of a Forest Change? 

 

There are lots of different ways in which the Forest’s ecological identity and the 

socio-political structures of nearby residents ladder together. It was hard to code interview 

transcripts, and even to focus the conversations themselves, on separating life in the Village 

from the Forest as an entity. The Forest seemed to play a role in, and become a referent to, 

so many aspects of my informant’s lives. In interview everything from Village parking by-

laws, the affordable housing crisis, and local developers were discussed, and predicated by 

their relationship to the Forest. The Forest is a very politically charged “place”. 

The CCFS and Village of Cumberland are actively acquiring land from private 

interests and putting them back into the public domain. Governance of the Forest is 

entwined with local political structures: CCFS fundraises and collects donations to provide 

finances for the purchase of new Forest plots and also to service the existing mortgage. The 

Village of Cumberland physically buys the land and the local municipal government owns 

the Forest. Anyone that lives in the Village of Cumberland is therefore a co-owner. 

Ultimately, the governance of those lands is directed by the democracy we have in place for 

elected local governments. Every single resident in the village of Cumberland gets to vote 

for Village Council and Mayor, and those political actors are responsible for directing staff 

and other processes around land management.  



The Cumberland Commons  
 

52

The caveat is that the Forest has a conservation covenant placed upon it enabled 

under the land titles act in British Columbia. The Comox Valley land Trust (CVLT) is a third 

party accredited by the BC land management who holds the Forest’s covenant. The village 

exercises such rights as maintaining existing trails and allowing for public access. The right 

to cut down trees to make a park, change the hydrology, or build a building are alienated 

from the property. These rights are held by the CVLT whose mission mandate is to ensure 

the ecological integrity of the Forest. However, democratic process is still built into the 

society's act as well; community members also have the opportunity to join the CV Land 

Trust as members, show up at the AGM, vote for the board, or even stand for nomination, 

therefore actively participate in land management issues (Comox Valley Land Trust in 

Interview, February 3rd 2019).  

Political structures frame what the Forest “is” and how it is to be used, yet decisions 

about how the Forest is managed and negotiated happen very “organically and dynamically, 

because it happens through community and conversations” (T, February 3rd, 2019). 

Arguably, social interaction and dialogue lay the foundation for political life in the Village. 

In a small community, local politicians have to answer to constituents on an almost daily 

basis, and informants seemed very aware of Village administration and political concerns. 

One informant told me “this is the closest thing to an intentional community I have ever 

seen” (A., October 27th, 2018).  I was not surprised to discover that Cumberland has a very 

high voter turnout rate compared to the B.C. provincial average (Elections Canada, Stats 

Can). 

Moreover, local politicians interviewed had highly developed ideas on changing the 

regional political framework, and were vocal proponents of increased municipal power and 
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autonomy: “The provincial and federal governments need to change the way they're doing 

things. They're too slow. They're not keeping up, they're not being accountable to the 

people…. The municipality is the closest government to people and it has biggest impact on 

your lives (L., February 3rd, 2019).” In surprising echoes of the ideas of communitarian 

philosophy such as Etzioni (2014), holding on to power as a community, as closest to the 

people, was a commonly-shared political opinion for many respondents:  

If you have a critical mass of people paying attention to what the government's 

doing, what decisions are being made, that's an indicator and a predictor of a 

successful community… at least some of your values are reflected in decisions that 

are being made. It has to happen in communities first. That’s where the political 

rubber hits the road. (M., October 25th, 2018) 

I wondered if this political attitude was practiced and developed through the need of many 

social groups to navigate Forest use and management, in both its past and contemporary 

history of local service groups and collective action. Such an attitude might also have arisen 

in the opportunity for transformation that was created from having to navigate the 

economic crisis and the destruction of its forested landscape.  

Interview transcripts analysis showed a pronounced historical echo and cultural 

positioning in municipal politics, in a Mayor and council who seem quite committed to 

charting their own course and maintaining a distinct identity in the region:  

The long-time residents had to fight to keep what they had for so many years-- our 

own water system, our own sewer system. And keep our own identity because there 

was always that push from the other communities of wanting to take over. And we 
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refused to allow them to take over. We wanted to be our own and have control of 

our own. (L., February 3rd, 2019) 

It seems not to be mere posturing: Cumberland has been a ground breaker in local 

governance policy and planning. For instance, it was the first municipality in Canada to 

create a “buy social” policy in which an RFP [request for proposals] must respond to a list 

of approximately 20 items, including living wage, hiring local, support for community 

organizations, and what can they put back into the community. It is this kind of enactment 

of local democracy, intellectual capacity, and social capital that allows Cumberland to put 

its face on communitarian political theory. 

Imagining how to do politics differently was hotly discussed on numerous occasions 

in dialogue, and usually in the context of controlling land and natural resources. One 

informant is a vocal advocate for “governing ourselves politically in the context of 

watershed democracy” (M., January 12th, 2019). Watershed protection is where we see a 

vital need to protect forests from privatized industrialization. It also adds a whole other 

element to this notion of “the commons”—to a public ethic that takes material form in 

shared land and a necessary resource. Forest preservation is beyond just climate change, 

species habitat, or access to outdoor recreation: it is about a fundamental right and 

responsibility to protect the water we drink.  

Markey (2005 and 2012) discusses the particular difficulties of municipalities 

managing forestry in highly privatized geographical areas. Cumberland, as part of the E & N 

Land Grant, is one of many Vancouver Island communities struggling to control a 

precarious environment created by historical acts of political expediency. If the 

Cumberland Forest was “Crown land,” and was up for logging by government-owned B.C. 
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Timber, there would be opportunity to argue social effects, watershed damage, and 

community needs, but private logging companies have no such legal responsibility. The 

private forestry management legislation (PMFL) provides very few checks and balances 

that communities can trust to protect their interests. The weak PMFL legislation is typical 

of what one local informant called “paper tigers,” and Cumberland has learned hard lessons 

about championing negotiation over opposition with private owners: 

I found out in the first election campaign I ran how little land was owned by the 

people of Cumberland, that we were completely surrounded by the logging 

companies. How very little say we had in what would happen. A forestry company 

owned a large chunk of land, and they came to Cumberland council and said they 

wanted to log it and council said absolutely not … but they weren't asking 

permission. They didn't need our permission. A week later … they came in and they 

just cut it…we never negotiated…. You should never just say no, you need to find 

everything out about it first, keep communication open. When they [logging 

company] did that, it devastated a lot of people. (L., February 3rd, 2019) 

Forest preservation can be imagined as an act that both stirs and grounds a community.  

In Cumberland the Forest was often seen as an instigator of change: “what it’s 

created now is absolutely a magical level of community involvement and volunteerism. A 

spin-off that's created its own economic circles” (M., January 12th, 2019).  Reclaiming 

forests in the heavily privatized E&N Lands requires skilled local representation, a highly 

engaged civic community, committed local actors, and a profound public ethic. Luckily for 

the Forest, it’s something Cumberland seems to have.  

Conclusion 
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We could see it out our windows. People got concerned and formed the Cumberland 

Community Forest Society. It was a pretty audacious idea to buy a piece of forest 

that big, but it worked. It was people's backyard because everyone was walking in it 

and you just assumed it would be there. It was only after looking into it, that the 

history of it came to light. It's a bit of a historical screw-up, but it is what it is. The 

only way to own it is to buy it, so that's what people set up to do. It's pretty amazing, 

to look back on that and see that we're still doing that. 

--A Cumberlander 
 

Jane Jacobs (1989) wrote that “communities have innate abilities for understanding, 

communicating, contriving, and inventing what is required to combat their difficulties” (p. 

447). Cumberland proves her right: Unable to seek recourse in any other way, the 

community decided that they would all just buy the forest together. Community members 

told me the story of how they took matters into their own hands, fund-raised, wrote grants, 

negotiated with the landowners, and even created a covenant document spelling out how 

the forest was to be protected. In the process they developed an unbelievable amount of 

knowledge in timber valuation, topography, legal processes, and ecological conservation. 

As a community they redefined what the Forest meant as an economic, cultural, 

sociological and ecological resource. They made this space a “place” and this place a home. 

The Cumberland Community Forest has a complex story, told in different ways by 

various people. It is a product of its geography; it’s ecology, the vibrant local culture, social 

and environmental history. Community identity is over-written and threaded through with 

narratives; carved out by a dogged set of local actors; shaped by a unique set of 

circumstances that allowed it to avoid the depredations of corporate investment. The 



The Cumberland Commons  
 

57

community coalesced the geographical, economic, and historical space of the Forest into a 

"place." It became an "event," as Massey (2006) theorizes, where all of its many identities 

through space and time stacked on top of each other to become the "place" the forest has 

become: a complex, socially-constructed place, with many intersecting identities and 

descriptors, particular to this community of people at this moment in time. Because of this 

the forest is defined in new ways; the forest is worth more to the community intact than as 

an instrumental resource.  

The Forest has been, and is, more then it is described here. The scope of this project 

only touched on some of the stories available, and could have benefited from a larger range 

of participants. An investigation into the particular stories of diasporic communities such 

as the Chinese and Japanese miners would provide a wealth of information for another 

focused forest ethnography. This study also limited its focus and radius to the immediate 

Cumberland settler community. Investigating the idea that land is a place of cultural and 

social importance; that forests play a larger role in our lives than mere timber; 

understanding that building community requires negotiation; reconciling individuality 

with the needs of the greater whole--all indicate that indigenous thinkers and story tellers 

have much to tell us about how to live a “good life” and how to live together. Addressing 

possibilities for decolonization, shared land, and a relationship with the K’omoks First 

Nation would be another vital and important area of further research.  

However, Cumberland’s act of forest preservation shows that settler communities 

on Vancouver Island can move beyond extractivism, that new partnerships and cultural 

resurgence are possible. Cumberland’s settler narrative of the “commons,” as derived from 

a pool of key informants, demonstrates the ability of disenfranchised communities to get 



The Cumberland Commons  
 

58

creative, to galvanize politically, to take advantage of social capital and cohesion. The 

communal “habitus” was supported and developed through ritual and memorialization, 

thereby creating a healthy and vibrant cultural capital the community could use as a 

resource. This motivated the community’s social capital, the intelligence, education and 

strong organizational relationships, that fostered local actors to find the political agency to 

take control of the place they called home.  

In examining the speech acts, words and reflections of the Cumberland community, 

it appears this was accomplished by shoring up relationships and working the talents and 

skills of the community, a hearty social and cultural capital, towards a common sense of 

“place.” It is also evident that municipal leadership, as an extension of this community, 

refocused the political and economic lens to the immediate social and political 

microclimate: Local government looked to the community first, then out to the region and 

province, demonstrating that communities and small municipalities have the power to 

transform notions, and then actual landscapes, of what it means to be prosperous and vital 

places to live.  

In working towards a place-based transformation in CED, perhaps we can foster 

communities to imagine and design the landscape they wish to inhabit, then enact that in 

social interaction and community organization. In Cumberland, community was physically 

navigated and negotiated through the Forest as a space with multiple meanings and usages. 

The narratives of the Cumberland Community Forest tell the story of an act of resistance, a 

reclamation of the landscape, and a community declaration of a new vision of prosperity. 

What emerged was a public ethic around shared forested land. That public ethic, 

articulated through communitarian ideas, can be characterized as the story of the 
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"commons," which has had real demonstrable coinage, both as an economic stimulant and 

social narrative.  
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Figures and Images 

 

 
Figure 1 - Traditional territory of the K'omoks First Nation 
 

 
Figure 2: Cumberland Community Forest (CCFS.com)
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Figure 3: Privately Managed Forested Land (https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-
natural-resources-and-industry/forestry/coast-forest-sector-
revitalization/coast_forest_sector_revitalization_web.pdf) 
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Figure 4: The E&N Land Grant – Morales, R., Thom, B., Egan, B., & Hul'qumi'num Treaty 
Group. (2007). The great land grab in hulq́umińum territory. Ladysmith, B.C.: Hulq́umińum 
Treaty Group. 
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Figure 5: Springboard marking on stump (Personal Photo). 
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Figure 6: Spring Board Logging (Cumberland Museum and Archives – C150-056) 
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Figure 7: Ginger Goodwin –C110-002 and Robert Dunsmuir – C190-010 (Cumberland Museum 
and Archives) 
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Figure 8: CCFS Hand Bill "Restore the Commons" 
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Figure 9: Hor Sue Mah "Jumbo" (Cumberland Museum and Archives – C040-049) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 10: Ginger Goodwin’s Funeral Procession (Cumberland Museum and Archives – C110-
001) 
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Appendix 1 – Semi-structured Interview Questions 

 

1) What kind of activities do you engage in the forest? Tell me about a really great time you had 

in the forest. 

2) Why do you think the forest is important to you, your family, your business, your organization 

and the community? 

3) What was it like when you first came here, what were your first impressions of the 

community? Who got you involved, drew you into community activities? 

Alternatively, what was it like growing up here, what are some of your first memories?  

4) How would you characterize this place if you had to describe it to other people? 

5) Tell me a story you know about Cumberland and its history 

6) How do you think this story is a part of why we engage in the activities we do here? 

7) Does the forest play a big part in how you would describe or identify the community? 

8) How do you think the forestry industry has shaped or affected Cumberland’s attitudes towards 

the forest? Do you see local logging companies as partners to the community? How many people 

do you think rely on timber harvesting as a major source of income in our community? Do you 

think that is changing? 

9) Do you think the forest should be harvested or selectively logged? Or do you feel all or some 

part of it should be allowed to develop into an old growth forest. Is this something that you see as 

valuable? If so why is it important to you? 

10) Do you think letting the forest grow old and develop its own unique eco-system without 

human interference has economic and social value? Why do you believe as you do? 
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11) How do you feel about the Cumberland Forest as shared collectively owned property? How 

well do you feel that works? Do you think this something that other communities should and 

could have? 

12) Is having access to the forest important in your day-to-day life, or to that of your customers 

or your business? Why or why not? Do you think Cumberland would be the same place without 

the forest? 

 
 


