
Queen Charlotte Islands 
Rev. Reginald H. Purdy 
Address to the Nanaimo Historical Society on October 20, 1970 
Transcribed by Dalys Barney, Vancouver Island University Library 
January 31, 2017 
 
William Barraclough 
After serving with the armed forces overseas, he joined the Victoria police force. And later, 
served many years with the Canadian Royal Mounted Police.  Then, if that was not enough to 
earn retirement, he has spent the past few years busy in the services of his church.  That is 
what I call a full life.  May I quote two lines by Richard Jeffries that were penned 100 years ago, 
I think they are most applicable to our guest. Quote: "Give me fullness of life, like to the sea and 
the sun, and give me a fullness of mind, and fullness of physical being." 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, it is with much pride and pleasure, I present to you this evening, 
Richard, oh pardon me, Reginald H. Purdy. 
 
[applause] 
 
Reginald Purdy 
Thank you Mr. Barraclough, and leave it to you, with all your experience, to have a very flowery 
address to start one off with.  Mr. President, Reg, imagine anyone calling me Richard, Richard 
the Lionhearted I suppose.  I thank you, and all the members of the staff of the historical society, 
for permitting me to be here tonight.  And I would like to say a word or two before I start, about 
you and your officers. 
 
Mrs. McGirr, Treasurer; Mrs. Kneen; and your right hand man, Mr. Barraclough here. We have 
to have all these down for history's sake.  What I would like to say to you, Mr. President, you 
and your present officers, and the officers that have gone before you, some are here tonight: 
Jack Parker, who I know very well; Mrs. McGirr; Mr. Barraclough, I think served two or three 
years; Alan Burdock; Mr. Whalley, he is here somewhere, yes, over there; and Jack MacGregor, 
one of the old-timers.  You people have, and are now, making history for yourselves.  I think 
these historical societies are very good, and there should be one in every centre worthwhile.   
 
3:41  
 
[tape stops and restarts] 
 
...What some people that had lived in Queen Charlotte Islands, but they were quite a while after 
I was there.  So I can always say, “Well, things changed when you came up.”  Remembering the 
terrible time I had at school when I was a kid with history, little did I dream, that someday I 
would get up and speak on history and the historical association. But here I am, doing it. 
 
And, if you knew the trouble I had trying to make a map, and put these places somewheres near 
right, you will realize that I not only had a pretty tough time with my history, but I didn't do so well 
with my geography either. [laughter] 
 
Now, I asked Mr. Barraclough when he was around to the house, how long I can speak, figuring 
15-20 minutes, and he said, "Oh, an hour." But I don't think I can cover it all in an hour, although 
a person could talk several nights in a week to cover the Queen Charlotte Islands. 
 



I'm going to start with a little description of the islands.  There are several islands in the Queen 
Charlotte groups.  Something like Vancouver and the Gulf Islands.  They are about 80 miles 
west of Prince Rupert.  This is Prince Rupert out here.  Masset, which I'll be touching later 
on.  And it's 85 miles from Masset to Prince Rupert, which is the main city in the northern part of 
British Columbia, and it's from there that the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway started, years 
ago.  [Buried] a line up the Skeena, through the Dust Pass through the Rockies.  And they had 
their town at Prince Rupert, or their city rather, and it's supposed to be the best harbour on the 
Pacific coast.  Large steamers can go right up along shore practically.   
 
There's only one fault, the storms are terrible.  Both going outside and up through the Sound, 
and, Queen Charlotte Sound, and cutting across Dixon Entrance into Prince Rupert.   
 
And although there are many islands, there's a lot of little islands through here that I haven't 
marked on there, the main island is Graham Island. You can see it's quite large, way larger than 
Moresby, the next island to it.  And these, all these funny little lines, really should be islands and 
have a name.  This is the north Pacific over here, and you've probably heard that the climate is 
very mild.  It rains a lot, a little bit more than it does at Nanaimo.  Not quite as much as it does at 
Prince Rupert.  But in the winter, it rains a little harder, and lots of snow, but it's soft snow, and a 
good deal of it melts as it falls to the ground.  
 
Great big soft flakes.  So there's lots of moisture up there.  And what makes it so mild in this 
northern climate is the Japan current, which comes across here, and hits the islands.  And it’s 
very seldom that it gets down much before, much below 10 or 15, the odd time 20 below 
freezing, not 0.  Possibly the winters are about like here, except that it is wetter. 
 
So that gives a rough picture of the islands. Now, the first named point on the island, named by 
an outsider, or a white man was in 1774, when Perez, a Spaniard, came up to the outside of the 
islands.  And he thought he saw land up there, but it was storming, so he didn't dare go in 
close.  And he laid to until the next morning, and sure enough the next morning, there was land.  
He couldn't land himself with small boats because it was so rough, a storm had come up.  But 
he did name the cape, the first name on the islands, Cape Santa Margarita.   That was in 
1774.   
 
He tried to hang around a while, but it was so rough that he drifted down the island.  And he got 
way down by, on the west coast of Vancouver Island, and he found another point and he called 
is Estevan Point.  And both of those names have come down through the ages, and that's what 
they’re known as today.  Of course you know that Estevan Point is where they get their weather 
reports and so on and so forth.   
 
It was not until 1787, which is 13 years after Perez named Santa Barbara, that captain Dixon 
came on the scene.  He was in charge of a schooner named the Queen Charlotte and he 
named the islands after his ship, the Queen Charlotte at that time. And they've been called the 
Queen Charlotte Islands since.  It was also this year that he named Dixon Entrance, this was 
named after Captain Dixon.  And Cape St. James, in the south, that was in 1787.  The extreme 
north and south of the islands are named. 
 
11:08  
 
From this time on there were many visitors, came to the islands by boat, schooners, vessels, big 
Indian canoes from the mainland, gasoline boats in later years.  And they came over to trade 
with the Indians for their fur, which was very, very valuable.  The Haida Indians were holding 



sway at that time, and they had their headquarters in the north of the island, at the head of 
Masset Inlet, and they called this Masset.  In the early Indian days, they called it Haida.  They 
were Haida Indians: H-A-I-D-A, very warlike Indians.  There's records of them coming down as 
far as Vancouver Island, warring, in the early days, all the way down the coast.  They would 
take anything they could get, they made slaves, in the early days.  They had their prisoners, and 
used them as slaves.  
 
And for a while, prior to when I was up there, they called Haida “Masset”, at the head of Masset 
Inlet.  This long inlet runs 25 miles approximately, and opens into a big basin.  The current is 
very swift because it comes through a narrow channel, up through here.  The current is 10 
knots, that's practically around 12 miles an hour.  And when the tide comes in, it comes up 
through here, it has to fill up this basin.   
 
And then, right here, there's an island there, called Kumdis Island: K-U-M-D-I-S, and there's a 
little inlet comes up here, so part of the tide separates and comes up here.  And of course, it 
slows up.  It doesn't go the 10 or 12 miles an hour there.  So this water that goes around here, 
fills up the basin, and comes back up this side of Kumdis Island, and meets there at what we 
call The Divide.  When the tide is out, you can walk across The Divide dry footed. 
 
When the tide is in, high tide, good sized boats can go over, boats that will draw a couple of feet 
of water, big gasoline boats, or sail boats.  No trouble to get the canoes over, and so on, so 
forth.  And the people from around here, going to Masset would go this way.  And they would 
catch the tide just before it was high tide, about an hour before high tide.  Would take them up to 
The Divide and the tide would change, and it would flow out, and they had just a little ways to go 
to get on the Main Inlet and go down to Masset.   
 
So, as I say, around 12 miles an hour. That’s what they call the neap tides, which are not high, 
there's a flood tide, and a neap tide, N-E-A-P.  Flood tides are around the full moon, June, 
November, so on and so forth.  Neap tides can be any of the other times, for instance, instead 
of a 20 foot tide around the full moon and so on, at the dark of the moon, when the neap tides 
are in, you might get a tide of 8, 10, and 12 feet.  
 
So there were times you couldn't even get over The Divide with a canoe.  There'd be a little 
water there, and we'd get out and take the gunnel of the boat, and take it along with you. Be 
enough water maybe to float the boat. 
 
So that's the way they travelled.  All the travel at that time was done by boat, mostly Indian 
canoes, dugout canoes, or on foot.  The Haida Indians were wonderful boatmen, and wonderful 
woodsmen.  They would make their canoes out of a single tree, cedar, wonderful cedar they 
have.  And they made boats there, canoes, up to 70 feet in length.  Dugouts.  The old, old-
timers would go and pick out the tree, and mark it. And no one would dare touch it. 
 
And his helpers would go and they’d cut the tree down, and they used what they call a xuut’a, 
which is something like our adze.  You know what an adze is, you old-timers would know.  It's 
on a handle, with a flat part, and you stood like this and ...  But this little adze that the Indians 
used, instead of being about two inches and a half wide, like our adze that the ship builders use, 
it was about an inch, and they would, and on a short handle, about that long.  And they'd hack 
away with that.  If you should happen to go down to this Indian canoe, on the park, down on the 
Front Street, you can see the little nick marks, all along. 
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This big canoe, for instance, they made one 65 feet long, and it was 6 foot 10 inches 
wide.  They built the canoes on the plan of 10 to 1, like 60 and 6.  65 feet and the width was 6 
foot 10.  And that's the way the steamers in the early days, and the schooners were built, 10 to 
1.   
 
They built this Indian canoe and it was sold, eventually.  I should say first, they were going to 
take it over to Port Simpson.  That was the town on the mainland before Prince Rupert started. 
 
So a bunch of the warrior braves, with their paddles, not oars, no sail, practically no sails until 
the white man came.  And they were going to race Captain Henry Edenshaw, who was the 
Haida chief at Masset, wonderful man too, I'll tell you some about him later. 
 
And he finally got his schooner, or a sloop they called them, the double ender, big enough to 
have quite a good sized sail on it, possibly a sail as big as some of these little sail boats, up 
above the cabin.  But it had a big engine in it, and he used to make trips back and forth to Port 
Simpson it was then, and later Prince Rupert, in this boat.   
 
Are you getting cold? 
 
And they had a race to see who would get to Prince Rupert, or Port Simpson, first.  Captain 
Edenshaw in his schooner or this big canoe with the paddlers.  And, as usual happens, they 
came upon a terrible storm, and Captain Edenshaw had quite a time, but he made it all 
right.  And when he got in, low and behold, the Indian canoe was tied up, and the Indians that 
paddled it over were away visiting.   
 
The storms up in the Queen Charlottes are terrible, and beautiful.  The, regardless of the 
storms, which generally came from the west, the wind and rain storms came in from the 
southeast.  As funny as it seems, they would come around the back end here, up Queen 
Charlotte Sound, and clean up the Dixon Entrance.  So that it was along the east coast that the 
worst storms were.  For instance, the other night, two nights ago, you had a 15 mile wind here, I 
guess at Estevan Point probably.   
 
On the Queen Charlottes’ east coast, the wind was blowing 65 miles an hour, and that's a 
strong wind, particularly with rain.  You get out in a storm like that when it's raining and the sand 
is fine as sugar.  And a big wind it will just pick it up, even when it gets wet, it picks it up and it’ll 
cut your face.  So much strength to the wind.   
 
So that gives a rough picture of that end.  The white traders that came in from time to time in 
schooners and small chartered tugs had good dealings with the Haida Indians.  And at that time 
there was no liquor; that came later of course.  And they treated the Indians very good.  They 
got their stuff very cheap, of course, but they always made the Indians satisfied. So they left 
them happy and they were able to come back again at a later time. 
 
Now I go on to 1878, when Alexander MacKenzie was sent to Masset by the Hudson's Bay 
Company.  He was also appointed as the first magistrate on the Queen Charlotte Islands.  He 
had been a Hudson's Bay man at Port Simpson and up different places up the Skeena.  And 
being there, he had met the Haida Indians, knew a lot of them. And he came in to a good place 
to start trading at Masset.  He did a good job for the Company at Masset, and he also kept the 
warring Haidas kind of quiet.  They didn't go on the warpath quite so much while he was there.   



 
In 1883, fur trading slackened up quite a bit, and it's reported that the Hudson's Bay post in 
Bella Bella and Bella Coola had to close down [unintelligible].  But they were doing so well at the 
Hudson's Bay at Masset that they kept open.   
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In 1887, MacKenzie resigned his post with the Hudson's Bay Company, and bought over a 
thousand acres of grassland near Masset.  All these Massets, speaking of Masset, are all Old 
Masset or Haida; there's no New Masset then.  And there was a big slough, called Delkatla 
Slough, right in here, about three miles up the inlet from Masset.  A big slough, and grass flats 
around there, hundreds of acres.  Well, this man bought a 1,015 acres in one piece, on these 
tide flats.  Grass this high.  
 
He put up a big house and put in a big garden and he was the first white settler on the Queen 
Charlotte Islands.  He planned to start a cattle ranch some time.  And a few years before this, in 
1883, the Reverend Charles Harrison, an Anglican preacher, was sent out from England, and 
he came up and settled at Masset, among the Indians.  And, not long after he was there, about 
the same time that MacKenzie bought his land, in 1887, that would be four years after he was 
there.  He bought a piece in there too, another thousand acres.  So you see, this is quite a piece 
of grassland.   
 
And when he retired, he went out to live there, joining MacKenzie.  When MacKenzie resigned 
from the Hudson's Bay post, he also resigned as magistrate.  And Mr. Harrison, after he had 
resigned his church at Masset, and went up to his farm, he was appointed the magistrate.  And 
whenever there any able bodied person came before him, he would sentence him to work on his 
farm. [laughter] 
 
This is a fact.  And they, the prisoners, were very happy about it, because the jail was a terrible 
old jail they had: no windows and dark cells.  And they would rather be out working on the farm, 
in the open, possibly got the odd cigarette, or snuff.  They used, a lot of them used snuff.  
Rather do that than to be in the jails.  Anyway, that's recorded fact that that's what 
happened.  That's going a little further than our speaker last month, I was going to say last year, 
last month told about the prisoners here being used to work on the city.  But this was a very 
private thing.  However, Harrison had the edge on MacKenzie because he got his land cleared, 
and his fencing done, and so on, free.   
 
27:15  
 
In 1890, the Alexander family arrived at Masset and bought into the venture that MacKenzie had 
here on Delkatla Slough.  He'd also been a Hudson's Bay agent, and he considered this was an 
ideal place to start a cattle ranch: mild weather, lots of grass, no wolves, no cougars, and no 
snakes on the Queen Charlotte Islands.  I was very happy to know there was no snakes, there 
is one thing, one animal that I don't like is a snake.  And I've lived among some of them in the 
hot countries. 
 
So they had some cattle shipped in from the mainland by schooner, and they did well.  But 
these people, they may have been good Hudson's Bay Company men, and Harrison was a 
good magistrate, there's no doubt about that, he got work for his prisoners. But they certainly 
weren't cattle men.  They thought, well, there’s good, mild climate, and good grass, but the main 
point they didn't know, they didn't take into consideration: there was no market for the cattle. 



The nearest market was on the mainland, and they would have to ship them by boat to the 
mainland. 
 
So by this time Alexander was getting pretty well fed up with it.  He had quite a family, and he 
saw that he wasn't going to make too much.  So he got a schooner, or a tug they called it, and 
he shipped 20 steers to the mainland.  And of course, in the fall of the year when the beef was 
in good shape, a natural time to turn them off, he took them over there and sure enough, there 
was a storm, a southeaster.  And when he got over there, he couldn't land.  He couldn't get the 
boat close enough to shore in safety to put the cattle off.  So, they put the cattle off out in the 
harbour, hoping they would swim to shore.  Cattle are pretty good swimmers, you know.  And 
the most of them did, but he lost some of them, some of them drowned.  And that pretty well 
ended him. 
 
The remaining cattle over in this district, around the Delkatla, and clean out to this river, the 
Sangan, S-A-N-G-A-N, River, where they later struck oil, but not in paying qualities, there were 
about 400 head of cattle left.  And nobody to look after them.  And this was the start of the wild 
cattle on Graham Island.   
 
They roamed, and they started roaming, and they got through the fences, and the fences broke, 
were broken down, and I suppose sometimes the gates were left open and so on, but they got 
out anyway, and they roamed out this way.  This is all grassland along the shore, and every little 
river has its big grass flats.  So they had lots of water, lots of grass, and mild weather.  And no 
wolves and cougars.  There's bear up there, lots of them, small black bear, but they weren't too 
bad with the cattle.   
 
And so they gradually drifted out this way, passed the Sangan and pass the Hiellen River, and 
they got along through here. This is the Bull Swamp in here, and the Black Danube, and this is 
Rose Spit, runs a way out here, I haven't got it quite long enough.  It runs out a mile and a 
half.  And lots of boats have been wrecked up there, some of our steamers have been wrecked 
on Rose Spit.  Many, many years, there's no light there.  There has been now for some years, 
and is now.  
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So, the cattle were getting wilder all the time.  The odd Indian would shoot a cow for beef.  The 
odd settler would shoot one.  And they did, just naturally, go wild.  And they were as wild as any 
deer you ever saw, in a very short time.  And, having mentioned the wild cattle now, I go on to 
1901, when William Thomas Hodges, better known as Mexican Tom, came up from the 
southern states on one of those cattle drives they have from Texas.  And he worked his way on 
up to Port Simpson.  And when he was in Port Simpson, he heard about the wild cattle on 
Graham Island.  And how much grass there was there, and how mild it was.  And he thought, 
"This is the place for me."   
 
So he got some financial backing, he was a great talker, as I found out later, when I got to go 
with him.  A great talker.  And he got some financial backing, hired a schooner, bought some 
grain feed, and he went over to Masset.  He figured to build corrals out here on this spit, make 
wings in here, and corrals in here, and corral these cattle.  In the fall, some of the young cattle, 
and feed them the grain, and maybe he would get a start in the cattle business.   
 
Well, he built the corrals, wonderful corrals, because I saw the remains of them when I was up 
there.  He put in wings from around Tow Hill and wings down here.   And these cattle would 



feed along here, and then when they did get some hot, sunny weather, they'd go out on the 
spit.  And lie in the sand, and paw in the sand, and have a great time.  So, he watched them, the 
same as the hunters today here watch the geese flocks come in to feed.  They watch them days 
before they go out on a goose hunt.  And he watched the wild cattle and finally got his corrals 
done and he closed the gate, and he made the big round-up. 
 
Then he ran the cattle down, and they came to these wings, and gradually came into the 
corrals.  And he made a successful collection alright, but they just kept on going, just the same 
as our buffalo did up in northern Alberta for many years, until they got corralled and they just 
couldn't get through.  These corrals, mind you, were built at that time when he didn't even have 
a spike.  He did have some wire, and he had some cedar bark.  These big cedars that were up 
there, you could strip the bark down, and get ties, as long as that curtain easily.  And when it 
was wet you could tie anything with them, like two logs together.  And these corrals were made 
with logs eight and ten inches through.  And that's what he tied the logs together with. 
 
However, when they hit those, when the cattle piled up behind, they just broke and went on 
through.  So, that was the end of trying to corral the cattle.  They still kept shooting them, and 
the more they shot them, of course, the wilder they got.  And they got so when they would see a 
rider on the beach, all the traffic as I say was either by boat or around the beaches, by foot or by 
saddle horse.  When the wild cattle would see anybody, away they’d go for the brush.  They'd 
come down here, and go up through here, and on to some of these swamps.   
 
Well, this fellow, Tom, Mexican Tom, he was well known.  It’s the only name he was known by 
up there, Mexican Tom.  He was a pretty tough character.  Worked his way up, as I say, through 
the States, on some of the cattle drives.  He was 5 foot 10, and weighed a 180 pounds.  Had a 
big, heavy moustache, swarthy complexion. And he wore, always, a big Stetson hat, similar to 
the ones our Mounted Police wear today, with a hard brim.  And at that time, and when I knew 
him, he had a hat band that he'd braided himself out of horse hair, black and white horse hair, 
that's the hair out of the tails, and the mane.  32 strands, and it was smaller than a lead 
pencil.  But, a little smaller than a lead pencil.  32 strands, and no glasses. 
 
I know one or two old timers like that.  I knew an old timer, 90 odd years old, up at Lillooet.  He 
does painting, knitting, crocheting now, he's in a chair.  He can't do anything else. And no 
glasses.  Read, still.   
 
So, he had his hat band, and he had his .44 Colt revolver, which he packed practically all the 
time.  I'm quite sure he never shot anybody up there, but he was a pretty tough looking and 
tough acting customer.  Drank like a fish, anything he could drink in the way of liquor. I don't 
think he ever drank hair tonic, I don't think they had hair tonic those days up there [laughter] 
anyway.  That's the reason these old timers like this, you know, hair's kind of thin without hair 
tonic. 
 
And he was, I believe, one of the most picturesque characters on the Queen Charlottes.  And he 
liked the Island so well, that instead of going back to Masset, he thought he would go on.  He 
had horses, a few saddle horses that he brought over on that boat [of] the [feed?].  He thought 
he would go down and see what it was like down the coast. 
 
So he got down, passed all these unnamed places at that time. Mexican Tom and The Kid, that 
was him and me.  I was called "The Kid" up there.  And he came down to the Tlell River.  And 
the Tlell River is full of fish, pretty near all the time in those days. And wonderful grass up and 
down both sides.  And he thought, "This is it."  Sheltered from the storms by trees along the 



coast, and by the sand dunes.  And I'd like to say a word about the sand dunes.  Oh my god, 
look at that time.  I haven't even got down to me yet. [laughter] 
 
Down to the sand dunes are terrible, but they're wonderful.  This sand that I told you is as fine 
as sugar, and it blows with the wind. And in fine weather…  This cold is coming down here, how 
do they expect Santa Claus to come?  That's where that cold air is coming on you. 
 
And … you put me off. 
 
He got down to the Tlell River and he thought, "Here's where I'm going to make my start."  So, 
he started to build a little house, and wondered where he'd get some cattle to start.  He had his 
saddle horses.  So, he started, put up his corrals there.  And he stayed there until 1909.  And 
owing to financial difficulties at that time, he had to leave.   
 
But prior to that, I'm a little ahead of my place here.  And in 1904 there was a wealthy 
Englishman, some of them are, you know.  Came out from England to Masset, he'd heard about 
it, same as we did.  And I'll explain that, if I have time tonight.  Or tomorrow morning. And he 
came to Masset, and he went down to the Tlell River, heard about Mexican Tom down 
there.  And he went down there, and he liked the little ranch started so much that he bought 
Tom out.  Tom hated to go, but the money looked good to him.  So, Tom sold out to him, took 
his horses, pack horses and saddles and so on.  And he went on down south to Sandspit.   
 
Sandspit's on the northeast corner point of Moresby Island.  Now when we speak of Sandspit 
today, we think of planes going back and forth from here, Victoria, and Vancouver, with loggers 
and so on and so forth, and a few travellers.  Up to Sandspit, they go cross to [Skidegate], and 
go up here at the Yakoun, and where these big logging camps are.  Wonderful timber they have 
up there in the islands.  Wonderful timber. 
 
But those days at Sandspit, now at Sandspit, there's a big airport, really a nice airport.  And a 
nice town, hotels, and motels, and so on.  A good place to stay.  But in 1904, there was nothing 
there but sand, and grass, and rain, and sand dunes, and so on.  I started to tell you about the 
sand dunes, and I don't think I completed it. 
 
When the storm was on, we used to get in behind the sand dunes and ride our horses, or travel 
afoot.  In behind, you get shelter from the sand.  And they would go, some places, a mile inland, 
and the wind would blow the sand right through the bark and into the wood of the tree.  It was so 
strong.  You'd use a cross-cut saw, we didn't have power saws those days.  A cross-cut saw, to 
cut them down, and you had to keep sharpening them all the time for cutting through the sand. 
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So, Tom arrived at the Sandspit and he started to put up some buildings there and corrals and 
so on and so forth.  Well, in 1904, we have this Englishman, Mr. William Cood, C-O-O-D, living 
at Sandspit, at Tlell River.  And they had only terrible winters, bad storms, high waters, and he 
thought the world was coming to an end.  And when it came spring, he couldn't get out of there 
fast enough.  And he heard about old Tom down here, so he went down to Sandspit.  And he 
offered Tom $1,000 in cash and trade places.  Well, that was something for Tom.  He was 
getting back to his first choice, and he got a $1,000, which would buy a lot of liquor at that time. 
[laughter] 
 



So the deal was made, without any hesitation.  And Tom went back up here with his two, three 
saddle horses, and a pack horse, and so on.  By this time, he had got a cow, I don't know where 
he got it.  He had one cow, and he took it up there with him, and he milked her.  So, old Tom 
was back on the Queen Charlottes, back on the Tlell River.   
 
And now, I have to come to my arrival.  And I guess I'm not going to make it, eh? 
 
[tape stops and restarts] 
 
William Barraclough 
I think there's ample time on the tape, please continue. 
 
[tape stops and restarts] 
 
Reginald Purdy 
In the winter of 1909 I was still studying history and geography, as I showed you tonight, when I 
posted my history and my map. Back in Nova Scotia. And as the young lads, and some of the 
girls, back east, and they got through school and Normal school, they went to the States, 
Boston, New York.  A few of the, few of the boys went to sea, on sailing vessels those days, 
schooners, barques, barquentines, and they sailed from Nova Scotia to, down the southern 
islands, and oh, anywhere at all.   
 
But, there were no engines in the boats those days, no steamers.  They built vessels where I 
was, on the Bay of Fundy coast.  The ribs, and all the inner parts of the vessel were hewed with 
a broad axe, out of the natural root.  If they wanted a root for a bow, they would get a root like 
that, down to there, and they would flatten it with broad axes, and adze it down with these adze I 
was telling you about.  And put them in their boats. 
 
So, when I came along, I was a little different from the most, and still am.  As my wife could tell 
you.  I wanted to go out west.  I'd heard about the young fellows going out on the harvest trains 
to Manitoba and Saskatchewan and making a dollar and a half and two dollars a day, which was 
unheard of money in those times.  And anyway, they were pretty tough times.  And my parents 
wouldn't allow me to go.  
 
My dad was retired at this time.  And my uncle had come back from a trip around the world, with 
several months in South Africa.  And he spent the winter with us, that winter, and we got a hold 
of some pamphlets from the government in Victoria.  And as my dad said, and I've heard it 
many times: “Whoever was responsible in the government should have been put in jail.”  They 
should have probably gone up and worked for Harrison on his farm. 
 
Glowing reports they made of the Queen Charlottes, particularly Graham Island.  Graham Island 
is surrounded by beautiful timber, but we couldn't get it on our preemptions.  It was all taken up 
by homesteaders, by timber limits, a half to a mile back, all the way around the waterfronts, and 
up the inlets.  Inside from a fire years and years ago, which burned the trees and the soil right 
down to the hardpan, there was nothing there but muskeg.  And real muskeg, 10, 12, 16 feet 
deep.  You couldn't run a jack rabbit over it, they would sink in it, I guess. 
 
For instance, in one place, I'm going to talk a little faster because I'm not going to go near [get 
around this].  I'll have to write you a letter to cover the rest of it. 
 



But, the Nadu River, N-A-D-U, was, some settlers came in there, after I came up.  And they built 
a little road in there for six miles, in the southern muskeg.  And they cut poles, what we call, and 
made split timbers, and what we call puncheon.  And laid them down and put a ditch on either 
side, and threw the muskeg up on top, to make their trail, a pack trail.   
 
And they made these ditches, and almost as they made them, the water would run into them 
because this muskeg was just like sponges there, and raining so much, that it was full of 
water.  And they thought, well, they'd throw it up, and it'd dry, and it would burn.  I don't think it'd 
burn yet.  However, later, later years, there was company came in and starting making, drying it 
artificially and baling it into peat moss.  And you can buy it right here in Nanaimo.  I bought a 
sack last week.  And he said, "Oh, that's the very best, came from Queen Charlotte Islands." 
 
And I said, "Oh, I know.  I've [packed?] over lots of them."  
 
So that's what the inland, and the government bulletins described this land around here as 
"virgin prairie", ready to put the plough in.  [laughter]  If you had a plough in there, it was when 
you couldn't hold the handles quick enough to keep it out of there.  It would sink.  The wild cattle 
would come to these muskegy places and they would go around, through the brush.  There 
were places where there were brush, and crab apple, devil's club, terrible stuff.  I was [looking] 
to see if this was a devil's club, knowing who has it.  But it isn’t. Devil's club is terrible, big 
thorns, hard thorns on it, and poisonous when they stick into you.  And that, with poison ivy, is 
very bad. 
 
Well, the cattle, or anybody, or the packers, packing on their back, they would come to these 
muskegs and they would go around them.  Follow a deer trail, or something, around them.  Lots 
of deer up there.  Trails through the woods everywhere.  And the reason they couldn't round 
these cattle up in the brush, the brush was so thick with devil club, and salal bush, six, eight, ten 
feet high.  And they'd fallen over and grow in just a mat.  And the cattle of course, would just put 
their heads down and go through it, and that would catch a rider about here, you see.  Some 
you could lean over, and so on.  But if you hit the devil clubs, you couldn't fend it off with your 
hands, or you'd get a handful of these thorns.   
 
And however, one summer I was looking after some cattle, for this outfit that eventually bought 
Tom out, Walsh brothers.  Now owned by Richardson.  And I was looking after his cattle, up on 
the Blue Danube, close to where we were here, and seeing they didn't get stuck in the 
swamps.  If they did, I pulled them out with my saddle horse.  And I would shoot any wild bulls 
that came in.  They would come in and try to get a little, herd of their own, what do you call 
these?  
 
[Unidentified female] 
Harem? 
 
Reginald Purdy 
Harem! Try to get a little harem of their own.  And they would run the tame bulls off, and they 
would go all the way from up here out on the beach, and they would go all the way down to the 
home ranch.  And we'd have to bring them back again.  So one of my jobs, they supplied me 
with ammunition, and I had a .25-35 rifle, and I used to shoot them.  Well, when I'd shoot a 
young one, I would cut it up and take the hind quarters to the survey camps and make a dollar 
or two off that.  
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One summer, while we were up here, Tom went to Vancouver to try and get the running gear of 
a wagon.  We were going to break some horses, and he was going to teach me how, which he 
did, as a matter of fact, and get some harness, and this wagon, he hoped to get.  And we were 
going to freight.  Instead of me packing on my back, like the rest of them did, I was going to 
freight, from Masset out.  Around here, and all the way down.   
 
And I shot several wild bulls, as I say, the odd one that was young enough that I could sell the 
meat for a dollar or two to the surveyors.  And when he came back from Vancouver with his 
stuff, he got a wagon, so on.  And he brought me a present, a little gramophone.  A little square 
box, about that big.  An Edison gramophone. It had a horn about that long, a little black horn, 
and one of these cylinders that went on.  And they'd give the name of the record and say, 
"Edison record."  And so on.  And there was, I was doing some ditching while he was out up 
here on the swamp.  And there was a big, old bull, the king of them all.  That used to get on the 
hill tops in the morning and nights, and bawling away, and pawing, like bulls do.  Some young 
men too, when they feel frisky. 
 
And he used to, several tried to shoot him, and when Tom come back, we had a little cabin up 
here, I used to stay in while I was doing this ditching.  And he set up this gramophone on the 
little platform that was split out of cedar, to get up off the ground.  Everywhere you tried to get 
up off the ground when you could.  And he had this thing playing, and one of the main records 
he bought was the Blue Danube Waltz, I don't know whether there's anybody here remember 
back that far or not.  [laughter]  Far enough, that the Blue Danube Waltz was on.   
 
But he was playing that to me, for me, after the day's work.  And I was sitting there with 
him.  And the old bull came out on the hill and starting bawling.  And old Tom says, "There goes 
old Blue Danube."  And that was the name he went by, and that's the name this Blue Danube 
Swamp goes by today, marked on the map.  The Blue Danube Swamp.  
 
So, I shot the old rascal eventually.  He was a big bull.  Big bull.  They were descended from 
Hereford and short horn, and he'd been shot right close to the head, through the horn.  And the 
horn on this side was that big around, you know how the blaze on a tree grows over.  Well, 
that's the way this horn grew over.  And then he was shot in the thigh, and the muscle all drew 
up, and he went around on three legs.  But believe me, he could go.  However, I shot him, and 
that did away with the Blue Danube.  But the name still runs.   
 
When we came in, we came up Masset Inlet.  Oh, I'm going to take another minute or two. 
 
William Barraclough 
Oh, go ahead.  Go ahead. Never mind the machine, you go ahead. 
 
Reginald Purdy 
Well, it's a big subject to cover in a short time.  When we came out to Victoria, we went to the 
Land Titles Office, and they said, "Oh, yes, that's the place to go, there's all kinds of land up 
there."  And you couldn't homestead, but you'd get a preemption.  A dollar an acre, and $10 to 
prove up on it, and you had to do $400 worth of work on it.  Well, if you put up a little cabin, and 
fenced it to keep the deer out, away from you, that'd be your little garden spot, you'd have your 
$400 worth of work done on it anyway. 
 



Well, we staked our places down there.  You could do it there on a preemption, you'd could 
stake and mark it in the government office.  And what sounded the best to us were places here, 
a mile back from the water here, on this little creek.  Which was named Purdy Creek, it's named 
today Purdy Creek on the maps.  And we took, there was another man, and his boy came with 
us, but when he saw how wet it was out there, he said, "Not for me." We had two boats a year, 
came up to the islands, Skidegate, to Skidegate and Masset, Prince Rupert, and back to 
Victoria.  Two boats a year.  He says, "Not for me." And he stayed on the boat and they went 
back. 
 
So we came out up here, and of course, I was too young to prove up on a place then, but we 
built our house on the three corners, and it's called The Corners on the map. Up at the head of 
Purdy Creek was The Corners.  And we built our house, let's see, right here.  Like that.  So that 
the one house would do us all.  Figured I'd run out of time was prove up, that'd I'd be old enough 
to take my place. 
 
Well, Dad died, and I stayed on awhile with my uncle.  And we had a fire that burned everything 
up, except the clothes we had on: a pair of overalls and a shirt.  And that was the last trump for 
my uncle, and he left for the Hawaiian Islands, and he died down there shortly after he got down 
there.   
 
[tape stops and restarts] 
 
Oh, look at the time again.  But before I quit, I want to say a word or two about this golden 
spruce.  On the Yakoun River.  It was a tree about a hundred years old, 75 feet tall. And just a 
picture, particularly on a sunny day, or a moonlight night.  This large, golden tree among the 
evergreens.  We that were up there at that time, thought it was some kind of a freak.  And the 
Indians thought it was something very special.  So much so, that when they would go up or 
down the river by canoe, they would stop paddling until they got by it. 
 
In later years, I found that scientists were intrigued with the tree too.  Made a study of it, tried to 
grow another tree from the seeds and cuttings, but they all came up green.  And up to 1966, it's 
the only known golden spruce tree in the world. 
 
Now, I told you about the Mexican Tom ranch on the Tlell River, and it was sold to Walsh 
brothers, and then to the Richardson family.  The original Richardson family, have a 
granddaughter who wrote a little poem about the Islands, and in closing, I would like to read that 
poem to you.  It's called "The Islands": 
 
Land of azure northern skies,  
of geese and their haunting cries,  
land of ancient monarch spruce,  
of the ocean's moaning sigh,  
land of the wapitis’ bugle call,  
of spawning salmon streams,  
land of the warrior Haida tribes,  
of settlers' broken dreams,  
land of the trumpeter swans' retreat,  
of clean, salt laden air,  
land of thunderous, rolling surf,  
of otter, seal, and bear,  
land of the wheeling seagulls’ scream,  



of [shooting] northern lights,  
land of the flaming sunsets,  
of soft, short summer nights,  
land of the loons' mournful call,  
of treasure laden sands,  
land where man can plainly see,  
the prints of his maker's hand,  
land that sets forth stalwart sons,  
yet never sets them free,  
but calls them back again and again,  
to these Queen Charlotte Islands 
of the northern sea. 
 
Thank you ladies and gentlemen. 
 
[applause] 
[recording ends] 


