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Pamela Mar 
Nanaimo Historical Society. Thursday, November 10, 2005. Introducing tonight's speaker at the 
society's regular meeting, Cy Porter, who will speak on the life in the Gulf Islands in the 1930s. 
 
[recording stops and restarts] 
 
[unidentified female speaker] 
...within that area. And his company was Pacific Shore Realty. And on that note, I want you to 
come forward and give us a talk. [applause] 
 
Cy Porter 
Thank you very much, chairman. I don't think I need that. 
 
[unidentified female speaker] 
You don't think you need that? 
 
Cy Porter 
No. 
 
[unidentified female speaker] 
I'll just turn it off. 
 
Cy Porter 
Can you all hear me? 
 
Audience 
No! [laughter] 
 
Cy Porter 
Well now, dear people, I'm glad to be back with you. There are a few that might remember me, I 
can't remember a single one of you, because I'm crowding my late 80s and memory is such a sad 
thing, isn't it? This is what I'm going to talk about, this book. And on the back wall, which I'm sure 
you've seen, there are a number of pictures. If you want to preread the book, look at the pictures.  
 
Now, first of all, I have a lovely thing to do. I brought my new wife to see you here today. And she 
has a most fascinating broach on her left lapel. This broach was sent to me a very few days before 
my dear old friend Pierre Burton passed on. And he sent a little, cryptic note [inaudible] like Pierre, 
he said, "I hope your wife will wear this brooch on her wedding day." And she did. And surprise, 
surprise, she stuck it on tonight. So, if you want to get right close and cuddly, you can look at it. 
It's rather lovely, it has genuine, a little pile of genuine gold nuggets, just below the brooch. And 
those nuggets, Burton himself had to do the digging them up.  
 
So, on to the book. Now, I can start in a dozen different places, as authors often do. So, I'll just 
start off by getting you do to something for me. I want to be quite sure that you're all awake, so 
will you please stand up? You're excused. [laughter] This here gentleman is having a snooze! 
[laughter] I think that's pretty wise considering what's coming. Please be seated.  



Now the Gulf Islands are a wonderful place to live, there's no doubt about it. There's just one thing 
- you're married to the ferry. You're married to the ferry. If you want to go anywhere, or you feel 
sick and beyond the abilities of the local doctor, then the only thing you can do is get on the bloody 
ferry and hope you're alive and get back again [inaudible] to the other island. Well, this book, 
which will be available to you by the way, has a number of most interesting things. Some of them 
are very sad. I lost one of my best friends while I was in the islands. And I'll tell you about him in 
a moment. 
 
First of all, the chap called Warburton Pike, have you ever heard of him? Yes? Eh? 
 
[unidentified female audience member] 
Louder please! 
 
Cy Porter 
Louder please? Can you hear down there? 
 
[unidentified female audience member] 
Yes. 
 
Cy Porter 
Well, good for you, you put me in the right room here. So I value you. Warburton Pike was a 
philanthropist in the islands. He paddled the Far North across the Northwest Territories, Yukon, 
and into that area which is now called Nunavut. Have I got that right? Pronunciation right? And 
on the entrance to the church on Mayne Island is this little verse, and I'll think you'll probably be 
very familiar with it. I'll read it to you. "Home is a sailor, home is the sea, and the hunter home 
from the hills." 
 
[unidentified female audience member] 
Robert Louis Stevenson! 
 
Cy Porter 
Thank you. Who said that?  
 
[unidentified female audience member] 
The lady in the back. 
 
Cy Porter 
Go to the head of the class!  
 
Now, I'm going to start off by telling you that this little book is dedicated to the Reverend Robert 
Duncan Porter who took me in as a waif from Alberni, gave me bed, board, love, and cared for 
me, and then he did something else. He taught me never to turn my back on the ocean. And he 
furthered cautioned: those people who do, very rarely come back to port. So as time went on, I 
became a seaboard realtor, I never turned my back on the ocean. And that's why I'm here now. 
Some might say, "I wish he had!" [laughter] 
 
Now, we'll go on a little bit further. There's a chap who dedicated this book, wrote the foreword, 
very interesting fellow. His name is Coates, Jonathan Anthony Coates, Q.C. And he's the most 
remarkable fellow. He served with distinction in the Royal Canadian Navy. And he had a great 
deal to do with taking our troops across from Africa, where I began and ended in the [tanks]. He 



put his assurance this way and sailed out and bombarded the rest of Italy. So he wrote the 
foreword to this book, and it is very kind indeed.  
 
Now, a few of the actual facts. Some of which I don't need to read because I think I know them 
fairly well. Where should we begin I wonder? This first chapter I think I'll deal with is "Dark Day." 
Now, this isn't a sad story, it just happens to be done, for the most part, in the mentally dark. We 
started out as we usually did from the Mainland in one of our boats, and we had many boats. And 
when we got across, towards Gossip Island, we came upon a little island, aside [inaudible] and 
Gossip Island. And I slowed down there usually in order to draw the attention of the patron in the 
boat to the fact there was a lion, a live lion, on one of the little islands right in front of us. And I 
wanted to warn them, that while at the moment he was eating a fish, goodness only knows if he 
looked at some of the fair maidens aboard, he might decide to have nibble there too. True enough, 
when we got close enough in the boat to see, there was the lion, a very realistic lion. One lady 
went so far on one of our trips to say to her husband, "George, he is alive! I actually saw him wag 
his tail!" Whereupon I slowed down the boat, because I've never seen that myself! And when we 
got around on the inside, and made our way into Whaler's Bay, they had a look at what was called 
a "spook." Because the inside of the lion was hollow. The waves and the winds had hollowed out 
his tummy. But I never forgot that now and again, that lion would wave his tail. Believe it or not. 
 
09:55  
 
Now here's a funny one for you. There were several people who we now call "tourists" would 
arrive on Mayne Island. And a man and his wife from Seattle came along and stayed in the 
Springwater Lodge. And they were pretty comfortable there, and they went fishing with the lady 
who owned the place. She always caught salmon by the dozen. And the next day, they thought, 
"Well, it's getting on, it's been a busy day, let's go for a walk." And the moon was up, and the 
gravel roads were basking in the moonlight. And up the hill they went, and they came to the top 
of the first hill. There was a nice bench. And they thought, "How thoughtful. We'll sit down." And 
they did.  
 
And then they heard something like this: [knocking noise]. And it seemed to come from the next 
hill up. And so they looked over, and all they could see was a very slender lady, clad from head 
to foot in white, startling white hair, and rather sunken eyeballs. And she had a walking stick. And 
she came down the road towards them: [knocking noise]. And when she came opposite them, 
they could see that her face was very white, she was clad in white, she had white sneakers on. 
And she moved silently, except for the stick. She went by them and down the hill. They decided 
the best thing they could do, this was obviously a spook, and they'd better get beyond her and 
down somewhere and hide. So they did.  
 
They raced down the hill past her, she never missed a tread. They went behind the great boulder. 
And there they headed, hidden among the bracken. And they waited. And they waited. And then 
they heard: [knocking noise]. And the spook came along. They didn't realize they were opposite 
the cemetery. When next she opened the gate to go up the clam shell, steep path, the gate 
creaked. Now, I can't make a good "creak," but it was quite a creak. And it didn't help their nerves 
a bit. She went up the path. And believe it or not, she went into the church. And in the pitch black, 
she played Abide with Me. And still they sat tight. And then she began to sing. Our hero and the 
heroine broke from their cover and roared down the road as fast as they could go into the 
Springwater Hotel, jumped into bed, and pulled the covers over their heads. The next morning, 
they took the first ferry out. And no one has heard from them since. That is the story of the spook.  
 



Now here's a sad one. I had a very dear friend, his name was Allison Copland, and he lived in a 
nice little home up in the midst of the valley, beneath the hill called Spring Hill. And he had a 
bicycle. Now, I didn't have a bicycle. So I started a campaign with the Porters to get one. And 
presently, to my delight, they bought me one for $12.50, and I could then join my friend Allison on 
the bike. We went round the road and up to the school. And herein lies a tale. The school was a 
wonder: eight grades in one room, a new schoolteacher who had never been teaching school 
before. And she rose from behind her desk to tell us what it was all about, and just at that point, 
five little Japanese children arrived. They were about half and half, I think, boys and girls. And 
they sat down. And she thought the thing to do would be to welcome them, which she did. And 
they all began to cry. 
 
I was in Grade 7 at the time, having come from Alberni. And I just got sat down nicely, then there 
was a fellow in front of me about three seats, fell on the floor onto his back. His eyes began to roll 
up and down, his feet began to drum, and he was having an epileptic fit. I leaned out from my 
seat to see what was going on. And his brother roared past, he nearly decapitated me on the way, 
and shoved a ruler between his teeth and sat on him until his feet stopped drumming. There was 
a big fella in the last grade, he'd been there forevermore, mostly because his father was the 
chairman of the school board. He'd been there a long time. He fixed his eyes on the new 
schoolteacher, who was only 18. And I guess he thought that was about the best thing he'd seen 
in many a day's march, because at recess, he laid siege to her. And she had to go into the 
bathroom, lock the door, and wait for him to back off a little bit. Then she suddenly roared out 
when he was cool to unlock the doors, stayed there until recess was over.  
 
These were interesting times. And when I got back to the vicarage, my people asked me, "How 
did the school day go?"  
 
And I said, "Well, it was pretty exciting! There was a lovely girl there called Kiyo Sumi, and I think 
I'll take more than a casual look at her. She has a magnificent figure. There was a boy who threw 
a fit in the middle of the class, and his brother nearly knocked me out going by with a ruler and 
sat on him and stuck the ruler in his mouth." 
 
Oh, we have a little audience here. 
 
And my mother said, "Was there anything else, Cy that happened?" 
 
And I said, "Yes, there was a boy in the end class, and he took a shine to the schoolteacher and 
chased her around the school some, round the [desks through] part of the building that was 
cleared, and nearly caught her. And she jumped into the ladies' washroom and stayed there until 
he backed off. Now," I said, "with any luck, I think he'll probably catch her tomorrow." 
 
Porter said, "I think we should get this fellow a tutor, because he's never going to make it with this 
kind of a thing going on." So they did, added three miles extra to my driving. And she was a 
schoolteacher, she was a good one. And I learned and eventually passed into high school in 
Victoria, which is where I met Pierre Burton, who was the patrol leader of the Seagulls. I became 
the patrol leader of the Owls. I never let him forget it. Because a seagull is a rather messy little 
critter and bops around a bit and cocks a bit. Whereas an owl is very wise, and some says they 
might be worth listening to. 
 
So school came and went. One more thing, I was invited by one Kietero Kadonaga out to their 
home one day because their big black fat cherries were in full cry. And he thought I might like to 
fill my tummy. I did. But I didn't count on being invited into the hot tank with the wives and the 



children and the girls and the boys and everybody else. Nobody seemed to mind. They soaped 
me down, sank me in the hot pool. And I related that adventure to the Porters.  
 
Now we come to the sad part. Allison Copland, my dear friend, formed a comradeship while I was 
away in school with Lady Constance Fawkes' grandson. His name was Kirby. And the day before 
Christmas, Christmas Eve, these two went down to Old Man Tinkley's place, launched a leaky 
skiff, and went off into a flood tide. It started to snow. That night, some of the folks came along 
and decided they'd try to find what happened to Allison, more importantly, what happened to 
Kirby. So they launched a number of boats and went looking. They found Allison covered in 
seaweed down the coast a little bit from the lighthouse. They never did find Kirby. That was very 
sad. That was probably the unhappiest Christmas the Porter household ever spent. I cried myself 
to sleep. 
 
21:00  
 
Well, I'm delighted to see that you're all bright eyed and bushy tailed. I'm going to find one of 
these sticky markers here. Any of you, if you're able to sing while I'm finding this, can go ahead. 
[laughter] 
 
There are a lot of wonderful people on Mayne Island. One of them was the doctor's wife. And she 
was what we pleasantly call [inaudible] I hope, a carper. She used to carp at everything that the 
Right Reverend Father Duncan Porter said in his sermons. She never failed to point out 
grammatical errors, errors in scripture, any sort of error - his tone of voice, the fact that his circlets 
didn't look too good, and on and on and on. One day, having learned to drive Porter's launch quite 
well, we took a lot of the Ladies' Auxiliary across to Galiano. My father used to call the Ladies' 
Auxiliary [inaudible]. When the Auxiliary called, he used to call them "the wasted afternoon." 
[laughter] However, we got to Galiano, and when we got there everything was fine. And the ladies 
went off to their meeting. And the vicar and I stayed on the boat and played crib. He was a fierce 
player. The only thing he never won was checkers. And the bishop had taught me about checkers, 
and I used to skin him every time.  
 
Now then, let's have something about the doctor's wife. On the way back from Galiano, the 
doctor's wife proceeded to tell the vicar how she thought that if he didn't get his circlets well 
pressed, Mrs. Porter was probably too busy, she'd press his circlets for the next Sunday. We 
came to our moorage. I went up in the bow of the boat, made the ship fast to a mooring, and then 
I went down to the back of the boat, the stern, at the blunt end, and loaded it up with the dinghy, 
helped in about half a dozen young ladies and towed them to shore. And then we came to the 
doctor's wife, the carper. And the vicar decided he'd better take my place at the oars and take her 
into shore. So, just about as she was being lowered over gently into the dinghy, there was a swirl 
of tide, and she went down with the deep six. Down she went between the dinghy and the launch. 
And when she came up, she was covered with seaweed. The vicar shouted at her, "Grab the 
stern! Grab the stern! And I'll tow you to shore." 
 
She said, "What's the stern?" 
 
He said, "That bit of wood right in front of your face there." So she grabbed that and towed into 
shore, and where the ladies took her in hand and dragged her up onto a log and dried her out a 
little bit and escorted her home. A very strange thing was this - from that day forth, the carper 
changed her tune. Nothing the reverend did was wrong. He had saved her life. He was beautiful. 
She loved him. He was entitled to come for supper for her favourite pie any time at all. So isn't it 
interesting how the carper can change into something a little different?  



Now on about the canon's boots. I hate standing behind that table. [You know, I might have rather 
good legs.] [laughter]  
 
One day the bishop, the Right Reverend, what was their name? [Scholfield] from Victoria, got a 
hold of Porter and told him there'd been a very proper deacon has arrived from England. And he 
had taken the liberty of sending him off to Porter. He didn't say "not knowing what else to do with 
this fellow." He arrived on the ferry and he looked a picture, with a big black hat, he had a dog 
collar, he had a waistcoat, he had gaiters, and he had the strangest looking leather shoes you 
ever saw in your life. The vicar took one look at him and decided he'd go down to Saturna and 
pay a visit to his old friend who ran the light there.  
 
On the way down, there was a little chop in the sea, and the deacon spent most of his time 
contributing over the rail into the sea. When they got finally to the light... My wife is turning 
[inaudible] [laughter] Isn't that a shocker? You'd think she'd tire of it, wouldn't you? 
 
By the time the deacon got down to the light, there had been a lot of contributions to the ocean. 
And Bob Porter tidied him up as best he could, took him ashore, and introduced him to the keeper 
of the light. And in the course of the conversation, the vicar asked keeper of the light, "What 
happened to dear old Auntie Jo?" 
 
"Oh, Vicar, I'm glad you asked me that. She passed on a month or so ago. And we planted her 
outside there by her favourite apple tree, and that's where she is now. Would you like to go up 
and say a few words?" 
 
And he said, "Yes, I would. I was always fond of her." So, we went out. This was, of course, 
absolute sacrilege so far as the deacon is concerned. Just as so, when he came back, the 
lightkeeper offered him a stiff snort of homemade wine, which the vicar enjoyed. And he had to 
load him onto the boat again, take him up Navy Channel towards Mayne Island, and this very 
proper fellow contributed a bit more towards the depth of the ocean. That night he reported [his 
condition to Mrs. Porter] and he thought he had a meeting in Vancouver. Therefore, he would 
take the ferry when it came and, regretfully, have to say farewell [to my mom]. All right? 
 
29:25  
 
This one's about a feud. There were two men on the island who disliked each other from day one. 
One was a member of the Royal Artillery and had served his time in India. The other one was the 
local doctor, who had been the naval type. And when the artillery man saw this chap who had 
been a member of the navy, he said, something like this: "Ha! What have we here? A chap from 
the navy! He tried to work himself way up from the bottom of the ship, climbed up on the bridge, 
none the wiser than when he started out in the village."  
 
Whereupon the doctor said, "Hahaha! What have we here? The artillery no less! One over the 
top, one underneath, and missed the damn thing like a barn door." 
 
So they would square off in a proper stance. They would circle round, none of them ever landing 
a blow. But they'd go home, swearing that they would [institute suit]. Neither of them ever did. The 
artillery man died, the doctor died, and peace since then has reigned! 
 
Once upon a time in the Dirty Thirties, there was a fellow from California and he decided that 
Mayne Island would be the most marvellous place in the world for elderly people to come and 
enjoy, plant a good garden, look at the beautiful sea and the tide, and live a happy life. So, he 



came to Vancouver, set up an office, printed some brochures, and advertised all across the 
Prairies and the western states. And just about at that point, the Depression started. And things 
were not so good. Nothing was left after two weeks except a pile of folders in a barn in the middle 
of the island. That's about as far as the distribution of his El Madrona Sanitarium ever got. 
 
There was once a lady on Saturna and her husband. Her name was Edith. Emma? Ella? Emma? 
Emma. And she was the belle of the ball. At all the local dances this dear lady would go out and 
after a couple of stiff snorts with the men out by the outhouse, she was available for dancing or 
whatever. Now, this dear lady came to be a very good friend of mine because I wanted to go to a 
dance, I was about 15 then. But my only white shirt was pretty, pretty dull and dinghy in the 
[inaudible]. Emma announced she would be happy to launder and press it for me, so I could go 
to the dance.  
 
She said, "Have you got any money to get into the dance?" 
 
And I said, "Actually, I do. My friend, Coates, I offered to loan him a pair of my shoes, and I 
charged him 15 cents, much to his chagrin. And with that, I can get into the dance." 
[Inaudible]...Emma cleaned the shirt. I wore it with pleasure, for the pleasure, and danced 
[inaudible]. Everybody danced. Even men who couldn't find any women [inaudible] would dance 
with one another.  
 
Now presently, as time went on, I became a realtor. I became, in fact, a real-tor. We weren't the 
usual kind. We went about buying anywhere up to 20 miles of oceanfront. And the reason we did 
that was I [inaudible]…for the open ocean and the Mainland. And one of them was by Will Rogers 
and his favourite quote stuck in my mind. He said, "Stick to a specialty if you're going in real 
estate. Sell real estate, they ain't making any more," which I've never forgot. So we bought lots of 
oceanfront, all the way from the Gulf Islands into Victoria, up to Prince Rupert. There we could 
[promote to clients]. Went up into the Alaska panhandle, where many [pure] men survived with 
paper bags full of cash. And we sold some of those big islands for two and three million a piece. 
And this the commission was 10%. If you do your math, you can see that I had enough money 
after that.  
 
Close to the mountains [inaudible] and near the rivers and lakes of Yukon. And there I bought 168 
acres on Tagish Lake, wilderness plus. There were mountain goats on the hills. There were grizzly 
bears by the score. I had a little cat which we took up. But anyway, there was some beautiful old 
buildings [inaudible], which we camped in to begin with. And we built a beautiful new log cabin, 
which the whole family and I, and the cat, enjoyed. The cat taught us that there were several 
rabbits around. She came up the path carrying one little rabbit screaming its head off. So I rescued 
the rabbit, and the next day we went forth and discovered the valley was alive with rabbits. 
 
Our place was and is called Ben-My-Chree. Ben-My-Chree is Manx-Gaelic. Do you know? No? 
Everyone's a stranger? Girl of my heart. So research was required about the Isle of Man. 
[Inaudible] that two beautiful sisters, who were members of the parliament of the Isle of Man, 
came all the way from there over into the chapel in Qualicum Beach for the wedding of [inaudible]. 
And they [rouged?] themselves up, and they [inaudible] how delighted they were, and they'd come 
again, provided we would take them back down to where they could catch the plane to get 
themselves to Nanaimo, which we did. I still write to them, they're on the Christmas card list. And 
I truly love them. I'll bet you [do too]. She's nodding her head. 
 
Now then, is there anything you'd like to know more about the book? Would you like an exciting 
one? You would? All right. One day when I was coming through between North and South Pender, 



where there's a canal, as I was coming to, there's a bridge over. And all of sudden, [inaudible] is 
making pretty good steam. I saw a little open [little] boat coming out from behind part of the bridge. 
And I knew that if I didn't hit that [inaudible] all those people in the open boat would be dead. 
[Inaudible]. So I [inaudible] the wheel over on the bridge, skimmed into the edge of the [inaudible], 
bounced off, turned into the bridge a little bit more, hit the bridge beach just in time to see the boat 
come across my wake. Just missed it. And a miss is as good as a hit. I hope. 
 
Now then, I want to wind up just [inaudible] by reading you something, which is a poem. [Inaudible] 
Pauline Johnson, are any of you familiar?  
 
And up on the hills, against the sky,  
a fir tree is rocking its lullaby,  
swings, swings,  
its emerald wings,  
swelling the song that my paddle sings. 
 
Amen. [applause] 
 
If you'd like 'em, they're 30 bucks a piece, which is cheap for [deep]! [laughter] 
 
[unidentified male audience member] 
On behalf of the historical society I'd like to thank you, you're a rare dream, you're a storyteller, 
you're not allowed [rest]. It was pleasure just to hear it. And on behalf of the historical society, I'd 
like to offer you a membership. 
 
Cy Porter 
Thank you very much. That's wonderful. 
 
[unidentified male audience member] 
Do you live on Pacific Shore? Did you live there? 
 
Cy Porter 
No, that was the name of my company, which the lady who introduced me [inaudible]. Now we 
live in Parksville. 
 
[unidentified male audience member] 
But there's a Pacific Shores in Parksville. 
 
Cy Porter 
No, it's a little… Crown Royal, isn't that what it's called? [inaudible] wonderful things, including 
her. If I can't live with her, I thought...[laughter] 
 
Pamela Mar 
Before you all sit down again, there are the pictures at the back that Mr. Porter has brought along, 
but would you all please put the chairs to the side so that it doesn't get left to the old ladies to do 
it later on in the evening. Thank you Lawrence for getting most of them out, but we'll put the 
[inaudible] aside before you get to [inaudible]. 
 
42:15  
 
[recording ends] 


