Historical context for Lot 2, Section 20, Range 3 East, North Salt Spring Island, Cowichan District.

by Chris Arnett

This report was prepared to give a historical perspective and appreciation of Lot 2 on Drake Road, a subdivision of historic Section 20, Range 3, Salt Spring Island. 

Prior to colonization by non-native settlers in late 1859-60, the forests and shorelines surrounding Ganges Harbour  were accessed by various First Nations families including Sencoten-speaking people from the Saanich Peninsula, and Hul’q’umi’num’ – speaking people from East Vancouver Island and Kuper Island for at least 5,000 years and possibly more.
 As pointed out in Kim Kornbacher’s archaeological assessment there is an unregistered shell midden of unknown dimensions inland at nearby Mouat’s  Park. As well, portions of the commercial center of Ganges, particularly Mouat’s Home Hardware and Grace Point Square, are built over the site of a large shell midden and burial site (DfRu 9). Another rather extensive, unregistered (?) midden is also located at the base of Ganges Hill underneath the properties associated with the addresses 161,163,167,171, and 181 Fulford-Ganges Road. Extensive fire-cracked rock, possibly of indigenous origin, is scattered along the beach in the inter-tidal zone facing these properties and evidence of midden material extends under the afore-mentioned properties from the high tide mark to the road. This midden is probably associated with one end of an overland canoe route that connected Ganges Harbour with Booth Canal. People from Kuper Island utilized an overland “canoe-skid” from the head of Booth Inlet that followed Okano Creek, through the site of the present-day Hydro station on Atkins Road, and continued parallel north of present day Rainbow Road before heading east parallel to Seaview Road through what is now Ganges Creek into Ganges Harbour. Inland traces of this canoe skid, including remnants of cedar logs over which the canoes were skidded, were visible into the 1930’s
..

 The name of the place now occupied by the town of Ganges is Shiyahwt, apparently of Sencoten origin, meaning “make it cautious”.
 According to contemporary Sencoten –speaking people, Shiyahwt has special significance as an ancient Sencoten population centre. Nevertheless, as mentioned above, Ganges Harbour was utilized over the millennia by First Nations people from different language and family groups, who either lived in established villages on Ganges Harbour or came seasonally to access the rich maritime resources of herring, sea mammals, waterfowl and shellfish and no doubt inland resources of land mammals, particularly deer and elk, and various flora including cedar and other tree resources, as well as food and medicinal plants.
 

In 1859 the ten year old colonial government of Vancouver Island authorized non-native settlers to occupy portions of Salt Spring Island including Ganges Harbour, without formal agreements with First Nations leaders.
 This is not to imply that there were no informal agreements as settlers were, by and large, unmolested , save for occasional “thefts” of their crops or use of their occupied “pre-emptions.” The 1859 land system initiated by the Colonial government was designed to allow non-native males of limited means to acquire land.
 The pre-emption system was a three-part process by which prospective landowners could take up an area of up to 150 acres of un-surveyed land or 200 acres if he was married. Applications were to be accompanied by descriptions of the land and once  surveyed  the settler had three years in which to  pay $1.25 per acre for the price of the survey. If the settler could demonstrate two years of occupation and improvements to the value of fifty cents an acre, through clearing, fencing and the construction of buildings, he would be issued a “certificate of improvement”. After this the settler would be allowed to mortgage, transfer, or purchase his land at a special price of  approximately  $2.50 per acre. The emphasis was on occupation. If the prospective settler vacated his property for two months his claim was denied and passed on to another. 

After 1870 improvements had to made to the amount of $2.50 per acre and the settler had to occupy the land himself as opposed to the earlier edict in which he might appoint someone else to occupy the claim. Purchase price after improvement dropped to $1.00 per acre and a crown grant of full ownership obtained after all surveying and other fees paid. 

Portions of Salt Spring Island were informally surveyed in 1859-1860 by John Tait who produced a rough map showing the approximate locations of the 200 acre sections taken up by various settlers in what became known as the Ganges Harbour Settlement.
 The two hundred acre sections were arranged vertically on a north south oriented map in adjacent ranges marked east and west across the center of the island. Section 20  Range 3 East, the subject of this report, formed part of the 200 acre claim of a  J. Dunlevy. Present-day Drake Road formed the north boundary of this section. Little is known of Dunlevy and it is likely that he, in common with the majority of persons who pre-empted land at this time, never fulfilled the obligation of the pre-emption system. By 1861 his name disappears from the records. He may never have occupied the land. Of the 153 pre-emptions recorded for Salt Spring island in 1859, 147 were abandoned within a short time.
 Nevertheless, despite a large turnover of pre-emptors, the Ganges Harbour Settlement, by April 1863, boasted  “eighteen occupied claims, well-cleared and skillfully worked” with a population of  “twenty-four persons.”
 There is no record for anyone on Section 20 at this time although the neighbouring lots of Section 1, Ranges 2 and 3 East were  occupied by “a coloured person”, Mr.George Richardson , whose 200 acre claim (Section 1 ,Ranges 2 and 3 East) was bordered by what is now Rainbow Road to the north, and Drake Road to the south, the present site of the town of Ganges.
 The Anglican Bishop George Hills, who visited Richardson’s claim in September, 1860, reported that Richardson had “shown great diligence & is successfully overcoming the land. Several acres showed abundant crops.”
 .. 

Section 20, Range 3 East, is most historically significant for being part of “The Ranch” a property which for a short time between 1890 and 1903 encompassed up to 300 acres, including Sections 1, Ranges 3 and 4 East, Section 20, Ranges 3 and 4 East, and Section 19, Range 4 East including most of what would become the town of Ganges. 

In 1888 the Tolson brothers, John and Charles arrived on Salt Spring Island from England, followed a year later by their 19 year old sibling, Leonard. 
Originally from Yorkshire, their father and uncle leased cotton mills from the Peels, siblings of the first Sir Robert Peel. Their father died in 1876 leaving a widow and 10 children who established themselves in a family home “Tasely” in Staffordshire. John returned to England but Charles remained and acquired 160 acres of Section 1 range 3 and 4 east, where he lived in “the old log house that stood in the middle of the orchard”, possibly George Richardson’s original cabin.  In 1890 Charles pre-empted adjacent Sections 19 and 20 Range  4 East and “the north thirteen (13) chains of Section 20, Range 3 East,” purchasing the land and receiving a Crown Grant on December 28, 1894.
 Charles, and his brother Leonard settled into a life of mixed farming, tending orchards, livestock, and poultry unencumbered, thanks to monthly payments from home, by the desperate need to make a living by farming. Most of the bottom land fronting Ganges Harbour was cleared while the north-facing forest , save for selective logging by Charles Horel in the late 1880’s ,remaining largely  forested. With the help of Charles Beddis, the Tolsons built a proper house later to become the Formby House school and eventually Goodman’s funeral home, on Jackson Avenue.

With the death of their father’s brother, Joseph, in 1895, the family inherited a fortune. In September 1895 Charles married Evelyn, the daughter of the well-known Reverend E. Wilson. They lived on the only house, known as “The Ranch”, sequestered on their extensive 300 acre holdings. Leonard’s portion of the inheritance allowed him to purchase the Section 1 property from his brother in 1897 .As Leonard later recalled, “That money enabled me to buy my brother’s farm at Salt Spring and have a trip around the world.”  Charles and his wife moved to Victoria only to return the following year to take up residence on his remaining acreage of Sections 19 and 20, Range 3 East where, in 1898, they built a home which stood until the mid 90’s in decayed condition on the waterfront side of Ganges Hill uphill from the entrance to Drake Road.
 Charles became sick with TB and returned to England where he died on December 20, 1899.

Leonard continued the genteel life of a country gentleman farmer employing Japanese workers, one of whom, while Tolson was away,  “spent the night on the roof with a bucket of water because there was a forest fire nearby.” But within a few years he tired of the life-style: “I began to realize,” he later wrote.” That with $6,000 invested something was wrong with the works. The only advantage was cheap living –milk, eggs, butter, vegetables, fruit cost nothing, and as I was quite a good shot, we seldom had to buy meet.” In 1903  Leonard sold “the Ranch”(Section 1 Ranges 3 and 4 East) to Arthur Ward, and Sections 19 and 20 Ranges 3 and 4 to Reid Bittancourt and George Baradaile who occupied Charles Tolson’s home on Ganges Hill. Leonard kept three acres and a cabin at the base of Ganges Hill below Charles’ house and left for Jersey, Channel islands in 1903 where he began a teaching career. Reverend Wilson “begged” him to return to Salt Spring to open a school. They returned in 1906 and moved into the cottage while their new home, Fair Acres, later Fernhill, was being built on the waterfront at the base of Ganges Hill. The week before their return, Edward Cartwright had opened a school with seventeen pupils just down the road in a shed at the recently built Ganges Creamery. Undaunted, Leonard opened the “Ganges Private School” with two boys, his daughter Nora and another girl cousin. The school remained open until 1917.

In 1912 Arthur Ward, subdivided the land bought from Leonard Tolson and sold all the lots within a year. These properties formed the nucleus of the Ganges Townsite.

the site for the aforementioned Creamery was purchased from Arthur Ward in 1903 for $100 by the recently established Salt Spring island Creamery Association. It was in full operation by February , 1904. In 1912 Arthur Drake took over the operation of the Creamery and ran it for the next 37 years. He married Lydia Mouat and they lived in the first house on the right on what became known as Drake Road directly above the Creamery (now Embe Bakery), where Arthur worked for so many years.

The archaeological assessment of Lot 2 identified several cedar stumps with springboard notches indicating that these trees were logged using springboards and crosscut saws, the common method of falling trees prior to the gradual introduction of gasoline-driven power saws in the 1940’s.
 Springboards were four foot long fir boards with a metal sleeve on one end that was inserted into a rectangular hole chopped from the trunk of the tree two or more feet above the ground. The faller was thus able to fall the tree by standing on the springboard above the undergrowth and, using cross-cut saws, cut the tree above the “swell” of the trunk to produce a uniform log. Bob Rush, a knowledgable old timer, states that back in the 30's Lot 2 and beyond was 'mature forest" and was logged approximately 1937-39 by either a Mr. Campbell or Mr. Seymour. He adds that the forest was not clearcut, but selectively logged according to an island custom of taking only what was necessary according to the needs of the owners. Of course, these “needs” varied over the years according to the individuals, and it is likely that the area was logged selectively and in clearcut patches by various owners over the last century beginning with the Tolsons. As Bob recalls, Drake Road, during the 1930’s and 1940’s, beyond what is now the RC church, was "just a skid road" for logs.

Bob Rush recalled an elderly couple, a Mr. and Mrs. Cross, who lived in a  house on or near Lot 2 “between the church and the Lion’s Hall” in the late 30’s. They were elderly and only lived on the property for a few years. Bob does not recall subsequent owners or their activities. The “ornamental” plants present in the northeast section of Lot 2 may represent the remants of landscaping or gardening activity by these people.  Bob also mentioned that a Mr. Yuen, of Chinese ancestry, operated a small farm/market garden on the north side of Drake Road, Section 1opposite the Catholic church, in the 30's 40's, indicating agricultural potential for Lot 2 (not to mention the alder bottom).

 Aside from the significance of the property being on the periphery of important First Nations’ settlements and activities associated with Shiyahwt (Ganges), .  Lot 2, Section 20, Range 3 East is perhaps most historically significant for being part of  original Ganges Harbour Settlement of 1859 and, later, the historic Tolson “ranch” which, upon its subdivision between 1903 and 1912, by new owner Arthur Ward, formed the nucleus of the present-day town of Ganges. It is interesting to note, as well, that, over the years, at least four  private schools, Leonard Tolson’s Ganges Private School,(later Nicholl’s Gulf Island School for Girls),  Edward Cartwright’s 17 pupil school in the Creamery shed, and the Formby House School on Jackson Avenue, all operated within the boundaries of the old Tolson properties, a fitting legacy for the Phoenix Alternative School.
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