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IN MEMORY OF MY BIG BROTHER, ROBERT (BOB) MOFFORD
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INTRODUCTION

I HAVE A CONFESSION TO make. In 1968, I had a picture of a naked Pierre Berton hanging on my bedroom wall. While most teenagers had posters of buxom blondes, rock stars, or sports figures, I chose a popular Canadian journalist and historian to hang on my wall. There he was for all to see, Pierre Berton, sans clothing, set between my black-light posters, clippings of the Beatles, Newsweek and Time photographs of the Vietnam War, and a picture of the other Pierre smiling back at me during the height of Trudeaumania.

Let me explain.

The walls of my bedroom were strewn with the faces of my contemporary heroes, people I respected and admired. An artist’s rendition of Pierre Berton was clipped from a copy of the Star Weekly, a supplement to the Toronto Star. Peter Gzowski was the new editor, and he took a staid and stale, money-losing newspaper and transformed it into arguably the finest weekly in the nation. Gzowski hammered out a deal with McClelland & Stewart, publishers of Berton’s new book, The Smug Minority, for the Star Weekly to run a series of excerpts from the book. To publicize it, Gzowski hired Vancouver artist Roy Peterson to draw a large poster of Berton posing nude in the manner of Rodin’s Thinker.1 Time Canada “liked the sauciness of the magazine, especially the cartoon of Pierre Berton posing in psychedelic colour.”2 At the time, Berton was at the height of his popularity and the apex of his writing career. I spent countless hours far, far away in the goldfields of the Klondike, or driving in a spike along the transcontinental railway, or defending Canada against American aggression during the War of 1812. I got lost in Canadian history, and it was Pierre Berton who provided the time machine.

Today that love for and fascination with Canadian history is as strong as ever, but now my walls are adorned with prints of artwork by Emily Carr, E.J. Hughes, Tom Thomson, and the Group of Seven. As I grew up, I developed my own path by researching and writing about people and places in British Columbia. Specifically, I discovered that I enjoy social history, especially when it pertains to historic hotels, from the proprietors who ran them to the characters who stayed there.

I have become particularly fascinated by the development of Vancouver Island hotels through the years. Some of the most amazing hotel entrepreneurs were responsible for founding towns that have grown into the thriving cities we see today on the island: remarkable pioneers like Swedish brothers Charles and Fred Thulin, who built the Willows Hotel in 1904, and by doing so put Campbell River on the map; or the ebullient retired brigadier general Noel Money, who built the Qualicum Beach Hotel and thereby contributed to the growth of that attractive resort community; or visionaries like Charles Morton, who repurposed a private residence at Shawnigan Lake and opened the first hotel in the area. And the list goes on of men and women who carved new communities out of wilderness from Esquimalt to Forbes Landing.

I’ve wanted to write a book about the historic hotels of Vancouver Island for years. Initially it was going to encompass the whole island, from Victoria to Cape Scott, but that would have involved over a hundred hotels, which I realized was far too ambitious (and the fact is, I have only a limited time on this earth), so I eventually got the number down to a manageable thirty-two hotels that once thrived along a carpet of wooden ties and steel rails called the Esquimalt and Nanaimo (E&N) Railway.

The long-term lease of the land to the E&N was a very generous one—twenty miles either side of the line from Victoria in the south to Campbell River in the north added up to approximately two million acres. Any existing homestead properties within the grant were excluded, but an extension of land was given to make up for those exempt properties.3

Just as the transcontinental railway linked Canada from east to west, the E&N Railway linked Vancouver Island south to north, playing a significant role in opening up parts of the island that had previously been inaccessible except to the many Indigenous peoples and the few explorers and prospectors who travelled over worn paths laid out through the ages. Isolated towns that hugged the east coast of Vancouver Island and relied solely on ships for supplies and news from the outside world now had the railroad as an alternative for transporting goods in and out of their communities. The few roads that existed in 1886 were crude and hazardous, and it would be years before they were improved with the advent of the automobile. In the meantime, the railroad filled the gap, breaking the isolation of many communities and allowing them to grow and prosper.4 And as the communities expanded, existing businesses benefited, and new businesses emerged, including a variety of hotels, from luxurious resorts to the most modest inns.

I want to take you back in time as a passenger on one of the first E&N steam trains that rolled along the tracks of Vancouver Island. The geographic area we’ll cover on our journey extends from Esquimalt to Courtenay, plus the subdivisions of Cowichan Bay, Lake Cowichan, Alberni, Great Central Lake, Cumberland, and Comox. Plans to extend the E&N to Campbell River and beyond came to an immediate halt with the outbreak of the First World War, so we are forced to take a bus to Campbell River and end at Forbes Landing. We will travel over hair-raising trestles that traverse creeks and rivers and climb mountains on the way to each community along the route. We will take in magnificent scenery, such as the farmlands of the Cowichan Valley and the pleasant shoreline from just north of Nanaimo to the Comox Valley.
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Ticket for the E&N signed by Alex Dunsmuir, 1892. Image from author’s collection.
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Portrait of Robert Dunsmuir. Image M07179 courtesy of the City of Victoria Archives.



Only nine of the featured hotels survive today, as neighbourhood pubs, but while researching this book, I found a treasure trove of material about their heydays. Stories abound about the history and character of many of the proprietors, owners, and visitors who lived at these pioneer hotels, and fading sepia photographs provide a window into their past. There were many more establishments I could have included, like the Wheatsheaf, the Fanny Bay, the Elk Hotel, and notable others, but the thirty-two I chose each have a long and fascinating story and reflect the unique history of their communities.

I hope the stories you’re about to read bring back some happy memories for those lucky enough to have ridden up and down the island along the E&N and that they’ll give those who missed that experience a second chance to ride those rails into the past. You’ve bought your ticket, so sit back and relax as we visit the historic hotels along the E&N. All aboard!
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Map of Vancouver Island depicting route of the E&N Railway.
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Map of the southern stage of the E&N Railway, from Donald F. MacLachlan’s book The Esquimalt & Nanaimo Railway: The Dunsmuir Years: 1884–1905.




CHAPTER 1

Esquimalt District

ALTHOUGH THE ESQUIMALT DISTRICT IS the oldest of all the districts we will visit in this book, it wasn’t incorporated until September 1, 1912. Before the arrival of Europeans, the Indigenous Coast Salish peoples had been living here for four thousand years.1 In 1848, Sir James Douglas negotiated a treaty with the local First Nations, purchasing land for the Puget Sound Agricultural Company, which split the land into three major farms. The Royal Navy took advantage of the deep-sea harbour at Esquimalt and established its main Pacific Fleet there in 1854. By then a small community had been built in what is now Naden on Department of Defence lands, and it grew from there. I have a personal interest in the community; one hundred years after the Royal Navy established its base there, my family lived in Esquimalt when I was born in 1954—a navy brat.

Robert Dunsmuir, with backing from three railway financiers, signed an agreement with the federal government in 1883 to construct the E&N.2 He had come a long way from his beginnings as a coal miner working for the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1850 to a coal magnate by 1884. Esquimalt was also the starting point for the southern crew of the E&N Railway, who worked north and eventually joined up with the crew working south from Nanaimo. The first survey for the E&N, Division 1, began in Esquimalt near Plumper Bay, opposite Inskip Island on the Songhees Reserve, on May 7, 1884. The Division 2 survey team started in Nanaimo on May 16, 1884, working south.3 In early 1885, construction of the E&N began simultaneously in Nanaimo and Esquimalt. The two teams would join up on August 13, 1886, near Shawnigan Lake, just south of Strathcona Lodge, at a place called Cliffside, where Prime Minister Sir John A. Macdonald drove in the last spike that signified the completion of the first phase of the E&N. A number of extensions would follow over the next few years. The first extension off the main line was built from Thetis Cove in Esquimalt south to Russell’s Station (near Lime Bay, where Spinnakers Brew Pub and Guesthouses is located today)4 and then across the new swing bridge to Victoria (completed in March 1888).5 And right near Russell’s Station is our first stop: the Halfway House.

HALFWAY HOUSE

1860 – 2017

The Halfway House6 predated the E&N by twenty-six years and outlasted the life of the railway, closing without much fanfare or warning on October 22, 2017, as the Cambie at Esquimalt Pub. Located along the 800 block of Esquimalt Road, the modest building that housed both pub and liquor store may have appeared rather ordinary, and its closing did not receive much coverage in the press, but its worn exterior masked a remarkable 157-year history.

On this site in 1860, when Esquimalt Road was a dirt trail and Victoria was two years away from incorporation, a small hotel and tavern opened to the public. The Halfway House, as it was initially named, was the oldest private business operating from its original location by the time it shut its doors as the Cambie. This old hostelry deserves a book of its own, but I have elected to tell the story of its earliest years, from 1860 to 1892.
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Elizabeth and James William Bland opened the Halfway House in 1860. It was Esquimalt’s oldest privately operated business when it closed in 2016. Image G01333 courtesy of the Royal BC Museum and Archives.
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Smokey Rhymes (far right) and his navy buddies pose for a photograph outside the Halfway House, ca. 1945. Photograph by Gordon P. Rhymes, author’s collection.




On February 3, 1859, James William and Elizabeth Bland arrived in Victoria after a long voyage from England. The following year, they purchased a large property in Esquimalt, where they built their home and a tavern that they named the Halfway House. While building their new home, they stayed at Constant Cove in a house owned by sawmill magnate Edward Stamp.7

Offering a barroom as well as “comfortable rooms, clean stables and wholesome food for sailors and settlers,”8 the new tavern became a popular stop as the halfway point on the trail between the town of Victoria and the British naval base at Esquimalt Harbour. Patrons enjoyed the unique beer that James Bland brewed from water drawn at three wells on the property. Bland registered his brewery in 1861, and “his recipe was used by family members for years. One of his secrets was the use of Muscat raisins.”9

On April 14, 1862, the steamer Hermann arrived at the Esquimalt docks from San Francisco and unloaded a most unusual cargo, twenty-three Bactrian camels, which caused quite a commotion in the small community and frightened the horses.10 The two-humped animals were shedding their winter coats and did not look or smell very appealing. The camels were corralled on two acres of fenced land on the Bland property behind the Halfway House brewery until they were sold as pack animals for the Fraser River goldfields. It was also reported that the animals were guarded by a “live Turk.”11 People were naturally curious to view these strange and exotic beasts of burden, and Bland quickly recognized the advantage to his business that advertising them would bring. Onlookers were not disappointed and were especially delighted to witness the birth of a baby camel some days later.12

Over the next seventeen years, Elizabeth Bland gave birth to two children at the Halfway House, which brought the number of their brood up to five. During this period, James Bland attempted to sell the property and business at least twice, in November 1875 and again in July 1877. “That splendid property known as the Halfway House, situated on the Esquimalt Road, comprising two acres of arable land well-fenced, with three wells of the finest water on the premises,” read one of the advertisements James ran to promote the sale. “The Building is substantially built of Brick, with all necessary Outbuildings, etc. A first-class Brewery is attached with every article for Brewing; the Boiler has a capacity of 200 gallons at a Brewing. There is also a capital Skittle or Bowling Alley on the premises.”13 These efforts were to no avail, however.

Perhaps the Blands were getting tired of it all. Late one evening, for instance, when the Blands had closed for business and retired to bed, they heard some shouting outside their window. James looked down on three sailors and noticed that they appeared to have had enough grog for one night. They asked if they could buy some beer and, after being informed that the tavern was closed, refused take no for an answer. Fed up and not in the mood to argue, James proceeded to dump the contents of a full chamber pot onto the heads of the unsuspecting sailors and repeated that the bar was closed.14

The Blands eventually did sell their property and business, in 1888, but not before one dramatic moment that could have resulted in disaster. In January that year, a fire broke out in the Halfway House and threatened to consume the business and the house. Quick action by the local fire brigade saved both structures. Fire was the single greatest cause of destruction in Greater Victoria at the time and remained so for many years.

On May 17, 1888, the new owner, Joseph Bayley, late of the Occidental Hotel in Victoria, took over the business and began the first of what would be numerous renovations to the tavern over the years. He built a brick addition to the original wood building and named it the Trentham Hotel. He improved the bowling green and turned the original building into a restaurant. Over time, the brick addition would become the main building, and a second floor was added in 1925 to satisfy liquor board regulations that required a minimum of rooms in order to be granted a liquor licence.

Bayley operated the hotel for a few shaky years until his mental health came into question. Apparently, he enjoyed drinking to excess, which usually got him in trouble. In November 1891, Bayley, “crazed with drink,” and perhaps distraught over the prospect of having to sell his hotel and property, was arrested for disturbing the peace and ended up in the Victoria jail at Bastion Square.15 “Joseph Bayley, the semi-demented proprietor of the Halfway House is still in custody on a charge of insanity,” the Daily Colonist reported.16 The court determined that Bayley was sane, and a deal was worked out in which Bayley signed over the hotel and property to his wife. In May 1892, the Trentham Hotel was sold at auction, allowing Bayley to retire back to the old country.

The above stories are but a very brief peek into the history of this landmark establishment. I recall so many memories of the place from when I occasionally popped in for a drink during its last few decades of business—the great pub food in the 1960s through ’80s; line dancing and live country music; watching my friend Geoff have the dubious honour of being the first person arrested under a new smoking bylaw back in January 1999.17 But those stories are for another time.

Passengers holding tickets on the E&N may have stopped in at the Trentham Hotel for lunch and a quick drink before boarding the train at Russell’s Station on their way up island. It was a short train ride from there to Esquimalt Station near Thetis Bay on the View Royal and Esquimalt border. Once out of that station, the train crossed the old dirt Colwood Road (which would eventually become the Old Island Highway), just a stone’s throw from the Four Mile House.
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The Four Mile House when it operated briefly as a tea house offering midnight dinners in 1941. Image M00464 courtesy of the City of Victoria Archives.



FOUR MILE HOUSE

SINCE 1858

Two popular roadhouses in the Esquimalt District were in business for many years before the E&N came along in 1886: the Four Mile House (licensed in 1864) and the Parson’s Bridge Hotel (licensed in 1856, the oldest licensed establishment in British Columbia), later known as the Six Mile House. Both were linked to Fort Victoria, approximately four to six miles away, by the Colwood Road, and it took a horse and buggy a full day to travel to these establishments—and that was on days when the weather cooperated. It took much longer and was certainly less comfortable in inclement conditions. The arrival of the E&N made it much easier to travel between Victoria and the western farming communities than ever before, and that translated to more regular paying customers for each of the roadhouses and the means to expand and improve their businesses.

The Four Mile House was built in 1858 on the six acres of land where Caleb Pike and his bride of two years (she married at the age of sixteen), Elizabeth (née Lidgate), resided. Their Craigflower property extended from both sides of the Colwood Road and sloped down to Esquimalt Harbour. The couple had their share of tragedies: a baby boy, Robert, lived less than a week, and a daughter, Helen (or Ellen), was born in December 1858 but died in August 1860.18

In July 1864, Caleb Pike was granted a country liquor licence. This is the earliest evidence that the Pikes ran a roadhouse and sold beer and spirits near Craigflower.19 The initial name of the tavern is unknown, but in the 1865 revised assessment is the name Four Mile House. Caleb and Elizabeth ran the roadhouse until at least 1867, when they decided to sell and move to Yew Tree Farm in the Highland District. The new owners of the Four Mile House were Peter and Elizabeth Calvert.

The Calverts arrived in the Craigflower area in the early 1860s. Peter Calvert worked in the Steamboat Exchange Saloon, which opened in Esquimalt in August 1863, until they purchased the Four Mile House. At first using Four Mile as their private residence, over time they began serving food and tending the horses of the travellers who rested there from their long journey along the Colwood Road that connected Victoria to the farms in the west. Elizabeth cooked while Peter looked after the animals. Elizabeth spoke Chinook fluently and employed an Indigenous couple, Joe and “Shrimpy,” whose duties included washing and keeping the new inn supplied with the fresh shrimp and crab that was in great demand at the time.20

Perhaps the Calverts just wanted a change, but by the summer of 1872, they leased the Parson’s Bridge Hotel (later known as the Six Mile House). They continued to own the Four Mile House but leased it out to business partners Augustus and Clark.21 All was well for a few years as both businesses flourished, but the summer of 1877 brought tragedy.

On a pleasant warm day in July 1877, a picnic was under way when Peter Calvert went to fetch some water from a nearby spring using his horses and buggy. On the way, the shaft of the buggy broke and fell on the heels of the horses, spooking them into an immediate gallop. A surprised Calvert hung on to the buggy and attempted to calm the horses, but before he could rein them in and gain control, the runaway carriage hit a tree stump, sending Calvert ten feet into the air. Landing head first on the hard ground, he was knocked unconscious while the terrified horses continued on, dragging the empty buggy behind them. Mr. Winter, who had been riding close behind and saw the horrific accident, was the first to render aid to the motionless Calvert. Dr. Redgrave also soon arrived to attend to the stricken man and, with the aid of friends at the picnic, managed to get Calvert home.22 He remained in a coma for six days before succumbing to his injuries on the afternoon of July 25, 1877.

After the death of her husband, Elizabeth Calvert returned to the Four Mile House and had the hotel refurbished, reopening it in 1878. That summer was a productive one for Mrs. Calvert and her hotel. The steamer Leonora began afternoon excursion trips from the Hudson’s Bay wharf in Victoria Harbour to the Esquimalt wharf, with stops at the Six Mile House and Four Mile House before returning to Victoria. The five-hour round-trip cost one dollar and proved to be a big hit with the public, who got to see the Royal Navy fleet inside Esquimalt Harbour in all its glory as well as enjoy lunch and a beverage at the two popular roadhouses.23

On one particularly cold winter evening in February 1879, a guest imbibing at the Four Mile House made the fateful decision to ride home in the ice and snow. Robert Kerr lived less than two miles from the roadhouse, but he never made it. He was found about one hundred yards from the front door of his home, dead from exposure.24 Robert Kerr had arrived in Victoria in 1859 and served as attorney general in both British Crown colonies of Vancouver Island and British Columbia, and he was instrumental in having the capital of British Columbia moved from New Westminster to Victoria.25

At twenty-nine years of age, Elizabeth Calvert remarried, on December 10, 1879; her second husband was thirty-six-year-old William Calvert, Peter’s younger brother.26 But within five years, Elizabeth was widowed again when William died on March 28, 1884, after a lingering illness.27 Elizabeth married for a third time, on September 3, 1885, this time to an American blacksmith, John Conway, who lived in Victoria. Elizabeth appears to have had the worst luck with men because, a few months after her third marriage, she almost lost her new husband to a chicken thief.

One winter evening a few days before Christmas, Conway was awoken by strange noises. Upon investigation, he noticed some movement in the chicken coop out back. He approached the coop and confronted a man attempting to steal some chickens. The thief turned, and that’s when Conway noticed he was carrying a handgun. The two struggled for the pistol, and a shot rang out, harmlessly adding a new hole to the chicken coop roof. Conway eventually subdued the thief and held him until a police constable arrived. The constable immediately recognized the thief as Sing Lee, a notorious chicken thief who had only recently been discharged after serving a month in jail for attempting to steal chickens at the Colonist Hotel.28 Lee was cuffed and carted off to jail while Elizabeth and John Conway breathed a sigh of relief after the ordeal.

There are so many more stories to tell about the very long and interesting history of Four Mile House. The building survives today in what is now the municipality of View Royal, although it has undergone countless renovations and modifications over the years. It still stood as one of the oldest buildings in Greater Victoria in 2018 and houses a popular and very successful brew pub and restaurant.

Our journey continues about two miles north along the E&N to the small station constructed behind Parson’s Bridge Hotel in 1886 for the first passenger trains.

PARSON’S BRIDGE HOTEL (SIX MILE HOUSE)

SINCE 1855

Many hotel and pub owners have claimed through the years that their establishment holds the oldest liquor licence in British Columbia, but David Wong, owner of the Six Mile House can make that claim stick. The Parson’s Bridge Hotel, later named the Six Mile House, opened in 1855 when Hudson’s Bay Company millwright and former London bobby William (Bill) Parsons purchased forty acres of land from his employer and subsequently built Parson’s Bridge and the hotel to go with it.29
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Six Mile House, ca. 1930s. Image M07743 courtesy of the City of Victoria Archives.



The hotel was set on a rocky ledge located on the eastern side of a rickety old bridge over Millstream Creek. The one-storey wooden building also had a veranda, and it was a welcome sight for farmers who lived beyond the Millstream and travelled by horse and buggy or wagon along the long, rough road to Victoria. Parsons’s barroom was also popular with Royal Navy sailors who frequented the hotel when collecting fresh water from the Millstream or while on leave from the nearby Esquimalt naval base.

Shortly after opening his hotel and bar, Parsons ran into trouble with the authorities. Apparently, he was selling beer and liquor in his bar without the mandatory liquor licence. Parsons pleaded guilty and was ordered to pay a small fine, but the incident did not prejudice him from applying for and receiving a country liquor licence in 1856.

A two-storey addition with a balcony was attached to the east end of the original building, and eventually the older structure was replaced. From 1867 to 1870, Parson’s Bridge Hotel was leased to Charles Berry Brown, an experienced hotelman who had run the Island Hotel on Government Street in Victoria in the early 1860s. While running the Parson’s Bridge Hotel, Brown was forced to call the local constable when he caught an Indigenous man nicknamed “Cock Eye” in the act of stealing his silver watch and other valuables. The man pleaded guilty and was sentenced to two months’ imprisonment with hard labour. Cock Eye had only recently been released off a chain-gang for an offence he had committed in Nanaimo.30

In 1872, Brown moved back to Victoria, where he opened Brown’s Hotel on the corner of Fort and Douglas Streets. Taking over the lease for the Parson’s Bridge Hotel were Peter and Elizabeth Calvert, who ran it from August 1872 until Peter’s death on July 25, 1877 (see Four Mile House). That same year, the bridge across Millstream was condemned, jeopardizing the liquor licence for the hotel.31 The bridge was eventually replaced.

In the 1880s, brothers Richard (Jim) and Henry Price became the new owners and operators of the Parson’s Bridge Hotel, with Richard Graham as head bartender. A teamster during the exciting Cariboo gold rush, Henry Price ran the hotel until he was succeeded by his nephew.32 It was during Price’s tenure, sometime in 1898, that the name changed from the Parson’s Bridge Hotel to the familiar Six Mile House.33

A number of E&N Railway accidents occurred near the hotel through the years. The most tragic took place on September 15, 1900, just north of Ladysmith, when engine no. 1 heading south collided with engine no. 10 heading north, killing four people.34 Several years later, on November 4, 1905, at five-thirty PM, a southbound freight train of thirty cars derailed on the E&N line just above the Six Mile House. Sixteen of the cars came off the tracks, and many were totally destroyed. “The cars swayed and toppled over the bank in debris, sixteen of them piling up at the bottom of the embankment . . . it was believed the accident was caused by spreading rails . . . none of the train crew were injured.”35 While the derailment did not result in any deaths, there was concern that, despite the sale of the E&N to the new owners, the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) in 1905, accidents continued to take place all along the line.

Meanwhile, the day-to-day routine of running the Six Mile House continued—though the E&N accident was the main topic of conversation in the bar at the time. The bar continued to provide the bulk of the hotel’s profit despite run-ins with some questionable liquor laws. For example, proprietor Jim Price was fined $100 in provincial police court because he did not have the barroom curtains drawn on a Sunday, as required by law.36 On another occasion, Price found himself in court again, this time for serving an underage boy, sixteen-year-old F.H. Casey. Price was fined a hundred dollars for that offence as well. Casey must have had quite a drinking spree because the proprietors of the Gorge Hotel, the Four Mile House, and the Colwood Hotel were also fined for serving him—although Daniel Campbell, proprietor of the Colwood Hotel (our next stop), managed an acquittal in the matter.37

In 1917, Price came up with a plan to dam the Millstream and raise trout. The scheme appeared to be working until heavy rains washed away his dream when the swollen river destroyed the dam and the holding pens for the trout.

In October later that same year, Prohibition legally ended the sale of liquor, but some hotel owners kept their bars open and sold “near beer” and other products acceptable under the law. Years later, when renovations were taking place at the Six Mile House, a number of empty whisky bottles were found in the walls of the bar, no doubt hidden away from
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