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My recollections of Cortes Island during the 30s. 

 
My name is Valerie Thomas (nee MULCAHY) Born January 14th, 1926 in the Rock 

Bay Hospital. My father at the time was Forest Ranger, and we lived at Thurston Bay. 

My father in his wisdom decided that he and a friend of his who was his engineer on the 

forestry boat could do well, buying a garage in San Francisco . My father being the 

manager and the engineer looking after the rest. Unfortunately, it was at that time that the 

big Stock Market crashed, and they lost everything. We arrived back in Canada in time 

for the big depression. And consequently, arrived on Cortes Island about 1932, or about 

then. 

The schoolhouse was at the intersection where the road went down to Coulter Bay. We 

lived with my mother's brother and his family (Bob Black, his wife Nellie, and my cousin 

Doreen. We lived in a place called Stoney's (which I presume had been built by someone 

named Stoney in previous times. Anyhow it was small two-bedroom shack, which we 

shared. My uncle and my father worked for a small logging outfit run by Mac Evans and 

Percy Belson. They used the Barrett house up at Barrett Lake, and used it for living 

quarters and the men that worked for them, ate there also. They were logging near 

Carrington Bay and the logs were dropped down a flume to the water. I have never heard 

of any Carrington Bay railway - don't know why there would be any need of it!! 

Peter Police lived on the lagoon, and Peter taught my mother how to make home brew 

beer and also showed her how to pick dandelions when they first came up in the spring 

and they made a beautiful salad, with olive oil and lemon dressing! We still eat these to 

this day. Our families (the grownups that is) had many parties at Peter's and all of us 

young ones would be bedded down to sleep in the attic. Irwins lived down at the foot of 

the hill from Stoneys and they lived in a log house built by someone called Borden who 

must had lived there at some time. 

 

During our stay on Cortes, we lived in various places.  1. Stoney's (for a short time) 2 . 

Stranges 3. Redlands   4. Marleys I doubt if there was any rent paid in those days! 

My first teacher was a Mr. Long (who I thought was ancient then!) then Mrs. Irene Wood 

and then Mr. Willaway. I visited Mrs. Wood when I lived in Victoria. She lived in Oak 

Bay in a big old house, and was very active in the Cat's Protection League, and her house 

was used as a sort of holding house for cats wanting to be adopted. Well, it was quite an 

experience - she had at least forty cats in her house, and her whole back yard had been 

netted in, so that the cats could go out but only in the back yard.  She  just recently died 

and I believe was in her nineties. 

When we lived at Stranges my father used to row over to Read Island to work for the 

Malcolm Brothers, and would row back on the weekend. My mother and I slept in bed 

with a rifle (my mother was nervous about clamdiggers or whatever, coming into the bay, 
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but I'm sure could never had shot anyone! !) In those days people were really desperate 

and dug clams for a living! 

 
We used bugs for lighting at nite on the roads.  My mother and I used to go to the old 

Church Hall where my mother would play bridge, and then we would walk home in the 

dark, with just a "bug” to lite our way. 

 

Mr. & Mrs. Reid ran the local store.  He was a character and very amusing.  On boat days 

on Sunday afternoons everyone would gather to wait for the boat - to get their groceries 

and their mail.  And usually there would be ice-cream w h i c h  was a real treat! ! Some 

people would order their groceries from Woodwards, and Mr. Reid, being both 

postmaster and storekeeper would know who was bypassing his store, and they would not 

be very popular with him. 

 

There was never a road from the far end of the Gorge to Whaletown while we were 

there. 

 
Just a trail of sorts. It still amazes me when I come over and drive the Island and see the 

blacktopped road!! Not in our time!! There were two cars -  one belonging to the 

Beatties and one to Mac Evans and Percy Belson.  We walked everywhere.  We even 

walked to Squirrel Cove to a dance.  And to Mansons, but not very often.  Went mostly 

by boat. 

 
Ken Slater was my uncle. He was married to my aunt (my mother's sister) and they lived 

with us at Stranges for a period of time. My cousins Barbara and Douglas now both live 

in Victoria . Barbara's mother died when she was very young 9 years old or so. She 

remained with her father and her brother - in fact looked after them! It was not the best 

of times for a young child. 

 
When we lived at Stranges, our nearest neighbour was Mrs. Helwig, who lived in the next 

bay over.  She had three children, Lily, Henry and Mona.  Mrs. Helwig was a jolly person 

and Mr. Helwig worked on the railroad back east, and only came home a couple of times 

a year.  I became very friendly with Lily, as we were about the same age. I always 

. remember Mrs. Helwig sitting in the kitchen reading love stories in a magazine that her 

mother sent her from Scotland. And the chickens strolling through the kitchen!! But it 

was a friendly atmosphere.  It must have been very lonely for her, when I look back. I 

know that my mother found it very lonely too. 

 
This is very disjointed, and you will have to pick out the interesting parts.  If I recollect 

other things, I shall send you more. 

Sorry it is so disjointed, but I am just jotting down, as I remember. 

Valerie Thomas (MULCAHY)  April, 1999 
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X-From_: jwthomas@oberon .ark.com  Sat Mar 13 19:42:48 1999 
X-Sender : jwthomas@oberon .ark.com 
Date: Sat, 13 Mar 1999 19:39:50 -0800 
To: Mileton@oberon.ark.com 
From: jwthomas <jwthomas@oberon .ark.com> 
Subject: Whaletown History 
Mime-Version: 1.0 

 
I have received A STEP IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION  Opening Windows on Whaletown. 
I am going down to Victoria on Thursday, and staying with my cousin, 

Barbara Nicholson (nee Slater), and we will go over what we can remember of 
the history as we saw it.  My maiden name was MULCAHY, and I arrived in 
Whaletown about 1932 and left in 1940 to come over to Campbell River to 
attend highschool.  My other cousin Doreen Olmstead and I are about the 
same age and remember a lot of things, but they will probably be a bit 
disjointed at times.  Anyhow we will get our minds together and write down 
all we can remember.  We both look back on our early childhood in Whaletown 
with fond memories.  The dirty thirties which they were.  No one had any 

money and we were all in the same basket.  If you had to go on welfare 
(called relief then) you worked on the roads, what there were then!!!  We 
never rented - we just seemed to take over an empty house.  I don't think 
there was such a thing as rent.  The first house we lived in and shared 
with two other families (relatives) three bedrooms! was a small place 
called "Stoney's" (*) and I presume someone by the name of Stoney must haved 
originally built it.  It was made of the felts from the mill at Powell 
River, the outside covering, and we spent a winter there, and was it 
cold??? 

Then we spent some time at Redlands (belonged to Robertsons, on the trail between 
the Gorge and the old school (original school which we attended) Anyhow I 
won't bore you for now!!!  Looking forward to seeing the museum. 
Val Thomas (nee Mulcahy)  cousin to Roberta (Black) Allingham and Doreen 

(Black)Olmstead and Barbara Nicholson (Slater)  Will get back to you. 

My email address is jwthomas@oberon.ark .com as you see.  My phone number is 
287-8518.  Campbell River 
 
 
(*) Stoney's did live there. The house was Powell River canvas over a wood frame. 
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[I] Received your email.  We lived in the Marley house, after we lived at 
Redlands. Also knew Mrs. Whiting, and her son Basil.  He joined the Canadian 
Navy just before the outbreak of war.  I was going to school in Victoria at 
the time, and remember showing Basil how to use a telephone, which he had 
never used, living up on Cortes. He was on the first Canadian destroyer, 
that was torpedoed by the Germans in the Atlantic. The HMCS Ottawa.  I had 
sent a letter to Basil and it came back, with the usual "killed in action". 
 
Mrs. Whiting, I believe, went back East and talked to some of his mates. 

Apparently, they were torpedoed by a German sub, and those who were in 
rafts were machined gunned to death.  Very sad.  He was her only son, and 
had never seen too much of life. We never knew when she came to Cortes, 
with a man who claimed to be Mr. Whiting, but I think that some people felt he 
was quite a bit older than her, and had perhaps been her father.  She was a 
very nice person, and in later years stayed with us in Campbell River, as she 
had been diagnosed with breast cancer! There were two families living in 
Marley's, Bob Black and his family, and my father and mother and myself.  
 
We also lived in a place called Stranges. owned by the Malcolm family. 
Stranges had been built by an Englishman, called Charlie Strange, and he 
had a small sawmill, and built the house from lumber.  He had two unmarried 
sisters who came out from England to live with him.  I would expect it was 
quite a shock when they arrived out to Cortes and found out how isolated it 
was. They brought trunk loads of beautiful clothes, and hats, and I'm sure 
were never worn on the Island. We moved into Stranges with the Ok of the 
Malcolms who were logging there at the time, and owned the property, I 
guess. Anyhow the Strange girls must have been ardent gardeners, and must 
have bought plants from England, as when we moved in there, there were 
primroses, the size, I have never seen since. There was ivy overgrown all over 
the trees, and holly hocks, moss roses, and maiden hair growing down to a 
creek, with laburnum trees on each side. When I look back , it was really quite 
beautiful. The Malcolms had to cut down the trees, to let a little light into the 
house.  It was huge, compared to other housed on the Island with a huge attic 
on the top. Anyhow, I believe one of the sisters when mad in Essondale.  (poor 
thing was probably suffering from depression!) and that's all I know.  But when 
we moved in, as children of course we opened the trunks, and when I think of 
the wonderful things in the trunk, now. I just wish our parents realized 

what value they might had had. There were Ladies Home Journals of the late 
1800's and I read them all.  But sadly, they all disappeared, and who knows 
what happened.  I look back on that part of our life with regret, that we 
didn't have the sense to know what we had!! 
Anyhow I am really rambling but was putting down just what I can remember!  
 
--Val Thomas 
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Ramona Vanstone 

#334 -390 South Island Highway 

CA1v1PBELL RIVER, B. C. 

V9W 1A5 

Telephone (250) 287-3423 

 
March, 1999 

 

Ramona (FINNIE) Vanstone 

 

 

Sixty four years between the dates, and forty plus years since I last visited Whaletown. 

 
I lived there for about five years, 1936-1941 and visited back and forth for the next ten 

years. 

 
I was the second daughter of Henry and Pauline Finnie. My sister Elaine married Len 

Richens (April, 1940). 

 

When we came to Whaletown I fell in love with the place - rock bluffs, red holed arbutus 

trees, wild spyrrhea in bloom.  The air was warm, the sun shone from a sky of blue - the 

water equally blue; to the west were the Vancouver Island mountains capped with snow. 

It was beauty and peace after a winter in Vancouver, a period of fog and noise and 

ugliness. 

People smiled and were pleasant and friendly, neighbours in the truest sense of the word. 

Our nearest neighbours were the Robertsons.  Mrs. Robertson encouraged my love of 

books.  She turned me loose to read any of the books, so I read . All of Zane Grey's 

westerns, then switched to a wonderful series of novels based on the American 

Revolution; books on travel, on astronomy, India, Africa - a whole world opened for me. 

The only stipulation Mrs. Robertson made was to elicit a promise that whenever I came 

across a new word I would look it up in the big dictionary, read it, learn to pronounce it, 

use it three times, and it was mine forever. I still look words up, but not with the 

frequency I once did. 

 
Mrs. Robertson did the most exquisite cross stitch embroidery, especially lovely were the 

cross-stitch puff comforters usually done on satin. 

 
Mrs. Tooker lived at Coulter Bay. Most Friday nights some of the local young people 

walked the trail to her home. Sometimes we danced to records played on a crank style 

gramophone, we sang, and we played card games or board games - and we talked. 

Saturday night usually was dance night at the Gorge Hall, the Church Hall, even at 

Manson's Landing and Squirrel Cove. Where possible we'd be lucky enough to boat - but 

often times we walked; in gum boots, carrying our good shoes and sometimes our dresses 

in bags. No plastic then, so it would be a small suitcase or duffle bag or a pillow case. 

Occasionally there was a "real" orchestra but mostly it was volunteer talent - piano, 

violin, accordion.  Sometimes a banjo or guitar.   She danced to slow dreamy waltzes, 

sometimes with the lights turned low, and to polkas, schottises, and some of the new 

"fun" dances from England - the Lambeth Walk and the Boomps-a-daisy. 
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There were impromptu ball games on Sunday afternoons, men, women, and kids of all 

ages gathered in a pasture and stamped -out bases. It wasn't baseball - we used a soft ball 
and underhand pitch, but it was fun. 

 

Mrs. Tooker was the librarian. She had started it some years before. It was housed in a 
small building and was open on Saturdays (I think). It was located near the wharf so was 

easy to access by anyone coming or going. 
 

The Columbia Coast Mission brought more than church into our lives - Rev. Allan 

Greene later Canon Greene. Somewhere in thirty-nine or forty we had a resident minister 

- Rev. Addison. There were Christmas parties and movies. 

 

My father was working back East (and engineer on the C.N.R.) He returned to 
Whaletown several times a year - during one away interval, Mother built a house. It 

wasn't big - a bedroom at either end centered by a kitchen, dining and living area. There 
were cupboards and a sink. We carried water by the bucket, but the water ran out - the 
roof shed rain and the windows let in sunlight and opened and closed. It was a rustic 
cottage, but in no way a shack! 

 

Mother had the basic skills, and she was an artist, so the small house was charming. 
Several years later, they built a lovely house. I visited that house but never lived there. 

Somehow, I still think of the little shingled cottage as "home." 

 

I remember picnics at the Spit on Mary (Marina) Island - climbing up the white cliff to 

carve names or initials. 

 

Climbing the rocky bluffs at the entrance to the Gorge - finding what appeared to be a 

cave. I'm no longer sure what we found (or pretended to see) but I have memories of old 
bones, possibly human - and a scary white snake. We were young and our imagination 

was a wonderful thing. 

 

A few years earlier we would probably have fantasized about shipwrecks, pirates . 
We weren't quite that young. 

 

Most of this was more than sixty years ago-I'm having visual problems, arthritic hands 

and a memory that isn't what it should be. 

 

Names and faces drift through my thoughts, memories of friends of youth and happy 

times. I'm sad and in some ways shamed that so much of this times is vague and half 
forgotten. People who meant so much to me, happy times and lovely places. 
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The Cedar Stump - a crossroads meeting place - bulletin board, place to post messages. 

The current edition of the WHALETOWNIAN was posted there.  It contained news of 

local interest, gossip items - often funny, but never malicious. 

We all thought we might be able to name the editor of this broad sheet - but to my 

knowledge, no one ever did. Maybe it will remain the unsolved mystery of Cortez! 

 
I probably never will see Cortez again - possibly for the better. This way I can hold to 

my memories, enjoy the illusions that were a part of youth, and not have those memories 

shattered by the harsh realities of sixty years. I'm glad I Jived in that time and place. 

I know that I have omitted many wonderful people - they were all important to my life, 

but I am beginning to think one should write these things as they are happening. If 
not, time and memory are tricksters, and it is difficult to be certain of the "who, where, 

and when !" 
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