The Entrance Island Lighthouse

In the mid to late 1800’s, Departure Bay and Nanaimo Harbour were busy ports, shipping coal along the Pacific west coast.
In 1872 alone, 50,000 tons of coal cleared Departure Bay. It became evident that a lighthouse was required to ensure safe
passage of goods and passengers.
In late 1874, the construction of a lighthouse on Entrance Island to mark the entrance to Nanaimo harbour, was put out to
tender. The contract for $4,450 was awarded to Mr. Louis Baker of Montreal in February of 1875, with a completion date of
July 15, 1875. Construction did not actually begin until late October 1875, and was plagued by a number of problems,
including the drowning of three workmen in November. In February 1876, with the lighthouse only 2/3 completed, Mr.
Baker absconded with all the funds, leaving from Nanaimo aboard the steamer Goliath. His successor, Mr. James Gordon,
followed the same course two months later, also leaving unpaid workmen and storekeepers behind.
The lighthouse, a square white tower rising sixty-five feet about high water and attached to a keeper’s dwelling, was finally
declared finished by Mr. Arthur Finney on April 29th. However, the lighthouse’s six lamps were not lit until June 8, 1876.
Kenny resigned six months later, to be replaced by Mr. Robert Gray, who served as keeper for twenty years. During his
tenure lights, lenses and fog signals were installed and later replaced as technology improved. In 1897 Robert Gray was
replaced by Mr. M. G. Clark, an unscrupulous keeper who relied on his assistants to carry out work in the lighthouse while
he resided mainly on Gabriola Island. In 1913 Clark was let go. A succession of lightkeepers have faithfully kept the light
of Entrance Island burning.
In 1970, a cylindrical concrete tower was built to replace the original light. The tower stands 14 metres tall, with a focal
plane of 19 metres, and flashes a white light every five seconds.
Keepers: John Kenny (1876), Robert Gray (1876–1896), M.G. Clark (1897-1911), J. Lewis (1911-1913), A.L.W. Paul (1913),
W.E. Morrisey (1913-1914), John Silva (1914-1919), Albert Isaac Thomas (1919-1922), Daniel O’Brien (1922-1936), Michael
O’Brien (1924-1928), Jonathon Allardice Fleming (1936-1941), David Charteris Milne (1941-1946), Robert Edwarde Pilcher
(1946-1953), Frederick Arthur Mountain (1953-1959), Kurt Felix Carl Cehak (1967-1985)

Articles in the Nanaimo Free Press of the time recorded the eventful history of the construction and early life of the
Entrance Island Lighthouse.

NANAIMO FREE PRESS, January 6, 1875
ENTRANCE ISLAND
Entrance Island, on which the new lighthouse is to be erected, is situated about one mile off the north-east end of Gabriola Island,
and distant from the Coal Company's wharf close on ten miles. Point Atchinson light, the light ship at the mouth of the Fraser, and
the Nanaimo light, will form a triangle of lights, the two former making the base and the light to be erected the apex.
The advantage of Entrance Island over Lighthouse Island is that with a lighthouse on the latter, the other lights would be shut out,
before one on Lighthouse Island would open. On Entrance Island, before the lights at Point Atchison and Fraser Mouth are lost, the
light will appear.
This light will clearly indicate the position of Nanaimo harbour and also of Departure Bay. It will be a great boon to the shipping
visiting both ports.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, August 11, 1875
NANAIMO LIGHTHOUSE
Mr. L. Baker, of Montreal, contractor for building the lighthouse on Entrance Island and also the one in Victoria Harbour, arrived by
the Dominion steamer Sir Jas. Douglas on Monday evening.
Yesterday morning the steamer with Capt. Cooper, (Agent Department of Marine and Fisheries) Hon. A. Bunster, Coun. Nightingale,
Collector Peck, and Messrs. Baker (contractor) Sabiston, Melburn, Phillips and Norris visited the island.
Entrance Island is situated about half a mile off the north east end of Gabriola Island and is distant about ten miles from the city. The
island, which is composed of rock, is about two acres in extent and at the highest place is about 30 feet above high water.
Capt. Cooper picked out the north east end of the island as the site for the new lighthouse, on the spot where the Imperial
surveyors, in years gone by, had piled up a heap of stones as a mark for navigators.
Mr. Baker, who had been detained in Canada by sickness, will commence the work immediately and speaks confidently of having
the light burning and doing duty by the 1st of November.
The lighthouse will be 40 feet in height, thus making the light 70 feet above high water mark, and in clear weather will be visible for
15 miles.
Mr. John Kenny, who for a number of years has been a resident of Newcastle, has received the appointment of keeper of the
Nanaimo Lighthouse. It has fallen into good hands.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, October 27, 1875
NANAIMO LIGHTHOUSE
Mr. Baker (the contractor) with a number of workmen arrived by the MAUDE last night and will immediately commence the erection
of the Lighthouse on Entrance Island.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, November 3, 1875
MELANCHOLY ACCIDENT
TWO MEN DROWNED
ONE MAN ADRIFT IN THE GULF OF GEORGIA
From Mr. Moffat, who returned from Entrance Island by the schooner EXPERIMENT, we learn the particulars of a painful boat
accident, whereby two men were drowned, and probably three.
On Sunday afternoon, about 3 o'clock, Messrs. M. Longden, Walter Sawyer and Geo. F. Furguson, (who were in the employ of L.
Baker, Esq., the contractor for building the lighthouse on Entrance Island) started from the island in a good sea boat, about 18 feet
long and capable of carrying 12 persons, for Nanaimo.
When the boat was about 200 yards from the island it became necessary to take a "tack." In doing so Longden (who weighs about
225 lbs) failed to change his position. This caused all the weight to be on one side, and the boat filled and turned bottom upwards.
The three men managed to get on the keel of the boat. In a short time Sawyer slipped off and was seen no more. After the boat had
drifted about a mile in the direction of Lighthouse Island, Longden was seen to drop into the chilling waters.
The boat, with Furguson still clinging to the upturned keel, drifted into the Gulf. As the boat disappeared in the far distance the form
of a man could be seen upon it. The sea was smooth and the wind light, at the time of the accident.
The men on the island used their best endeavors to save the unfortunate men, by throwing planks and sticks out towards them, but
without avail. There was no other boat on the island.
There can be no doubt of the sad fate of Longden, and Sawyer, but there is a possibility, a slight one we admit, that the boat, with
Furguson upon it, may have drifted ashore on some of the numerous islands, or been picked up by a passing vessel.

M. Longden (carpenter) was about 50 years of age, a native of Cheshire, England, and leaves a wife (who is in this city and a
stranger) to mourn his sudden departure.
Walter Sawyer, (sailor) who has lately been employed in building the Harewood wharf, and sometimes went under the sobriquet of
"Bloak", was a native of Brighton, England, and aged about 30 years.
Geo. F. Furguson, (sailor) who worked on the streets for the Corporation for some time, was a native of London, England, and aged
about 24 years.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, December 11, 1875
FOUND
The boat from which the three men were drowned on the way to Nanaimo from the lighthouse on Entrance Island, has been found
on Lasqueti Island. The boat is badly broken up. No trace whatever of the bodies has been discovered.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, February 9, 1876
NANAIMO LIGHTHOUSE
This structure is rapidly approaching completion. The tower for the light and the house attached are completed with the exception of
plastering and a few finishing touches. It is expected that the light will be placed in position and the buildings completed in a few
weeks time. This much needed light will commence to guide the night bound mariner about May 1st.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, February 16, 1876
ABSCONDED
Louis Baker, who came from Canada some eight months ago to build the Victoria and Nanaimo lighthouses for a sum far below their
cost has absconded from Nanaimo leaving $800 due his workmen and large sums owing his storekeepers. The Victoria lighthouse
is completed and the Nanaimo structure is about two-thirds done. The sum for which Baker contracted to complete both structures
was $6900, or $950 less than the figure that one tenderer offered to build the Nanaiamo Lighthouse for alone. The absquatulator
drew all the money that was coming to him before he sloped in the steamer GOLIATH.
from The Victoria COLONIST
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, April 19, 1876
ABSCONDED
We learn that James Gordon, who undertook to complete the Nanaimo Lighthouse, has "decamped" leaving his workmen and a
number of tradesmen in Nanaimo and Victoria minus their accounts.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, April 29, 1876
FINISHED
From Mr. A. Finney, who returned from Entrance Island last evening, we learn that the lighthouse is now complete.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, June 10, 1876
NANAIMO LIGHTHOUSE
The lighthouse on Entrance Island was lit up on Thursday night for the first time. Mr. John Kenny late of Newcastle has charge of the
lighthouse. There is one strange feature about lighting up this lighthouse. Not a day's notice has been given to mariners of such a
light. We trust, for the sake of humanity that no casualty will happen from this cheese-paring policy of the Dominion Government
.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, September 23, 1876
EXCURSION PARTY
On Wednesday morning invited guests went on board the little steamer LEONORA, Capt. Van Bramer, for a trip to Departure Bay,
Gabriola Island and the Nanaimo Lighthouse. After visiting Departure Bay the party proceeded to Hogan's [Hoggan's] Lake on
Gabriola Island, where baskets and hampers were unpacked and lunch had in true picnic style. The steamer then proceeded to the
lighthouse, where the party landed and were most hospitably entertained by the lightkeeper, Mr John Kenney, who showed the party
through the lighthouse and explained the "modus operandi" of lighting and regulating the six large lamps that constitute the Nanaimo
Light. A description of this structure having been given during its construction, our readers are therefore familiar with its details. The
light is situated on Entrance Island and is very serviceable to vessels navigating the Gulf of Georgia.
As Mr. Kenney is entirely alone on this almost barren rock, his position brought vividly to our mind those well-known words of
Alexander Selkirk:
"I'm monarch of all I survey,
My might there is none to dispute,

From the centre all round to the sea,
I'm lord of the fowl and the brute."
At 6 o'clock the steamer reached Hirst's wharf, and the party disembarked, well-pleased with their day's enjoyment
. We've found a photograph of an excursion to the lighthouse, in the files of the BC Archives and Records Service. (Their file #
B_02493.) We don't think this photograph is of the same "expedition" (there's no evidence of a smokestack on the larger boat, so it's
not a "steamer"), but it is roughly contemporary. The file size is about 60 K. Click on the lighthouse to see it.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, November 22, 1876
NANAIMO LIGHTHOUSE
Mr. John Kenny has resigned his position as light-keeper of the Entrance Island light, and Mr. Robert Grey [Gray] of Gabriola Island
has taken the position and assumed his duties. Mr. Kenny returned to town on Monday.
NANAIMO FREE PRESS, November 19, 1881
A FATAL WRECK
Capt. Reveley, Agent of the Department of Marine and Fisheries, arrived by the steamer DOUGLAS on Thursday from Entrance
Island Lighthouse and reported that a sloop had been driven on the rocks at Entrance Island during the gale on Monday last and all
on board lost.
Mr. R. Gray, the lightkeeper, ran down with a rope to assist the men ashore, but the following wave, striking her in the stern, turned
her completely over, carrying the inmates with it, who must have been instantly killed.
The wreck floated off, and on striking the rocks at the south west end of the island, turned completely over several times and finally
drifted off badly broken up.
The sea was running fearfully high and it would have been perfect madness to launch the small boat kept on the island.
From Capt. Rogers of the steamer ADA, to whom Mr. Gray reported the disaster on Tuesday last, we learn that the sloop exactly
answers the description of a fishing sloop owned by two men at New Westminster and who, with two Indian women and three
children, were engaged in dog fishing. One, a Frenchman, was named Valpi, the other named Rouell or Rowell.
The sails of the sloop were all gone before she reached the island and appear to have had a rough time.
The man that Gray saw on the bow of the sloop he took to be Mr. J. Cannessa, a fisherman of this city, but he was mistaken for Mr.
Cannessa is in town attending to his fish market.
It would seem almost certain that seven lives have been lost, and it is extremely doubtful if any of their bodies will ever be found.
Following is a letter sent to this office by Mr. R. Gray, reporting the disaster:
Entrance Island Lighthouse
Nov. 17th, 1881
At 4p.m. on Monday, the 14th inst., during the east gale, a double ended sloop with house on from midships to the foremast, and
from midships aft no deck, drove ashore on the east side of the island, end on. One man came forward to jump but was too long in
doing so, for the next sea struck her and turned her bottom up.
I think the man was killed instantly when she turned over, between the sloop and the rocks, for I never saw him anymore.
I thought there were two men in the sloop, but I could not say positively for I could not see for the rain and sea flying in my face.
The man that I did see was a shortish size man. I was within 25 or 30 feet but could not render him any assistance.
She looked like a fishing sloop - her name I do not know for she drifted off after she turned over.
The time she struck was 4:10 p.m., Monday last.
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