The Property – District Lot 597
Known as Shirley Mills, Boneyard Creek and Mile 21, this property was originally
homesteaded over one hundred years ago by a widow with five children. It was the site
of a sawmill and small community for at least 35 years and had its own railroad stop at
that time.
Located about 21 miles from Prince Rupert and 9 miles from Port Edward, this property
boasts a year round creek that once powered a sawmill (Boneyard Creek).
Geographically, it’s part of a big basin surrounded by high mountains on the north, east
and west, and open with a sunny southern exposure for most of the property on the south.
Elevations run from sea level to 400’. Views are very picturesque – waterways in every
direction, fishing boats,
cruise ships, ferries, eagles
and marine life. The CN
rail line goes along the
property’s waterfront.
How Boneyard got its
name begins by following
the lives of Peter and Kate
Herman, the story then
progresses to the early
salmon fishing days of
Port Essington and on to
the coming of the Grand
Trunk Pacific Railway.

The History of District Lot 597 and Local Area
Peter Herman
The story of Peter Herman starts in France and finishes in Port Essington, but touches
both Chemainus and Ladysmith along the way. German born in 1862, Peter spent some
of his teenage years in a monastery studying for the priesthood. At age 18 he left to
follow his father’s footsteps as an army officer. His unit was deep inside France during a
skirmish that followed the Franco-Prussian war when things turned bad.
Alone at first, he travelled by night and met another German soldier. They raided clothes
lines for civilian clothes and formulated a plan to go to the coast, steal a boat and get
back to Germany. At a waterfront tavern, they had a drink to celebrate reaching the
coast. The drinks were spiked and they woke up many hours later at sea and not heading
to Germany.
For three or four years, they sailed the world as shanghaied seamen until they were able
to jump ship in Chemainus on Vancouver Island. They both worked in the mill for a
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while and then in 1885 Peter headed north to Port Essington, a cannery town of about
1000 people that was located at the mouth of the Skeena and Ecstall Rivers.
The 1891 census for Port Essington shows Peter as age 27, unmarried; born Germany,
Roman Catholic; Fisherman.
The 1901 census for Port Essington shows P. Herman; Male; White; age 36; born in
Germany, immigrated 1882, naturalization 1890; racial origin - German, nationality Canadian; religion - R.Catholic; occupation – Canner. It also shows him married to Kate
with four children by then (Willie, Walter, Rhoderic and Hilda).
The Grand Trunk and Pacific Railway (now Canadian Pacific Railway) was still 30 years
off, as was the town of Prince Rupert. Port Essington was the major town for this section
of BC’s north coast and it was reported to have the finest hotels north of San Francisco.
The town was pretty much owned and run by Robert Cunningham. Cunningham had a
logging operation, a cannery, the best hotel and was the postmaster. Peter went to work
for Robert and was a fast learner. He met and married Kate Spence who was from
Victoria.
After a while, they moved to Lakelse Lake near Terrace, where Peter logged and trapped.
He was fortunate to catch a silver fox and sell the pelt for $500. With the money from
the pelt, savings from their logging income, and a third child on the way, Peter and Kate
decided to move back to Port Essington.
With additional financial backing from the Simon Leiser Company of Vancouver, Peter
and Kate started up Port Essington’s third cannery. The Herman’s wealth grew, soon
they owned 38 houses, a hotel, butcher shop, wharf, warehouse, fish camp, logging
company, mining company, steamer ship, 140 acres, plus Peter was now the postmaster
and Robert Cunningham’s main rival.
Peter entered politics. He helped found and became president of the Liberal Association
of the north. He eventually ran for Provincial House and lost.1 Peter lost more than the
election. Kate and Peter found themselves in foreclosure and their holdings toppled like
a house of cards.
For a while it was back to Lakelse Lake and trapping, but once again the family returned
to Port Essington. This time they bought the Ladysmith Cannery, which was situated on
an island in the Ecstall River. Fresh water for canning was a problem and they could
only can at low tide or when they had enough rain water. Peter and his son Bill also
operated a small log towing business and during a tow in 1907, Peter’s leg got caught in
the line, the small boat capsized and he drowned at age 45. His body was never found.
An interesting footnote is that the Hermans eventually changed the name of the
Ladysmith Cannery to Village Island Canning Company, as mail bound for the
Ladysmith Cannery often ended up in Ladysmith on Vancouver Island.2
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One year after Peter’s death, with the Grand Trunk and Pacific Railway promising to
bring additional prosperity to the area, Kate Herman pre-empted 170 acres at Boneyard
Creek under the Homesteaded Act. This land was across the Skeena River from Port
Essington and adjacent to the future railway. She built a cabin and moved to this very
isolated property with five children sometime between 1908 and 1911. During canning
season, Kate and the kids would move to one of the canneries and work for a few months.
Before his death, Peter had thought Boneyard Creek would be a good location for a water
powered sawmill. In conjunction with George Shirley, who owned the land to the east,
the mill was built and it ran for many years. At one point there were about nine houses
on the two properties and the mill site became a train stop.
Not much is left now – a few bits and pieces of the mill equipment, sections of the
wooden pipeline and wooden dam, and the remains of some of the collapsed houses.
Looking at the adventures and hardships that these two people faced and comparing that
to what many of us go through these days, it puts much of our small stuff into
perspective.

Kate Herman
Much is written in books and newspaper accounts about Peter Herman. It seems just the
opposite about Kate Herman. From the North Pacific Cannery Bibliography we learned
that her (maiden?) name when she married Peter Herman was Kate Spence. According to
the North Pacific Cannery Bibliography Kate was from Victoria and met Peter in Port
Essington. It was there they got married.
From Dr. R. G. Large's book, The Skeena, River of Destiny (page 34), we find reference
to Kate Herman being a native woman. According to The Empire newspaper of October
12, 1907 which discusses Peter Herman's drowning "he married a native woman, the
daughter of a chief." The 1901 census shows Kate Herman; Female; Red; Wife; Married;
born 1872; in BC; racial origin - Indian; nationality Canadian; religion – Methodist.
The fact that Kate was First Nations and a woman, may not seem that amazing today, but
the fact the she homesteaded land during this era is quite amazing considering those two
factors.
Kate and Peter had six children according to Dr. Large, however a tape made by Hilda
North (nee Herman) in the Prince Rupert library recorded in 1980 reports five children in
the family; Walter, Roy, Hilda, Mary and Pete.
Peter Sr. died in a drowning accident in 1907. On July 10, 1908, after being widowed for
one year, Kate Herman preempted District Lot 597 at the mouth of the Skeena under the
Homestead Act. All survey work and preemption showed Hermann (with two 'n's). All
other records, including the later generations of the family, appear with just one 'n'. The
original survey for preemption started with the west property line and was done on
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December 3 & 4, 1910. The north line was run on
July 30, 1911, the east line was started on August
22, 1910 and for some reason completed almost a
year later on August 1, 1911. Kate Herman's
house existed at this time as it appears on the east
property line survey map. The south property line
was surveyed as the traverse of the GTP (Grand
Trunk and Pacific) Right-of-Way on July 31, 1911.
It is interesting to note that the survey shows a
jagged coast line, which must have been filled by
the railway as the coast line is now quite smooth.
On December 4, 1922 under the Land Act, the
Homesteading was complete and for $1.00 (ONE
DOLLAR) an acre ($176.00), Kate Herman, under
her married name of Kate Utley, received title to
the property. According to information obtained
from Charlie Currie on August 13, 1993, age 90
and Prince Rupert's longest living resident at that
time, this was Kate's third marriage as she was
previously married to Mr. Valpy. Kate Herman never returned to Victoria, but spent the
rest of her life living at the property part of the year and at Port Essington the other part
of the year. Occasionally she would spend time at the canneries. She died in 1926 at the
Haysport Cannery. The title of the property was transferred to Walter Philip Herman, her
son, in trust on February 28, 1936. It is interesting to note that this is the first title to
show reference to the railroad Right-of-Way.

Boneyard Creek and Other Names
Most of the salmon fishing near the mouth of the Skeena River has traditionally been
done by gillnetters. The nets are very expensive and can easily be ruined if caught on a
log or stump. In the late 1800s a flat bottomed sternwheeler was equipped with an Aframe to hook and pull up these snags. It became known as the snag scow. The first one
was skippered by Peter Nash
with a donkey engine on it
operated by Peter Herman. The
scow was taken over in 1898
(Cunningham’s records show
1903) by a group of cannery
managers. Later the federal
Public Works department and/or
the provincial Fisheries
department performed this
service.3 The snags were then
taken to a shallow area and
dumped, this area became
known as "the boneyard" and

CNR crossing at the mouth of Boneyard Creek
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the nearby creek became known as Boneyard Creek.4
The Skeena River's Tsimshian name, K'san, is usually translated as the River of Mists, or
River of Clouds. The river drains an area of about 20,000 square miles, emptying into
the sea through three main channels; Inverness Passage, Marcus Passage and Telegraph
Passage. The mouth of the river is unusual in that the sediment deposited by the river
does not form a distinct delta with continuous tidal flats, but instead, has formed into a
series of shoals and sandbanks. These banks are covered with shallow water but dry at
low tides. The area of the estuary covers nearly 20 square miles.5
Telegraph Passage got its name in 1865 or 1866 when supplies to build the Collins
Overland Telegraph were stored there. The purpose of this telegraph was to create
transcontinental communications between San Francisco and Siberia, linking existing US
and Russian lines. Tsimshian canoes were the principle form of transportation, freighting
mountains of supplies inland from the mouth of the Skeena. A submarine cable was
successfully laid across the Atlantic in 1866 and the work on the Collins line was
abandoned just as it was nearing completion.6

Grand Trunk Pacific Railway
The terminus of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway location was in doubt for many years.
It was originally thought that Port Simpson would be chosen. In 1900 Kitimat became
the first choice and a charter was granted through an act of legislation to build a railroad
from Kitimat to, or adjacent to, Hazelton. Port Edward was also considered an
alternative.
In October 1906, Charles M. Hays, general manager of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway
met with his engineers and decided that the Pacific terminus of the new railway route
would be Kaien Island. Following a nationwide contest, the name Prince Rupert was
chosen for the terminal port. Mr. Hays later perished during the sinking of the Titanic. 7
&8

Much land speculation occurred in the above areas and in 1891, to stop this speculation,
the provincial government put a reserve to prohibit preemption on the land of the
Tsimpsean peninsula. The reserve was applied to land north of a line running due west
from the head of Wark's Canal (Work Channel). When the reserve had been put on, the
land in the area had only been partially surveyed and the only maps were Admiralty
Charts. The intent of the reserve was to cover all Crown lands north of the line.
However, subsequent surveys showed some of the land on the peninsula and local islands
missed being included in the reserve.9
The railroad was started in 1907 with the building of the bed. Then came the ties and
track. The mile posts for the railroad were measured from the terminus at Prince Rupert.
Milepost 21 is at DL 597 and the property became known as "Mile 21". According to the
July 6, 1910 Evening Empire newspaper, twenty-two and a quarter miles of track out of
Prince Rupert had been laid as of July 5, 1910.10 Mile 21 is now known as Mile 74 or
Km 119.1 by CNR and VIA rail. Their old maps show Mile 21 as a flag stop with the
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station name as Shirley originating around 1912 -1913. Charlie Currie confirmed that
Shirley was a stop and the adjacent stops were Sockeye and Haysport.
Where the name Shirley
comes from seems to be
from a person named
George Shirley who lived
at Mile 21. It appears he
lived next to the Herman
place at the adjacent lot,
DL 5462. Hilda (nee
Herman) North in her
taped conversation stated
"Mile 21 was a
preemption on the north
of the Skeena where
Herman had visions of a
sawmill, near or at Shirley
Mills. Shirley place was
Km 74 marker – Mill site in background
next to us." She states
further "George Shirley was so eccentric they farmed him out at [Shirley Mills] 21. He
eventually died at Dawson City". Hilda's husband was Llewellyn North, a railway
lineman. When Hilda and other family members would walk to Haysport, he'd come by
in [the] speeder and pick them up.11 Hilda was born July 3, 1898 and would have been
almost 14 when the trains first started running to Skeena Crossing in March 1912. On
April 5, 1914 east met west near Fraser Lake and the last spike was driven. The first train
reached Rupert on April 8, 1914.12

History of Ownership and Buildings
Kate Herman preempted DL 597 on July 10, 1908. It was surveyed and received by the
Department of Lands, Surveyor General Branch on March 9, 1912. Kate Utley (formerly
Herman) completed provisions of the Homestead Act and received title to the land on
December 4, 1922.
Walter Philip Herman became the next owner of DL 597 (in trust) on February 28, 1936.
On October 16, 1936, DL 597 was sold to Olaf Sundal. Arnt B. Jacobson and Olaf
Anderson purchased DL 597 (176 acres more or less, excepting 3.53 acres more or less,
being the Right-of-Way of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway, as shown on Map 1167 and
secondly: DL 5462 (17.4 acres). DL 597 and DL 5462 were both sold on June 26, 1948
to George Bruce Webb and Vincent Ubell. In 1964 ownership of the two properties was
split up and it appears that George Bruce Webb kept DL 597.
The original survey certificate shows Kate Herman had a house on the property in 1910.
We’re not sure what year the mill was built or by whom. Hilda makes reference that her
father had eyed Mile 21 as a mill site. According to Charlie Currie, Jacobson started the
mill and later moved to Williams Lake. Both Charlie Currie and Dennis Odson told us
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that the mill was operated up to the early 1950s by (George) Bruce Webb. Dennis
remembers towing a load of logs with his father to Shirley Mills in the mid 1950s.
According to Arvid Jacobson, his father, Arnt Jacobson,
owned the mill for eight years between 1936 and 1944 and
there wasn’t a mill there previously. The pipeline was built by
Arnt in 1937. Arvid lived at Shirely Mills as a boy.
Today, evidence and parts from the mill are spread over a wide
area where both district lots meet at the Skeena. The remains
of a water pipeline used to power the mill can still be found
running from Boneyard Creek to the mill site. We have been
told that a small town existed for the mill with a few houses
and a general store and post office. Supposedly the root cellar
and the remains of one house still exist. A 1943 topographical
map on the wall of the North Pacific Cannery shows the
location of the mill with the notation "sawmill".

Arvid Jacobson – Age 8 at Shirley

Pipeline and some of
the buildings at Shirley
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Shirley Mills sometime between 1936 and 1944
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Rail spur and buildings at Shirley
(this photo and the previous three courtesy of Arvid Jacobson)

Remains of a chimney
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Remains of mill workers’ cabins (two photos above)
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Author Gary Backlund and daughter, Katherine, exploring mill site
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Remains of pipeline (above) – remains of dam (below)
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Water gate to control flow volume for pipeline
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