Woodlot Licence 21 is one of the oldest woodlots on Vancouver Island. Its story is entwined in the development of the Cowichan Valley.  The woodlot was originally awarded in 1957 as a small “Farm Woodlot” to Mr. Watson Evans of Duncan, combining private land at the Evans farm on Somenos Road in Duncan with 91 hectares of Crown land at Cobble Hill Mountain. In the 1970’s the status of the woodlot changed to a regular woodlot. After Mr. Watson Evans passed away in 2000, the woodlot licence was transferred to his son, Mr. Tom Watson Evans.

Ancestors of the Evans family were among the first European settlers to arrive in the Duncan area. In 1862, David and James Evans left the small village of Berriew, Wales, sailed around the Cape of Good Hope, and, after trying their luck in the California Gold Rush, arrived in the Crown Colony of Victoria on June 16, 1862, which was David Evans’ nineteenth birthday. 

Upon their arrival in the New World, the Evans brothers were engaged in several occupations. David Evans, Tom Evans’ great grandfather joined the Royal Engineers constructing the Cariboo Road up the Fraser Canyon, then acquired a job felling trees on the site of the present City of Vancouver. Heading back to Vancouver Island, he worked a gold claim at the Leech River, and then was employed as a farmhand at the site of the present-day Royal Roads.

Still restless, David Evans hired a First Nations guide to paddle him across the Saanich Inlet, then headed north to the fertile Cowichan valley. Here, David Evans pre-empted 100 acres of land in what is now the centre of the City of Duncan (location of Cowichan high school and community centre). When James Evans married, he bought his brother’s farm for $150.00. David then acquired 100 acres of land north at Somenos, where he and his new wife, Margaret (nee McLay) established “Willow Park” farm in the shadow of Mount Prevost. Eleven children were born to David and Margaret Evans at Willow Park. Harry, the eldest, who was born in 1879, was Tom Evans’ grandfather.

In the late 1800’s, towering old-growth forests occupied much of the Cowichan valley. Early settlers considered the giant forests a “nuisance”. Each tree had to be cut with a cross-cut hand saw. The logs were skidded with a team of horses and peavied into huge piles. Felling four trees a day was considered a good day’s work. It took about a year to make a field of productive farmland. Stumps were blasted and burned. There were no mills in the locale to process the giant timbers, and no means of transporting the logs to markets further afield. Early pioneers cleared farmland by burning giant centuries-old timbers and stumps. 

Eventually the Evans’ farm was cleared of forest. The remaining timber, consisting of a second-growth Douglas-fir stand located in the centre of the farm, constitutes the private land portion of WL 21.

The Evans farm, which once spread across 100 acres along Somenos Road, is designated as a “heritage farm”. The farmhouse, built in 1880, holds relics of past farming and logging days: large Swede saws, vintage logging equipment, and old photographs. Still occupied, the current owner of the farmhouse is Tom Evans, David’s great grandson, who continues to manage the farm.

The Crown land portion of WL 21 consists of a parcel of land south of Duncan. Approximately two kilometres west of the village of Cobble Hill, this land straddles the lower south-western slopes of Cobble Hill Mountain. Thain Road roughly delineates the western boundary of Woodlot 21. In the 1950’s the Evans family found an old signpost indicating Thain Road was once part of a trail connecting the Cowichan valley with Victoria. The first cow to be introduced to the valley was brought along the trail by a friend of Tom Evans’ grandmother.

For hundreds of years before European settlement, local First Nations peoples influenced the landscape of Cobble Hill Mountain through selective harvesting and controlled burning. With the influx of European settlers in the late 1800’s, logging at Cobble Hill Mountain commenced on a somewhat larger scale. From the 1920’s to early 1940’s, the lower slopes of Cobble Hill Mountain were selectively logged. Old skid roads and spring-board stumps are still evident. 

Licensed harvesting activities at Woodlot 21 have occurred periodically since the late 1950’s. According to local residents, a large part of the mountain (including land outside Woodlot 21) was logged in the 1960’s. Many of the larger Douglas-fir trees near the three “summits” of Cobble Hill Mountain were removed at this time, creating viewscapes admired by local hikers. 

In the early years of the woodlot, Margaret Evans recalls that her husband, Watson Evans, was a regular visitor at the Forest Service office, then located north of the present-day Buckerfields in Duncan. At that time, there were two permanent Forest Service staff stationed at Duncan. There are no written records to document early selective cuts made at the woodlot. In the late 1980’s, a small patch cut was logged along the northern edge of the woodlot. In the early 1990’s, a small area retaining seed trees was harvested in the southern portion of the woodlot. 

In addition to logging, mining also took place at Cobble Hill Mountain. The eastern slopes of the mountain were home to a lime quarry, operated by the Bonner family, from 1953 to the early 1980’s. When the mine was dismantled, the quarry lands were donated to the Cowichan Valley Regional District (C.V.R.D.) for a community park, known as Quarry Park. 


Stewardship

For decades, logging and quarry roads provided access to many parts of Cobble Hill Mountain. In more recent years the area has seen increasing recreational use. Hikers, mountain bikers, motorised trail bikers, and horseback riders frequent abandoned roads and an ever-expanding trail network. With the area’s increasing popularity and close proximity to rapid rural growth in Cobble Hill and Shawnigan Lake.  The MoF is working to create an “Interpretative Forest” on Cobble Hill mountain where woodlot management and outdoor recreation would be compatible.
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