
Apples: A brief history of 
life on Gambier Island 



1.1	
 A Brief History of Apples

1.2	
 The Orchards of Gambier Island

1.3	
 Oral Histories from GambierIsland

Chapter 1

A Tale of the Orchards

Photo: Gambier Island Sea Ranch heritage apple trees. September 2015.



Modern day Malus domestica, the common apple is one of the 
most abundant fruits consumed in Canada. The apple is so at 
home here, that “most of us wrongly assume the plant is a na-
tive” (Pollan, 2001, p. 6). So where did apples first originate? 
How did the humble apple make it’s way to Canada? Ka-
zakhstan is not only the origin of the ancestor of our modern 
apple, the wild apple Malus sieversii, but also several other tree 
fruits (Martin, 2007). The spread of apples can be attributed to 
birds, land animals, and man traveling by horse along the an-
cient Silk Route, distributing the seeds. In 2500 BC, apples 
were widely spread through areas of Mesopotamia and Persia 
and absorbed into the food cultures of those regions (Burford, 
2013).

The Chinese discovered the art of grafting to produce desired 
fruit in approximately the second millenium BC (Pollan, 2001). 
The Greeks and Romans greatly cherished the apple because 
of it’s versatility and they bred the apples to improve their fla-
vour and sweetness also using the technique of grafting to repli-
cate desireable varieties. They also mastered both the storage 
of apples, and the making of cider (Martin, 2007). It is thought 

that the Romans brought apples into Britain and France (Bur-
ford, 2013).

While there are a couple of varieties of crabapples thought to 
be native to North America, eating apples made the leap from 
Europe to North American with the help of settlers bringing 
seeds (and some bringing Old World apple trees along) some-
time in the beginning of the seventeenth century (Martin, 
2007; Pollan, 2001). Due to the importance of cider as a source 
of ‘clean drinking water’, planting orchards was a priority for 
early settlers. We owe much of the diversity of apples we have 
today to the societal importance of cider in that time. Addition-
ally, John Chapman, colloquially known as ‘Johnny Appleseed’, 
is responsible for much of the proliferation of apples through-
out the Midwest as he  an seized an economic opportunity by 
planting and selling trees to newly arriving settlers (Jacobsen, 
2014; Pollan, 2001). However both eventual prohibition in the 
USA and popularity of soft drinks impaired the cider industry 
(Burford, 2013).

While there is no agreed upon date, the first apple trees may 
have been planted on the East Coast of Canada as early as 
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A Brief History of Apples
How the beloved apple came to be in Canada
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1604. In the mid-1800s, orchards were introduced along the 
Fraser Valley and Vancouver Island, BC. An Italian only known 
as Lorenzo is believed to have planted the first orchard in the 
area, and by 1858 the goldrush provided a market for these ap-
ples; however, after the goldrush sales plummeted and the 
harsh winters led to the orchard’s demise (Martin, 2007). 

In 1867 an early settler from Oregon, Francis Xavier Richter, 
planted an orchard near Keremeos, and by 1910 he had won sev-
eral prizes for his apple cultivars, including a bronze in Vancou-
ver for his own cultivar, the Banana. This increased local inter-
est in fruit production, and Chinese railworkers looking for 
work took up the harvesting. Following World War I, several 
orchards in the Okanagan were established and the region be-
came known for apples (Martin, 2007). 

At the peak of apple production in North America, it is sug-
gested that there were as many as 16,000 known varieties; how-
ever, today, only a small handful of apples dominate the con-
sumer market (Nabhan, 2010). With this loss of apple diversity, 
we are also losing much of the traditional knowledge about the 
how to care for, propagate, and the best uses for the specific va-
rieties. While much of the diversity is gone or unidentifiable, 
there seems to be newfound appreciation for both heritage ap-
ples and cider (Jacobsen, 2014), and hopefully with this we can 
restore some of these ‘lost’ apples and the knowledge that goes 
along with them. 
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Photo: Apple on heritage tree at the Gambier Island Sea 
Ranch. September 2015. 



The late 1800s brought many immigrants over to Canada through 
promises of a better life. The Canadian and European govern-
ments enticed people from many other countries with freehold 
titles to lands in return for cultivation of the fields. 

On the West Coast of Canada lies Gambier Island in the Howe 
Sound, which was named after Admiral James Lord Gambier in 
1864 by Captain George Henry Richards who was at the time sur-
veying the coastline (“Sea Ranch History,” n.d.).  Specifically on 
the Southeast region of Gambier Island, early settlers had the 
benefit of inheriting land previously cleared by an early wave of 
loggers. These open lots of fertile land meant that there was 
plenty of room to grow trees and raise animals for those who 
could afford it. Settlers arrived from several countries including 
Scotland, Ireland, France, England, Japan, and Norway (Cooper, 
2006). 

One particularly notable story arises from a man named Hugo 
Hjorthoy, who arrived on Gambier Island (with Anna Dalen, and 
his son Christian) from an economically stressed Norway in July 
1896. Although Hugo experienced some initial turmoil over the 
ownership of one of his lots (DL 1588), his family happily settled 
into his other lot (DL 1654). They expanded their family with the 
birth of Hugo Jr, planted an orchard and raised some chickens 
and pigs. 
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Photo: Life at the Gambier Island Sea Ranch. September 2015. 



Many families hired Chinese labourers to clear additional lands 
(“Sea Ranch History,” n.d.), however, the Hjorthoy family had a 
live-in Japanese family that helped with both domestic and 
physical labour. Hugo would bring his apple harvest to 
Vancouver via Horseshoe bay by rowing the product over in a 
rowboat! His orchard became more profitable and he acquired 
more lots (DLs 1565, 1566) expanding his orchard up to an 
estimated 1200 trees at the peak of production (Cooper, 2006). 

Due to an economic recession in 1912 and the war, the orchards 
were not as profitable as the settlers had hoped. The apples and 
other fruits from Gambier Island were soon pushed out of the 
market by ones produced in the Okanagan. Of the many trees 
from Hjorthoy’s orchard, less than 40 are remaining on the 
property and some additional ones are scattered around the 
island. The plot of land that he owned has been transferred 
many times over the years. For some of the other investors 
during the initial boom, they subdivided their lots into summer 
homes that resemble the island today (Cooper, 2006).

The children of Gambier Island recall trees all around the 
island that they would play and eat fruits from. Several other 
lot owners on the island also had personal orchards, creating a 
plentiful environment for the settlers on the island. Bill Errico, 
author of Miramar II (2011), spent his summers visiting his 
grandparent's cabin on the island. The plums, apples and 
cherries were in such abundance at their orchard that the local 
deer would stroll by for a good meal. Naomi Errico lived in 
New Brighton on the southwest side of the island. There were 

many orchards scattered around the landscape. Ben Fox's 
orchard stood out, it was her favourite. She remembers herself 
and her sister climbing over the fence into Fox's orchard to take 
some of his apples. One night after a successful heist, Naomi's 
sister caught her dress on the tip of the fence and hung there 
like a coat in a hanger. Naomi unhooked her dress and the two 
weren't caught stealing. The two sisters trotted home in the 
dark merrily, licking their lips of the juice of freshly plucked 
apple.

5Photo: Gambier Island Sea Ranch heritage apple tree. September 2015. 



Harold Warn immigrated to Canada for the first time in 1913. He 
fought in World War I, returned to England and opened a bakery in 
1932 which ceased operations in 1938. Being a person of adventurous 
spirit, he purchased the rather prolific Glen Olbe Farm (the prop-
erty of which is now part of the present day Gambier Island Sea 
Ranch at Long Bay) from Robert Purves McLennan. Mr. Warn re-
turned to Canada again, this time with his two sons, John and Wil-
liam (Errico, 2011). The farm was incredibly high-tech for it's time, 
and it housed one of the first Jersey dairy cows in all of Canada. 

Harold Warn was my paternal grandfather. He immigrated by 
ship from rural England with his two teenage sons, John G. (my 
father) and William, traveling across Canada in a little car-
drawn caravan, and purchasing the Glen Olbe farm in 1938. I 
was born in 1943 (N. Warn, personal communication, Novem-
ber 11, 2015).

Nicol Warn has fond memories of his time living on Gambier Island 
prior to his departing the island life and heading to mainland British 
Columbia with his family. Nicol lived in The Orchard Cottage along 
the North Bay of the island, and later moved to what was known as 
The Lodge at the Glen Olbe Farm. Nicol's early education was at the 
hands of his mother, who was trained as a teacher in England (N. 
Warn, personal communication, November 11, 2015).

John Warn had dreamt of having a farming venture since he was 
young. The family bought many more Jersey dairy cows, and they 
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hand milked cows, churned butter, shaped into bricks, and 
wrapped it in wax paper for sale. William however, was more inter-
ested in machinery and he took charge in delivering their product 
all around Howe Sound in a motor boat. Farming was not enor-
mously profitable and so logging was also part of their livelihood. 
Nicol remembers finding old iron shoehorns along the logging 
roads. Additionally, they operated their main residence as a guest 
lodge (The Lodge) during the summer months to supplement their 
income. In the winter, guest housing was closed off and both work-
ers and family would in reside by the cooking stove to keep warm 
(N. Warn, personal communication, November 13, 2015).

Back in 1887 Gambier’s first settler Arthur Robert Davies, had 
cleared six acres and planted fruit trees, this land was later sold to 
Edward J. McFeely who added another 1,100 apple trees to the or-
chard which was later taken over by the Warn family in 1938 (Kel-
ler & Leslie, 2009). With this orchard, the Warn family dabbled in 
commercial fruit selling.  Apples picked from their orchard were 
package into wooden crates and sold to a cannery, the Empress 
Manufacturing Company in Vancouver for a dollar per crate (Er-
rico, 2011), while some went to Coal Harbour. When the Vancou-
ver market was not profitable, apples were sold to Port Mellon 
also (Keller & Leslie, 2009). Despite barges being common at the 
time, these deliveries were hauled by boat. While Nicol didn’t re-
member the name now, there was a purple apple variety that he 
particularly enjoyed, he also remembered making a lot of cider 
and apple jack (N. Warn, personal communication, November 11, 
2015).

Pat de Couto, younger cousin of Nicol, and daughter of William 
Warn, happily remembers her experiences of Gambier Island as a 
child. She lived with Nicol in The Lodge during war-time gas ra-
tioning. According to Pat, it is believed that at the peak, there 
was 25,000 trees in the orchard, and she remembers an apple 
packing shed where a barge would come in. Sadly, many of these 
trees are no longer standing, but the apples left a lasting impres-
sion for her. There were so many unique varieties of heritage ap-
ples that she thinks of fondly; although, many names have been 
forgotten over the years or names were simply ‘made up’ by them. 
She thoroughly enjoyed hand-picking the Winter Banana, Graven-
steins and Golden Russet apple varieties and eating them fresh 
from the tree. Apple juice and cider were also common according 
to Pat. Green Transparents ripened early in the year, and are 
known to be great for sauce or pies. There was one apple variety - 
so enormous, that a single fruit could suffice for her mother's 
‘square apple pie' recipe (P. de Couto, personal communication, 
November 11, 2015).

Nicol Warn and his immediate family left Gambier Island in 1956. 
The Glen Olbe property was sold to new owners. The land was 
eventually divided up, much of which is now known as the Gam-
bier Island Sea Ranch community that continues to thrive today. 
Nicol no longer owns property on Gambier Island (Nicol Warn, 
personal communication, November 11, 2015). His cousin, Pat 
maintains a property on Gambier Island between Camp Artaban 
and the Sea Ranch and visits frequently (P. de Couto, personal 
communication, November 11, 2015).

7Photo: Gambier Island Sea Ranch heritage apple tree. September 2015. 
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A list of the varieties of fruit and nuts that are believed to 
have historically been on Gambier Island or still are today: 

Apples: Transparent, Red Astrachan, Gravenstein, Grimes 
Golden, Russet, *Golden Russet, *Golden Delicious, 
Duchess, Alexander, Cox Pippin, *Winter Banana, Jona-
than, Northern Spy, Winesap, Newton, Blenheim Orange, 
and maybe Winston, Ribston Pippin and Jonagold

Cherries: Bing and maybe Queen Anne

Pears: Bartlett and other unknown varieties

Plums: Prune, Greengage, Damsen and others

Nuts: English Walnut, English Chestnut, Horse Chestnut, 
and Hazelnut

Other: figs and quince

*Formally identified varieties

Sources: N. Warn, personal communication, November 
13, 2015; P. de Couto, personal communication, November 
11, 2015; varieties identified by the BC Fruit Testers Asso-
ciation, UBC Apple Festival, October 17, 2015
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The Island of Plenty

Photo: pear from heritage fruit tree at the Gambier Island Sea 
Ranch. September 2015. 



Alternate names: Originally Mullins’ Yellow 
Seedling, renamed Golden Delicious by Stark 
Brother’s; Yellow Delicious is a possible 
unauthorized propagation.

Provenance: 1890, farm of Anderson Mullins in 
Clay County, West Virginia. Sapling was almost 
chopped down by the nephew of Anderson 
Mullins, but was spared. May be seedling of 
Grimes Golden. Original tree survived until 1958. 

Offspring: Arlet, Chantecler, Cheerfull Gold, 
Dalitron, Elstar, Estevale, Evelina, Falstaff, 
Freyberg, Gala, Ginger Gold, Goldrush, 
Greensleeves, Hawaii, Honeygold, Jester, 
Jonagold, Mutsu, Nittany, Opal, Orin, Ozark Gold, 
Pink Lady,  Pinova, Polka, Red Falstaff, Red Gold, 
Red Prince, Rubinette, Saturn, Scrumptious, 
Shizuka, Spencer, Spigold, Suncrisp, Sundowner, 
Sunrise, Tentation, Virginia Gold    

Likely Offspring: Ambrosia, Dorsett Golden 

Season: Fall-ish; September to late October.  
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Golden Delicious

Golden Delicious, 1922.                                           
U.S. Department of Agri-
culture Pomological Wa-
tercolor Collection. Rare 
and Special Collections, 
National Agricultural Li-
brary, Beltsville, MD 
20705



Storage: Until Nov-Feb; good for storage, can shrivel. 

Identification: Medium - large. Golden yellow skin, with 
slight blush if left on tree, green if picked too early; faint 
freckles; can have russetting. Bruises easily. Round to 
oblong shape. Flesh ranges from white, cream, yellow, to 
greenish.

Sensory: Firm flesh, crisp, and juicy when fresh. Mild 
and sweet, honeyed at best, can lack acidity. Highly 
scented, can taste flat or overly sweet if picked too early. 
Taste highly dependent on when picked!   

Uses: Versatile; but most notable for fresh eating as 
dessert apple, apple butter, and holds shape for pies. 
Mild flavour when cooked. High-sugar for cider making.  

Orchard Notes: Self-fertile, good pollinator, blooms 
several times in season, average growth. Bears fruit 
annually, heavy crop. Attractive looking blossom, 
resistance to frost. Thinning needed for large fruit. Bark 
is yellow-olive. Needs warmer climate for commercial 
success. Susceptible to many diseases, especially cedar-
apple rust.

Market History:  While yellow apples were not popular 
at the time, Mullins’ noted the superiority over Grimes 
Golden and so he mailed samples to the Stark Brother’s 

Nursery, who at the time were known for their red 
Delicious apple. Mullins sold to Stark Brother’s Nursery 
in 1914 for five thousand dollars. After purchasing the 
propagation rights, they built a cage with electric alarm 
around the tree and renamed the apple Golden 
Delicious. Introduced to the market in 1916, widely 
planted in USA by 1920s, eventually planted in almost 
all apple growing regions of world. Highly common in 
North America and Europe; used commercially for baby 
food. The potential of this apple if not picked early (as in 
commercial production) is currently being 
‘rediscovered’ by apple enthusiasts. 
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Golden Delicious by Einstein02. Retrieved from 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Golden_Delicious.jpg/ 
image cropped and used under CC-BY-SA-3.0 
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Alternate names: Bullock’s Pippin, Bullet Pippin, 
English Golden Russet, Fox Apple, Long Tom, 
Russet Golden, Rusty Coat. 

Provenance: Debated; Golden Russet of Western 
New York, 1840s thought to be seedling of 
English Russet variety and American Golden 
Russet known in late 1700s, Burlington, New 
Jersey. May be different apple varieties.      

Offspring: Golden Nugget, Northwestern Greening

Season: Pick mid to late October. Press for cider 
in winter. Peak of flavour for dessert fruit in 
December and January.

Storage: Can store until late winter, March at the 
latest. Excellent storage, remaining sweet and 
crunchy. 

Identification: Medium sized apple, russetted 
skin, ranging in colour from green in the shade, 
to golden-bronze hues on sun soaked areas; flesh 
is fine-grained and pure white to yellowish; shape 
is round.
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Golden Russet

Golden Russet, 1898                                                
U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Pomologi-
cal Watercolor Collec-
tion. Rare and Spe-
cial Collections, Na-
tional Agricultural 
Library, Beltsville, 
MD 20705



Sensory: Firm, crispy, juicy; rough texture to skin. Rich 
flavour with sugary notes of pear, fig, and apricot. 
Unripe, skin has green pepper taste. 

Uses: Versatile; highly prized for use in cider, makes 
full-bodied cider; also good as a dessert apple, juice, 
cooking, drying, pies. 

Orchard Notes: Tip bearing; needs cross-pollination for 
heavy yield. Bark is reddish-olive with white lenticels, 
dull dark green serrated leaves. Slightly large tree; 

tolerates colder climates. Some resistance to scab; some 
susceptibility to cedar-apple rust.

Market History: Grown widely in Northern United 
States. Prior to the ‘red apple craze’, was very popular 
in Great Lakes region; was grown commercially. 
Currently making a resurgence as interest in quality 
ciders increases.Commonly used as a base for English 
and American ciders. 
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Golden Russet apples by Siegel, R. Retrieved from 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/grongar/6124163254/in/photostream/ image cropped and used under 
CC BY 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode)



Alternate name: Banana Apple

Provenance: 1876, farm of David Flory, Cass 
County, Indiana, USA.  

Season: Early September to late October

Storage: It is possible to store as late as 
December; however it will soften in storage. 
Keep as cold as possible in refrigerator.

Identification: Typically very large and 
hearty, thin yellow waxy skin, rose blushing 
and freckling. Flesh is white. 

Sensory: Hard and woody texture at start, 
softens with age to a juicy melt-in-the-mouth 
flesh. Aromatic, with hints of banana flavour, 
possibly green/unripe tannic or musky taste, 
lingering lemon-curdness. Nice balance of 
sugar and acid. Flavours highly dependent 
on growing conditions. 
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Winter Banana

Winter Banana, 1915.                                             
U.S. Department of 
Agriculture Pomologi-
cal Watercolor Collec-
tion. Rare and Special 
Collections, National 
Agricultural Library, 
Beltsville, MD 20705



Uses: Best for eating fresh as flavour diminished with 
cooking although some people do enjoy it for cooking 
purposes. Try slicing to eat with cheese. Also 
recommended for juicing or use in hard cider.   

Orchard Notes: A tree with medium vigorousness, 
makes a good pollinator for other apples. Best for 
warmer climates as no need for winter chill to 
encourage flowering. Susceptibility to cedar-apple rust.

Market History:1890. Grown commercially in British 
Columbia and Washington in early 1900s, and exported 
to UK. In Germany used for juice manufacturing. 

Sources for all apple varieties information:           
Burford (2013); Jacobsen (2014); Morgan & Richards 
(2002); Orange Pippin Ltd. (2015)
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Heirloom “Winter Banana” Apples by Harris, J. Retrieved from 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/pellucidity/280920857/ image cropped and used under CC BY-NC-
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BC Baked Apples - page 17 

Truly Old Fashioned Apple Pie - page 18

Quick Apple Coffee Cake - page 19

Apple Dumplings - page 20

Something Savoury  - page 21
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Apple Recipes to Remember 

A collection of recipes both old and new... 

Golden Delicious, 1937.                                                     

U.S. Department of Agriculture Pomological Watercolor Collection. Rare and 

Special Collections, National Agricultural Library, Beltsville, MD 20705
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BC Baked Apples
6 large BC apples, brown sugar, water

Wash and core apples. Fill cavity with brown sugar. Set apples in baking dish, 

pour over 1/4 cup boiling water, and bake in quick oven (400°F) until tender. 

Alternative:

Peel apples 1/3 way down. Fill cavity with raisins, dates, or jelly. Sprinkle 

with nip of salt and spice. Add 1 tablespoon butter to 1/4 cup apple juice and 

pour over apples. Bake as above, basting from time to time. 

BC Tree Fruits Ltd. (1950). Maclean’s: Canada’s National Magazine. 
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Line pan with crust; pare and quarter three or four nice tart apples and 

spread on crust, sprinkle with two table-spoons sugar and small bits of butter; 

mix one table-spoons sugar; and three or four of water together, pour over the 

apples and bake till they are thoroughly cooked; serve warm with sweetened 

milk or cream. Or, half a tea-spoon cinnamon, nutmeg, or allspice, may be 

used in place of essence of lemon, sprinkling it on just before baking. Or, after 

putting in apples, pour over them a custard made of two eggs and a pint of 

milk, sweetened to taste. 

- Miss S. A. Melching

Wilcox, E.W. (1877). Buckeye Cookery and Practical Housekeeping. 

Truly Old Fashioned Apple Pie
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Quick Apple Coffee Cake

2 cups flour, 1/2 teaspoon salt, 2 teaspoons baking powder, 2 tablespoons 

shortening, 1/2 cup grated nippy cheese, 3/4 cup milk, 2 or 3 apples sliced, 1/

3 cup brown sugar, 1/2 teaspoon cinnamon, 1 tablespoon butter.

Sift flour, salt, baking powder. Cut in shortening and cheese. Add milk to make 

soft dough. Turn on lightly floured surface and knead 30 seconds. Pat down in 

ungreased layer cake pan. Arrange apples over top. Sprinkle with brown 

sugar and cinnamon. Dot with butter. bake in moderately hot oven (425°) 25 

minutes.  

- Mrs. B. H. Young

The Young Women Church Workers of St. James’ Church. (1941). Victory 

Cook Book. Kingston, Ontario. 
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Apple Dumplings

Make a good puff-paste, pare some large apples, cut them in quarters, and 

take out the cores very nicely; take a piece of crust, and roll it around, enough 

for one apple; if they are big, they will not look pretty, so roll the crust around 

each apple, and make them round like a ball, with a little flour in your hand. 

Have a pot of water boiling, take a clean cloth, dip it in the water, and shake 

flour over it; tie each dumpling by itself, and put them in the water boiling, 

which keep boiling all the time; and if your crust is light and good, and the ap-

ples are not too large, half an hour will boil them, but if the apples be large, 

they will take and hour’s boiling. When they are enough, take them up, and 

lay them in a dish; throw fine sugar all over them, and send them to the table. 

have a good fresh butter melted in a cup, and fine beaten sugar in a saucer. 

Mrs. Glasse. (1747). The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy. England.  
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Brussel Sprouts with Bacon and Apples

Golden Russet specifically recommended. 

4 bacon slices, 24 halved brussel sprouts, 1/4 cup boiled cider, 1 apple, 1 

minced garlic clove, 1/2 cup heavy cream, salt and pepper.

Fry bacon until crisp, chop and set to side. Add brussel sprouts and cider; 

cook covered, stir occasionally for six minutes. Add apple, cook covered until 

tender. Add cream, increase heat, stir constantly until sauce thickened. Add 

salt and pepper to taste, add half the bacon, and mix. Serve with remaining ba-

con on top. 

Compliments pork chops, venison, duck breast, or prime rib. 

Jacobsen, R.(2014). Apples of Uncommon Character. New York.  
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