Canada Day 
Wilderness Weekends at George and Margaret’s IOCO Homestead
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Some of the first cars their hillside neighbours had ever seen backed up the rocky hillside to the Murray’s ‘camp’ on the weekends. With the engine positioned downhill, the gas could reach it and keep the engine turning over. Chicago native, Ms Heinz, possibly of 57 variety fame, would regularly navigate the obstacle course in her trusty Stutz. As well, their chauffeur always had to gather his strength before driving Sir F. St. John Milmay and his wife in their limousine over one of the most terrifying twenty-mile stretches of road around Vancouver to visit their friends the Murrays on weekends. Back in the 1920s, a reasonable road around the head of Burrard Inlet was still a long way off. 

Most of the weekend visitors to the Murrays’ homestead still came by boat. With no Gravol back in those days Margaret and a dog, inevitably named Patsy, battled the queasy stomachs that went with the choppy waters on Burrard Inlet. They always jockeyed for an open air seat as the little harbour craft made its way across to the old Sunnyside wharf. Accompanied by a Bloomsbury-like eclectic group of writers, artists, poets, and scholars joining them for the weekend, the picnic atmosphere started on board Captain Brewster’ vessel and continued until Sunday. 

Just enough time to disembark and get up to the homestead, about eight o’clock in the evening, a sea of flickering lights converged at the little brown schoolhouse directly across from the Murray’s IOCO homestead. Both residents and visitors carried homemade lanterns called ‘bugs’ to the Saturday night Box Lunch Social. The ‘bugs’ were lard, or jam pails, with candles inserted into big holes in the side. They had long wire handles and the owners punched their initials into the bottom of the can with a nail. Like the Star of Bethlehem, straggling pint-sized people followed the group of lanterns down the beaten path to the Farmer’s Institute Saturday night socials.

At a Box Social, the fair ladies of all ages decorated a picnic basket and filled it with mouth watering delicacies – salmon or egg sandwiches, pickles, and whatever fruit was in season. The gentlemen bid on these box lunches and generally the proceeds went to some worthy community cause. While sweethearts sometimes gave little hints to their intendeds, no one knew either whose carefully crafted treasure they were bidding on, or the lady they would get to dine with if they won. In those days, hooch and babysitters were not required to have a goodtime. Although some of the ‘hill folk’ thought Murray a bit of a crackpot, it didn’t reflect upon George and Margaret’s weekend guests. Everyone was welcomed at the Saturday Box Lunch socials.
After the pairings for supper, the ‘dancing shoes came out.’ As Laura Johnson sat down at the piano, talcum powder was generously sprinkled all over the plank floor. She banged out postwar hits, and young and old alike sang and ‘tripped the light fantastic’. Topping off an evening of simple delight, the Murray children would lug a water pail full of coffee brewed on the old Findley across the road to the partiers in the schoolhouse. Not drop of the coffee, nor a crumb of the slab cake with the lard icing, was left at the end of the evening.

On alternate weekends, when nothing was happening at the little brown Sunnyside schoolhouse, it was time for family and friends to give a helping hand with the land clearing. To create a party feeling, George would hire wee Donald, a piper with the Seventy-second Highlanders. “Just walk up and down, Donald, and give us anything you can think of. A man needs some cheer in his heart when he’s battling these stumps.” With Donald’s hair blowing and his ribbons flying from his bagpipes, the melancholy echoes had the children waiting for a second piper to emerge from the glen.
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