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Stephen Hume: Comox to demolish former homes of
B.C. naturalist and painter
Houses are surrounded by parkland donated by Hamilton Mack
Laing
BY STEPHEN HUME, VANCOUVER SUN COLUMNIST
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Mack Laing’s Brookbank House with scientist Loys Maingon, who wants to preserve it as a
heritage site. Stephen Hume/ Vancouver Sun
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COMOX — Tucked away amid manicured gardens of a cul-de-sac
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fronted by some of Vancouver Island’s most valuable suburban homes is
a nondescript gravel drive.
You’d never know from the absence of signs but it leads across a
bubbling salmon stream to a stunning vista of wind-combed sea grass,
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saltwater marsh and tidal flats of the Courtenay River. The panorama
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sweeps away west to the glittering Comox Glacier on Forbidden Plateau.
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This park was willed to the people of Comox by one of British Columbia’s
most fascinating historical figures, Hamilton Mack Laing.
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School teacher, fine artist — his last show was at age 95 — naturalist,
early photographer, prolific writer of fiction and popularizer of life
sciences, Laing was one of those bohemian scientists who shaped the
modern ecology that our politically correct governments so frequently
invoke but apparently seldom comprehend. He’s been described as the
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forgotten Roderick Haig-Brown.
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Laing first visited B.C. in 1909, became interested in birds as an RAF
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observer in 1918, bought one of the first Harley-Davidson motorcycles
and explored a largely roadless North America on it, studying flora and
fauna. He collected 10,000 specimens for the National Museum of
Canada and the Smithsonian Institution. The B.C. Archives has 6,000
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In 1929, he published research on the threat to water birds from oil spills
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in the Strait of Georgia, a warning that current events in English Bay
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prove ominously prescient.
A contemporary was Ed Ricketts, the marine biologist immortalized in
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literature as “Doc” in Nobel Prize winner John Steinbeck’s novels
Cannery Row and Sweet Thursday. Among those Laing mentored was
famous B.C. scientist Ian McTaggart-Cowan, whom Laing spotted as “a
born naturalist” and hired as a teenage assistant for specimen collecting
75 years ago.
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In 1972, at the age of 89, he donated four hectares of waterfront to
Comox with his house, Shakesides, to be used as a museum and
interpretive centre to further public appreciation of natural history. When
he died in 1982, he bequeathed $55,000 to the town, stipulating that it be
invested and the house used as a natural-history museum.
Who’d have thought Mack Laing Nature Park, an example of civicminded generosity, would instead become a symbol of the small-minded
nastiness that can infuse small town politics? But it has, with opponents
calling each other unpleasant names, complaints of petty vindictiveness,
attempts to rewrite history and accusations of cultural vandalism by
ignorant civic leaders.
At issue are the two houses within the park, Baybrook, which Laing built
himself in 1923 for his bride Ethel Hart, and Shakesides, built after Ethel
died in 1945 and he could not endure the memories evoked by the old
house.
He sold four hectares including an orchard subsequently developed into
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the tony subdivision that now flanks the park.
Loys Maingon, a retired scientist who leads public walks in what he
considers his civic duty to further understanding of natural ecology, says
Comox accepted Laing’s property and money, promptly rented out one of
the two houses and left it to civic-minded citizens to erect a cairn
commemorating Laing’s contribution.
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Then in 2013, the town proposed to demolish the heritage houses
claiming they hadn’t been adequately maintained, would cost too much
to restore and were unworthy of heritage designation.
A local group developed a plan to save what it considered an important
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part of the province’s heritage and fulfil the promise made to Laing.
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That, says Maingon, was when “scurrilous” accusations began to fly.
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He says a petition claimed the Mack Laing Heritage Society was trying to
Find us on Facebook

take over and commercialize the park; that there were plans to build a
convention centre on the site; that it would put the town on the hook for

The Vancouver Sun

securing annual grants of $500,000 to maintain the site.
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Visser, the president of the Federation of B.C. Naturalists, wrote warning
the town that demolition would be “a cultural affront,” erasing the legacy
of a man whose research, writing, photographs and art laid the
foundations of Canada’s ecological heritage.
On February 25, Comox council voted to demolish both houses.
Richard Somerset Mackie, associate editor of B.C. Studies, author of
four critically acclaimed social histories of the Comox Valley including a

Follow @VancouverSun

biography of Laing, cancelled his appearance at a valley literary event
scheduled for May saying the demolitions would be just the most recent
of half-a-dozen heritage buildings lost over the last decade.
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“This destruction amounts to cultural vandalism,” Mackie wrote. “Why
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should I celebrate books, history and heritage with a community that
consistently destroys what I have tried to protect and perpetuate?”
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