
Few of us know much about the Japanese settlers to the
Southern Gulf Islands who began to arrive in the late
1800s, many from the Japanese prefecture of

Wakayama.  They brought with them sophisticated technology
that contributed in significant ways to British Columbia’s
fledgling economy, including the ancient Japanese art of
charcoal-making. The charcoal made in Wakayama, known as
Bincho-tan, was prized in Japan because it burned especially
hot, and was famous for making the best samurai swords and
the finest porcelain. Using this technology, these pioneers
manufactured and supplied much-needed charcoal for several
BC industries including salmon canning, explosives, and
smithing. 
Galiano’s Steve Nemtin, an educator and avocational

archeologist, has been quietly unearthing, researching and
piecing together this small but important piece of our history for
over thirty years. (I first introduced Steve to Island Tides’ readers
four years ago.) An inveterate outdoorsman, he has, over the
years, discovered six different charcoal pit kilns half-buried in
the woods around Galiano. With the help of Galiano
schoolchildren and his two sons, Steve has restored two of them,
one in Galiano’s historic Bluff Park, which was dedicated in a
moving ceremony fourteen years ago. This historic site has
received a lot of attention and visitors from all over the world
over the years, and a reproduction is featured in Mayne Island’s
Japanese Garden. 
Early this year, Steve received a telephone call from Rose

Murakami on Salt Spring Island, who was spearheading a
campaign to restore two charcoal pit kilns near Ganges. Rose
asked Steve if he knew about these pit kilns, built by Isaburo
Tasaka around 1905 and located in what is now known as
Mouat Park. Steve certainly did; his research into the charcoal
pit story had included a camping trip to Mouat Park in the early
1980s, where he and his two young sons located and explored
the abandoned pits. One was similar to the one he had already
stumbled upon on Galiano, while the second was almost twice
as large. Rose Murakami asked Steve Nemtin if he would help
restore these pits, and her request was followed up by Rumiko
Kanesaka, president of the Salt Spring Japanese Garden Society,

who was helping Rose organize the project and secure funding. 
Steve felt honoured to be asked. He donated his services, and

members of Salt Spring’s Parks and Recreation staff followed
suit, donating some of their services in kind. Others then joined
the restoration team, including Andrew Currie, a stonemason
who has long lived on Salt Spring. 
Andrew was drawn to the historical significance of these half-

buried rock mounds, which he likened to the Celtic cairns he
remembered from his childhood in Scotland. The group decided
to begin by restoring the larger of the two charcoal pits. They
redefined the perimeter and dug out the pit, carefully taking out
all the rocks on the inside and taking the pit down to its base.
‘It’s just like a castle that’s been shot to bits,’ Andrew Currie said,
‘we’re going to rebuild it.’
It was a joyful experience working with the PARC people,

says Steve. They quickly established a strong camaraderie, and
yet they were all awed by the significance of what they were
doing: reconstructing history. First they had to find the
fireplaces, or fire outlets, and the chimney flues. On Galiano, the
restored tear-shaped pit kilns have one central fire outlet directly
across from the entrance, with a flue on either side of it. The Salt
Spring team assumed they would simply find a larger version
of the Galiano pit, with three flues instead of two. Instead, they
discovered a significantly different structure, oval rather than
tear-shaped, with three fire outlets, each with a chimney flue
built into the wall directly behind it to allow for more precise air
control. 
The first three stages of the restoration were completed

towards the end of the summer, but the mystery was not over.
Something was bothering Steve; his discomfort had something
to do with how the floor of the pit was sloping up to the walls.
And so a week later he went back again by himself, took a shovel
and began digging near the central fire outlet; he dug deep
enough to see bits of coal imbedded in the clay far below the
surface. Next he dug in front of the fire outlet on the right, and
was rewarded by a thump beneath his shovel. He had discovered
what turned out to be a sub-floor made of thick cedar rails.  
Steve reported his findings to the restoration team, they

explored further, and together they discovered a very complex,
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three-tiered floor structure designed to create sophisticated air
passages that maximized airflow. Back on Galiano, Steve went
to Bluff Park to see if there was a similar floor in the restored
teardrop-shaped kiln, and discovered that indeed there was. It
was something he’d missed entirely the first time around, and
something that he will have to redress. 
Now comes what—for Steve—is the most amazing part of the

story. Thirty years ago he had begun writing to the Sumi Yaki
No Kai, the ancient Japanese society dedicated to the art of
charcoal-making, describing the pit kilns he had found and
requesting information about them. Though he had repeated
his request several times over the year, because his letters were
in English, he had received no reply. A month ago he received
an email from Rumiko Kanesaka. Unbeknown to him, she too
had decided to contact the society, in Japanese this time, to
report the Salt Spring findings, and had just received an answer. 
The society confirmed that the Wakayama prefecture also

had examples of oval-shaped kilns, known as the Kishu method;
the key to discovering whether the Salt Spring kiln was indeed
a Wakayama design was to look for mounds of charcoal on the
perimeter of the pit. The restoration team had already found
such mounds of charcoal, several inches thick, when they
cleared the entrance to the kiln.  
The Sumi Yaki No Kai also sent videos of working charcoal

pits, which solved another mystery. Wakayama charcoal makers
carefully mixed clay, sand and water together, creating a ceramic
seal covering the kiln that allowed it to reach the highest
temperatures. After the firing, they would open the ceramic
dome, cutting out a section at the front to do so, in order to rake
out the coal; this section was replaced for the next burn. This
process had clearly been replicated on Salt Spring; the team had
found sections of ceramic dome, seven inches thick, on the
perimeter of the kiln, something that had not been found on
Galiano. 
Steve now has many more questions, but is thrilled that, after

thirty years of waiting, he is finally receiving answers from the
experts in Japan. 
The Salt Spring restoration is now almost complete, thanks

to the efforts of the Salt Spring Parks and Recreation
Commission, including Dan Ovington, Kirk Harris and crew
members Blair, Justin, and Joe Clemente, in partnership with
the Japanese Garden Society of Salt Spring, and of mason
Andrew Currie. 
Signage is currently being designed by Phil Vernon Design,

and will be installed on panel boards around the site in the near
future. These panels include detailed drawings of the charcoal-
making process. Along with the lovingly restored site, they will
certainly be worth a visit. 0
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