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HOLLOMAN INTERVIEW 

Interviewer: Today we are talking to Mrs . Myrtle Holloman. Her 

maiden name is Wallace and she is now living on Salt-

spring Island . I am taping her here a cross from Wal-

lace Island on Walker ) s Hook. It's April 18 , 1977 . 

Would you like to sa y a little bit about the manuscript 

which your mother wrote? 

Myrtle: Well, mother had the idea. She said that she used t o 

sit at her mother's knee and listen to her storie s 

because the one thing about Sylvia Stark, my grandmo-

ther, was that she never became senile. Her mind was 

very very clear and it was quite a nove lty to many 

people. She even had people coming from England and 

reporters interviewing her and the y a ll marvelled at 

the clarity of her mind . Mother said she often lis t -

ened to these stories- especially the early da ys of 

slavery and travel across country-with no t hnu3ht of 

putting them into a manuscript . However, as time went 

on, she felt the family should know all of this, their 

early history and origin, so th; t i=~h~~ the idea 

of this manuscript. Before I came here, she had writ -

ten, hand written, quite a bit of notes and whatnot 

and we had an o ld Underwood typewriter here. It was 

not a very good typewriter. Tha t's why the manuscript 

has alot of errors. Anyway, I taught her to touch type 

so she wa s able to do i tmuch faster. Then she became 

very interested in this project . In fact, she would 

amaze me. She would have her dinner here at six in the 

evening and then go immediately to ' the . typewriter r oom 

and t ype steadily until one o 'clock in the morning, 

night after night. At that age, I just wondered if 

her stamina would hold up. I didn't think I could 

do that myself. Then when she was about ninety- three, 

she felt she had done all she could do on it an d that 

was it. . . 

I think I should start off first by telling you that 

gold was discovered at Sutter's Creek in 1849 and tha t 

started thousands of t'ortune' hunters coming t o Ca liforn ia. 
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This was the dawn of freedom for the Estuss family. 

Howard Estuss, my great grandfa ther, was a slave wh o 

worked for Tom Estuss . His wife, Hannah , was from 

the island of Madagascar. She and her three children , 

Sylvia, Agnes and Jackso~, worked for a Mr. Leopold , a 

German baker who was in favor of the abolition move-

ment . His wife was not in accord ~ith her husband 

and thought they should conform to the Southern ru les 

of handling slaves. Accordingly, these conditions 

made life very difficult for the Estuss famil y . How-

ard hoped that he could earn his family's freedom work-

ing in the rich gold fields of California and h is chance 

came when his boss, Tom Estuss, was sending cattle t o 

California. Howard went a s a herder with a contract 

agreeing to give h im his freedom papers upon receip t 

of one thousand dollars . It allowe him t o e a r n t he 

money mining gold in California . He sent the money 

back to Tom who received the money but refused t6 

give Howard his freedom . Unwilling to give up , Ho-

ward made another one thousand dollars and sent i t 

back directly to Charles Leopo ld . Tom Estuss still 

caused much t r ouble, but eventually had to rel ease 

Howard's papers . In the meantime, Howard pa id Mr . 

Leopole one thousand dollars each fo r Hannah and s on 

J ackso n and nine hundred d~1~ars f or Sy l via . Agnes 

ha d died while her father was in goldfields. So the 

f am i l y bought fort y acres of land in Missouri and 

tried garden farmi ng. Mone y was very scarce and when 

Sy lvia 's brother Jackson came home fr om the market, 

he told his mother that eggs had raised t o ten cents 

a dozen. However, they did we l l selling vegetables, 

pigs, and chickens , but life here als o became unbear -

able . The nigh triders were going abou t beating and 

kidnapp i ng colored people, terrorizing them, so my 

grandfather wanted to sell and leave at the firs t 

oppor tuni ty . That came whe n Charles Leopo l d wa s tak-

ing a large consig nmen t of livestock ' t o California. 
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Howard went as a herder, also his son Jackson . Hannah 

was the cook. It was the first day .of Apri l, 1851, when 

they l e ft Missouri . They made quite a jol l y star~ ma-

king April foo l jokes , etc , as they went a l ong . Then 

they camped where there was good grazing for the cattle 

2 t Humbo ld t Creek . It had once been a campsite [or the 

Indians. They rr. ~t two white women , who as children ha d 

witne ~sed the slaying of their parents . A sister and a 

brother and themselves were captured by the Indians . 

In time, they were rescued. The y were both married and 

st i ll living in the same isolated district where stalked 

the ghosts and memories of that dark tragedy . Their 

story caused Sylvia and her mother apprehension for the 

future of the l ong t rail that lay ahead, bu t in spite 

of the dangers during the journey , Sylvia and her br o-

ther found life on the great plains something new and 

thrilling. From the little prair ie dogs barking and 

s campering at sight of them, to the stampeding of great 

he rds of buffalo at s ight of th ~ ca~avan , Sy lv ia wou l d 

gather the beauti ful f l owers while walking along . Some-

times, swarms of l ocusts darkened the sky and fell about 

the wagons and creeped inside the canvas, getting into 

the cooking uten s ils and other paraphenalia . Often, the 

onl y field they had was dried buffalo chips . They made 

their pancakes and bacon taste smoky, but they ate them 
wi t h relish. Sometimes they were so parched for water, 

f rom a stream where t he carcasses of dead animals lay, 

that it was hard for Sy lvia ' s mothe r to get used to . 

She wen t farther up the strea~ only to fin d more cow 

horns protruding from the water . One awful night on 

the journey, Sylvia could not forget seeing the ewes 

of the sheep , t oo. heavy with young to travel, left be-

hind only to be devoured by ferocious coyotes . She 

tried to scare them off by t hrowi ng stones at them, and 

at t hi s she had to be careful of herse lf too, because 

i t was very dangerous for he r to take t hat chance . 

There was quite an uneas y feeling of the group trav el-
li ng through t h is section of the country, so every 



precaution was taken to safeguard the animalL . . At 

night, a cordon of wagons was placed arouna tbe camp 

and the men slept with their guns stacked close to 

hand, ready for any emergency . The first intimation 

Ehey_ had of danger, was one night when Jackson, Sylvia's 

brother, was on guard. He was sitting out in the bright 

moonlight, gazing at the mounds and shadows. Then he 

said something told him to sit in the shade of a wa-

gon. He had scarcely moved . from his seat when an ar-

row whizze d past him and stuck fast in the ground 

where he had been sitting. Instantly, the alarm was 

given and every man grabbed his gun, but there was 

not a sound, not even the howl of a coyote . Fearing 

Indians might plan to raid the camp in the morning 

when the wagons were loaded and hitched, they lef t 

before dawn. Once they came to a spot for camping 

where there was plenty of grass for the animals. 

They camped very early to let the animal ~ graze and 

they were making themselves comfortable, when someone 

put his ear to the groun d to listen for sound . They 

heard sounds alright. Soon everyone heard hoofs com-

ing . In less time than it takes to tell, they were 

surrounded by a large band of Indians, whooping and 

howling as they raced around the camp to make the 

cattle stampede, but the poor beasts were tired to 

run. Then they increased their how ling, giving out 

terrible yel ls as they raced around the camp. Mr. 

Estuss became uneasy, as the men were preparing to 

put up a fight, but he was the only man who had his 

family with him~ The head of the Indian band, could 

speak Eng l ish . Howard Estuss talked with him and he 

was able to pacify them and they exchanged gifts and 

so they were able to go on their way. So they contin-

ued their journey with watchfulness and care and soon 

came upon eight men travelling on foot and the y were 

a sorry spectacle, as the ir caravan had been raided 

by the Indians during their camp . In making off with 

their heavy loaded wagons, the Indians, in their haste, 
spi-ll ed a· quantity of flour' ·and that was all that wa s 
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left to thes e eight men and a few cooking utensils. 

One of the men had s lit the leg of his pants up to 

the knees, and tied one end to hold the flour which 

they scooped up from the ground. They had travelled 

on this for three days and were very glad to mee t up 

with the Leopold caravan, who shared their provisions 

with them. It was the first day of April, 1851, when 

they left Missouri. The wagon train reached Sacre-

mento, California exactly six months later, less three 

days. Afte r they finally got to California. the y stoppe d 

at Plasserville, which was about sixty miles from the 

capital of Sacremento and there they moved into an emp-

ty miner's cabin. As soon as these miners found gold, 

they would just leave that area, including their cabins, 

leave with their gold and go on. So they moved in and 

were able to make quite a comfortable home the r e. How-

ard Estuss worked for one of the mining companies, pan-

ning go l d and Sylvia, my grandmother, and her brother 

would pan gold in the deserted mines where t hey got 

just the gold dust, I s uppose . They were able t o sell 

it and made about one dollar a day. Incidentally, flour 

was selling for about fifteen dollars a barrel at this 

time ... 

Mr . Estuss decided to take up farming so he did vegeta-

ble farming and they did very well then, selling fruit 

and vegetables . Then it seemed that the l egislature of 

California was deciding t o make California a slave state 

be cause of pressure from white Southerners and so of 

course that made them very apprehensive about their 

future in California . They'd heard of what was New 

Caledonia then - instead of British Columbia - so they 

sen t a delegati on up to see Sir James Douglas - he was 

governor then - to see if they could be admitted to 

Canada .. . 

When the group landed in Victoria, and had audience with 

Sir James Douglas, they asked permission t o f o rm a co l-

ony. He refused absolutely. He didn't like that idea 

at all and he told them to settle whereve r they wishe d 

r 
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to settle. He didrt't ~ish them to form any small group 

or negro colony . However, he was very partial to these 

peopl e because his wife was part negro, you see ... 

The investigative group of sixty-five people wh o went u p 

to see this area, how do the y tie in with your famil y? 

Well, the y were the original group of people who wanted 

to leave because of this l.eg i slation that was going t o 

come up in California to make it a slave state. There 

were merchants, and some ve ry well to do people, miner s , 

farmers; it was a mixed group and they came back wi th 

a very favorable report and so a group of them got to-

gether . to make the trip north . There were approximately 

six hundred people. The men travelled overland, driv-

ing the cattle and the women and children were put on 

board ship. They lande d at Stillicum, Washington and 

waited there f or the menfolk and cattle which was a month 

or more in coming in arriving. Then the group ~0ok a 

boat into Victoria and met the governor who admitted 

them to Canada. As British subjects, they were all owed 

to purchase l and at so much an acre, a few shillings 

an acre. Some settled in the Saanich peninsul.a, and they 

did mixed farming there and then around 1860 , they de -

cided to move to Salt Spring Island and that 's when 

they came through in a sailing ship and the cattle were 

l owered over into the water and swam to shore. The people 

c l imbed down rope ladders into two Indian canoes . There 

were two Indians - a man and his wife - who were manning 

the canoes. f That is where they had an episode wi t h the In-

dians where my grandmother thought she would never come 

ou t of it alive . They were seated on shore; she was with 

her two young children at that time. She had a ll of their 

possessions a nd her husband, Roy Stark was going into the 

settlement to get help to move all of this up to their 

cabin . While be was gone, (they were with a Hudson's 

Bay agent, Mr. McCauley), they s aw a canoe coming laden 

wit h furs, with Indians who, when they saw this party 

on t he beach , swerved from their r ight and t urned right 

int o shore. The y were very hostile and one ha d a kn ife 

that he put t o McCauley ' s throat and threatened him with 
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death arid my grandmother, Sylvia, said she just sat 

there and prayed, hoping that they wouldn't do anything 

t o her children, that they would be safe. In the mean-
time .while this was going on, the Indians were going 

through all the possessions, t urning everything over. 

The Indian wite slipped away in her canoe to get help 

from her camp, on one of the other islands . 

This was the Indian wno was friendly to you ? 

That's right. So another group came in their canoes 

and the first group who had stopped ac the shore jumpe d 

back into their canoes and got awa y as quickl y as t hey 

could, with the others following them. That's when 

the massacre happened in Ganges Harbour, the massacre 

which I think has been written about so man y times and 

t hat was the result of cha t meeting ... 

Later, after me settling in the cab i n on Saltspring Is-

land, the settlers di ~covererl that the work was very 

hard. They had to do everything by hand, such as cutting 

the path through the bushes, making the roads and sc on. 

Lou Stark built several roads and in the meantime, Giles 

Curtis, a friend of the family living there, was •mllr-

dered by I ndians so the Estuss family decidec that they 

had better move to Fruitvale in Ganges harbour. That ' s 

where my mother was born . They stayed the re for quite 
.....,-:,;.._ .. -. - . 

some tlme. However, Lou Stark was rather adventurous 

and he decided he'd go to another farm on Vancouver Is -

land. Part of the family went with him when he left . 

My uncle was left to take care of the farm at Fruitvale. 

Lou and his group went up to Nanaimo and then they •went 

and settled on a farm outside of Nanaimo . Incidentally, 

on the farm on Vancouver Island, people who learned tha t 

there were descendants of Stark li ving here on Sa ltspr ing, 

came over and found us here and said that they sti l l got 

apples from what they called the "Stark Tree", beauti-

ful apples from the tree chat Lou Stark had planted so 

long ago. In fact, they brought some of the apples over 

for us. When I happene d co have this trip there in 1967, 

they showe d me also Stark 's Crossing, ~amed ~fcer Louis 

Stark. The family came back eventuall y and s ettl ed on 

I 
I 
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the farm where the Clayburns are now, my oldest sister's 

family. That was the fourth farm they settled on and 

worked on •• . 

My unc l e Rowis was given permission by the governme nt, 

because of their poverty state here on t he island , t o 

shoot deer all year round, outside of t he hunt ing s e ason . 

I recall man y times we visited as children whe n he would 

give us part of some venison to take down to neighbo r s 

and that's when we were very apprehensive as we trave l l e d 

along the road, afraid of animals, alwa ys , you know! Of 

course , our cousins used t o laugh at us f or t h is since t hey were 

all born here on the island . Their grandmother was mother's 

first cousin. That's what the relationship is wit h the 

Woods family. 

How did your family, your pione ering relatives , make t heir 

living on the land? 

The y lived on the land because they grew t heir own wheat , 

ground it, raised sheep and made thei r c l oth ing from woo l 

by spinning their sheep ' s wool on an old sp i nni ng whe e l. 

Then the produce was sent to market by s hips. They sol d 

eggs among other things . Even in t he earl y years t hat I 

visited Sylvia Stark, my grandmother, she wa s s till s hi p-

ping eggs off to Victoria. They sold fruit too , becaus e 

they had alot of fruit trees . .. 

The orchards gradually just failed because, a f ter the fi r s t 

World War, the costs were too high f or shipp ing off the 

island and it wasn't pro f itable at all. People just left 

fruit on the trees. The apples woul d fal l , fr u it was 

left on the go und ... 

I want to elaborate a little more on the Stark family . 

I believe I should tell you a bit mor e about Loui s St a r k . 

He was born is Louisv ille, Kentuck y and he neve r k n ew 

his own age but he remembered seeing the s tars f a ll in 

1833. No doubt he was at the discerning age , fo r he ha d 

a very clear discription of the occurrence. He sai d he 

saw people running from their homes , pani c - str i cken , an d 

scre aming and praying . One ol d woma n was perc he d on the 

fence shouting that the Judgement Da y ha d come . The stars 

were falling al l aroun d them lik e s now. But Louis jus t 

4 
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laughed at their strange antics and he saw only the 

humorousside of the happening. His earliest recollec-

tions were wearing a one piece ga rment o f coarse, home-

spun cloth and that was his only covering . It serve d, 

too, fo r a sleeping gown and the childre n had a dirt 

floo r and slept oa old mattresses with rags for a c over-

ing. Their dinner was from a large pot which was placed 

in the centre of one big r oom and they ha d no seats. 

All they had was a spoon and piece of cornbread and the y 

al l ate from that one pot of stew. In spite of all these 

handicaps, Louis grew up to be qu ite a strong man . He 

learned how to graft f ruit trees, a s his father kept a 

nursery ·a nd Louis loved grafting trees . He a l s o l earned 

the trade o f a barber and a s a young man, he travelled 

on the boats of t he Missi s sippi, as a barber. He r e -

cal le d shaving Jesse James, t he notorious outlaw, at 

one t i me, al so havi ng dinner with him on the boat . Dur -

ing the go l d rush, Louis went to California . I f he was 

a fre e man, his free papers could not be trus ted, for 

he ha d to pass as a Spaniard to hide hi s identi ty. He 

came th r ough the Panama rout e as hundreds o f pecple came 

that same way, from every walk of l ife, trekking through 

the mud an d t he heat of the Ismus bound fo r the Califor-

nia goldfields. The stagecoach had broken down and the 

crowd had t o continue the journey on foot . The heat wa s 

so intense an d travel so di f fic ult, that t opcoats and var-

ious ot her artic l es of clothing we re cast off and lef t 

strewn along t he h ighway . There were even shoes left stick-

jog i n the mud, in their has te t o ca tch the las t boat boun d 

for San Francisco . Bu t the Mexicans, who carr i ed baggage, 

bundles and even babies for they were immig ran ts , trav-

elled with apparent ease ir shorts. A Jewish woman 

c o llapsed by t he roadside, unable to go any farther . 

She was following a Mexica n who was carrying her baby 

and he was well out of sight, much t o the distress of 

the Jewish mother. So Louis Stark, seeing the woman's 

plight, kindl y carrie d her the remainder o f the journey . 

It was a heavy load but Sta r k wa s young and strong a nc 

th e woman was very gratef ul for t he time l y lift. They 
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found the boat waiting for them and kind passengers 

were taking care of the woman's baby. Like mos t of the 

new immigrants, Stark tried goldmining. This took him 

often to nearby town of Plasservi ll e, nicknamed Hang town, 

because of the frequent hangin~which took place there . 

Plasserville was they exchanged maiden gold fe r ca sh . . . 

Now I am going t o refer back to the Estuss family. How-

ard Estuss and his wife Hannah, ha d three children, Sylvia , 

my grandmother, her older sister, Agnes, and a son , Jack-

son. When they went t o California, Sy lvia married Lou i s 

Stark an d they had seven children. One of them was my 

mother, Marie . Mother married J oseph Wallace, my father, 

and we were all born in Vancouver, B. C. There were five 

children of that union. Ultimatel y , each one l eft: one 

to Montreal, another to Chicago, and the other two t o 

California My youngest brothe r had died in 1908 in the 

influenza epidemic at the age of sixteen . Then, to ge t 

back t o Sa lt~pr ing, each one of us came back here to re-

tire, which seems strange. The youngest sister came back 

from Montreal, I came back from Chicago and Oscar an d 

Ethel, my oldest brother and sister , came back from Cal-

ifornia. Of course, now we are all l i ving here on Sa l t -

spring Island . The Clayburns are the only ones living 

on the old homestead, along with Oscar who is living 

on Wallace's orig inal property . .. 


