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A woman with a wide-reach-
ing legacy in the Alberni Valley
has died. Babe Gunn passed
away on Feb. 23, 2021 at the
age of 85.

The arts community knew

Comis as Babe Gunn, stone

sculptor, while others knew
her as Priscilla. “Babe was
the nickname her father gave
her and Gunn is her maiden
name,” explains Holly Cam-
eron, Gunn’s daughter.

Gunn was born in Ontario
and brought her family to Port
Alberni in the 1960s. One of
her first jobs was operating a
food truck on the city’s wa-
terfront. “I was probably four
when my Mom had a little van
she used to go down to the wa-
terfront,” Cameron recalled.
Gunn would pick up dough-
nuts from a bakery on Argyle
Street and have coffee and
sandwiches to sell to workers.

She worked at the Beaufort
Hotel, in the meat department
at Woodward’s and opened her
own pizza restaurant called
The Hut.

“Mom started carving stone
after she went to Malaspina
(now Vancouver Island Uni-
versity) for a few winters tak-
ing art classes, where she work
in bronze casting and clay,”
Cameron said.

Not satisfied working with
small sculptures, Gunn gained
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Babe Gunn’s legacy is carved in stone

The woman also known as Priscilla Comis will be remembered for much more
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Babe Gunn receives a bouquet of flowers during the unveiling ceremony for ‘Our Rugged Returning Salmon, her
commissioned sculpture in the fountain at Harbour Quay, May 23, 1992. (PHOTO COURTESY COMIS FAMILY)

a reputation for working on
large stone pieces requiring
block-and-tackle and special-
ized power tools.

She apprenticed with George
Pratt and worked on his famed
Terry Fox memorial in Port
Coquitlam. It was one of her
biggest achievements, Cam-
eron said. Gunn, Pratt and
fellow carver Michael Binkley
held several ‘Faces and Fig-
ures’ exhibitions at Granville
Island in the 1990s.

“Mom has carvings all over

the world,” Cameron said.

She discovered marble that
had been revealed during a
slide in the Kennedy Lake
area. “The marble that was in
the river bed of the slide was
unbelievable: pinks and greens,”
Cameron recalled. Gunn and
others—including family mem-
bers—mined marble that Gunn
called “rainforest marble” from
that area until the logging road
into the slide area was decom-
missioned.

Gunn’s most visible artwork
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in Port Alberni—and by far her
biggest artistic achievement—is
‘Our Rugged Returning Salm-
on’, a granite sculpture making
up the round fountain at Har-
bour Quay. Commissioned by
the City of Port Alberni, it was
unveiled on May 23, 1992 and
features salmon carved from var-
ious Canadian rock depicted on
their way back to the spawning
grounds. Her 3 Geoducks are in-
stalled at Centennial Park in east
Bamfield, and a stone mermaid
she carved appears every spring

Babe Gunn uses a block and tackle
and large power tools to carve

a granite base for ‘Our Rugged
Returning Salmon, the carving she
was commissioned to create for the
City of Port Alberni’s fountain at
Harbour Quay. (PHOTO COURTESY
COMIS FAMILY)

on the rocks off the Net Loft.

Gunn went back to school
when she was already a moth-
er and became the first female
fisheries’ officer in Canada. She
spent 12 years with fisheries
patrolling the Alberni Inlet and
Barclay Sound. When she left
the government organization she
continued with fishing charters
on her own boat.

Aside from carving stone Gunn
painted oil and watercolours on
canvas in her earlier years, before
going back to school. She also
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worked in bronze and clay—
her final piece was done in clay.
Cameron’s nephew Jody and son
Diago have taken up painting.
Cameron’s sisters, Faithe and

] Aprille, both carved with Gunn

at various times in their lives,
and Cameron’s son Devon did

. as well.

“Mom termed herself a rebel
because she was.”

While Gunn is known out-
side the family for her art, she is
known within the family for all
the time she gave to her grand-
children. “Her love for her grand-

2 children was bar none,” Cameron

said.

Gunn is survived by her sis-
ter Bonnie (Brian), children
Aprille, Barb (Mel), Faithe
(Scott), Holly and Michelle
(Darren), grandchildren Jes-
se-Lee, Lonnie, Kathy, Robert
Joseph ‘BJ’, Ardin, Jody, Kee-
gan, James, Nicole, Joshua,
Amber, Devon, David, Ryan,
Jacob, 16 great-grandchildren,
two great-great-grandchildren
and many nieces, nephews and
extended family. S

he was pre-deceased by hus-
band Arllen Comis, siblings
Viola, Emmaline “Toots’, Phyllis,
Kenneth and Arllen’s son Gary.

The family did not hold a for-
mal gathering or service.

In lieu of flowers, the family
asked that donations be con-
sidered for the Alberni Valley
Hospice Society and Ty Watson
House Hospice.

Pre-registration is required for all Programs and Services. Please visit
playinpa.ca to register or find more details about our programs/services.
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Alberni Valley News editor Susie Quinn’s late father
Peter, right, and his friend Eldon Oja pause for a photo
with the late Babe Gunn during a trip to Gunn’s gallery
in the Alberni Valley in 2003. (PHOTO COURTESY QUINN

FAMILY)

Respect for rock
carving runs
in the family

Before I knew Port
Alberni, I knew of
Babe Gunn.

My late father, Peter
Quinn, was a stone
carver. One of the
highlights for him was
attending a symposium

on Thetis Island every
year with his friend
Eldon Oja. Babe Gunn
ran a workshop at the
symposium and her
work influenced my
father.

When I heard that
Babe Gunn—also
known as Priscilla
Comis—had passed
away, the news brought

SUSAN
QUINN

up some fond memo-
ries for me. I contacted
Eldon to let him know
and learned some sto-
ries about my father
that I hadn’t heard.

One year he and Dad
attended the sympo-
sium, but Babe
wasn’t there.
They came to
Port Alberni to
visit her home
gallery instead,
and were given
an opportunity crawl
through her pile of
rainforest marble
mined from a site near
Kennedy Lake. It was
a memorable visit for
the two of them.

I visited Port Alberni
numerous times before
I came to live here and
work at the Alberni

Valley News. I knew
Continued on A32
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“Share your opinion

Wood burning stoves still viable

To the Editor,

Re: Time to clear the air, Letters, March 3

Lest I find myself burned at the stake (no
doubt with wood as the main inspiration for
the required BTUs), let me clarify that I'm all
for no burning during inversions. I'm for no
vehicle emissions during inversions also. And
lest I find myself not being inclusive or even
discriminatory, I'd better include no use of any
fossil fuel during inversions, as fossil fuel fur-
naces contribute as much particulate pollution
as at least a vehicle, if not several vehicles, and
likely as much or more toxic emissions than an
efficient wood stove. Fossil fuel particulates are
very toxic to our environment.

But please consider:

- New wood stoves combust very efficiently,
many being more efficient than oil furnaces or

even gas furnaces. Mine claims to be. [ know [
only get a couple of small buckets of ash per
year out of mine, which the garden seems to
accept without complaint..

- Particulate matter from a wood stove, once
settled to the ground, returns to the ecosystem,
unlike oil and gas particulates which are toxic
to the environment.

- Wood is a renewable resource.

- When I buy a cord of wood from a local
seller, I provide work and income. Cash in
the pocket of someone who needs the money
and worked to earn it, not to a remote and
uncaring gouging corporation.

- I can heat my home for a year for $800
with wood, with change leftover for camping
fuel and nights by the fire in the yard. My
woodstove also functions without electricity,

which is my main reason for installing one.

- Furnace oil has become very expensive.
I note that my “energy efficient” oil furnace
requires four to five litres of oil per hour of
combustion. That’s five bucks an hour! And
far more toxic pollution than my wood stove.

- As a senior on a pension, the added cost
and added pollution of a fossil fuel furnace
is as repugnant as the fossil fuel emissions.

I note that wood heat remains a viable and
valuable resource for the community.

I look forward to the near-future small ex-
haust scrubbers that could clean the particu-
lates from chimneys and fossil fuel vents. Get
to work, stove producers and furnace makers.
Clean up your act and clean up our air!

Shaun Adams,
Port Alberni

Port Alberni has good health care

To the Editor,

It has come to my attention that a growing
number of us are becoming demanding and
abusive toward folks providing services in our
health community.

I recently had to be rushed to West Coast
General Hospital by paramedics in an ambu-
lance. They were fast, efficient and caring. The
one nurse at the desk inside the emergency
ward was competent and available to assist
me until the doctor on call arrived. I was
admitted and received two CT scans within
24-plus hours. The CT scan technician was,
as always, so good at her job and so clear
regarding what was expected to occur so that

I felt confident during the scans.

The next morning of the weekend I was
in the hospital. My GP arrived early in the
morning to see me and get my information
as to what had happened. Note—he was not
on call. It was the weekend. I’'m so grateful
Dr. DeWitt is my GP.

I also had a visit from community services
within a day. She had a list of services avail-
able for me and a contact number for her-
self. Someone from hospital physio was in my
room a few hours later explaining that I would
have services from her department within two
weeks. She has always been amazing and we
are so lucky to have her.

— KitchenAid’
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The nurses and LPNs were, without ex-
ception, excellent at their jobs. I regret I
cannot recall the names of all who were
there for me.

I wanted to take this time to state that we,
in Port Alberni, have very good health care.
I have to wait for a knee replacement. That is
okay. It is not an emergency. However, when-
ever the issue has been serious and urgent, |
have received fast and competent and caring
attention. I am grateful to be in Port Alberni
for my health care.

Lorna LeBlanc,
Port Alberni
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Babe Gunn and fellow stone sculptor George Pratt
with the Terry Fox Memorial in Port Coquitlam, B.C.
Gunn worked with Pratt on his commission.

Alberni Valley News

Babe Gunn would spend her summers selling her sculptures at the Net Loft in
Bamfield. She carved this stone mermaid as a thank you, and installed it on a
pin. Residents still remove it every winter and replace it every summer. (PHOTO
COURTESY COMIS FAMILY)

Gunns legacy is evident in numerous ways

Continued firom A9

that Babe had carved ‘Our
Rugged Returning Salmon’
fountain at Harbour Quay
long before I moved here. 1
also knew she sold her work
at the Net Loft in Bamfield.
Allinformation passed on by
my father.

The largest carving he
worked on was a soapstone
bear that he started at The-

tis, with direction from Babe
Gunn. Unfortunately, he
died before he could finish
the bear.

Eldon took it home with
him and brought back a fin-
ished sculpture, weighing 75
pounds, carved the way my
father had envisioned.

Ilike to think the influence
that began with Babe came

full circle when Eldon fin-
ished my father’s sculpture.

Everytime I go down
to Harbour Quay and see
Babe’s salmon in the foun-
tain, I am reminded of
Babe’s talent and a love of
rock carving that she shared
with symposium partici-
pants. I smile at the memo-
ries of my Dad that come up.

It's a Boy!

Taysom Aaron Johnson
Birthdate: March 7, 2021
Weight: 5lbs 100z

Parents: Rena & Brad Johnson
Siblings: Tayah

e _-_.r' To Baby of the
Week Family
-~ W' 1LARGE PIZZA OF

YOUR CHOICE!

4487 Gertrude St.
Open at 11 am
EVERYDAY!

Danaso
310-0001

It's a Boy!

Weston Joshua Souchuck
Birthdate: March 9, 2021
Weight: 8lbs 140z
Parents: Caroline &

Jordan Souchuck

Was your baby born
out of town? Let us know
and we will include
them in Hello Baby!
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I am also reminded of the
glory the fountain once was,
and the state it is in now.
The City of Port Alberni
has applied for a grant for
improvements at Harbour
Quay—I'm hoping that will
include restoring this legacy
of Babe Gunn.

— Susie Quinn is the Alber-
ni Valley News editor
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Rollin Art Centre
seeking artists

Don’t miss an exciting oppor-
tunity to showcase your artwork
at the Rollin Art Centre in 2022.

The Community Arts Council
is accepting applications from all
visual artists and/or artist groups
to exhibit their work in our Fine
Arts Gallery during the 2022 cal-
endar year.

Application forms are available
at the Rollin Art Centre or you
can download an application at
www.alberniarts.com. The dead-
line is April 30, 2021.

The gallery is located at the cor-
ner of Eighth Avenue and Argyle
Street and is open from 11 a.m.
to 4 p.m., Tuesday to Saturday.

BOOK DONATIONS
At this time, the Rollin Art
Centre will not be accepting any
more donations of books. Thank
you for your continued support.

BAGS OF BOOKS

Our mystery bags of books are
still available at the Rollin Art
Centre for only $20. The bags
include 10 great books, all in the
same genre. Call the Rollin Art
Centre at 250-724-3412 to order
your mystery book bag. By pur-
chasing a bag of books, you will
also be helping Rollin Arts Centre
during this difficult time!

Choose from mysteries, fiction,

fantasy, romance,
children’s books
and even puzzles ($2

MELISSA each). A big thank
MARTIN you to Buy-Low
Foods for their gen-
erous donation of the
brown paper bags for
LAST CHANCE our books.

The current exhibit at the Rol-
lin Art Centre is on display until
March 27.

The exhibit features some spe-
cial pieces from the Community
Arts Council’s own permanent
collection. Many of the pieces
were donated to the arts council
back in 1995 by Robert Aller—a
collection that began while he was
enrolled at the Vancouver School
of Artin 1946.

Don’t miss this opportunity
to view the work of some of the
most brilliant artists in Canadian
history.
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CHAR'’S LANDING

Friday, March 19 at 5:30 p.m.,
non-fiction writers take a turn at
Electric Mermaid: Live Reads.
Zoom link is available at www.
charslanding.com. Writers inter-
ested in reading their work can
email electricmermaidreads@
gmail.com.

Melissa Martin is the Arts Ad-
ministrator for the Community
Arts Council, at the Rollin Art
Centre and writes for the Alberni
Valley News. Call 250-724-3412.
Email: communityarts@shaw.ca.
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CanPlay!




	AVNews-arts-coverage-2021-SQ
	AVNews-art-coverage-SQ-2
	AVNews-arts-coverage-SQ-3

