Hermit priest
fishes, fights
for environment,
muses about
spirituality

N By Bob Jones

ATHER CHARLES

Brandt doesn’t quite

match my dictionary’s

description of a

hermit: One who
abandons society and lives in
seclusion, often for religious
reasons, Brandt certainly lives in
seclusion for religious reasons,
but he has hardly abandoned
society, He holds a monthly mass
at St Patrick’s Roman Catholic
Rectoryin Campbell River,
conducts meditation groups at his
hermitage, and is in great demand
as a guest speaker. In addition, he
belongs to several organizations
devoted to conservation and the
environment, including the
Steelhead Society of B.C,, Friends
of Strathcona Park, the Oyster
River Enhancement Society, and
the Vancouver Island Resources
Society. Typically, he usually
serves as a director, secretary or
committee member.

While Brandt’s activitiesasa
conservationist have given hima high
profile in the print media, television
and radi, he's also acclaimed as one
of North America's most skilled paper
conservators and book binders,

When he appeared on CBC’s Man
Alive last April, many viewers across
Canada were introduced to this quiet,
soholarly hermit priest for the first
time. Not so the board members of
‘several mmlng, logging, hydro and

Brandtwas

address list also included v
TV personalities, radio tal}
hosts, newspaper environmental
reporters and journalists, all who had
an interest in conservation. Before
long the Tsolum River became known
throughout North America as a classic
example of resource mismanagement

The provincial government finally
started a reclamation project in 1987
While the work still continues, copper
levels to date are not yet at aceeptable
levels.

Brandthad a vested interest in the
Tsolum, for his first hermitage was
located beside the river when he
moved to Vancouver Istand in March,
1965, The tale leading up te this event
is a8 interesting as the man himself.

Born in Kansas City, Missouri, in
1922, Brandt served as a
navigator/bombardier in the U.S. Air
Force during the Second World War.
Hethen earned a B.S¢., majoring in
ornlthology, then followed this with a

helor of Divinity:.

Jand di ions
Brandt has tackled over poor
conservation practices and
environmental protéction. They, along
with politicians and bureaucrats at
various levels of government, have
been all'too aware of Brandt since

1885, That's when the Comox Valley

chapter of the Steelhead Soc!ely of

B.C. re-formed in Courtenay, an

‘Brandt was appointed chairman of the

Tsolum River Enhancement

Committee.
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Although ordained as an Anglican
priest in England, Brandt later
converted to the Roman Catholic faith,
then spent several years studying for
the priesthood and working in various
monasteries throughout the 1.8, It was
during this period that he took up the
ancient craft of book binding.

While at a Trappist monastery in
Towa, Brandt learned of a small group
of hermits living near Headquarters,
an abandoned logging camp northwest
of Courtenay. Afer arranging for o
visit, he journeyed to the colony to
meet the scholars and theologians who
had left their respective monasteries
toseck n simpler, more contemplative
life as hermits.

After his acceptance into the calony,
Brandt constructed a small hermitage
and filled it with old book binding
equipment acquired froma Trappist
monastery in Oregon. His days were
then deyoted fo) pr;yer, mediuuon.
stud! e earning his living by

shocked'by the cond'

itions' of t

EVETS

t wasn't 4 case of all work and no
play, An ardent ang!er during his
vouth, Brandt rediscovered the joys of
fishing in the Tsalum River. Dave
Muir, a federal fisheries employee,
introduced him to cutthroat trout and
fall-run eoho, which provided good
fraining for winter steelhead fishing.
His first steelhead wag caught from the
Tsolum on Christmas Day, 1966. At 18
pounds, 6 ounces, it isstill the largest
he has ever landed

Brandtstill fishes
permits, but now it's ussally with a fly
rod. "I don't really enjoytoo much the
mechanics of salmon Ashing from a
boat. It's much simplertajust put on a
pair of waders and fish along a river or
an estuary without a lotof equipment
like boats and tra and ramps. You
have a better relationship to the earth
the water, the birds and so forth, Like
Tzaak Walton said, it'sithe
contemplative man's reereation.”
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There's a deeper
level of
consciousness
that the
contemplative life
tries to tap. )

vhenever time

In 1967, federal fisheries erected an
experimental pink saimon hatehery on
Headquarters Creek, aTsolum
tributary located near the colony.
Brand! helped construgt the facility,
then worked there ns an assistant
technician, When it closed after the
1968 season, he stayed On as caretaker.
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‘increased, Brandt reall
larger quarters. Earnin|

he'donce
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fished.

location. It's now part of the
much larger building

In 1973, Brandt left B.C. to fu
his knowledge of book bindi
paper conservation. Afte
Oregon, Califor
he studied at severa
conservation centres in Europe. In
1975, while in Switzerland, he
accepted a position as paper
conservator a: .\Inxmon. N.B. After

'donce fished: The
s dead; Puntledge River
teelthead and summer-run
chinooks were in serious decline, and
fall-run chinooks had been wiped out;
the Oyster River had suffered severe
flood damage from clearcutting and its
fish stocks were dramatically reduced

“The whole quality of the Oyster was
different. I remember nice pools and
plenty of gravel bars. Now the pools
are filled in and the gravel is gone
Clearcut logging created very uneven
flows — in the summertime very low,
in the wintertime very high. There's no
question that clearcutting in the
headwaters area had really
deleterious effects on the river by way
of Mlood damage, and the moyement
and loss of gravel, The records show it
wasn't until after they started
clearcutting in earnest that we've had
such bad fooding. [ have photos of the
estuary taken from a helicopter. You
can see quite clearly where the gravel
has gone — it's all right there, fanning
out from the river mouth.”
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RANDT SAYS his interest in

conservation is actually at three
levels, “The first is restoring and
preserving mans' contemplative spirit
~mine and other peoples’. The second
is reslnrmg and preserving what flows
from mans’ spirit — what he writes,
what he creates from his ink or crafts;
That's one I'd apply to book binding or
paper conseryation: it's not just to make
money — I don't really need a lot of
money. It’s a very smsfymx thing
because it's close to mans' spirit.

consciousness of this, Wk

prayer,

“The third level is restoring and
preserving the earth, If we don't do that,
we have nothing, Museums like to
preserye Indian artifacts, but what's
really important isn't just preserving
their artifacts and taking them into a
pristine environment, but preserving
their spirit, their culture that the
artifacts flow from. To do that, you have
to preserve their environment — their
rivers, their streams, their mountains
Sowe have to look at the whole earth,
not at just getting one little artifact out
of the bad environment and into a good
environment."

Despite the general hubbub that
surrounds him, Brandt still devote
good part of his days to solitude, prayer
and meditation. "I live in a very
beautiful environment — the trees, the
river, and so forth — they are a very
genuine part of my life. It isalso like
three levels: I'm really intent on the
contemplative aspect. What 1 o
we have an ordinary conscious:
when we're talking. We're ¢o
meaning we have ideas; we a )
we write, an forth. Part of that ﬂqu s
from a deeper consciousness, of course

sa
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Man has
manipulated the
earth, exploited
it, altered it
geologically and
chemically .

lost the sense of
the unity of all
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3 ean; the air
sphere; an J — p'uuh

and animals. This 4
organism we call 'Gaia
the mind sphere — ma

Then the

done with this mind sphere is sto
these four components and alter
geologically and chemica
wiy. What we have to do is reg
sense of the perennial phmm\ph\
which we've lost

“The Indians still have it; this unity
all beings, that we are part of the earth
and itis part of us. Like Chief Seattie’s
“You are one with nature, nature
is one with you, we are all part of one
another.' I don't say the young bucks
have that, but I think the elders do, and
we should really listen to the elders

“1 feel very close to the native people,
to their natural mysticism. There isa
bad clement, too, an aggressive, violent
element, but you find that everywhere. [
really would like to see a settlement of
their land claims — I think that's
extremely important. I don't think they
want it lock, stock and barrel, and I'm
not afraid they're going to take away my
property.” Brandt pauses, then smiles.
“It's not my property anyway — I'm just
using it while I'm here.”

w
Robert H, ‘Bob' Jones Is an ardent
and

Comox Valley freelance outdoors writer.
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