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Abstract 

 

This study presents five parallel, interwoven histories of evolving relations between humans and 

the rest of nature around the Strait of Georgia or North Salish Sea between the 1850s and the 

1980s. Together they comprise a complex but coherent portrait of Canadaôs most heavily 

populated coastal zone.  

 

Home to about 10% of Canadaôs contemporary population, the region defined by this inland sea 

has been greatly influenced by its relations with the Strait, which is itself the focus of a number 

of escalating struggles between stakeholders. This study was motivated by a conviction that 

understanding this region and the sea at the centre of it, the struggles and their stakeholders, 

requires understanding of at least these five key elements of the Straitôs modern history.  

 

Drawing on a range of archival and secondary sources, the study depicts the Strait in relation to 

human movement, the Strait as a locus for colonial dispossession of indigenous people, the Strait 

as a multi-faceted resource mine, the Strait as a valuable waste dump and the Strait as a place for 

recreation / re-creation. Each of these five dimensions of the Straitôs history was most prominent 

at a different point in the overall period considered and constantly changing relations among the 

five narratives are an important focus of the analysis. The evolving roles of governance, science, 

cultural representation and conservationism / environmentalism are considered throughout. The 

only common element linking the five narratives, apart from the Strait itself, is a pervasive, well-

founded fear of loss ï fear of a dangerous sea or fear of losing access to the marine highway, fear 

of losing the Strait as indigenous patrimony or as a colonial entitlement, fear of losing its rich 

terrestrial and marine resources, fear of losing waste dumping privileges, fear of losing the Strait 

as recreational space.   

   

The study concludes with a brief consideration of the five narratives in the 21st century, their 

contemporary interactions and their links with the histories considered in this study. 
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1. Introduction  

 

This collection of closely connected essays about the Strait of Georgia or North Salish Sea 

constitutes a complex portrait of a valued, contested, and vulnerable place.  It is offered because 

I believe that an understanding of óenvironmental historical geographyô is essential for dealing 

with contemporary challenges. If we want to confront todayôs resource and environmental 

management challenges effectively, not just assign blame for them, then we need to understand 

them, and we canôt begin to understand them unless we have some grasp of their complex 

historical geographies. 

 

This study brings together sometimes familiar material in new ways to yield new insights and 

perspectives on a region not often considered as such. Taken as a whole, the five parallel stories 

in this study offer unique perspectives on the historical geography of the North Salish Sea, its 

islands and fringing coastlines.  This is its contribution. Although much archival research lies 

behind this work, it examine few truly unturned stones; among the least used of the many record 

collections consulted are the SPEC fonds and the Haig-Brown papers. But most of the archives I 

examined had already been worked, some of them numerous times. Some of my richest material 

already underpins authoritative studies by Dianne Newell, Cole Harris, Richard Mackie, Arn 

Keeling and others, who assembled critical parts of the puzzle to meet their own particular and, 

from my perspective, partial goals.1 

 

This study tells a complex story about a highly distinctive, contested coastal area defined by the 

Strait of Georgia. What is distinctive about this region? It is a tremendously rich place, at the 

center of modern British Columbian history. The processes that took place here were not unique 

to this region, but they were exaggerated by the nature of the place. The indigenous people 

dispossessed around the Strait were among the densest concentrations of indigenous populations 

in North America. The primary resource wealth of the place ï a concentration of rich mines, 

teeming fisheries and extraordinarily valuable forests ï surpassed that of most other places on 

the continent and certainly in the territory that became Canada. The Straitôs marine pollution was 

not out of the ordinary by the grimy standards of twentieth century North America, but the 

fisheries and recreational resources threatened by this pollution were exceptional.   
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E. H. Carr spoke of the amorphous masses of historical facts as swarms of fish wandering a vast 

and barely accessible sea.2 The ñfishò that I landed and squeezed into this study depended 

entirely on my choices about where to look, what to look for and how to look for them. In other 

words, as Linda Nash has described all historical understanding,3 my narratives of the Strait are 

contingent, partial and situated. The study begins at the start of formal colonization in the mid 

nineteenth century because I was interested in examining processes set in motion by settler 

colonization of erstwhile indigenous space. The Strait offered a sort of laboratory, an isolated 

corner of the world where processes of colonial dispossession, industrialisation and 

globalisation, often spread over four or five centuries elsewhere, unfolded much more quickly. 

The study ends in the 1980s for several reasons. It was ambitious in scope and had to end 

somewhere; the beginning of the rapid rise of neo-liberalism in the 1980s marked a convenient 

watershed, as remarkable on the Strait as elsewhere. Many relevant government archives began 

to grow thin as the1980s progressed, while other kinds of relevant primary material virtually 

exploded -- both tendencies presented challenges I opted to avoid, except in the impressionistic 

discussion of contemporary challenges on the Strait that concludes the study.   

 

My interest in the Straitôs history stemmed in part from a desire to compare it with similar places 

where I have worked around the world. How ódegradedô really was this charming inland sea and 

how did it get to where it is today? I was susceptible to environmentalistsô suggestions that the 

Strait may be rapidly degrading, perhaps close to some sort of ócollapse.ô As Fernand Braudel 

loved the Mediterranean of which he wrote so compellingly, 4 so I have long been in love with this 

maritime place. But, unlike Braudel, I was actually born by the sea that I write about. I escaped 

back to it and have strong personal attachments to various corners of it; it remains an important 

presence in my life. So my study is perhaps more similar to Donald Meinigôs depiction of the 

nineteenth century Columbia Plain, in that this is a study of a place I consider home. It is also a 

place that I and many others along the shore, in one way or another, fear losing. So, as Meinig 

did for his home place, I have tried to see how this little sea has been ñevaluated, organised and 

developedò during its transition from traditional indigenous to industrialised settler space. I also 

hope, as Meinig did, that this historical geography might sharpen contemporary residentsô 

ñconsciousness of their antecedentsò and their ñrecognition of the dynamic character of so many 

regional patterns.ò5 That is to say that, for better or worse, I am deeply engaged in the subject 
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matter. I hope, as Michael Fellman suggested, that ñtruly engaged historyò should, my story has 

found ways to be anarchic or at least irreverent, that it might challenge orthodoxy and assert 

freedom of thought against constraints of received wisdom. 6   

 

Colleagues suggested my return to academia in my dotage was a belated grab for status. They 

were right in a way, though surely there were easier approaches. In Halkomelem, a local Salish 

dialect, high-status people are ones who óknow their historyô while people of low status are the 

ones who have become separated from theirs.7  This attempt to óknow my historyô by examining 

the historical geography of the Strait of Georgia since the onset of colonisation has helped me 

better understand my decades of work in the remarkably neo-colonialist field of óinternational 

development cooperation.ô   Iôm afraid my years of working abroad have also left me with some 

of the traits of the idiot servant in Umberto Ecoôs The Name of the Rose. 8 To the endless 

irritation of my offspring, I often have trouble finishing a sentence in one language. I blurt out 

just the right word in some other language that I donôt speak very well: ñclaroò or ñnshôAllahò or 

ñʢʦʥʝʯʥʦò just pop out when they feel like the right word. As with Ecoôs character, the result 

can be a scarcely intelligible babble. I fear I may do the same here, offering snippets of the 

jargon and ideas of various disciplines or sub-disciplines without really mastering any of them.   

 

I also focussed on this sea because, as is Donald Hughesô Mediterranean coast,9 the south coast 

of BC around the Strait is defined at least as much by its relationship with this sea as it is by its 

ties to the continent behind the mountains or the Pacific world; it is useful to study the evolving 

agency or role of the Strait in human affairs and vice versa. As Shawn Miller suggested in his 

work on Latin America, if we aim to comprehend the changing roles of nature in our present and 

future, then we need to situate natural actors (such as the Strait) more effectively in our óofficial 

past.ô10 This can be challenging in the face of an impression, pervasive among historians, of the 

sea as setting or backdrop for history rather than a player in it.11 My study aims to dispel this 

impression, to demonstrate that the Strait itself, throughout the period examined, was a 

significant agent in local human affairs, affecting different stakeholders in very different and 

shifting ways. It has in turn been much affected by human affairs, in a complex dialectic that was 

never static.  
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I subscribed to this familiar dogma of environmental historians but after that my choices were 

more challenging. It is tempting to see the Strait and its shores as a óresource mine,ô (as I have 

done in one of the pieces that follow). Fish would be the obvious canary in this mine, if one were 

focused only on the bio-physical changes on the Strait. Fish have understandably been the object 

of much writing about BCôs changing coastal environment, but I aimed to enhance 

understanding not just of the canary, but of the whole mine and the humans who exploited it. 

Perhaps the Strait should be depicted as an óorganic machine,ô a hybrid of human and non-

human nature similar to Richard Whiteôs Columbia River?12 It is this kind of hybrid, and also 

something akin to a complex collection of gears and drive shafts and belts within a larger 

machine that all shift in shape, size and character over time. Or one could characterise the Strait 

as a misused natural empire, like Donald Worsterôs rivers of the imperial western US.13 There 

has certainly been much careless use of this sea and its resources during the short era of Eurasian 

resettlement. It might also be seen as a once feared marine space, tamed and made productive 

only to become toxic and dangerous again, as did the spaces Linda Nash depicts in Californiaôs 

Central Valley.14  And it is certainly a contested coastal zone defined, as is Connie Chaingôs 

Monterrey Peninsula, by the clashing needs and world views of competing stakeholders.15 The 

problem is that the Strait of Georgia has clearly been all these things to some degree. To focus 

on just one or two dimensions of the complex, often confusing dance of humans and the rest of 

nature around the Strait seemed to distort the story too much. I felt I needed to tell a handful of 

the most important stories to represent the thing in a way that could do it justice. 

 

The North Salish Sea has a complicated history: even before the rich and timely contributions of 

the post modernists and post structuralists, environmental analysts frequently noted that most 

ecosystems, and coastal ecosystems more than most, are remarkably complex, multi-dimensional 

and contested places. Many influences mingle and interact, and perceptions of local reality are 

almost infinitely varied. Diverse terrestrial phenomena such as logging, transportation 

infrastructure, waste disposal and parks - to cite only a few ï affect coastal seas directly and via 

the fresh water that feeds them. Human effects on the sea are at their most intense on the coast, 

where marine resources are often at their richest and most accessible to humanity.  All this, 

before we contemplate the complex human geographies of these universally contested places.  
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My work in evaluating various complex activities around the world made me reticent to engage 

with formal theoretical frameworks before I had gone through much empirical information and 

the analysis of others; I wanted to look for the patterns that suggested themselves to me rather 

than to impose my own a priori. I have seen too many evaluations virtually written before their 

data were collected, the information then gathered to confirm the writersô preconceived notions. 

Yet, acknowledged or not, oneôs theoretical frameworks do exist. At the most fundamental level, 

my study was guided by a belief shared with George Perkins Marsh that humans and (the rest of) 

nature are locked in a complex and perpetual relationship of mutual influences upon each 

other.16 This assertion seems self-evident, on the table for at least a century and a half. Most 

researchers and administrators concerned with this human-nature dialectic however, still devote 

very little time to understanding how it has evolved to where it is today.17 This study may redress 

this situation in some small measure, helping those interested in relations between humans and 

the rest of the Straitôs nature to better understand how and in what directions these relations have 

evolved and why. By addressing a range of issues that havenôt been considered together in BC 

histories, it will I hope enhance our understanding of the multi-dimensional historical agency of 

this water body that both ties together and keeps apart the majority of BCôs population, that has 

been ï and still is - the focus much of our work and play, our economy and culture, and our 

political struggle. 

  

This study - like those of Donald Meinig mentioned above, Andrew Clarkôs below, and many 

others done before and after these - is essentially regional in approach. That is to say, it follows 

in a long and diverse tradition of regional historical geography. William Morris Davis, one of the 

founders of the Association of American Geographers, described regional studies in geography a 

century ago as ñthe purest goal,ò of the discipline. Their aim, he said, is to synthesise the results 

of othersô work, of ñall other modes of presentation,ò into a ñvivid description of part of the 

earthôs surface, so that all the geographical elements and activities there occurring, inorganic and 

organic, shall be appreciated in their true spatial relations.ò18 Davis would probably not have 

recognised my study as his kind of regional geography but it might have earned some grudging 

approval from Andrew Sayer decades later. My work is not quite the ñtheoretically informedò 

empirical research Sayer described as being part of the new radical regional geography emerging 

a quarter century ago, and struggling to distinguish itself from more traditional approaches. My 

history does, however, share some things with a study by Edward Soja that Sayer praised as a 
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promising example for critical regional geography and ógeohistory.ô19 Like Sojaôs 1986 study of 

a Los Angeles massively involved in both militarism and popular entertainment, my work also 

focuses - among other things - on ñironies of juxtapositionò and ñparadoxes whiché clarify the 

human predicament, or at least a few facets of it.ò20  Several years later Nigel Thrift confirmed 

that ñégoing back [to regional geography] can also point the way forward.ò Today, as twenty 

years ago, ñmost of the important problems that human geography faceséò can be found 

ñgrouped around the practice of doing regional geography.ò The ñinvocation of regional 

geography cannot solve these problems but it certainly brings them into focus and, in the act of 

focusing, it shows us how far we still have to go.''21 This nicely encapsulates the goal of my 

study, which does not aim to solve complex problems by elucidating their historical roots but 

rather, by bringing them into focus, hopes to help us see how far we have to go if we aim to deal 

with them more effectively in the future.  

 

Assuming that my goals for this regional study implied a burden to communicate with a broad 

audience, to make my ófive piecesô relatively easy to understand, and interesting, I have steered 

away from what Dan Flores calls ñthe semantically-challenged language of the social 

scientist.ò22  I had to decide where and how to impose the distortions that are always needed in 

order to tell clear and coherent stories. I narrowed my account down to a handful of the most 

important issues, ones that I believed would be of most interest to a range of geographers, 

historians and others looking at this sea. The ñfive easy piecesò in the title refers to a 1970 

American film directed by Bob Rafaelson and filmed around the Strait (standing in for Puget 

Sound). As did the filmôs title, mine plays on the contradiction between the ñeasy piecesò and a 

tangled story of unresolved conflicts. 

 

The study is broad in its thematic and temporal focus and, inevitably, reflects a contemporary 

world view even while trying to understand those of past worlds. I have tried to be transparent 

about my own positions while asking about those of my sources: What were the world views 

behind them and what stake did my sources have in the Strait? They had many different 

perspectives of course and one of the few things they had in common was a pervasive fear of 

loss, a theme revisited in different ways in each of the five stories. 
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The best single explanation for my approach is an early example from William Crononôs work 

demonstrating that if we want to understand the complex dialectic between humans and the rest 

of nature that is at the heart of environmental history, then we need to view it from as many 

different perspectives as possible.23 This resonated for me after so many years working with 

highly motivated environmental advocates, and other passionate do-gooders, whose perspectives 

on complex problems (from my perspective) were often dangerously narrow.  I felt a need to 

explore a range of the many economic, cultural and ecological factors that were so rapidly 

changing conditions in my study area, as did Andrew Isenberg in his remarkable history of the 

destruction of Great Plains bison. Despite the great differences between those plains and this sea, 

each place was in its own way ña maelstrom of cultural, economic and ecological change.ò24 I 

aimed to explore as many narratives of this multi-dimensional inland sea as I could manage. 

Peter Boomgaardôs collection of water histories in Southeast Asia25 is an example of this 

approach, though I could hardly aspire to the breadth attained by that volumeôs many authors. To 

paraphrase Bruce Braunôs study of BCôs rainforests,26 I have depicted the Strait as a place that is 

- like so many others - the object of numerous shifting and contradictory stories, so many 

dueling narratives that one might better speak of many Straits with many different meanings 

rather than suggest there might be any ósingle unassailable truthô to tell about it. Yet as Cronon 

has also reminded us, more than once, if we believe our research is significant then we need to 

tell stories that can and hopefully will  be accessible and interesting for readers across disciplines 

and beyond. 27 To achieve this required stitching together a patchwork of stories in ways 

accessible to this broader audience, stories that are lucid and focused, with connections between 

them clearly traced.  

  

John McNeill has suggested that environmental history might be classed into three broad streams: 

material environmental history, cultural or intellectual environmental history and political environmental 

history.28 My histories of the Strait draw on all three approaches to varying degrees to capture the 

essence of evolving, interwoven human-nature relations around the sea. There was also a 

fundamental challenge that historical geographers have faced for far longer: How, within a given 

space, to capture the complexities of historical and geographic change over time? How, in Kantôs 

terms, to integrate historical stories of events happening one after the other (nacheinander), with 

geographic records of things occurring beside one another (nebeneinander)? An essentially 

geographic approach of static ócross-sectionsô - of looking at the Strait for example in 1850 then 
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again in 1914 and 1980 - was disposed of early because it seemed unlikely to capture the dynamics 

of the changes occurring throughout the period, in each of the five stories.29 Instead, I heeded 

Fernand Braudelôs admonition to aim for a ñreal retrospective human geography,ò that paid more 

attention to time than most geographers usually do, and more attention to place than most 

historians.30 I have accepted Andrew Clarkôs advice to follow the succession of changes in this 

place, and to interpret these changes in terms of the processes that affected them, to recognise that 

understanding a geographic region like the Strait requires recognising it as a place that is changing 

constantly,31 inhabited by diverse human actors who are likewise in more or less constant flux. ,I 

have aimed to identify and understand a series of broad socio-economic trends ï as did Stephen 

Hornsbyôs historical regional geography of nineteenth century Cape Breton - and particularly their 

complex interrelations.32 Tom Griffithsô study of Australiaôs mountain ash forests is a more recent 

example of this kind of attempt at synthesis, also in a context of recent colonial resettlement where 

the new settlers often seem ónot to have lived long enoughô in their new place, seem to lack the 

profound understanding of the place and its rhythms that are needed to fully understand the 

implications of their actions there.33  

 

Mark Ciocôs óeco-history of the Rhine Riverô was of particular interest for me.34 Though focused 

on a socio-economic and cultural context much different from the Strait of Georgia, Cioc told a 

story similar to mine in its time frame and geographic scope. I have tried, as he did, to combine 

study of the component geographic features of this aquatic system and its shores with 

consideration of the diverse roles played in their transformation by a colourful and diverse cast 

of actors. There are also differences: Our local problems to date pale in comparison with the 

Rhineôs downward spiral through much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Rivers in 

general are more easily made invisible, or almost so, by modern transport networks and are more 

susceptible than seas to intense degradation. And people have been more inclined to notice a 

riverôs degradation and react to its perceived demise with efforts to óbring it backô ï as we have 

seen on the Rhine, the Thames or the Hudson in recent decades. But rivers and seas are also 

similar in that both are defined not just by the water that moves through them but also by their 

banks and shores, with which they are intimately linked. One cannot tell the story of a river or a 

sea without telling the story of the surrounding land that defines it.  
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As Connie Chaing demonstrated with her work on the Monterrey Peninsula,35 coastal areas offer 

valuable insights about the arbitrary, artificial and ultimately futile ways in which human 

societies seek to separate our spaces for labour and leisure. Similar lessons can be seen in 

competing claims from resource harvesters, waste dumpers and recreationists on the Strait of 

Georgia. The twists and turns of evolving relations among these competing users of the Strait 

have been subject to a shifting mix of outside influences and local circumstances, much as David 

Rossiter found in his work on resource exploitation in the nineteenth century Alberni Canal and 

Arn Keeling in his study of pollution on the lower Fraser a century later.36 

 

The ñrationalisation of peopleôs relationships to the natural worldò described by Tina Loo, the 

convergence of urban and rural domains that caused strife and marginalised some rural people ï 

especially indigenous people - while creating new opportunities for others,37 could all be seen 

around the Strait. Like the game animals of Looôs book, the Straitôs salmon made a transition 

from objects of more of less careful management by local communities of users, towards 

common resources (mis)managed through rules imposed by multiple levels of bureaucracies.  

 

In its way, my study is also one of those local histories that Jean Barman wrote about,38 and from 

which I have drawn quite heavily in this study. It describes relationships between local people 

and the space which they have claimed as their own, on which they have tried to leave their 

impression and which, in different ways, they often fear losing. It is a local history - micro 

history is perhaps more correct - about the most important Canadian water body west of the 

Great Lakes,39 and the human communities that evolved around it.  

 

Last but not least, these ófive easy piecesô attempt, as did Edvard Munchôs four haunting studies 

on a Norwegian fiord known collectively as the ñThe Scream of Nature,ò to capture the savage 

and troubled splendour of a place. As Donald Meinig did in his four weighty tomes about the 

gradual imperial conquest of North America,40 I have sketched a detailed story that could also be 

summarised in a few pages (and is later in this introduction). Early in my return to academia, 

learned human geographers suggested I should be open to the possibility of representing the 

Straitôs story through song, dance, and painting. With uncharacteristic modesty, I opted to stick 

with the written word but in the process I have had pretensions of painting a compelling portrait. 
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Hopefully this emerges at least through the many striking photos generously offered by the 

provincial archives. 

What is this Strait of Georgia?  

What is this place that I will consider from five different angles? It is, as are many coastal zones, 

a relatively welcoming environment for humans. These fecund places where sea and land meet 

and exert so much influence over one another are among the earthôs most productive places; this 

helps explain why they are also the focus of growing worries about the negative environmental 

effects of human activities.  

 

In recognition of the indigenous culture that developed around these linked water bodies, the 

Strait of Georgia (Figure 1), the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and Puget Sound are now known 

collectively as the Salish Sea. The three are sometimes considered as a single ecological region. 

This study considers only the Strait of Georgia or óNorth Salish Sea.ô 300 kilometres long and 40 

wide on average, the Strait is the focal point of a region that is home to two thirds of British 

Columbiaôs population, and the Straitôs settler communities share much common history that 

differs in some ways from the other two lobes of the Salish Sea. The Strait of Juan de Fuca, is a 

wide sound opening onto the North Pacific, shared almost equally between Canada and the US. 

With the notable exception of Victoria, the Juan de Fuca shore is mostly straight and sparsely 

populated. Its surface waters remain perishing cold year round. Extending south from the Strait 

of Juan de Fuca, Puget Sound is an estuary of many small rivers, a labyrinth of narrow channels 

and low islands. The soundôs shoreline is the heavily populated heartland of Washington State, 

the site of Seattle, Tacoma, Olympia and many smaller towns. The Strait of Georgia is delineated 

from the rest of the Salish Sea by a barrier of Canadian and American islands. The Strait is a 

relatively broad inland sea connected to outside waters by a series of narrow channels at its north 

and south ends. Dozens of islands line its periphery and the mouths of deep fiords along the 

northeast shore. This complex shoreline of peninsulas, promontories, estuaries and plains has 

been occupied by human communities for millennia. Imbert Orchard noted that ñ... the coastline 

of the Gulf of Georgia is ... complicated ... so many island and mountain peaks ï to say nothing 

of bays, narrows, inlets, sounds and channels ï itôs not at all easy to grasp...ò 41 
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Peter Puget, sailing with Vancouver in the 1790s, also noted how dramatically the coast changed 

north of (what would be named) the Fraser Delta: ñ... High snowy mountains, unfathomable  

 

 
Figure 1 - The Strait of Georgia or North Salish Sea 

Prepared by Eric Leinberger 
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inlets... steep rocky shores ... The change in so small a distance is truly wonderful, even at the 

termination of these inlets high snowy mountains rise immediately at their back...ò 42 The 

changes in altitude from shoreline mountain peaks to the adjacent seafloor on Desolation Sound 

are the greatest in North America.43 Forbidding shorelines in many places are punctuated by 

cliffs, steep promontories, rocky islands and reefs. A coastal plain up to 25 kilometres wide has 

developed in other places. Underlain by granites often covered with glacial overburden, this 

feature is known as the Nanaimo Lowland on Vancouver Island and the Georgia Lowland on the 

mainland. The flood plain of the Fraser River is a triangular extension of the Georgia Lowland.44  

 

Geologically, the Strait and Puget Sound are part of a depression within a coastal trough 

extending from southeast Alaska to the Gulf of California.45 The trough originated from a down 

folding of the earthôs crust over 150 million years ago then subsided and accumulated deposits of 

marine, non-marine and volcanic material. Mountain building accompanied by folding and the 

intrusion of igneous massifs continued until a few million years ago. Todayôs Strait is bounded 

by sedimentary and igneous rock uplifted to form the Vancouver Island Range to the west and 

the Coast Range to the east. Volcanic activity was extensive in the Coast Mountains through the 

glacial period, though ice covered all but the highest peaks. Sediments eroded from these new 

mountains continue to accumulate in the trough. The depression assumed its present form over a 

million years ago, but is continually modified by down-warping, glacial scouring and the erosion 

of bedrock. Lobes of ice from the Cordilleran ice sheet have advanced and retreated at least four 

times in the last million years, leaving deep, U-shaped valleys, interrupted drainage patterns, and 

unconsolidated materials deposited by ice or glacial melt waters. Each ice passage rearranged the 

physiography of the Strait, with low lying rock surfaces scoured, shaped and stripped of 

weathered material while glacial moraines were deposited elsewhere in till and outwash plains - 

Savary, Harwood and James Islands are all remnants of this process. The main channel of the 

Strait was not as deeply scoured as some of its mainland fiords, and the relief of the sea floor in 

the central channel is less abrupt than in these coastal inlets. The Strait is 430 metres deep off the 

east coast of Gabriola Island but its average depth is 55 metres. As climate warmed and glaciers 

retreated, a rising sea flooded coastal lowlands. Depressed lands slowly rebounded until a state 

of rough equilibrium between land and sea was established around 11,000 years ago BP.46 
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The Straitôs climate ïcool dry summers and mild wet winters with relatively long growing 

seasons ï results from its mid-latitude location and warm Pacific currents. The region is 

protected from Pacific storms by the mountains of Vancouver Island and the Olympic Peninsula. 

Winds in the Strait normally range from 7 to 25 kph. Periodic cyclonic storms generate winds of 

in excess of 90 kph though wave heights rarely exceed 2 metres. Fog is a hazard especially in the 

northern Strait in winter and the southern islands in late summer.47  

 

Sea temperatures, salinity and clarity and intensity of tidal activity all vary greatly around the 

Strait. Temperatures range from 0 degrees Celsius in winter estuaries up to 24C in Pendrell 

Sound in summer.48 Waters are clearest and saltiest at the northern and southern ends, but this 

fluctuates especially with the rise and fall of Fraser River runoff which contributes 80% of fresh 

water inflow and affects clarity, salinity and temperature north and south of the river mouth.49  

 

The Strait is swept by semi-diurnal tides of up to 6 metres that gently expose then flood beaches 

in some places while driving roaring tidal rapids through narrow channels in others. Currents run 

up to 17 kph in southern channels and those in the north reach 26 kph. Seeing a narrows change 

quickly from a millpond into a raging torrent is an experience not soon forgotten, particularly if 

it is witnessed from a small boat. Yet there is far less flushing of water through the Strait than the 

open Pacific because the islands at its northern and southern extremities restrict water movement 

and mixing. Currents generally run counter-clockwise round the Strait though this is modified in 

many places by runoff, tides and winds.50 

 

A great variety of marine and shoreline habitats support over two hundred fish species, three 

hundred invertebrate species, a hundred and thirty four species of marine birds, and sixteen types 

of marine mammal. Marine vegetation varies from plankton to giant kelp forests. A key element 

of the Straitôs great biological productivity is the river estuaries, particularly the Fraser. These 

are nurseries for the young of a wide variety of species, collecting and producing nutrients 

fundamental for diverse food chains that link phytoplankton and zooplankton to salmon, seals, 

whales and sea birds through a wide range of intermediate feeders.51  

  

Human influences are inextricably bound with those of other organisms in the Strait. Similar to 

Christine Keinerôs Chesapeake Bay, the Strait is ñboth a work of nature that operates in 
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accordance with physical laws and a human dominated landscape on which we inscribe cultural 

practices and meaning.ò 52 Natural and cultural systems within this space are influenced and 

transformed by one another; they combine to form landscapes that are neither ónaturalô nor 

óculturalô but a hybrid. The various values assigned to these hybrid landscapes (or seascapes) are 

mutable, socially constructed over time and firmly situated in their historical context. This study 

of the Strait considers a period of rapid change in the values ascribed to the Strait and land 

around it.  

A short modern history of the Strait   

The five ñpiecesò of this study offer different perspectives on the Strait  as 1) a means of, and a 

barrier to human movement, 2) a site of rapid colonial dispossession and resettlement, 3) a locus 

and facilitator of resource extraction, 4) a valuable but problematic waste receptacle, and 5) a 

prized site for recreation / re-creation. They describe the Straitôs shifting influences on human 

movement around the sea, colonial dispossession in a rich coastal zone, and so on, processes that 

occurred in variant form in many other parts of the world. Together they define much of this 

regionôs character. Each piece traces important processes of change that are best understood 

against the backdrop of the bigger picture into which they fit. The following brief account of the 

Strait between 1849 and the 1980s outlines this big picture of rapid colonisation, industrialisation 

and globalisation on the Strait: processes that extended over hundreds of years elsewhere, here 

compressed into a little over a century. 

  

Carried back to the beginnings of the resettlement era, a late twentieth century observer might 

have found the Strait of Georgia an odd place: first a damp Victorian version of ñStar Warsò 

where people from vastly different worlds met in and around the Hudson Bay forts. Then, by the 

early 1860s, a sinister blend of ñLittle House on the Prairieò and ñHeart of Darkness,ò as 

Eurasian newcomers began to settle amongst the smallpox ravished ruins of indigenous society. 

First settled after the retreat of the Wisconsin ice sheets, about 10,000 BP, the region had once 

supported a large population that depended upon its copious and diverse marine life. 

Archaeologists cannot agree whether the first migrants had come by land or sea53 but do agree 

that by 3000 BP a highly developed culture had evolved on the Strait, particularly around the 

rich salmon runs of the Fraser. Perhaps as many as 50,000 indigenous people lived around the 

Strait of Georgia in the mid eighteenth century. Following the arrival of smallpox from Mexico 
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and Alaska, and other disturbances, this population began a precipitous decline. Vancouverôs 

crews witnessed the effects of devastation on the Strait in the 1790s. It would probably have 

looked grimmer still, following the passing of several more waves of smallpox and the 

establishment of endemic diseases such as measles and influenza, for which locals had no 

effective immunity or treatment. Salish speakers of the Strait may have been particularly hard 

hit, suffering the effects of disease combined with aggression from neighbouring tribes.54  

 

Starting early in the nineteenth century, a few outsiders with powerful tools and weapons moved 

into the area. The forts they established at Victoria, Nanaimo and on the Fraser were exciting, 

lucrative places to visit. Indigenous people may have heard stories of bad things happening 

beyond the mountains. But few could have foreseen that these ungainly forts and hairy men 

would eclipse their future on the Strait within two generations. 

 

In 1850, the Strait was still a very long voyage from Europe or the eastern seaboard of North 

America. The men in forts knew that railways and steamships were transforming other places 

and that Anglo American expansion had just leapt across the continent to California. Two tiny 

steamships already plied the inland sea. It would not be long before steam locomotives reached 

the Pacific and when they did, they could burn Vancouver Island coal. Ocean-going steamships 

would also soon reach the north east Pacific and would also need coal. A symbiotic relationship 

soon emerged between the Royal Navyôs need for coal and settlersô need for the Royal Navyôs 

comforting guns. The Straitôs tiny Eurasian population could foresee that the time and distances 

separating them from the Atlantic world were destined to shrink dramatically. Even before they 

did, there was much that could be shipped to the world: coal and the promise of other valuable 

minerals, masses of fish that swarmed the river mouths and beaches, timber that surpassed even 

the most spectacular eastern forests.  

 

Indigenous people had thrived on food from the sea but European settlers needed European food. 

The culturally determined need to first deforest then plough the land provided a plausible 

rationale ï at least to the new arrivals ï for claiming virtually all this land around the sea in a few 

short decades. Once vested in the imperial crown, the crownôs local representatives could pay 

their way by selling it to others who would legitimise the crownôs claim by transforming this 

new British land into tidy British farms. That was the theory at least, and a hardy few would 
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invest decades of almost unimaginably hard labour trying to make it come true. In the process 

many remarked that, even if much of the soil was poor, the timber was valuable, the climate 

gentle, the landscape beautiful, the fishing and hunting exceptional. 

 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Strait of Georgia was a significant new outpost of 

Eurasian settlement in the Americas. Markets in California and across the Pacific were 

complemented by new ones in eastern North America, now reached via an ñall Canadianò 

transcontinental railway. The arrival of rail transportation transformed the Strait as it already had 

many other places. Imported technology imposed the order and predictability of the industrial 

age. A growing fleet of steamers plied the inland sea, guided by lighthouses, buoys, and 

publications predicting marine weather and tides. 

 

Indigenous people became a minority in the 1890s but remained a critical component of the 

labour force well into the next century. Dispossessed and marginalised by WWI, indigenous 

people did not rise up en masse to protest their dispossession though they never stopped resisting 

it. The Straitôs many arms helped keep indigenous communities apart, as did the Indian Reserve 

system. And indigenous people were kept busy working in mines, canneries, mills, and fields.  

 

Commodification of the Straitôs resources, a virtual resource rush around the sea, began in 

earnest in the decades before WWI. Coal mining developed fastest and grew steadily. Fishing, 

lumbering and metal mining were all established by the 1880s and experienced spectacular 

growth. All depended on the Strait to ensure easy and cheap movement of people and goods.  

 

Great expansion in economic activity went hand in hand with rapid growth in settler population 

(Table 1) and gave rise to a network of new settlements around the Strait. Released from 

sanitary problems that plagued older towns, and determined to learn from the mistakes of these 

places, these new settlements counted on the Straitôs tides and currents to carry off all waste. 

 

The Straitôs climate was more similar to that of southern England than places at this latitude east 

of the Rockies. At least the gentler western side of the Strait might be transformed into 

something resembling an Old World landscape. On all shores, people were coming to understand 

that a protected sea, mild climate and available land made for a very pleasant place to live. 
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The bloom on the rose was wilting as the Straitôs settlers began sending thousands of boys to the 

greatest of European wars. By then, settlers had gone from strength to strength for decades. The 

naval base near Victoria still guarded the entrance to the Strait but Vancouver had become its 

heart. On completion of the railway, the smoky mill town between Burrard Inlet and the Fraser 

River mouth grew very rapidly, as Victoriaôs city fathers feared it would. When the Panama 

Canal opened in 1914, Vancouver was drawing resources from all over the Strait and beyond, 

transforming them a little and shipping them out alongside Canadian grain and minerals from the 

rest of BC.  

 

A railway building accident on the Fraser in 1913 had catastrophic effects on salmon runs that 

were already being overfished. A few criticised the profligate harvesting of coastal forests and 

their criticisms slowly appeared in government documents. A sharp economic downturn the 

same year, followed by the savage European war, then a global economic meltdown and another, 

truly global war all ensured there was little progress towards resource conservation or the 

righting of historic injustices on the Strait. Yet the rich resources of the inland sea continued to 

sustain many in the interwar years. It also continued to absorb all waste poured into it. Pulp and 

paper plants appeared on Howe Sound and Malaspina Strait, attracted by the softwood, copious 

fresh water supplies and absolute freedom to dump vast streams of organic and chemical waste 

into the sea. Growing towns increasingly depended on the Strait to absorb their sewage.  

 

The pulp and paper plants and urban sewers were widely understood to be a panacea. Turning 

wood fibre into paper offered an efficient and profitable way to use otherwise useless hemlock 

trees and the vast waste of the forest industry, whose burning now contributed to dangerous fogs 

on the Strait. Municipal sewers drew dangerous human waste away from people and the streams 

they needed, consigning it to a sea with apparently infinite absorptive capacity.  

 

Although the interwar years are not widely associated with play, the Strait matured as a place for 

recreation and re-creation during this period. Harried urbanites could find temporary relief on its 

shores, a short steamer ride from the city. Others from further afield also found solace and places 

to recreate and re-create themselves in creative ways. Broken men from both wars restored 

themselves on its quieter shores. Growing numbers of people shared the joys of sport fishing.  
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A new world order emerged after WWII, with Anglo America at the centre of the global 

economy. The Strait was an appendage of North American imperial power, as it had been of 

British. The thirty years after WWII were a period of unprecedented economic growth and 

prosperity. Cars and highways had begun transforming human relations with the Strait before 

WWII, but the process now accelerated dramatically. A growing network of roads and ferries 

offered car drivers access to peninsulas and islands previously accessible only by sea. Seaplanes 

able to reach remoter places also helped hasten the demise of coastal steamers in the 1950s.  

 

Indigenous people neared the bottom of their abyss as jobs in fishing, farming and forestry 

gradually disappeared. Yet they also began to figure in new narratives. Led by anthropologists 

and archaeologists, writers and artists, more people in settler society were now inclined to reflect 

on the Straitôs óFirst Nationsô experience. 

 

Resource extraction on the Strait rode the post war boom and was seldom seriously affected by 

the conservationist impulse. Controlled mostly by a government committed to economic 

intervention in the name of free enterprise, and briefly by another committed to intervention in 

the name of social democracy, Victoria was seldom much interested in conservation or 

environmental protection. Challenges to unbridled resource exploitation came instead from a 

new óenvironmentalismô inspired by writers such as Rachel Carson and local converts, including 

Roderick Haig-Brown. Growing numbers of town dwellers were fed up with pollution. 

Organisations such as the Society for Pollution and Environmental Control became influential, 

for a while, warning of threats posed to the inland sea by mill effluent, sewage, oil spills and 

ósuper ports.ô Leisure and recreation activities had also assumed larger roles in many peopleôs 

lives and livelihoods. Beaches, seaside parks, summer cottages, and small boats were all more 

important than they had been earlier. One result was alarm at the many things ï from pollution to 

real estate developers - now threatening enjoyment of these pleasures on the Strait. 

 

The chapters that follow fill in the details of these developments on the Strait. Their stories 

parallel one another throughout the roughly 130 year period considered. The first story, of the 

Straitôs relationship with human movement, is a constant presence, intimately related to each of 

the other themes. Colonial dispossession and resettlement were especially salient during the first  
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Table 1 - Demographic Change on the Settler's Strait - Local Populations, 1881-198155  

 

 

1881 ï Population of BC: 49,459 (~ 2/3 on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area: Victoria: 5,925; N & S Saanich: 488 

VI, north of Victoria: Cowichan (and Saltspring Is.): 848; Nanaimo & ñNoonasò (Nanoose) Bay: 2,803; Comox/Alberni: 271 

Vancouver area: New Westminster: 1,500 

 

1901 - Population of BC: 178,657 (~ 60% on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area: Victoria: 20,919 

VI, north of Victoria: Cowichan area: 3,613; Nanaimo area: 12,715; Comox area: 3,493 

Vancouver area: Vancouver: 27,010; New Westminster: 6,499;  Richmond: 4,802; Delta: 5,074 

Islands (1891 figures): Gabriola: 125; Mayne: 197; Saltspring: 436 

 

1921 - Population of BC: 524,528 (~ 2/3 on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area: Victoria: 38,727; Saanich: 14,693 

VI, north of Victoria: Duncan area: 7,445; Ladysmith: 1,967; Nanaimo area: 9,068; Comox area: 14,018 

Vancouver area: Vancouver: 117,217; New Westminster: 14,495; North Vancouver city & district: 10,602; West Vancouver: 

2,434; Port Moody: 1,030 

Mainland, north of Vancouver: Howe Sound: 3,844; Powell River area: 3,599 

Islands: óThe Islandsô (southern): 3,804 

  

1941 - Population of BC: 817,861 (~ 2/3 on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area: Victoria: 44,068 

VI, north of Victoria: Duncan area: 13,835; Ladysmith: 1,706; Nanaimo (city only): 6,635; Courtenay: 1,737; Cumberland: 885  

Vancouver area: óGreater Vancouverô: 351,491, of which: New West: 21,967; North Vancouver city & district: 14,845; and 

West Vancouver: 8,362 

Mainland, north of Vancouver: Powell River area: 7,624 

 

1961 - Population of BC: 1,629,082  (~ 2/3 on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area: Victoria: 54,941, Saanich and Central Saanich: 51,828, Sidney: 1,558 

VI, north of Victoria: Duncan town: 3,726; Lake Cowichan: 2,149, Ladysmith: 2,173, Nanaimo: 14,135, Parksville: 1,183, 

Qualicum Beach: 759, Courtenay: 3,485, Cumberland: 1,303, Comox: 1,756, Campbell River: 3,737 

Vancouver area: Vancouver metropolitan area: 790,165, of which: Richmond: 43,323, New West: 33,654, N Vancouver city & 

district: 64,627, White Rock: 6,453, Surrey, 70,838, W. Vancouver: 25,454, and Port Moody: 4,789 

Mainland, north of Vancouver: Squamish: 1,557, Gibsons Landing: 1,091, Sechelt: 488, Powell River area: 13,368,  

 

1981 - Population of BC: 2,744,467 (~ 2/3 on or near the Strait)  

 

Victoria area:  Capital Regional District: 249,473 

VI, north of Victoria: Cowichan Valley Regional District: 52,701; Nanaimo Regional District: 77,101, of which Nanaimo: 

47,06; Parksville: 5,216; and Qualicum Beach: 2,844 

Vancouver area: Vancouver óMetropolitan Areaô: 1,268,183, of which: Vancouver: 414,281; Burnaby: 136,494; North Van city 

and district: 99,319; Delta: 74,692; West Van: 35,728; New Westminster: 38,550; White Rock: 13,550; and Port Moody: 14,917  

Mainland, north of Vancouver: Squamish Regional District: 18,928; Sunshine Coast Regional District: 15,503, of which 

Gibsons: 2,594 and Sechelt: 1,096; and Powell River Regional District: 19,364,  

Islands (mid 1970s): all ñIsland Trustò islands: ~ 10,000 
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Influences and actors on the Strait 

The influences of governance, science, cultural representation and local conservationist and 

óenvironmentalistô thinking thread through the chapters. It is useful to briefly introduce them 

here, to familiarise the reader with actors and ideas that appear and interact in different ways in 

the five stories, but are not the main focus of any of them; their influences are enmeshed with 

those of other actors and ideas in the cataract of unfolding events.  

 

Governance of the Strait was affected by shifting narratives about the seaôs various roles and 

settler governments initiated or guided much change on the Strait after 1849. A shift from 

indigenous family and community based control of the Strait and its resources to the settlersô 

radically different systems was a fundamental dimension of colonial dispossession. Authority 

over space and resources around the Strait was divided among newly established municipal, 

provincial and federal government actors.  

 

Establishment of the colony of Vancouver Island in 1849 integrated the Strait of Georgia into a 

British imperial legal order. British naval vessels cruised the Strait and indigenous people never 

presented a sustained challenge to this new order as some groups had in other parts of North 

America. Yet there were many acts of resistance and these were sometimes suppressed with the 

well-honed brutality of the British Empire. Occasional demonstrations of the settler 

governmentôs coercive power enabled newcomers to proceed with the often highly speculative 

acquisition of lands they deemed suitable for agriculture, forestry and commerce.  

 

Diverse government agencies strove to tame the nature of the Strait with navigation buoys, 

lighthouses, port authorities, and piloting services. A growing body of new laws governed ever 

more aspects of human behaviour on the Strait as Ottawa assumed jurisdiction over the marine 

environment and Victoria controlled most land surrounding it. By the early 1970s, a complex 

network of players and legislation governed the Strait. Ottawaôs Department of Transport 

controlled lighthouses, buoys and a search and rescue service. Transport shared responsibility for 

marine charts with the Hydrological Service. With the Department of Public Works, they 

oversaw the dredging of navigable channels, mostly estuaries.  Public Works shared 

responsibility for wharf and channel construction with the National Harbours Board, which 

controlled all the Straitôs major harbours. Environment Canada was the first agency to treat the 



 
 

21 
 

Strait as a coherent coastal zone with marine and terrestrial components, an approach often 

undermined by provincial governments in control of land based activities.56 Victoriaôs 

Department of Health Services supervised water quality at public beaches to ensure swimmersô 

safety. They collaborated with the Pollution Control Board to enforce the provinceôs new 

Pollution Control Act. A Ministry of Recreation and Conservation maintained parks and 

collaborated with a provincial Ministry of Lands, Forests and Water Resources to acquire natural 

history sites and ecological reserves, of which eight were established on the Strait by 1972. A 

provincial Wildlife Service cooperated with Environment Canada to protect coastland birdlife. 

 

These government actors implemented a body of laws governing human activity on the Strait 

that had started with the British North America Act. This act ensured Ottawaôs dominance in 

maritime matters after BC joined Confederation in 1871. The first piece of settler legislation 

directly concerned with the administration of the Strait was the federal Fisheries Act of 1868. By 

the early 1970s, this was among Canadaôs most often amended legislation. Mostly focused on 

regulating fishermenôs equipment and activities, the act also prohibited the dumping of 

substances harmful to fish into the sea. So, federal fishery authorities were de facto protectors - 

often not enthusiastic ones - of the Straitôs water quality. The Navigable Waters Protection Act 

of 1886 could also be applied to environmental protection though its principal focus was 

controlling physical obstructions to navigation. Other federal legislation included the Canada 

Shipping Act that controlled the movement of vessels; it included a Code of Navigation Practices 

and Procedures and regulated vessel registration and licensing, pilot services, safety inspections, 

navigational aids, harbours, and coastal trade. It provided for investigation of water pollution and 

collisions inside territorial waters. A Small Vessel Regulations Act passed in 1962 reflected the 

growing importance of recreational boating.  

 

Lobbying by opponents of the pollution in coastal rivers and the Strait began yielding results in 

the 1960s. The provinceôs Pollution Control Acts of 1960 and 1967 increased Victoriaôs 

influence on the Strait.57 Victoriaôs environmental management capacities then grew through the 

1970s with a provincial Ministry of Environment established in 1975. By the 1980s however, 

what Graeme Wynn described as a ónew dawnô of environmental enthusiasm had given way to a 

wave of neo-liberalism58 that left its own deep imprint on the public debate and progressive 

reductions in government environmental management capacities.  



 
 

22 
 

 

Scientists on the Strait - often working closely with governments - exercised their own 

influence over human relations with the rest of nature on the Strait. Much as Matthew Evenden 

demonstrated in the Fraser basin,59 science on the Strait helped shape and orient policy debate 

and public understanding and was in turn influenced by public discourse and policy dialogues. 

As with government actors, the work of scientists was oriented by prevailing narratives about the 

Strait, but also contributed to shaping these narratives. 

 

The Straitôs scientists faced the challenges confronting marine and coastal researchers generally 

ï a vast and mostly inaccessible subject with huge gaps in information and understanding.60 

Most early science on the Strait was what Suzanne Zeller termed óinventory science,ô61 aimed at 

determining what was there and how it could best be exploited by humans. In ways similar to 

those of the fish scientists who sought to understand the effects of the Hellôs Gate slide on 

migratory salmon,62 the Straitôs early physical scientists measured quantities, distances and 

velocities and how these changed over time. In the process, they unlocked the secrets of the 

Straitôs complex tides.  

 

Marine science grew rapidly after 1950, mostly practical studies of commercially important 

fisheries. Gathering marine data remained challenging and the number of studies relatively 

modest compared with research being done in fresh water in eastern North America. Much 

marine science remained óinventoryô, with a strong emphasis on understanding valuable marine 

food chains. Joseph Légaré detailed the critical role of the Fraser in assuring abundant plankton 

populations at the base of the Straitôs food chain.63 The productivity of this óFraser River plumeô 

became the object of long term oceanographic studies that determined an area of roughly 1,200 

square kilometres surrounding this plume was the Straitôs most productive zone.64 Fish studies 

concentrated on salmon, the most important commercial species, with relatively few studies of 

other species. As late as the early 1970s, little work was being done on ecological relations 

among marine plants and animals or the effects of human activities on marine ecosystems.65 

 

By the 1980s there was growing attention to the threats posed by complex organic pollutants 

from the Straitôs pulp mills.66 Studies of the effects of heavy metals associated with pulp and 

paper making were also carried out, though again, fewer than elsewhere. Some have suggested 
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these scientific inquiries were undermined by the familiar process of ómanufacturing 

uncertainty,ô wherein targeted industries sowed doubt about their impacts to minimize threats to 

their operations.67 Rising public concern nonetheless stirred the interest of the scientific 

community. Mary Barker noted that scientific opinion had converged in two areas by 1974: the 

need for better management of activities along the shores of the Strait and its estuaries and the 

need to reduce damage from effluent discharges into the Strait.68 The flushing action of currents 

and tides was thought to reduce threats of pollution damage but the longer term effects of these 

discharges remained essentially unknown. Currents and tides would spread any oil spilled in the 

Strait, a cause of much public concern by the late 1960s. Currents also drove coastal erosion and 

deposition, another object of growing interest as scientists and engineers struggled to manage the 

effects of changing marine sediment movements associated with building new port facilities 

south of the Fraser.69 

 

Some scientists on the Strait challenged governments. Robin Harger, a UBC zoologist, became 

president of SPEC, the most high profile local environmental group in the 1970s and much 

concerned with marine pollution. Harger criticised governmentsô overly cautious pollution 

policies. When he was denied tenure at UBC in 1970, the Georgia Straight newspaper 

condemned the óarchaic attitudesô of the universityôs President Walter Gage. Hargerôs dismissal, 

they asserted, was part of a national crackdown on óradicalsô in the wake of the Quebecôs 

óOctober Crisis.ô70  

 

Cultural representation of the Strait    Local writers and artists offered many of the most 

compelling visions of the Strait in the twentieth century and stimulated change there, even as 

they too were influenced by it. They described the Straitôs transition from the centre of a Salish 

speakersô world to a dangerous, beautiful, lucrative wilderness and collection of commodities at 

the far edge of insatiable global empires. Writers such as Jack Hodgins depicted a place that was 

alternatively a rough and quirky new resource and industrial landscape, an escape from the 

modern industrial world and an eco-utopia rich in religious, iconic and health giving properties.  

 

Graeme Wynn suggested that until recently, most non- fiction writing about BC had expressed 

utilitarian views of the environment.71 Similar to óinventory science,ô such work talked about the 

Strait mostly as a setting for human endeavours and a resource storehouse there to satisfy human 
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needs. Many described the backbreaking labour of clearing homesteads. But there are also many 

lyrical passages from early pioneers who thought theyôd died and gone to heaven despite the 

regular hard work. Nature writer Mack Laing on his Comox stump ranch often felt this way. Eric 

Duncan, a nineteenth century settler poet of the Comox Valley, swore that if a group of Shetland 

Islanders arrived suddenly in that valley, ñthey would have thought themselves in Paradise.ò The 

non-fiction writing of Roderick Haig-Brown - an outstanding conservationist, then 

environmentalist, voice on the Strait - was also a ñprolonged celebrationò of the coast.72 

  

Visual representations of the Strait have been as diverse as the different strands examined in this 

study. Ted Hughesô realist depictions of places such as Ladysmith Harbour celebrated a 

óworking Straitô: a beautiful, rough-hewn but orderly place clearly under human domination. 

Tony Onleyôs dreamy watercolours portrayed a dreamy and idyllic Strait forever on summer 

holidays. More recently, Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptunôs paintings of contested space full of 

angry spirits offer proof that the dispossession story has never been forgotten. 

 

Allen Pritchard refuted the suggestion that Margaret Atwoodôs óSurvivalô thesis might apply to 

BC literature;73 it was particularly ill adapted to the Strait. Malcolm Lowry, probably the Straitôs 

best known writer in residence, depicted his place on Burrard Inlet as paradise, most famously in 

Under the Volcano. Lowry expounded further on the Strait as threatened paradise, and his fear of 

losing his watery haven, in October Ferry to Gabriola.74 Such fears are a recurrent theme in 

settler discourse, artistic and otherwise. In Invention of the World, Jack Hodgins worried that the 

óperfect Edenô extolled by James Douglas was being replaced by the ñParadise Beer Parlourò and 

the Eden threatened by the ñEden Swindle.ò75 Similar fears appeared in M. Wylie Blanchettôs 

The Curve of Time,76 where the threat is embodied in the ñman from California.ò Earle Birneyôs 

early 1950s play The Damnation of Vancouver was written well before environmental concerns 

began appearing in poems and plays. He tells of the city on trial before by a cast of historical 

figures, condemned for the ñthe fouled and profit clogged Fraser... the raped mountains, scarred 

with fire and financeò and its citizensô moral corruption.77 

 

Nanaimoôs Tim Landers assembled a book of poetry entitled To An Inland Sea ï Poems for the 

Gulf of Georgia in 1992. He was inspired by  
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...the annual óSave the Straitsô Marathon, wherein people would swim, sail, kayak or row 

from Sechelt to Nanaimo to publicise the degradation of our inland sea, and the danger 

that what was once the richest fishing grounds in the world might become more like the 

Mediterranean or the North Sea ï little more than a toxic dead ocean...78  

Landers maintained that people had done too little to nurture this sea that had nurtured them; it 

had now become so degraded that it could no longer support people as it used to.  

 

Conservation and environmentalism on the Strait    Philosophies of conservation and 

environmental protection on the Strait reflected broader continental and global trends, filtered 

through the lens of the Straitôs settler culture and political discourse.79 As Christer Nordlund and 

others have pointed out, the values assigned to landscapes (or seascapes) are social constructs.80 

Conservationists and environmentalists played a growing role in defining these constructs of the 

Strait as the twentieth century unfolded.  

 

Some settlers brought with them the notion that a great water body might be transcendent, even 

sacred in character. The Thames had always been considered holy by some living on its banks, 

as had the Ganges, the Nile, and the Danube.81 Yet such respectful views had to contend with 

many others that saw great water bodies simply as resources, there to serve humanity. On the 

Strait as elsewhere, early conservationism was more utilitarian than worshipful, largely 

concerned about human welfare and how nature could ensure it. The óenvironmentalismô 

emerging in the latter part of the twentieth century reflected a growing fear that human survival 

might be more linked than had earlier been recognised with the welfare of natural systems, now 

fearfully assaulted by a wide range of human activities. Melda Buchanan of Comox illustrates 

this transition. She launched her career from a corner of the Strait where old school 

conservationism was well established and she drew on the fortune of the distinctly un-

conservationist Comox Valley Logging Company.82 Buchanan was a ópioneerô environmentalist 

in the Comox Valley where she fought to restore or preserve the Straitôs nature throughout the 

final decades of the century, starting with Comox Harbour. Careless human use, she said, was 

turning a teeming marine cornucopia into a sterile and barren wasteland. Buchanan believed 

governments had to restrain humanityôs baser instinct; environmentalistsô role was to ensure 

governments did this properly. She left legacy funds to fifteen local environmental groups.83  
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Other environmental activists and back-to-the-landers sought advice from old conservationists 

such as the scientist/teacher/artist/photographer/ornithologist/naturalist/hunter, Hamilton Mack 

Laing.84 Many naturalists elsewhere in the Americas had been inclined to see nature as a 

masterpiece of divine creation, mostly benevolent towards humanity.85  Laing was not of this 

school. Born 1883, raised on a Manitoba farm and schooled in art in Brooklyn, he had a front 

row seat on the Strait for sixty years. As did many people in those years, Mack Laing loved 

óbeneficialô animals or plants and hated others. He defended his favourites ï especially most 

kinds of birds - as loyal friends. Others ï including cats, cougars and bald eagles - he destroyed 

without a second thought, to defend his friends.86  

 

Roderick Haig-Brown was a generation younger and a more transitional figure who eventually 

bridged the gap between conservationism and environmentalism. Born in Sussex in 1908, Haig-

Brown arrived on the Strait as a young man and began a half century career as a logger, trapper, 

guide, fisherman, magistrate and prolific writer. He moved to Campbell River to hunt cougars 

and write about it. ñJust about every place you went was brand newò he said. ñIt was 

tremendously exciting for anyone from England... this practically untouched world of fish and 

wildlife.ò 87 Haig-Brown returned briefly to Depression era England but escaped back to the 

shores of the Strait as soon as he could afford the passage. He was a well-established nature 

writer by mid-century. Signs of Haig-Brownôs move towards an environmentalist perspective 

appear in his 1950 book, Measure of the Year: humanity, he contended, needs to recognise not 

just its dependence on natural resources but its intimate, emotional ties with nature.88 He 

recommended community level engagement to address environmental problems. Battles over 

Buttle Lake in nearby Strathcona Park then helped transform both Haig-Brown and BCôs nascent 

environmentalism.89 He became an eloquent spokesman for the need to preserve parks. 

 

Haig-Brown displayed all the sensibilities of an environmentalist by the mid-1960s. He likened 

the situation on the Strait to deepening environmental crises further east: filthy reaches of the 

lower Hudson and Potomac rivers, he suggested, were indicative of where the lower Fraser 

might be headed. What spilled out of the Fraser, he reminded his readers, flowed counter 

clockwise all around the Strait, past Cape Mudge and back along the eastern shore of Vancouver 

Island.90  
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By the late 1960s Haig-Brown was expressing the fear of losing his coastal paradise that now 

figured in many settler narratives around the sea. The Strait, he explained, was at the far end of a 

long, dishonourable road of overexploitation, waste and destruction stretching across North 

America over 150 years. The bills were coming due. Recreation values, fisheries, and aesthetics 

were all being rapidly degraded; the Strait was reaching its limits as a cess pool for industrial and 

domestic waste.91  

 

Haig-Brown sounded more positive again by the early 1970s, praising ñprofound and exciting 

changesò he saw in public attitudes and a ñsudden public awareness of ecological matters and 

environmental effects.ò This new consciousness was reaching into all forms of human 

endeavour, even government, and it captured the imaginations of young people in particular. He 

was confident nothing would reverse this, that the ñruthless and destructive concepts that were 

fostered to open up the continentò would be abandoned.92  

 

Environmental activism emerged as a force on many shores of the Strait in the 1970s. Grass root 

organisations mobilised behind many issues, from opposition to transmission line construction 

and careless real estate development on the Sunshine Coast93 to a local community association 

on Lasqueti Island that insisted their citizens recognise ñ...that we are but temporary stewards of 

a delightful but small and fragile part of a much larger community...ò94 The most prominent 

NGO was SPEC,95 founded in Vancouver in 1968 by Gwen and Derrick Mallard, ña middle 

aged, middle class couple ... neither radical nor hippy.ò In its prime, SPEC rode the wave of 

rapidly rising public and media awareness of environmental problems that swept the Strait. It 

was among Canadaôs largest environmental groups by the early 1970s, with 43 branches and 

35,000 members.96 SPEC addressed many issues in the early 1970s; on the Strait they focused on 

the pulp and paper mill pollution. SPEC depicted forest industry giant, MacMillan Bloedel as 

Tyrannosaurus Rex, óthe king of polluters.ô An abortive SPEC stink bomb attack on a Vancouver 

meeting of the Council of Forest Industries was headline news. Such direct action was 

controversial within SPEC, causing conflict between óradicalsô who supported it and ómoderatesô 

who didnôt.97 Members in smaller communities dependent on the forest industry recoiled at these 

tactics and many quit.98 SPEC was more sedate by the 1980s, evolved into a model advocacy and 

research NGO, with annual budgets of $200,000 for research, policy advice and participation on 

committees. It was proud of its role in stopping oil port construction and reducing municipal 
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pollution of the lower Fraser. It lobbied for improved treatment of Vancouverôs sewage before it 

was dumped into English Bay. This new, less incendiary style may have failed to capture 

imaginations, in any case SPEC was waning by the 1990s, with annual budgets a third of what 

they had been a decade earlier.99  

 

A new perception of the Strait as a precious, threatened place was shared by many, especially in 

Vancouver and Victoria and the islands between. One dramatic result was the Islands Trust, a 

unique experiment in combining preservation and local planning on a dozen major islands of the 

Strait. A Trust inventory of the Straitôs biotic resources emphasised their recreational values. 

Whales and other marine mammals were valued not for oil or skins but as ñexcellent 

opportunities to observe.ò100 The Trust vision was not universally shared. Many rural dwellers 

around the Strait, still dependent on resource extraction, felt increasingly threatened by these 

visions of óenvironmentally consciousô urbanites anxious to preserve the Strait as sanctuary. 

Pervasive fears of ólosing their Straitô  

Fears of ólosing their Straitô were not confined to environmentalists, or their opponents. These 

fears constitute a pervasive leitmotif across the themes, narratives and actors considered in this 

study. Use of this precious space, so deftly wrested from its owners after 1849, was regularly 

contested by various stakeholders. Many feared losing ótheirô Strait: losing recreational land and 

marine space to well-heeled Americans, losing salmon and other fish to a confusing matrix of 

causes, losing public recreation space to industry and private property owners, and so on. Such 

fears of loss are a recurrent theme in environmental histories. Richard Whiteôs pioneering study 

of islands in Puget Sound bemoaned profligate settlersô depletion of soils, fisheries and 

forests.101 He warned the islandsô scenery ï their only remaining significant resource - could 

similarly slip away. White blamed technologies changing faster than capacities to cope with their 

environmental effects, as did Richard Rajala. 102 Fear of loss on the Strait was a more complex, 

multi-facetted affair, with many causes.   

 

In The Resurrection of Joseph Bourne Jack Hodgins suggested local worries about loss could be 

traced back to stories of dispossessed indigenous people.103 The settlersô arrival on the Strait 

unleashed a scenario familiar in the western hemisphere involving denial of indigenous rights, 

destruction of their cultures and appropriation of their resources, facilitated by introduced 
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diseases and consolidated by settlement. By 1850, Britain had successfully asserted its claim 

over this space in the face of challenges from Madrid, Moscow and Washington.  The 

subsequent colonization of Vancouver Island was seen as a necessary step to avoid losing it in 

the face of rising American influence in western North America. The tiny settler community saw 

the British Navy as a critical counterpoint to a daunting threat. In 1859, with a rising flood of 

mostly American miners rushing toward the goldfields, the British Colonist newspaper feared 

the US was trying ñéto wrench the keys to the Gulf of Georgia from our hands.ò Through the 

summer of 1859 the Colonist was full of stories of the disputed San Juan Islands and whether the 

border would follow Rosario Strait or Haro Strait. 104 A dozen years later, as the British colony 

was passed to Canada, the dispute flared up again, and again American claims were dangerous 

threats to settler control of the rich inland sea. A decade after that the Colonist asserted that the 

Washington Treaty ceding San Juan Island to the US, was ñ...a gigantic blunderò giving the 

Americans military control over access to ñour ... ports on the Gulf of Georgia.ò105 Amidst this 

paranoia about losing óour seaô to óforeignô incursion, the Royal Navy became a familiar 

presence on the Strait - loading coal, carrying out target practice and occasionally shelling unruly 

Indians. By the early twentieth century the question of the maritime boundary had been 

peacefully resolved, and the Esquimalt naval base in Victoria was now seen as the Straitôs 

protector from more distant enemies.106 

 

As fears of geopolitical threats diminished, there were many other diverse kinds of loss to worry 

about. Early settlers feared being excluded by the machinations of land speculators. Mackie 

reported that ñpeople in Comox of all political stripes ... in the late 1870s and early 1880s... were 

adamantly opposed to the E & N land grant.ò107 Frederick Nunns in Campbell River complained 

in 1890 that ñAll the land around here is now in the hands of the speculators and coal 

companies.ò108 Forty years after securing the Pacific railhead, Vancouver engineers extolled 

their port as a critical link in the British Empireôs chain of control and commerce. They worried 

about the degradation of the cityôs precious port facilities, now threatened by ñ...inadequately 

financed improvementsò and ñ... self-interested parties or corporate exploitation.ò109 Others felt 

threatened by Japanese settlers and fishermen. Provincial politicians before WWI worried in 

private about the need to replace Japanese fishers with ówhiteô ones or risk losing elections over 

the issue. The BC Attorney General spoke in 1912 of the need to get white fishermen into 

salmon fishing and Japanese fishermen out. Industry replied there werenôt enough white 
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fishermen available.110  In the late 1930s, with the threat of a global war looming and imperial 

Japan likely to be an enemy, Quadra Islandôs Francis Dickie and other local writers stoked local 

paranoia. The Japanese, Dickie reminded readers, had a strangle hold on fishing and would be a 

fifth column on the Strait, 30,000 strong.111  

 

An enduring fear concerned complicated threats to salmon residing in or passing through the 

Strait. Concerns about overfishing the Fraser Sockeye emerged before the devastating Hellôs 

Gate slide of 1913. Stocks slowly recovered but by mid-century Roderick Haig-Brown was 

warning of rising threats to ñ...one of the worldôs great protein food resourcesò from irrigation, 

careless forest harvesting and pollution. He was worried about effects of proposed hydro dams 

on the Fraser and suggested the ñgradual destruction of the Columbiaò might foreshadow the 

future of the Fraserôs salmon.112 

 

Another abiding fear was embodied in óthe man from Californiaô - that acquisitive, noisy, 

destructive outsider who threatened a place cherished by the Blanchett family in The Curve of 

Time.113 Indeed, a óman from Californiaô figure often threatened valued recreation space on the 

Strait, though he was often more local.114 Again, Haig-Brown sounded the alarm, pointing to a 

neglectful province opening park gates to miners and loggers.115 This fear emerged again in the 

1960s, with widespread worry that the Straitôs recreation space was being óbought up by 

foreignersô, especially Americans. The Vancouver Sun reported in 1963  

...the years since the war have seen miles of waterfront and whole islands gobbled up by 

wealthy Americans and foreign investors. Islands and waterfront areas once open to the 

public are no longer available... The park idea came too late to save many of the best 

spots...116  

Such worries were exaggerated by anti-American sentiments in the late 1960s and early ó70s. 

They figured in the 1972 provincial election, when a twenty-year-old Social Credit government 

fell. Karen Sanford, the victorious NDP candidate in Comox, had played on widespread fears, 

claiming 

Too much BC land is being sold to foreign investors. Too much BC land is controlled by 

foreign non-residents. Too many Canadians cannot afford to own land in BC. Pressure of 

foreign buyers has contributed to high land costs... 117  

The Islands Trust reported three years later that most of the Straitôs smaller island were owned 

by ónon-Canadians.ô118 The public and government managers also fretted over an invasion of 

American pleasure craft on the Strait. Victoriaôs Marine Resources Branch reported in 1971 that 
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American craft far outnumbered Canadian craft in marine parks around the Strait. The visiting 

fleet of US registered boats was expected to reach between 15,000 and 25,000 each summer by 

the mid-1980s, taking up moorage in favourite bays and inlets and dumping sewage; American 

boats anchored for free in the parks, they said, and overstretched marine search and rescue 

capacities.119 

  

On a number of the islands in the Strait, newcomers and old time residents engendered mutual 

fear. To long-time residents of places like Denman or Quadra islands, the back-to-the-landers 

who started appearing in the late 1960s mostly looked like unwashed and disrespectful óhippiesô 

who had rapidly become a serious threat to the established order. As old timers saw it, these 

arrivistes were undermining the rights of aging farmers, loggers and fishermen to do what they 

wanted on their islands. The newcomers found many old timers threatened a new found paradise 

they were determined to protect.120 When Islands Trust froze large scale land developments and 

established a preservationist planning agenda, the newcomersô view prevailed on many islands. 

 

Despite these pervasive ófears of lossô among a diverse cast of actors around the Strait, this study 

is not a traditional tale of environmental decline but rather a story of the shifting multiplicity of 

ways that the Strait affected people living around it, and they it. It considers a number of 

duelling or parallel narratives, each of which involved stakeholders who quite correctly 

perceived various existential threats to ótheir Straitô from others who saw it differently. In 

examining these different narratives and the complex relations among them, this study attempts 

to demonstrate the value of considering them together, to demonstrate that it is necessary to have 

some grasp of the diversity of relations between humans and the rest of nature on the Strait if one 

is to have a reasonably accurate understanding of the overall human / nature relationship there. 

Such an understanding in turn, I contend, is necessary if one wishes to participate wisely in this 

relationship.  
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2. The Sea as Barrier, the Sea as Highway 

 

Vast and turbulent expanses of open oceans clearly present more challenges to human movement 

than do protected little seas such as the Strait of Georgia. Yet whether any sea is a barrier or an 

opportunity for human movement has much to do with the skills, knowledge and technology of 

those contemplating it. The indigenous culture that evolved along the Straitôs thousands of 

kilometers of coastline for millennia before 1849 had a complicated relationship with a 

ubiquitous sea that presented them a ready means of travel,1 a near endless food supply and a 

means of purification, but also life threatening storms and tidal rapids. By the early nineteenth 

century indigenous people had adapted to life by the sea in a myriad of ways, moving people and 

material around it with relative ease in canoes wrought from giant cedars. Throughout the period 

considered in this study, relations between the inland sea and the movement of humans and their 

goods changed constantly. Shifting technologies tempered the agency of the sea, and narratives 

about that agency, but it always acted as both barrier and highway.  

 

Cookôs and Vancouverôs late 1700s voyages on the ocean highways helped transform outsidersô 

understanding of the northeast Pacific shore and speeded its integration into trans-Pacific and 

global trading networks.2 The Hudson Bay Company (HBC), moving west in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, incorporated the Strait of Georgia into a broader óColumbiaô region. They 

established sea links with Britain, Hawaii and California that underpinned the export based 

economy to emerge on the inland sea later in the century. In the process, the company initiated 

patterns of movement among their establishments on the lower Fraser River and in Victoria and 

Nanaimo that became familiar, moving goods and people and overcoming some of the Straitôs 

navigational challenges with its first steam powered vessels.3   

Colonisation by a seafaring people, 1849-1880s   

British colonisers of the Strait were increasingly confident of their ability to seize the 

opportunities the global seas offered those with the knowledge and courage to master them. The 

British were enamoured with the seas, not just as highways to success but as key determinants of 

their national character. In the 1870s, Robert Louis Stevenson suggested Britons were possessive 

towards the sea, and the sea symbolised their nation even more than the imperial lion. It was 
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their ñ... bulwark ... the scene of ... [our] greatest triumphs and dangers, and ... [we] claim it as 

our own.ò4 A decade later an article on the óorigins of the Englishô described them as ñfolk of the 

sea, to whom the sea is a true home.ò5 A turn of the century childrenôs history extolled the 

British boyôs ñracial love for the seaò and his ñespecial birthright to the blue waters.ò6  

 

The British love affair with the sea was transcendent yet practical. Long before John Masefield 

became Britainôs poet laureate, his poem Sea Fever exclaimed he had to ñgo down to the sea 

again,ò to respond to a ñwild and clear call (that) ... could not be denied.ò This sea, woven into 

their character, they believed, stood for much that was admirable in that character: beauty, 

power, conquest, redemption, questing, life, healing and soothing. The British also recognised 

the practical value of this love match. Young Britons were taught their global dominance of 

commerce resulted from their command of the seas. These were people who could believe 

destiny had prepared them to control the distant Strait of Georgia.7  Britain was among the few 

imperial powers that ï like the Spanish and Americans ï was able to exercise power on a distant 

sea. The colonies of Vancouver Island and later British Columbia were among the most remote 

places of the mid-nineteenth century Europeansô óknown world.ô8  

 

Colonists on the Strait at mid-century virtually all came by sea. Getting there was considerably 

more challenging than sailing within it. Most oceanic travel to the Strait continued to be done in 

sailing ships until the end of the nineteenth century. A sea voyage to Victoria from Great Britain 

in 1849 could be almost unbelievably long by todayôs standards. Sea travel times between the 

east and west coasts of the US had already fallen considerably by the early 1850s, thanks to rapid 

improvements stimulated by the gold rush in California.9 But for many, the months of closely 

confined travel voyaging from Britain to Victoria had more in common with a sojourn in outer 

space than with most 21st century marine or terrestrial travel.   

 

The trip around Cape Horn from London to Victoria, usually via the Hawaiian Islands to take 

advantage of winds and trade opportunities, took five or six months if all went well. When the 

British Colonial Office had considered the option of transporting emigrants via the Isthmus of 

Panama instead of around Cape Horn to reduce the journey by a few weeks, but eventually 

decided it wouldnôt be worth Panamaôs heat, diseases and foreigners.10 
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William Lomas, later an Indian Agent in the Cowichan Valley, left behind an account of his 

passage from Liverpool via Cape Horn in 1862. If he felt any óracial love of the seaô at the outset 

of his voyage, it was likely diminished by the time he reached Victoria. He travelled in relative 

comfort but it was a daunting voyage: 

July 11: The feelings of an emigrant on leaving the shores of his native land must be felt 

to be understood...  dear ones whom you have seen, perhaps for the last time, will flash 

across your mind and do not tend to make the day a happy one...  

The endless days of seasickness:                      

July 13: ...You can have no idea of feeling sick for three or four days together without the 

slightest relief...  

July 15: So sick... 

Months of sharing close and uncomfortable quarters with unpleasant travelling companions: 

July 22: ...My companions ... are anything but pleasant ... the most disgraceful fellows I 

have ever been amongst. Most ... cannot speak ten words without two or three oaths, and 

they are all a drunken lot... cabin is very close. 

Bad food and services: 

 July 26: ... The ñSilistriaò has never taken passengers before and is... very imperfectly 

fitted out... the mustard and pepper have been sent unground and no mill  to grind with. 

The cooks are disgusting fellows, very dirty, and scarcely ever sober since we started. 

The doctor... always drinking... 

Uneasiness about the new country:  

August 20: Saw some Columbian papers from April which gave very black accounts of 

the hardships of persons arriving without at least £100. Many of our passengers are 

wishing themselves back in England, but... by Godôs help, I must succeed... 

Then, after a month and a half at sea, except for the terrifying prospect of sailing through the 

mountainous waves, snowstorms and icebergs of Cape Horn, things begin to look up.:  

August 25: ... If I were starting again I could pay my passage by taking out articles to sell 

on board ...onions sell at 3d each... 2/ is refused for cheese per lb. Wilson and I have 

bought two hams, nearly 50 lbs weight. We can sell for 1/6 but are waiting until it is 2/...  

October 28:  Sold my champagne at 50% profit... 

Otherwise, conditions did not improve as they approached Victoria:  

November 4 ñ... Several rats are found, dead, in the water casks. This adds considerably 

to the flavour. The biscuits, too, are all alive and ... the maggots are of a very large breed. 

The Silistria didnôt stop at Honolulu and arrived after only 128 days at sea, ñ...the shortest 

passage of any sailing vessel that has been here yetò 11 

 

The time needed get to the Strait from the world outside declined steadily as ocean going steam 

vessels increasingly replaced sailing ships and transcontinental railways reached the Pacific in 

California. A dozen years after Lomas, future trader and politician on the Strait, Michael Manson 
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spent barely thirty days crossing the Atlantic by steamship to New York, travelling by train to 

San Francisco and then by coastal steamer to Victoria.12 

 

Steam was gradually replacing sail on the Strait itself yet sailboats continued to be widely used 

for moving people and goods into the twentieth century. Homeric accounts of trips around the 

inland sea in those years describe unpredictable adventures in the face of currents, winds, fogs, 

and uncharted reefs and rocks. Frederick Marsh recounted the story of a very old man on North 

Pender Island, about sailing to Nanaimo for the first time in the 1870s. The trip of about 80 

kilometers took days through calms, fogs and rapids. On the way he met Natives boiling dogfish 

oil on the beach and Portuguese Joe Silvey and his Indian family in their beach home. He spent 

four days waiting out a fog. The Colonist described a similar odyssey by vacationers in 1881, 

sailing for days from Saanich to Cortes Island, through a gauntlet of riptides and gales.13 

  

Nineteenth century sailing vessels equipped with a compass, a lead, a sextant and a chronometer 

were not well adapted to navigating the inland sea. The Strait was relatively calm much of the 

time, yet winter winds were fierce, currents poured in and out, endlessly changing among 

countless islands and reefs. Long narrow fiords on the northeast shore were especially 

challenging for navigators. The seaôs north and south entrances were swept by tides that ran like 

a mountain river in spring.  

 

The Strait was hazardous for navigators of any vessel in the 1850s and 60s. It was particularly 

dangerous for gold miners in the late 1850s. Eager to reach the Fraser River gold fields, they 

were ready to travel between Victoria and the river mouth in anything they could find. A 

colonial official at the time reported  

... Numbers perished in these hazardous voyages; many ... the maze of archipelagos ... 

from Discovery Island to ... the Gulf of Georgia; and many more ... that stormy and 

dangerous gulf, dangerous even for strong and large steamers, from the peculiarity of its 

currents and from other causes. 14 

 

Judging from the many reports of wrecks and salvage operations published in the Colonist, the 

1860s and ó70s were good years to be a salvager on the Strait. After the gold rush abated, coal 

ships in and out of Nanaimo figured in many navigational mishaps. So did vessels going through 

Plumper Pass (now Active Pass) and Seymour Narrows. Some hazards were reported more than 
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others by Victoria journalists whose city had an interest in touting Esquimaltôs harbour over 

upstart Burrard Inlet.  

 

Ottawa assumed responsibility for marine space after BCôs entry into Confederation in 1871 and 

soon began addressing the Straitôs navigational challenges. The Department of Marine and 

Fisheriesô local agent in their ñdistant colonyò was named ñInspector of Lightsò and ñInspector 

of Steamboats.ò15 Lighthouses (Illustration 1) and other navigational aids were early federal 

priorities on the Strait. From the colonial authority they inherited a single lightship at the Fraser 

mouth. A lighthouse was built at the entrance to Burrard Inlet in 1875 and on Nanaimoôs 

Entrance Island in 1877. Buoys were installed or upgraded on Burrard Inlet, English Bay, 

Gabriola Reef and Trincomalee Channel.16  

 

An informal and poorly organised pilot service helped tame the Straitôs hazards though its pilots 

were often drunk.  It didnôt appear to be a popular job: an 1869 regulation stipulated ñ... Pilots 

taken to sea on any vessel against their will, shall be entitled to claim from the master or owner 

of such vessel the sum of five dollars per diem until the date of their arrival at the Port of 

Victoria...ò17 After an 1873 report of a shipwreck on Plumper Pass called for investigation of the 

pilot service, Ottawa began to organise a more formal system.18   

 

Ottawa was keen to invest in BCôs ports, clearly destined to be important assets once the railway 

reached the coast. The Strait was to be a vital part of the chain linking the new Dominionôs 

resource industries with Asian markets. Burrard Inlet was recognised early on as one of the best 

locations for the rail terminal. The inlet had no settlement on the scale of Nanaimo in the 1850s; 

its own transition began in the early 1860s. To facilitate navigation, the British Admiralty 

published marine charts using Captain George Richardsôs hydrographic survey carried out 

between 1860 and 1862. Sawmills on Burrard Inlet were soon exporting lumber across the 

Pacific. From the mid-1860s to the late 1870s, more than forty ocean-going ships a year loaded 

lumber on the inlet. 19  

 

Although Burrard Inletôs good entrance and protected anchorage were generally recognised, 

Victoria newspapers often enumerated the mainland portôs drawbacks: The approach suffered 

from the treacherous weather of the Strait, and Plumper Pass was often dangerous. Burrard 
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Inletôs first and second narrows were barely 270 metres wide and subject to tides running over 

16 kph in full flood. Furthermore, American guns, if placed on the San Juan Islands, could close 

the Strait entirely. These hazards could be avoided by putting into Esquimalt, ñthe best port on 

the Pacific.ò20  

 

 

Illustration 1 ï ñGeorgina Point Lighthouse, Mayne Islandò ca. 1880 (photo: Richard Maynard). Ottawaôs 

growing network of lights and buoys helped ships navigate the Straitôs dangerous currents, reefs and rocks. 

 

While the Colonist might stoke fears of losing ships on the Strait, steam towboats there helped 

reduce the hazards facing ocean going sailing vessels plying the inside waters. Two tiny HBC 

steamers, the ñBeaverò (Illustration 2) and the ñOtter,ò had connected trading posts at Victoria 

and Langley and shipped salt fish, lumber and coal to San Francisco. They served as towboats by 

the late 1850s. The boats were gluttons for wood but independent of capricious winds. A 

growing fleet of tugs towed sailboats through the Straitôs many narrows.21  

 

The number of steam vessels on the Strait grew through the 1860s and early 1870s. Many early 

steamers were as unreliable as the pilots and few stayed in business long.22 Larger steamships 
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carried ever more passengers and freight, rendering the inland sea more predictable and familiar 

to settlers. The regularity and predictability of coastal steamers improved with time and began to 

transform life in shoreline communities. Settlers could receive goods, in some places even mail, 

and ship their produce to the world.  

 

 

Illustration 2 - ñWreck of the SS Beaver, Prospect Point, Vancouverò ca. 1892 (photo: Maynard). After 

decades helping others navigate the Straitôs hazards, the Beaver fell victim to them. An inebriated crew 

wrecked her on Prospect Point in 1888, the same year a lighthouse was erected nearby. 

 

When the Vancouver Island and British Columbia colonies joined in 1866, the Colonist heralded 

the ñbringing together of people from the two sides of the Gulf of Georgiaò23. Yet the restless 

waters were still a barrier separating óIslandô from óMainland.ô Early reports had spoken 

glowingly of the abundance of good harbours around the Strait; however, by the 1860s it was 

clear there were two principal contenders for dominant port on the British Pacific coast: 

Victoria-Esquimalt and Burrard Inlet. Competition between them intensified as merchants and 

speculators on both sides vied for dominance. In the end, the outcome was decided by the 

location of the terminus for the óall-Canadianô transcontinental railway.   
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The age of rail was well under way as Eurasian colonisation began on the Strait. The railway`s 

arrival on the inland sea was the object of much anticipation and speculation. Victoriaôs 

merchants were determined that the railroad should extend to the southern tip of Vancouver 

Island. Concerted efforts by Victoriaôs Amor De Cosmos, and what Martin Robin called 

Victoriaôs ñshopocracy,ò24 aimed to make their city the terminus. They suggested BCôs entry 

into Confederation should depend on Victoria being named the terminus and seldom missed an 

opportunity to stress the dangers facing ships bound for Burrard Inlet. Victoriaôs boosters said it 

was ñmuch closer to Europe and Asiaò25 (about 120 kilometers closer by sea) and their proposed 

Bute Inlet route (Figure 2) would be vastly easier than the treacherous Fraser Canyon. 

 

Figure 2 - Alternative routes from the Strait to the interior considered by the CPR 

Prepared by Eric Leinberger 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































