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3. HUMAN HERITAGE

Much of what we see today in the Fraser River Estuary is the result of
human activity. In this chapter we look at some of the ways people used the
estuary from ancient to modern times.
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The Long Presence of Aboriginal Use

Let us go back in time 3 000 years. We are paddling down
the North Arm of the Fraser River Estuary. There, high up
on a bluff of the right bank, near where the northern end of
the Arthur Laing Bridge stands today, are three villages of
the Musqueam tribes. Cedar longhouses made of massive
posts and planks split with antler wedges stand out over
the bluff facing west. Inside the houses, families roast
salmon held securely in split skewers over the fire.
Children dip fish eggs into clam shells filled with seal oil,
and enjoy a relish made from the green tips of salmonberry
shoots.

Some members of the tribe set out in cedar canoes to
fish the abundant runs of Eulachon that are now migrating
up the Fraser River. Some of these fish will be eaten but
most will be used to produce oil. Meanwhile, hunters
prepare their harpoons for the inevitable seals and

FIGURE 3-1 Musqueam Village
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porpoises that follow the Eulachon into the estuary. Long
harpoons are also used to probe the murky river bottom in
search of the great sturgeon which can weigh hundreds of
kilograms. Others are busy setting stationary traps out on
the shallow mudflats. They are taking advantage of the
tidal ebb and flow to bring great numbers of flat fish such
as Starry Flounder into their traps.

As the summer progresses, the Musqueam paddle their
canoes to their summer camps along the river banks.
Leaving the North Arm, they set up camp on the Main Arm
where Steveston is now, and position themselves for the
immense numbers of salmon that will soon come up the
river. Other tribes, at the invitation of the host tribe and
during an abundant salmon cycle, also derive their food,
shelter and clothing from the estuary. Neighbouring tribes
from upstream of the Fraser River, from other areas along
the lower mainland, from the northern and southern coast,
and from Vaneouver Island, journey all the way to the
Fraser Estuary to set up summer camps for the great
congregations of Sockeye Salmon.
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FIGURE 3-2
Sockeye fishing
in the Fraser River

As the Sockeye enter the Fraser River, the Musqueam
paddle out into the Main Arm and, between two canoes, set
a gill net made from the shredded bark or root of Red
Cedar (Figure 3-2). The Musqueam begin to net their fish,
and as they do, they quietly and respectfully chant to the
fish, because the Sockeye have spiritual significance as well.
as food value.

No female salmon or eggs are taken during the first half
of the season, to ensure that there will always be a future
supply of Sockeye. Yet the Musqueam and other tribes
from the lower mainland and Vancouver Island have more
than enough fish. Soon the Musqueam and neighbouring
tribes are hauling their catch to shore, where the Sockeye
are split, gutted, and stretched out on drying racks. The
dried salmon will keep the longhouses stocked with a
plentiful food supply all winter long. The fish scales are
coloured with plant dyes and are used to design the
garments and household items. The fish skin is dried and
stitched together to make moccasins, bags and small
temporary dwellings which are waterproof.

The fringe marshes along the quiet sloughs of the
Fraser River are lush with horsetails and cat-tails. The
horsetails are gathered and woven into baskets, boiled into
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hair Wash, and the fluid used as an eyewash. The roots of
- the cat-tails provide yet another dish for the dinner table
while the leaves are woven into mats and hats.

Lulu Island has always been endowed with a varlety of
berries such as strawberries and salmonb‘errles. Large bog
areas supporting cranberries and blueberries are easily
reached from the river's edge. Women and other family
members gather these berries into their horsetail and cat-

‘tail baskets. Back at camp the berries will be mashed
- drted, and kept for a winter food supply.

Beyond the'tidal marshes and far out on the tidal

mudflats, the Aboriginals use simple sticks to dig up a

~ seemingly unending supply of clams. The shellsof leftover

- clam feasts are piled up around the Musqueam village and’
have remained buried much as they were left. These
ancient kitchen refuse piles, referred to as middens, are
now the highly prized discoveries of modern-day
archaeologists digging through old soil layers. Human
settlements have been uncovered at Beach Grove and
Crescent Beach, and the oldest site, located justa
kilometre above the Alex Fraser Brldge dates back 9 000
‘years.

“In splte of harvestlng by nearby tribes, and even by the
regular summer visitors from Vancouver Island, the
renewable resources of the estuary were sustained for
th_ousands of'years. The tribes using the Fraser Estuary
considered it a highly valuable area because of the large , e
concentratlon of edible resources, and an active aborlglnal P ‘FIGURE 3-3
food fishery has remained to the present time. . h - Origih of a midden
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FIGURE 34
Fort Langley

Settlement by Europeans

The estuary did not appear valuable to the first Europeans
who saw it. The Spanish sailors who moved up from their
bases in California did not explore the estuary, and
Captain Vancouver sailed right past, thinking the estuary
was a swamp rather than the delta marsh of a great river.
Finally, in 1808 the Northwest Fur Company explorer
Simon Fraser navigated the great river — but even he felt
a sense of disappointment when he reached the estuary. He
had originally hoped to explore down to the Columbia
River, and was disappointed to find himself over 300
kilometers to the north.

Fraser's exploration, however, would change the nature
of the estuary in ways that he could not have imagined.
When settlers in the United States began moving into the
Columbia estuary, the Hudson's Bay Company decided to
relocate their fur-trading base for coastal shipping from
Fort Kamloops in the interior to Fort Langley, near the
mouth of the Fraser River. This was achieved after a road
was built from Fort Kamloops through the mountains down
to Fort Langley, which was established in 1827.
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Soon, furs from the interior were being transported on
ships sailing from Fort Langley, through the estuary and
out into the Pacific Ocean. When the fur trade began to fail,
Fort Langley shipped salted salmon through the estuary to
Hawaii and Asia. As an interesting historical footnote,
some Hawaiian workers, the "Kanakas,” came back with
the Company to Fort Langley. Kanaka Creek, which flows
into the Fraser River opposite Fort Langley, is named after
these Hawaiians.

It wasn't many years before another important event
affected the Fraser River Estuary. In 1858, a trader at Fort
Kamloops learned of an Aborginal miner who had found a
gold nugget on the stream bed of a tributary to the
Thompson River. The word of gold in the Fraser River
system spread like wildfire, and soon thousands of
prospectors, many from the United States, made their way
through the estuary and on up the Fraser River in search
of gold (Figure 3-5). In fact, there were soon so many
people from the United States working the Fraser River's
gold deposits that Governor Douglas of the Vancouver
Island colony felt he must assume jurisdiction over the
Fraser River drainage. Canadian prime minister Sir John
A. Macdonald knew that the new colony had to be brought
quickly into the Canadian Confederation.
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FIGURE 3-5
Panning for Gold



FIGURE 3-6
The Great Flood
of 1894

Within ten years, British Columbia was drawn into
Confederation by the promise of a railroad that would
follow the Fraser River through the mountains to the coast.
After approximately 9 000 years of Aboriginal settlement,
the Fraser River Estuary was about to experience
significant alterations, as a result of the large influx of
immigrants from other countries.

In the latter half of the 1800s, Europeans began to
settle and farm in the valley, starting with a population of
only 300 people in 1861. As was typical of many pioneers,
the Ladner brothers passed through on their way to the
gold fields, and later returned to the estuary to work the
rich, black soil. In 1868, they built the first dikes and began
to drain and farm the land.

From the farmers' point of view, the dikes were
absolutely essential, particularly because the valley was
prone to flooding. Farmers also needed protection from
winter storms that could push high tides far inland.

Diking efforts were stepped up after a catastrophic flood
in 1894, which inundated the Fraser Valley right out to sea
and flooded all of Richmond and Delta. The flood was so
severe that it left Point Roberts once again (as it had been
5 000 years earlier) an island separated from the mainland.
After the flood, with government help, dikes were
constructed to surround the delta land, and water was
drained off the land by drainage ditches and pumps.
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This diking had a dramatic environmental impact. As a
result, today we see a very different estuary than the one
that existed only one hundred years ago. The size of the
delta lands is of course very nearly the same, and the river
still delivers a similar sediment load. However, with the
barrier of dikes in place to protect the farmlands, the
Fraser River and the tides no longer deliver their vital
floodwater and sediments to the delta’'s marshes and wet
meadows.

Over the past century, approximately one half of the
original wetland habitats have been lost to agriculture, and
urban and industrial development. Virtually all of the
seasonal wet meadows have disappeared, along with most
of the bogs and ﬂm&plﬁn forest. Only the outer brackish
wetlands which were too difficult to dike and saltmarshes
which were too salty to cultivate remain.

FIGURE 3-7
Foreshore Dike



Present-Day Use

Where once there were wetlands on the delta land of
Surrey, Tsawwassen and Delta, there are now highways,
airports, industrial areas and agricultural lands. Farmland
has spread tremendously since the delta lands were
protected from river floods and ocean tides. These delta
lands constitute some of the most productive agricultural
land in Canada.

The traditional berry picking of the aboriginal has
expanded into commercial farms that produce crops of
raspberry, blueberry, strawberry and cranberry. However,
we do not see new farmland coming into production. The
population of the Lower Mainland is quickly expanding and
much of this residential growth is taking place on the delta
lands of Richmond, Delta and Surrey.

Despite the population growth, the Fraser River
Estuary still supports large numbers of salmon, herring
and shellfish. Approximately one quarter of the crab
harvested in British Columbia come from the Fraser
Estuary. At the mouth of the Fraser River, hundreds of
gillnetter fish boats work the Sockeye Salmon runs each
summer, taking 70% of all the British Columbia Sockeye.
Well over 50% of all British Columbia salmon come from
the Fraser River.

FIGURE 3-8
A Gillnet Fishing Boat




The Fraser Estuary also supports commerce and LungrnusHE'E

industry, particularly the forest industry. The traffic on the
river is constantly busy with tugs hauling huge log booms
and towing barges filled with woodchips. Along the river,
saw mills and ]JE};IEI' mills produce lumber, shakes, shingles
" and plywood for building homes, paperboard for packaging,
newsprint for newspapers, and even paper to produce this
book.

Almost all these mills produce and store wood chips
that are then loaded into barges, some of which are towed
to pulp and paper mills where the wood chips are
transformed into paper. Wood chips are also transferred to
ocean vessels for shipping to Japan, where they are used in
paper production.

Freighter and Barge
using the Fraser Estuary

Because of the fiords and the rugged coastline of British
Columbia, there are no coastal highways. Logs are
therefore taken down to the sea where they are bundled
into booms and towed by barge to be stored in the Fraser
River Estuary. The estuary protects these log booms from
ocean storms and wood boring, marine invertebrates until
they are needed by the mills.

Also on the river, huge ocean ships make their way into
the estuary upstream to the docks at Annacis [sland and
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FIGURE 3-10

just across the river at Surrey-Fraser Docks. The ships
coming in from Japan are full of cars that are quickly
offloaded onto the huge parking lots on Annacis and Lulu
Island. At Surrey-Fraser Docks, other ships being loaded
with cargoes of wood chips, lumber and other products
head back down the Main Arm and out to sea, bound for
ports in the United States and the Pacific Rim countries.

At the Tsawwassen ferry terminal, trucks and cars
cram into the holding lots waiting to board the next ferry to
Vancouver Island or to the Gulf Islands. And just north of
the ferry terminal is the Roberts Bank Superport jetty that
extends out into deep seawater. Trains crawl along the
jetty heading for the sea docks. These railcars are full of
coal from the mines in the south-east coal block of British
Columbia. Huge ocean ships stationed at the sea end of the
jetty receive coal from stockpiled supplies.

It seems that wherever we look in the Fraser River
Estuary, there is some human activity involving
commercial fishing boats, tugs and barges, log booms,
dredging operations, police boats, Harbour Commission
boats, sailboats and pleasure craft, ocean-going ships from
around the world, and coastal ships moving wood products.

River-frontage is also becoming increasingly popular for
housing and condominium projects and commercial retail
businesses. These new foreshore users are displacing or
coexisting with long established facilities such as wood
mills, log booms, fishing boat marinas, fish processing
plants and barge terminals.
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| FiQure 3-11. The Changing Estuary

Period of Pre-white Settlement -
Use of the estuary by Coast Salish people goes back

8 000 years in time.

| 1820's to 1830's
-In 1827 Fort Langley was established on the banks of

. the Fraser River.
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- 1840's to 1860's - 1870's to 1890's

The gold rush of 1858 brought new people into.the :

estuary, some of whom stayed.

, Pioneei‘s began to farm the rich delta lands and form ‘

-small communities. -

‘ 1900's to 1940's
The estuary became an important area for agriculture

and sawmills.
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1950's.to Present
The growing population of the Lower Mainland

expanded onto the delta lands.
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