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Abstrac t  

The var ious  governments - c o l o n i a l ,  p r o v i n c i a l ,  and f e d e r a l  - 
which have been respons ib le  f o r  land development i n  t h e  Lower 

F rase r  Val ley have a l l  placed r e l i a n c e  on t h e  i n i t i a t i v e  of 

i n d i v i d u a l  s e t t l e r s .  However, i n  a t  l e a s t  one a rea  of t h e  

v a l l e y ,  a t  P i t t  Meadows, r e l i a n c e  upon s e t t l e r s  t o  rec la im 

f loodlands  has  n o t  worked. Reclamation has not  been c a r r i e d  

o u t  by s e t t l e r s  and would no t  have been completed wi thout  

p u b l i c  subsidy and c o n t r o l .  

Land rec lamat ion  was begun a t  P i t t  Meadows by those who had 

acquired proper ty  t h e r e  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of t h e  n ine teen th  

century .  These landowners were no t  s e t t l e r s  b u t  s p e c u l a t o r s ,  

men who purchased land a s  an investment a f t e r  making money i n  

B r i t i s h  Columbia i n  gold mining and assoc ia ted  commerce. Their  

e f . fo r t s  t o  develop t h i s  land began i n  1891 wi th  minimal govern- 

ment a s s i s t a n c e ,  b u t  they quickly  f e l l  i n t o  f i n a n c i a l  d i f  f i c u l -  

t i e s ,  and continued only wi th  g r e a t e r  government suppor t .  

Reclamation p r o j e c t s  rece ived  inc reas ing  s u b s i d i e s  u n t i l  they 

depended almost e n t i r e l y  on t h e  government, which even tua l ly  

assumed complete r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  I n  theory proper ty  owners were 

r equ i red  t o  pay t h e  c o s t s  of reclamation.  I n  f a c t ,  t he  owners 

of t h e  dyked lands could not  bear  these  c o s t s ,  and the  p re tense  

was preserved only by var ious  f i n a n c i a l  manipulations which 

delayed repayments and forgave deb t s .  

I n  1948 a  major f lood s e r i o u s l y  threa tened reclaimed land i n  

P i t t  Meadows, and flooded o ther  reclaimed a r e a s  of the  Lower 

F rase r  Val ley.  These lands lay  ac ross  t h e  major trans-Canada 

. and t r ans -p rov inc ia l  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  r o u t e s ,  and the  f loods  t h a t  

iii 
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inundated the  reclaimed a reas  a l s o  broke these  a r t e r i e s .  This 

event  prompted both  governments ( f e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l )  t o  

g ive  major importance t o  secur ing  these  regions  from f lood.  

A l l  at tachment t o  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  i n  land rec lamat ion  was 

d i sca rded ,  and the  two governments began on t h e i r  own i n i t i a -  

t i v e  a massive program of upgrading rec lamat ion  works. 

One notable  except ion  t o  t h e  development p a t t e r n  of rec la iming 

land a t  P i t t  Meadows is found i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of P i t t  Polder 

Limited. This Dutch company, t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  of one man, under- 

took t o  rec la im and s e t t l e  t h e  leas t - rec la imable  p a r t  of P i t t  

Meadows, a r eg ion  where previous dyking a t tempts  had f a i l e d .  

P i t t  Polder began i t s  work i n  1950, and while  it d i d  no t  achieve 

a l l  i t s  g o a l s ,  it d i d  succeed i n  rec la iming a l a rge  a rea  without  

any government suppor t .  

I n  t h e  l a r g e s t  p a r t  of P i t t  Meadows very few s e t t l e r s  were 

e s t a b l i s h e d  be fo re  t h e  government had e f f e c t i v e l y  taken  over 

t h e  work of reclamation.  For twenty yea r s  a f t e r  t h e  dykes 

were f i r s t  b u i l t  almost a l l  P i t t  Meadows was owned by speculators .  

During t h i s  per iod government c o n t r o l  over reclamation was 

e f f e c t e d  i n  f a c t  though not  i n  form. Af ter  t h a t  pe r iod ,  from 

1915 u n t i l  today, s e t t l e r s  have acquired increas ing  propor t ions  

of t h e  land ,  and the  government has  taken t h e  i n i t i a t i v e  and 

t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  reclamation.  Ear ly  government p o l i c y  

assumed t h a t  P i t t  Meadows lands could be developed by p r i v a t e  

c a p i t a l ,  b u t  adequate c a p i t a l  was no t  forthcoming. Only when 

government abandoned i t s  r e l i a n c e  on rugged individual ism and 

inves ted  p u b l i c  funds d i d  s e t t l e m e n t  advance. 
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Chapter  1 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

P i t t  Meadows i s  a low-lying r e g i o n  some t 

f o u r  m i l e s  i n  width  nea r  t h e  mouth of  t h e  

en m i l e s  i n  l e n g t h  and 

F r a s e r  River  i n  south-  

west  B r i t i s h  Columbia. Bef0re . th i . s  r e g i o n  was rec la imed it was 

marshy land  covered w i t h  wi ld  g r a s s e s .  Each summer it would be 

inundated f o r  a few weeks by t h e  wa te r s  of  t h e  F r a s e r  swol len by 

t h e  me l t i ng  snows of  i n t e r i o r  mountains.  I n  a province  wi th  an  

abundant supply of  farmland such a r e g i o n  would l i k e l y  have been 

l e f t  unrecla imed.  Even i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, a prov ince  where 

farmland i s  s c a r c e ,  it would l i k e l y  have been l e f t  unreclaimed 

i f  it had been remote from p r o s p e c t i v e  urban c e n t r e s .  But P i t t  

Meadows w a s  l o c a t e d  i n  a province  where farmland was s c a r c e ,  

and it w a s  nea r  t o  p r o s p e c t i v e  urban c e n t r e s .  These two f a c t o r s  

combined t o  i n t e r e s t  s p e c u l a t o r s  and government i n  i t s  r ec l ama t ion .  

B r i t i s h  Columbia i s  a province  g e n e r a l l y  i l l - s u i t e d  t o  a g r i -  

c u l t u r e .  Most of  i t s  t e r r a i n  i s  mountainous and t h i c k l y  f o r e s t e d .  

Only s i x  pe r  c e n t  of  i t s  land  i s  s u i t a b l e  f o r  farming,  and t h i s  

s i x  p e r  c e n t  s u f f e r s  from s e v e r e  d i sadvan tages .  The p r i n c i p a l  
1 

r e g i o n  o f  g r a s s l a n d ,  t h e  Cariboo,  s u f f e r s  from long co ld  w i n t e r s .  

The f e r t i l e  Okanagan v a l l e y  s u f f e r s  from drought .  The a l l u v i a l  

g r a s s l a n d s  of  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  i n c l u d i n g  P i t t  Meadows, 

have a mild  c l i m a t e  and abundant r a i n f a l l .  These g r a s s l a n d s  

appealed t o  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p ionee r s .  Here s e t t l e r s  were spared 

t h e  expense and l a b o r  of c l e a r i n g  t imber ,  which would have been 
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t h e i r  i n i t i a l  t a s k  i f  t h e y  had s e t t l e d  on ne ighbor ing  h i l l s i d e s .  

The g r a s s e s  provided abundant p a s t u r e  f o r  t h e i r  c a t t l e ,  e d i b l e  

b e r r i e s  grew a long  t h e  wate rcourses  t o  e n r i c h  t h e i r  d i e t ,  lumber 

grew on t h e  h i l l s i d e s  f o r  t h e i r  b u i l d i n g s ,  and t h e  r i v e r  

provided a t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  r o u t e  t o  t h e  f i r s t  p o r t  and major 

c i t y  of t h e  co lony ,  New Westminster .  From P i t t  Meadows t h i s  

c i t y  was on ly  a n  hour away by canoe,  and c l o s e r  s t i l l  by t h e  

s t e r n  whee le rs  which p l i e d  t h e  r i v e r  from t h e  t ime  of t h e  gold 

r u s h  i n  1858. To many p ionee r s  of  B r i t i s h  Columbia t h e  land  

a t  P i t t  Meadows appeared,  a t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  t o  be most s u i t a b l e  

f o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  s e t t l e m e n t .  I ts  g r e a t  d i s advan tage  w a s  t h e  

annua l  f l o o d i n g  caused by t h e  summer r i s i n g  ( o r  f r e s h e t )  of  

t h e  r i v e r .  

The f r e s h e t  beg ins  i n  mid-May and s u b s i d e s  about  a month l a t e r .  

It  v a r i e s  i n  h e i g h t  and d u r a t i o n  accord ing  t o  t h e  v a g a r i e s  of  

t h e  weather .  I f  t h e  w i n t e r  snowfa l l  i s  heavy on t h e  mountain 

sou rces  of  t h e  r i v e r ,  i f  t h e  s p r i n g  t empera tu re s  remain c o o l ,  

and if t h e  summer h e a t  beg ins  suddenly i n  e a r l y  May, t h e n  t h e  

f r e s h e t  w i l l  be  h igh .  I f  t h e  w i n t e r  snowfa l l  i s  l i g h t ,  if t h e  

s p r i n g  i s  w a r m ,  o r  i f  t h e  summer i s  c o o l ,  t h e n  t h e  f r e s h e t  w i l l  

be low. High o r  low, p r i o r  t o  r e c l a m a t i o n  schemes, t h e  f r e s h e t  

f looded  a l l  t h e  lowlands of  t h e  F r a s e r  Val ley  t o  v a r i o u s  d e p t h s  

accord ing  t o  season  and l o c a t i o n .  The spread ing  lowlands of  t h e  

d e l t a  would be covered o n l y  a f o o t  o r  so ,  wh i l e  i n  more conf ined  

r e g i o n s  of  t h e  v a l l e y ,  such as P i t t  Meadows, f l ood  dep ths  

averaged f o u r  f e e t ,  r a t h e r  more i n  t h e  lower n o r t h e r n  p a r t  of 

t h e  r e g i o n .  
2 



To make P i t t  Meadows u s e f u l  f o r  a g r i c u l t u r e  t h e s e  annua l  f l o o d s  

had t o  be p r even t ed .  Th i s  cou ld  be  ach i eved  by t h e  b u i l d i n g  o f  

dykes .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  dykes ,  d r a i n a g e  works a l s o  had t o  be  

c o n s t r u c t e d ,  s o  t h a t  se t t l e r s  and t h e i r  c a t t l e  d i d  n o t  g e t  

mired i n  soggy s o i l  caused  by r a i n f a l l ,  seepage  t h rough  dykes ,  

o r  run-of f  from ne ighbo r ing  h i g h l a n d .  Drainage works i n c l u d e d  

u n d e r t i l i n g  t h e  f i e l d s ,  d i g g i n g  d i t c h e s ,  and i n s t a l l i n g  f l o o d  

g a t e s  and pumps. These works,  o f  b o t h  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e ,  

were t o g e t h e r  n e c e s s a r y  t o  complete  t h e  work o f  r e c l a m a t i o n .  

Reclamat ion work, b o t h  a t  P i t t  Meadows and th roughout  t h e  F r a s e r  

Va l l ey ,  was begun by p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  and b u t  f o r  t h e  un- 

c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  climate, might  have been completed  i n  t h e  same 

manner. But t h e  wea the r  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia i s  u n p r e d i c t a b l e ,  and 

cl imatic f a c t o r s  have  combined t o  produce  s u p e r - f r e s h e t s  i n  

two y e a r s  d u r i n g  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  

Va l l ey ,  i n  1894 and 1948. The f i r s t  o f  t h e s e  s u p e r - f r e s h e t s  

d e s t r o y e d  dyk ing  works t h roughou t  t h e  v a l l e y ,  i n c l u d i n g  P i t t  

Meadows, and made t h e  t a s k  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  t o o  g r e a t  t o  be  

completed by t h o s e  who began them. T h i s  s i t u a t i o n  prompted 

t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government,  which p r o g r e s s i v e -  

l y  t ook  o v e r  phases  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  programs as p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  

showed i t s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  complete  what it had s e t  o u t  t o  do. 

The second s u p e r - f r e s h e t ,  i n  1948,  prompted t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  

o f  t h e  f e d e r a l  government,  which j o ined  t h e  p rov ince  i n  f i n a n c i n g  

and b u i l d i n g  r e c l a m a t i o n  works. 



I n  1950 a new v e n t u r e  i n  l a n d  r e c l a m a t i o n  w a s  under taken  a t  P i t t  

Meadows. A Dutch company, most a d e q u a t e l y  f i n a n c e d ,  r e c l a imed  

t h a t  p a r t  o f  P i t t  Meadows l e f t  unrec la imed  by p r e v i o u s  owners 

because  o f  i t s  ext reme lowness  and consequent  c o s t l i n e s s  t o  

dyke and d r a i n .  T h i s  p r o j e c t  has a  h i s t o r y  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  

p a t t e r n  from t h a t  o f  o t h e r  r e c l a m a t i o n  works a t  P i t t  Meadows, 

as it  ach i eved  i t s  g o a l s  w i t h o u t  government f i n a n c i n g  . 

The h i s t o r y  o f  l a n d  r e c l a m a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows b e g i n s  

t h i r t y  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  b u i l d i n g  o f  dykes  and d i t c h e s ,  w i t h  

t h e  beg inn ing  o f  l a n d  ownership  i n  t h e  area. The v a r i o u s  

l a n d  p o l i c i e s  o f  t h r e e  s u c c e s s i v e  government a u t h o r i t i e s  

a f f e c t e d  t h e  n a t u r e  of  r e c l a m a t i o n .  C o l o n i a l ,  p r o v i n c i a l ,  

and dominion governments,  w h i l e  e s t a b l i s h i n g  l a n d  p o l i c i e s  

t h a t  encouraged s e t t l e m e n t ,  p e r m i t t e d  l a n d  t o  be h e l d  as 

s p e c u l a t i o n .  S p e c u l a t o r s ,  p r i o r  t o  dyk ing ,  came t o  own most 

o f  t h e  l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows, and it w a s  t h e y  who began t h e  

program o f  r e c l a m a t i o n .  P i t t  Meadows was f i r s t  dyked,  n o t  by 

ha rdy  p i o n e e r s  s e e k i n g  t o  s e c u r e  t h e i r  l a n d  from f l o o d ,  b u t  by 

s p e c u l a t o r s  s e e k i n g  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e i r  inves tment .  

Crown l a n d  was f i r s t  a l i e n a t e d  a t  P i t t  Meadows d u r i n g  t h e  colon-  

i a l  p e r i o d  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia h i s t o r y ,  a p e r i o d  which began 

w i t h  t h e  go ld  r u s h  o f  1858 and ended w i t h  t h e  union of t h e  

co lony  w i t h  Canada i n  1871. E a r l y  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d  t h e  f i r s t  

gove rno r ,  James Douglas,  c o n s i d e r e d  s e t t l i n g  t h e  f e r t i l e  

p r a i r i e s  o f  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y ,  and f o r  t h a t  purpose  



o r d e r e d  s u r v e y s  o f  some of  t h e s e  a r e , a s ,  i n c l u d i n g  p a r t  o f  P i t t  

Meadows. Douglas hoped t h a t  se t t lers  would soon purchase  t h e  

su rveyed  l a n d ,  b u t  few pe r sons  were i n t e r e s t e d .  I t  w a s  t h e  d e s i r e  

f o r  go ld ,  n o t  l a n d ,  which b rought  p i o n e e r s  t o  B r i t i s h  Columbia. 

I n  1860,  t h e  y e a r  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  f i rs t  su rvey ,  Douglas s a i l e d  up 

t h e  P i t t  R ive r  and c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  p r o s p e c t s  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  on  

t h e  meadows t h a t  l a y  a l o n g  t h e  w a t e r s i d e .  H e  wro t e :  

The banks  o f  t h e  P i t t  R i v e r  are  exceed ing ly  
b e a u t i f u l .  Ex t ens ive  meadows sweep g r a c e f u l l y  
from t h e  v e r y  edge o f  t h e  r i v e r  towards  t h e  
d i s t a n t  l i n e  o f  f o r e s t  and mountain.  The r i c h  
a l l u v i a l  s o i l  produces  a t h i c k  growth o f  g r a s s  
and s c a t t e r e d  groups  o f  w i l l ows .  Th i s  f i n e  
d i s t r i c t  c o n t a i n s  a n  area o f  20,000 acres o f  
good a r a b l e  l a n d  r eady  f o r  t h e  immediate 
o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  plough.  

Many p a r t s  o f  it, however, are exposed t o  
ove r f l ow  th rough  t h e  p e r i o d i c a l  i n u n d a t i o n s  
o f  t h e  F r a s e r ,  which commence a b o u t  t h e  f i r s t  
week o f  June  and g e n e r a l l y  s u b s i d e  b e f o r e  t h e  
midd le  o f  J u l y .  Owing t o  t h i s  c i r cums t ance ,  t h e  
P i t t  Meadows are n o t  adap t ed  t o  t h e  r a i s i n g  o f  
wheat o r  o t h e r  cereals which r e q u i r e  a whole 
season  t o  mature ,  b u t  may b e  t u r n e d  t o  good 
accoun t  i n  growing hay and eve ry  k ind  of r o o t  
c r o p ,  and may be used e x t e n s i v e l y  f o r  p a s t u r i n g  
ca t t le  and f o r  t h e  pu rpose s  o f  t h e  d a i r y . 3  

A t  t h e  t i m e  h e  wro t e  t h e  o n l y  pe r son  who owned l a n d  a t  P i t t  

Meadows was h i s  s e c r e t a r y  who had bought  two hundred a c r e s  

as a s p e c u l a t i o n .  It w a s  t o  be  a n o t h e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s  b e f o r e  a l l  

l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows was a l i e n a t e d  from t h e  Crown. During t h i s  

p e r i o d  many peop l e  t r i e d  t o  s e t t l e  on t h e  meadows, b u t  were 

d r i v e n  o f f  by t h e  a n n u a l  f l o o d s .  The o n l y  p l a c e  where s e t t l e m e n t  

was s u c c e s s f u l  was a l o n g  t h e  l i n e  where t h e  f l o o d l a n d  bordered  

t h e  h i g h l a n d .  Here se t t le rs  cou ld  b u i l d  t h e i r  house  and b a r n  

above t h e  f l o o d l i n e ,  and  d r i v e  t h e i r  c a t t l e  o u t  o f  r e a c h  o f  t h e  



f l o o d s .  But a p a r t  from t h e s e  marg ina l  areas,  a c r o s s  t h e  l e v e l  

r e a c h e s  o f  P i t t  Meadows t h e  f l o o d s  p r even t ed  s e t t l e m e n t .  By t h e  

t ime  t h e  l a s t  o f  t h e  Crown l a n d  i n  t h e  area was s o l d ,  i n  1890,  

most o f  t h e  r e g i o n  had become owned by s p e c u l a t o r s .  The 

g o v e r n o r ' s  dream o f  t h e  r e g i o n  becoming f e r t i l e  farmland 

w a s  n o t  r e a l i z e d  u n t i l  " t h e  p e r i o d i c a l  i n u n d a t i o n s  o f  t h e  

F r a s e r "  were p r even t ed  by t h e  b u i l d i n g  of  dykes .  

S p e c u l a t o r s  are d e f i n e d  as landowners who bought  t h e i r  p r o p e r t y  

s o l e l y  f o r  t h e  purpose  o f  h o l d i n g  it f o r  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  i t s  

v a l u e .  S p e c u l a t o r s  a t  P i t t  Meadows i n  t h e  pre-dyking p e r i o d  

were p e r s o n s  whose income f lowed from t h e  p r i n c i p a l  economic 

a c t i v i t y  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia, go ld  mining.  They were n o t  go ld  

miners  t hemse lve s ,  b u t  p e r s o n s  who p rov ided  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e  

go ld  mining community: h o t e l  k e e p e r s ,  r i v e r b o a t  o p e r a t o r s ,  

s u p p l i e r s  o f  mining equipment ,  h i g h  government o f f i c i a l s ,  

p h y s i c i a n s ,  l awye r s  and judges .  They mos t l y  l i v e d  i n  New West- 

m i n s t e r ,  though some were from V i c t o r i a ,  and o t h e r s  ( a f t e r  1886)  

were f rom Vancouver. They i n v e s t e d  money i n  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  

as one might  i n v e s t  money i n  a bank,  hop ing  t o  withdraw it 

some day p l u s  a s i z a b l e  i n t e r e s t .  Those who h e l d  l a n d  d u r i n g  

t h e  dyke -bu i l d ing  p e r i o d  (1893 - 1897) might  b e  c a l l e d  develop-  

e r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  s p e c u l a t o r s ,  s i n c e  t h e y  were engaged i n  a n  

e n t e r p r i s e  t o  s e c u r e  t h e i r  l a n d s  from f l o o d .  However, t h e y  

a r e  c l a s s i f i e d  as s p e c u l a t o r s  a l o n g  w i t h  o t h e r  l a n d h o l d e r s  o f  

o t h e r  p e r i o d s  s i n c e  t h e i r  purpose  was n o t  t o  deve lop  t h e i r  

l a n d  f o r  f a rming  b u t  s o l e l y  t o  i n c r e a s e  i t s  v a l u e .  I n  t h e  

b i n a r y  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  landowners adop ted  i n  t h i s  r e p o r t ,  



as either speculators or settlers, they must be classified as 

speculators. 

Three principal indicators have been used in this essay to 

differentiate land speculators and settlers. If the landowner's 

address was not in Pitt Meadows, if his source of income was 

unrelated to his landholding, or if he lived in Pitt Meadows 

but owned more land than he could conceivably farm, then he has 

been held to be a speculator. In the latter case the speculator 

was also a settler, and an attempt has been made to separate 

the acreage he held for speculation from that which he held 

for settlement. The area commonly granted settlers for home- 

steads (160 acres) has been considered sufficient for settlement, 

and acreage a settler held surplus to this amount has been class- 

ified as speculation. 

Various sources have been consulted to determine the addresses, 

sources of income, and acreage, of landowners. Initial owner- 

ship has been determined by consulting the Crown Grant for each 

piece of property. Copies of these are kept at the provincial 

Department of Lands in Victoria, and often have attached to them 

documents which indicate whether the land was acquired uncon- 

ditionally or under conditions requiring settlement. Subsequent 

changes in the ownership of land are recorded at the Land 

Registry Office in New Westminster. Since the information in 

the files of this office is exact, it provides clues to tracing 

land ownership through a third, more useful, but less exact 

source. This is the record of land taxes. Tax records for Pitt 

Meadows are in three principal locations. Prior to 1874 no tax 



records have been found, but from that date to 1896 Pitt Meadows 

was part of the Municipality of Maple Ridge, and tax records for 

this period are in the archives of that municipality. In 1896 

Pitt Meadows seceded from Maple Ridge, and was unorganized 

territory until 1914. During this period taxes were collected 

by the provincial government, and these records are now stored 

in the provincial archives in Victoria. In 1914 Pitt Meadows 

became a municipality of its own, and its tax records since 

that time are kept in its municipal archives. The documentation 

of tax records prior to 1914 was often done in a slipshod 

manner: legal descriptions of property were sometimes in- 

accurate; names were wrongly spelt; addresses were seldom 

given. The attitude of the tax collector seems to have been 

to make as brief a notation as possible consistent with the 

efficient collection of taxes. If the tax records provided no 

address then other clues as to the landowner's status (as 

speculator or settler) have been sought. Newspapers sometimes 

helped. William Clarkson, who owned over eight hundred acres 

I of Pitt Meadows towards the end of the last century, revealed 

I the source of his income by advertising his New Westminster 

hotel in that city's newspaper, the Columbian. H.V. Edmunds, 

owner of a smaller acreage, advertised his real estate business 

I in the same newspaper. Other sources of information on the 

I status of landowners are the Williams' and Henderson's 

Directories for various years, Kerr's Biographical Dictionary 

of Well-known British Columbians (18901, and Gosnell's 

History of British Columbia (1906). Many of those who held 



land for speculation at Pitt Meadows were important persons 

in the government, professions, or business of British Columbia. 

Their landholdings at Pitt Meadows were but part of their many 

holdings. Speculation was not a phenomenon confined to this 

region, but was typical of landholding in the colony and early 

province, where wealth gained from gold mining or services to 

miners was invested in land for the prospect of future gain. 

There are no general studies of the history of land reclamation 

in British Columbia, nor are there any which parallel this one 

in examing a confined geographical area. General studies exist 

of the history of the Lower Fraser Valley. Gibbard has surveyed 

the history of the region from 1808 - 1885, and White the 
history of its eastern part from 1885 - 1937.4 Studies of 
land settlement in the colony and province have been made by 

Cail, Laing, and Mikkel~en.~ But the history of the reclamation 

of the flood plains of the Lower Fraser Valley remains an un- 

touched subject. Plentiful materials for studies in this subject 

exist in the reports and files of the provincial Inspector of 

Dykes, in his office at New Westminster. This material was made 

available to the author through the kindness of the recently 

retired inspector, William F. Meighen, his assistant W.S. Jack- 

son, and the newly appointed (1974) inspector K.J. Chisholm. 

Other material is available in the files of newspapers, particular- 

ly the Columbian, whose reports on the floods of 1894 and 1948 

were especially useful. Information on the British Columbia 

Drainage and Dyking Company, which reclaimed land along the 



Alouette (formerly Lillooet) River at Pitt Meadows, is available 

in the papers of its president, David Oppenheimer (a former 

mayor of Vancouver) at the Vancouver City Archives. Information 

on the reclamation of the northern part of Pitt Meadows is 

scanty up until 1950, and until that date reclamation projects 

that were attempted in the region failed. Since 1950, however, 

this area has been vigorously reclaimed by a Dutch company, 

Pitt Polder Limited, and information this company ' s program 
has been obtained directly from its managing director Dr. Jan 

Blom. Dr. Blom kindly read and corrected the chapter which 

described the reclamation activities of his company. The reports 

of various provincial-federal boards on rehabilitation for 

flood victims, dyking, and flood control, which followed the 

1948 flood, have provided valuable inf~rmation.~ Various 

provincial government departments, particularly the Water 

Resources Branch, the Department of Lands, and the British 

Columbia Land Commission, were also most helpful in supplying 

material on items of recent history. 

Pitt Meadows is only one example of six or seven major areas 

and a host of minor ones, reclaimed along the banks of the 

Lower Fraser River. These regions are indicated on the map 

numbered 1-2, Reclamation Areas, Lower Fraser Valley. The 

history of each region is slightly different, but the basic 

pattern as recorded in the annual reports of the Inspector of 

Dykes is very similar. Reclamation began towards the end of 

the nineteenth century by private initiative, backed by govern- 

ment guaranteed loans. The problems of dyking proved to be 





t o o  much f o r  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  r e s o u r c e s  of p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  and 

t h e  v a r i o u s  p r o j e c t s  were t aken  o v e r  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  govern- 

ment, which fo rgave  t h e  landowners who had begun t h e  schemes 

much o f  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  c o s t .  A f t e r  t h e  1948 f lood  t h e  f e d e r a l  

government has  shared t h e s e  c o s t s  wi th  t h e  prov ince .  Th i s  

p a t t e r n  o f  r ec l ama t ion  has  succeeded i n  r e c l a i m i n g  a l l  t h e  

major p r a i r i e  r e g i o n s  of  t h e  F r a s e r  Val ley  f o r  p roduc t ive  

farm u s e  today .  

The F r a s e r  Val ley  p r a i r i e s  a r e  n o t  a l o n e  i n  t h e i r  r e c e i p t  of  

government a i d  f o r  r ec l ama t ion .  The o t h e r  major farming v a l l e y  

i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, t h e  Okanagan, h a s  a l s o  r e c e i v e d  massive 

government suppor t .  I n  t h i s  v a l l e y  t h e  f a r m e r ' s  problem i s  

t h e  o p p o s i t e  t o  t h a t  i n  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  h e  needs  wate r  

brought  o n t o ,  n o t  kep t  o f f ,  h i s  l and .  The v a r i o u s  i r r i g a t i o n  

d i s t r i c t s  i n  t h e  Okanagan were begun i n  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  

t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  by p r i v a t e  development companies, which 

so ld  o rcha rd  p l o t s  i n  t h e s e  d i s t r i c t s  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  fa rmers .  

The owners of  t h e s e  o r c h a r d s ,  l i k e  t h e  landowners of  t h e  F r a s e r  

Va l l ey ,  were f i n a n c i a l l y  unable  t o  r e p l a c e  t h e  r ec l ama t ion  

works i n  t h e i r  d i s t r i c t s .  Many i r r i g a t i o n  works needed major 

r e p a i r  o r  replacement  towards t h e  end of t h e  F i r s t  World War. 

Government l o a n s  helped t o  p rov ide  replacement  f lumes and p i p e s ,  

and improve s t o r a g e  r e s e r v o i r s ,  b u t  t h e  replacement  c o s t s  of 

t h e s e  c a p i t a l  i t ems  were t o o  g r e a t  f o r  t h e  landowners t o  bea r .  

The province  g ran ted  two moratoriums on d e b t  payments du r ing  

t h e  19201s ,  and du r ing  t h e  Depress ion fo rgave  s u b s t a n t i a l  

p o r t i o n s  of  d e b t . 7  By 1946 t h e  t o t a l  indebtedness  o f  i r r i g a t i o n  



d i s t r i c t s  was $1.5 m i l l i o n .  Some $1.5 m i l l i o n  of  government 

l o a n s  had been r e p a i d ,  and $ 3  m i l l i o n  fo rg iven .  Y e t  i r r i g a t i o n  

d i s t r i c t s  needed s t i l l  f u r t h e r  inves tments  of government c a p i t a l ,  

and arrangements  were made t o  p rov ide  it.g The s i t u a t i o n  a t  

P i t t  Meadows, where r ec l ama t ion  schemes of  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  

were r e scued  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government, can t h u s  be seen 

as  t y p i c a l  of r ec l ama t ion  d i s t r i c t s ,  whether f o r  d r a i n a g e  o r  

i r r i g a t i o n ,  th roughout  t h e  prov ince .  What i s  perhaps  unique 

about  P i t t  Meadows i s  t h a t  s o  much of  i t s  land  w a s  owned f o r  

s o  long  by s p e c u l a t o r s .  

Th i s  s tudy  was made t o  t r a c e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between p r i v a t e  

e n t e r p r i s e  and government i n  t h e  r ec l ama t ion  o f  marg ina l  l a n d .  

S p e c u l a t o r s  began t h e  work. Governments were drawn i n  unwi l l i ng ly .  

But as t h e  governments'  involvement i n  r ec l ama t ion  i n c r e a s e d ,  

and as t h e  v a l u e  of  r ec l ama t ion  p r o j e c t s  came t o  be b e t t e r  

a p p r e c i a t e d ,  t hen  government a t t i t u d e  (bo th  f e d e r a l  and prov- 

i n c i a l )  changed. A t  t h e  same t i m e  t h e  ownership of  l and  passed 

from s p e c u l a t o r  t o  s e t t l e r .  Nei ther  p roces s  w a s  r a p i d ,  and it 

was n o t  u n t i l  f i f t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  f i r s t  dykes were b u i l t  a t  

I P i t t  Meadows t h a t  government t ook  ove r  comple te ly  t h e  c a p i t a l  

c o s t s  of r e c l a m a t i o n ,  and t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  land  came t o  

be owned by s e t t l e r s .  The h i s t o r y  of  l and  r ec l ama t ion  a t  P i t t  

Meadows unfolded as p a r t  of  t h i s  changing p a t t e r n  of  govern- 

ment a t t i t u d e  and p r i v a t e  ownership.  



Chapter 2 

Land Alienation 

Speculators in land played an important role in the early 

history of Pitt Meadows, as they did generally throughout 

British Columbia. The laws of the colony (from 1858 - 18711, 
the province (after 1871), and the dominion (after 1878) favored 

the settler over the speculator in the acquisition of Crown 

land. However, the economy of the colony (later the province). 

was not based on agriculture, and since laws of all juris- 

dictions which have controlled land sales in British Columbia 

have permitted speculation, land has been used as an investment 

by persons who have made money in enterprises removed from the 

use of the land they bought. Such speculators have not necessarily 

been parasites in the economy, forcing up land prices for their 

own benefit while contributing nothing to the productive use 

of the land they held. Many have pioneered in the development 

of their lands, by irrigation or dyking projects. Pitt Meadows, 

formerly a stretch of marshland subject to annual flooding, was 

purchased mainly by speculators in colonial and early prov- 

incial times. Since this land was useless until dyked, these 

speculators declared, by their investment, their intention 

to reclaim the land for agriculture. 

The first land policies of British Columbia, those of Governor 

James Douglas, were intended to attract settlers to the colony. 

British Columbia had begun with a gold rush. Eager gold-seekers 



had come from all over the world, but chiefly from California, 

in the summer of 1858. Most of them departed for San Francisco 

at the approach of winter, to flow back again the following 

spring. Plainly a colony could not be established with such 

a transient population. Douglas believed that "the durable 

prosperity and substantial wealth of states is ... derived from 
the soil. Without the farmer's aid British Columbia must remain 

forever a desert, to be drained of its wealth and dependent on 

other countries for its daily food."l He intended to attract 

"the farmer's aid" to the colony "by rendering the acquisition 

of land easy to the actual settler and to the actual settler 

only."p Yet despite Douglas' intentions and the land policies 

he initiated to carry them out, much of the land in the colony 

fell into the hands of speculators. At Pitt Meadows speculators 

acquired almost all the land. 

Succeeding land policies in British Columbia, colonial, provin- 

cial, and dominion, also sought to promote settlement. Yet 

such policies had a very limited effect because all govern- 

ments permitted unconditional purchase of surveyed lands. 

Such sales were a valuable source of revenue, and the implicit 

attitude of Douglas and of succeeding governments was that if 

someone had the money to buy land he should be allowed to do 

so. Also lands that were alienated from the Crown under the 

provisions of settlement laws could be sold subsequently to 

speculators. Such a type of transaction was particularly 

common at Pitt Meadows. 



P i t t  Meadows l a n d s  were a l i e n a t e d  b o t h  by s p e c u l a t o r s  and 

s e t t l e r s .  Most o f  t h e  r e g i o n ,  p r i o r  t o  dyk ing ,  was u n s u i t a b l e  

f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  owing t o  i t s  swampy n a t u r e ,  and i t s  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  

t o  a n n u a l  f l o o d i n g .  Consequen t ly  many h o p e f u l  p i o n e e r s  who 

o b t a i n e d  a  160-ac re  s e c t i o n  o f  g r a s s y  meadows were o n l y  t o o  

happy t o  s e l l  o u t  t o  s p e c u l a t o r s  as soon  as t h e y  r e c e i v e d  

t i t l e  t o  t h e i r  p r o p e r t y .  For  s p e c u l a t o r s  P i t t  Meadows had 

a n  a t t r a c t i o n  as a  long- term i n v e s t m e n t .  I t  l a y  w i t h i n  e a s y  

r e a c h  by r i v e r b o a t  o f  t h e  c o l o n y ' s  f i r s t  c a p i t a l  and major  p o r t .  

A f t e r  B r i t i s h  Columbia u n i t e d  w i t h  Canada P i t t  Meadows was s e e n  

t o  l i e  a c r o s s  t h e  r o u t e  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  

r a i l w a y ,  which was i n  f a c t  b u i l t  t h r o u g h  t h e  c e n t r e  of t h e  

r e g i o n  i n  1884. When t h i s  r a i l w a y  was e x t e n d e d  t o  t h e  s i t e  of  

Vancouver,  and t h a t  c i t y  deve loped  as Canada ' s  w e s t - c o a s t  p o r t ,  

P i t t  Meadows was w i t h i n  e a s y  r e a c h  o f  t h e  new c i t y  by ra i l .  I t  

was a f e r t i l e  r e g i o n ,  and needed no d i f f i c u l t  c l e a r i n g  t o  

make it d e s i r a b l e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  l a n d .  With dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e  

it c o u l d  become a most f a v o r e d  f a r m i n g  r e g i o n  and p r o p e r t y  

h e l d  t h e r e  c o u l d  f e t c h  a good p r i c e .  Without  dykes ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  

v e r y  few acres were u s e f u l  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t .  The main a t t r a c t i o n  

o f  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  was as a s p e c u l a t i v e  p r o p e r t y  f o r  wea l thy  

m e r c h a n t s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  and government o f f i c i a l s  from 

nearby  u r b a n  c e n t r e s .  I n  t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  P i t t  

Meadows became, i n  e f f e c t ,  a bank i n  which t h e  w e a l t h y  i n v e s t e d  

t h e i r  f u n d s .  



Survey-and-sel l ,  Douglast  f i r s t  l and  p o l i c y  

To encourage s e t t l e m e n t  i n  t h e  new co lony  of  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

Douglas developed a survey-and-se l l  p o l i c y .  H e  planned t o  

survey  l and  s u i t a b l e  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  and s e l l  it. This  p o l i c y  

w a s  p u t  i n t o  e f f e c t  by t h e  f i r s t  land  ac t  of  B r i t i s h  Columbia, 

proclaimed on February 1 4 ,  1859.3 The a c t  proclaimed a l l  land  

i n  t h e  co lony  t h e  p r o p e r t y  of t h e  Crown and,  except  f o r  l and  

r e s e r v e d  f o r  I n d i a n s  o r  government purposes ,  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  

purchase  when surveyed.  Surveyed land  would be o f f e r e d  f o r  

sale f i r s t  a t  p u b l i c  a u c t i o n .  Country l a n d s  ( such  as t h o s e  

a t  P i t t  Meadows) would have an  u p s e t  p r i c e  of  t e n  s h i l l i n g s  

( $ 2 . 5 0 )  a n  a c r e ,  one h a l f  payable  a t  t h e  t ime  of purchase ,  t h e  

ba lance  w i t h i n  two y e a r s .  Upon complet ion o f  payment t h e  

pu rchase r  r e c e i v e d  a Crown Grant ,  which s t a t e d  t h a t  t h e  l and  

he ' had  bought w a s  g r an t ed  by Her Majesty Queen V i c t o r i a  t o  

him and h i s  a s s i g n e e s  f o r e v e r .  Land p u t  up f o r  sale a t  a u c t i o n  

b u t  n o t  purchased'could be bought p r i v a t e l y  f o r  t h e  u p s e t  

p r i c e .  

Th i s  ac t ,  by p rov id ing  f o r  t h e  u n c o n d i t i o n a l  sale of  Crown 

l a n d ,  pe rmi t t ed  s p e c u l a t i o n .  Douglas w a s  no doubt  aware o f  

t h i s  when h e  drew it up,  and d r a f t e d  it s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  

permi t  anyone t o  buy l and .  H i s  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  d i d  n o t  on ly  

need s e t t l e r s ;  it a l s o  needed money and w a s  g l ad  enough 

t o  g e t  what money it could from land  s a l e s  w i thou t  q u e s t i o n i n g  

t h e  mot ives  o f  t h e  purchaser .  Apar t  from land  s a l e s ,  Douglast  



o n l y  s o u r c e s  o f  income were aTten  p e r c e n t  customs d u t y ,  p l u s  

t h e  sale o f  l i q u o r  and miners '  l i c e n c e s .  The l a t t e r  were 

f r e q u e n t l y  avoided ,  and however r i c h  miners  became t h e i r  wea l th  

added l i t t l e  t o  t h e  c o l o n i a l  t r e a s ~ r y . ~  Land sales were a bad ly  

needed e x t r a  source  of income. 

While Douglas hoped t o  r a i s e  as much money as p o s s i b l e  from l and  

sales, he  a l s o  needed s e t t l e r s .  H e  w a s  keen ly  aware t h a t  B r i t i s h  

Columbia was, t o  some e x t e n t ,  i n  compe t i t i on  f o r  s e t t l e r s  w i th  

ne ighbor ing  United S t a t e s  t e r r i t o r y .  If t h e  co lony  wished t o  

a t t r ac t  s e t t l e r s  n o r t h  o f  t h e  border  h e r  p r i c e s  f o r  l and  had t o  

be compe t i t i ve .  Th i s  was a l s o  r e a l i z e d  i n  London. I n  t h e  summer 

o f  1858 E.B. Lyt ton ( B r i t i s h  S e c r e t a r y  o f  S t a t e  f o r  t h e  Colonies )  

wro te  t o  Doug1as:"You must ,  of- cou r se ,  be  guided t o  some e x t e n t  

by t h e  p r i c e  a t  which land  i s  s e l l i n g  i n  ne ighbor ing  American 

t e r r i t o r i e s . l t 5  Douglas responded by s e t t i n g  t h e  p r i c e  a t  what he  

cons ide red  a r e a s o n a b l e  l e v e l .  I n  e x p l a i n i n g  t o  Lyt ton  h i s  

s e t t i n g  of  t h e  p r i c e  he  w r ~ t e : ~ ' W e  f e a r e d  t h a t ,  by adop t ing  

a h i g h e r  p r i c e  f o r  l and ,  t h e  s t u r d y  yeoman expected t h i s  

y e a r  from Canada, A u s t r a l i a ,  and o t h e r  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i e s ,  

might  be  d r i v e n  i n  hundreds t o  seek  homes i n  U.S. t e r r i t o r i e s  

where it i s  t h e  custom t o  make f r e e  g r a n t s  o f  l and ."  Douglas 6 

set t h e  p r i c e  t o  b r i n g  i n  t h e  maximum amount t o  t h e  t r e a s u r y  

w h i l e  s t i l l  a t t r a c t i n g  s e t t l e r s ,  whom he  seems t o  have expected 

would be  o f  s t u r d y  B r i t i s h  s t o c k  g l a d  t o  shun t h e  American 

f r e e  l a n d  and pay t e n  s h i l l i n g s  an  a c r e  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

f o r  t h e  p r i v i l e g e  o f  con t inu ing  t o  l i v e  under t h e  Union Jack .  
\ 



The land at Pitt Meadows, along with other prairie land in 

the Lower Fraser Valley, was considered suitable for settlement, 

and surveyed under government contract by Joseph Trutch in 

August and September of 1859.7 A map of Trutch's survey of Pitt 

Meadows follows, numbered 2-1. He surveyed by a system of 

blocks and ranges, a method common in Washington and Oregon 

where he had pnviously been employed. By this system land was 

surveyed in three mile ranges east and west of selected 

meridians and divided into blocks three miles square, each 

block containing thirty-six sections of 160 acres (or one- 

quarter square mile). Trutch used as his key meridian a line 

he surveyed north from a point where the international border 

(the forty-ninth parallel) crosses the Pacific coast. This 

line, which he called the Coast Meridian, cuts through Pitt 

Meadows near the confluence of the Pitt and Fraser Rivers. 

Trutch's contract required him to survey several ranges west, 

but only onerange east, of the Coast Meridian. This easterly 

range extended over only a part of Pitt Meadows. Trutch's 

survey, in fact, covered only about one-third of the region. 

A week after Trutch's survey was completed Douglas put the 

second step of his survey-and-sell policy to the test; he tried 

to sell the land that had been surveyed. All surveyed lands 

in the Lower Fraser Valley, including land at Pitt Meadows, 

was offered for sale at a land auction. This auction was held 

on October 5 and 6, 1859, and was a'dismal failure. Only 
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f o u r t e e n  p a r c e l s  of l and  were s o l d ,  o n l y  two i n  P i t t  Meadows. 

Of t h e s e  l a t t e r ,  one w a s  bought by t h e  governor  h i m s e l f ,  t h e  

o t h e r  by h i s  s e c r e t a r y ,  Char les  Good. Douglas purchased t h e  
8 

i s l a n d  t h a t  b e a r s  h i s  name a t  t h e  con f luence  o f  t h e  P i t t  and 

F r a s e r  Rivers .  Good bought two hundred and n i n e  a c r e s  on t h e  

banks of  t h e  P i t t  River and became t h e  f i r s t  landowner i n  

P i t t  Meadows proper .g  He bought h i s  l and  f o r  t h e  u p s e t  p r i c e  

o f  t e n  s h i l l i n g s  a n  a c r e ,  and made a downpayment of h a l f  t h a t  

p r i c e .  S ince  he  cont inued  t o  work-for t h e  c o l o n i a l  government 

and d i d  n o t  move o u t  of  V i c t o r i a  t o  s e t t l e  on h i s  p r o p e r t y  

h i s  purchase  must be cons ide red  a s p e c u l a t i o n .  

The f a i l u r e  of  t h e  land  sale seems t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  something 

w a s  wrong w i t h  t h e  land  p o l i c y ,  b u t  it i s  d o u b t f u l  i f ,  i n  t h i s  

e a r l y  p e r i o d ,  any l and  p o l i c y  could have s o l d  l and .  Newcomers 

t o  t h e  colony sought  n o t  l and  b u t  go ld .  Land ownership,  whether 

as fa rmer  o r  s p e c u l a t o r ,  d i d  n o t  appea l  t o  t h o s e  who came 

seek ing  t h e  sudden wea l th  o f  a lucky  go ld  s t r i k e .  It was n o t  

u n t i l  t h e  exc i tement  of  t h e  gold  r u s h  w a s  p a s t  t h a t  some o f  

t h e  newcomers were prepared  t o  s eek  o t h e r  means o f  l i v e l i h o o d  

i n  t h e  new land .  Yet ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  i n t e r e s t  i n  go ld ,  t h e  

f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  land  sale was blamed on t h e  h igh  p r i c e  of 

l a n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when compared w i t h  t h e  much lower p r i c e s  

a v a i l a b l e  sou th  of t h e  border .  A V i c t o r i a  newspaper i n  January  

of 1860 made much of  t h e  lower American l and  p r i c e s  i n  demanding 

a r e d u c t i o n  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia p r i c e ,  complaining t h a t  

s e t t l e r s  "run t h e  r i s k  of having t o  pay t w i c e  t h e  amount 

r e q u i r e d  by t h e  American government f o r  wi ld  l and .  ' I l 0  Begbie, 



t h e  c o l o n i a l  judge,  a l s o  thought  t h a t  t h e  p r i c e  o f  l and  w a s  

t o o  h i g h ,  and recommended t o  Douglas t h a t  he c u t  t h e  p r i c e  t o  

f o u r  s h i l l i n g s  an  a c r e .  "I f e e l  t h a t  t o  lower o u r  p r i c e  below 

t h e  U.S. p r i c e  of  f i v e  s h i l l i n g s  ($1.25) would tend  t o  b r i n g  

u s  permanent s e t t l e r s . "  I n  an  a t t e m p t  t o  s e l l  more land  
11 

Douglas, i n  January  1861, heeded h i s  c r i t i c s  and dropped 

t h e  p r i c e  o f  l and  by more t h a n  h a l f ,  t o  f o u r  s h i l l i n g s  and 

two pence ($1.00) a n  a c r e .  T h i s  d rop  i n  p r i c e  d i d  n o t  
12 - 

succeed i n  s e l l i n g  off  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  surveyed l and  i n  t h e  

co lony ,  though it d i d  enab le  h i s  s e c r e t a r y  t o  r e c e i v e  a Crown 

Grant  f o r  h i s  P i t t  Meadows p r o p e r t y  f o r  t h e  p r i c e  of h i s  down- 

payment. Only one p a r c e l  of  l a n d ,  o f  one hundred and t h i r t y -  

two acres, w a s  s o l d  a t  P i t t  Meadows i n  1861,  and no more land  

w a s  s o l d  t h e r e  u n t i l  1863.13 Th i s  s i t u a t i o n  w a s  n o t  t y p i c a l  

o f  t h e  p rov ince  as a whole..The d rop  i n  l and  p r i c e s  caused 

c o n s i d e r a b l e  a c t i v i t y  i n  l and  sales elsewhere .  The l a c k  
1 4  

o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  P i t t  Meadows' l a n d  w a s  l i k e l y  due t o  i t s  

l i a b i l i t y  t o  f l o o d .  

Pre-emption, Douglas'  Second Land P o l i c y  

The c o s t  of  road  b u i l d i n g  impoverished t h e  c o l o n i a l  t r e a s u r y ,  and 

t h e s e  c o s t s  were n o t  met from income from l and  s a l e s .  A means 

w a s  needed t o  encourage s e t t l e m e n t  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia b e f o r e  

i n c u r r i n g  t h e  expense of  surveys .  Such a means w a s  i n  e f f e c t  

i n  ne ighbor ing  U.S. t e r r i t o r i e s ,  and w a s  named t h e  pre-emptive 

, system. Co lon ia l  newspapers i n  1859 urged upon t h e  Governor 

1 



t h e  v i r t u e s  of t h i s  system, which pe rmi t t ed  s e t t l e r s  t o  s q u a t  

on one hundred and s i x t y  a c r e s  o f  unsurveyed vacan t  l and  a f t e r  

paying a small d e p o s i t  on t h e  purchase  p r i ce . l 5  F u l l  payment o f  

$1.25 a n  a c r e  w a s  n o t  due u n t i l  t h e  l a n d  w a s  surveyed.l6 B r i t i s h  

Columbia, l i k e  t h e  western  United S t a t e s ,  had vacan t  unsurveyed 

l a n d s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t .  What had proved t o  be a 

s a t i s f a c t o r y  s o l u t i o n  t o  s e t t l e m e n t  on t h e s e  l a n d s  i n  t h e  

U.S. cou ld  prove t o  be s a t i s f a c t o r y  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia. I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  co lony  might l u r e  settlers by t h e  o f f e r  of  l and  

i n i t i a l l y  a lmos t  f r e e ,  and d e f e r  t h e  p r i c e  o f  surveying  u n t i l  

t h e  c o u n t r y s i d e  w a s  s e t t l e d .  

Pre-emption appealed t o  Governor Douglas as an  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  

h i s  survey-and-se l l  p o l i c y  o f  -p rocur ing  s e t t l e r s .  While 

s e t t l e r s  would n o t  enrgch t h e  c o l o n i a l  t r e a s u r y  under t h e  

system, n e i t h e r  would t h e  c o s t  o f  surveying  t h e i r  l and  impover ish  

it. I n  t h e  f a l l  o f  1859 he c i r c u l a r i z e d  l o c a l  m a g i s t r a t e s  w i th  

d e t a i l s  of proposed pre-emptive l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and i n s t r u c t e d  them 

t o  pe rmi t  immigrants wishing t o  s e t t l e  t o  t a k e  up l a n d s  under 

t h o s e  terms. On January  4 ,  1860,  t h e s e  terms were fo rma l ly  

proclaimed as  t h e  Pre-emption A c t .  T h i s  act provided f o r  t h e  
17 

s e t t l e m e n t  o f  unsurveyed vacan t  l and  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia under 

t h e  fo l lowing  terms and c o n d i t i o n s :  

1. The pre-emptor had t o  be male, a B r i t i s h  s u b j e c t  of a l i e n  

prepared  t o  t a k e  t h e  o a t h  of  a l l e g i a n c e  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  Crown. 

2 .  H e  cou ld  pre-empt 160 a c r e s  of  vacan t  unsurveyed land  by 



recording his name with the nearest magistrate and paying an 

eight shilling ( $ 2 )  registration fee. He had, at the same time, 

to provide the magistrate with a description of the land he 

occupied together with a rough plan. 

3. His claim was to be rectangular, the shortest side at least 

two-thirds as long as the longest. 

4. Each corner was to be clearly marked with a post. 

5. If the pre-emptor improved his land to the extent of ten 

shillings an acre he might then transfer his interest in the 

land. However, as proof of his improvement he must obtain a 

certificate of improvement from the local magistrate. 

6. After survey, and after receiving a certificate of improve- 

ment, the pre-emptor could receive title upon payment of a fee, 

of not more than ten shillings an acre. 

A year later this price was dropped to four shillings and two 

pence ($1) an acre.l8 An amendment to the act in 1861 permitted 

pre-emptors to use natural features (such as river frontage) 

as boundaries to their claims, while insisting that borders 

not marked by these features should run in straight lines to 

cardinal points of the compass.lg In September of 1861 pre- 

emptors were permitted to purchase unsurveyed vacant land 

adjacent to their original claim at the same price, provided 

they made a downpayment of one half of the price.2o The effect 

of the Pre-emption Act and its amendments was to make all 

land in British Columbia readily available for settlement. The 

final amendment also permitted pre-emptors to become speculators 

and reflects the need of Douglas' administration for money, and 

his determination to leave no stone unturned, not even a 



settlement act, to replenish the treasury from where he could. 

The lands in south Pitt Meadows not surveyed by Trutch in 1859 

were peculiarly suitable for settlement, and these lands were 

taken up by settlers under the terms of the Pre-emption Act 

during the 1860's and early 1870's. These lands were partly 

on the flood plain and partly on higher ground above flood 

level. The land below flood level was prairie, above that 

height was wooded. Pre-emptions on such lands may be called 

"half-and-half" settlements since many of these lots were 

almost exactly half woodland, half prairie. The sketch below, 

an east-west cross-section through south Pitt Meadows, indicates 

the location of some of these half-and-half farms, as does the 

map numbered 2-2 which follows. The map also indicates that 

three of the sections surveyed by Trutch could also be 

labelled as half-and-half. These were all, however, initially 

acquired by speculators, and in the pre-dyking period only 

one was farmed. 
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Half-and-half lots had terrain and vegetation most favorable 

for settlement. Settlers did not have to clear land to graze 

their cattle, for lush meadow was at hand and available all 

year except for a few weeks in the summer when the river flooded. 

Neither did settlers have to haul lumber for their buildings, 

for trees grew in the very spot where they planned to build, 

on the higher land above flood level. 

The first settler to pre-empt land at Pitt Meadows selected 

land with such features. He was William Newton, the chief 

factor of the Hudson's Bay Company's Fort Langley. Newton's 

chief interest at the fort was the garden and farm,and in 1862 

he planned to retire from company service and make his hobby 

his livelihood. He pre-empted lot 281 on the banks of the 

Fraser River in the fall of 1862. The Pre-emption Act at this 

time permitted pre-emptors to purchase land adjacent to their 

original pre-emption for a downpayment of fifty cents an acre 

and Newton exercised this right, purchasing four hundred acres 

directly to the north of his original pre-emption. Newton's 
21 

land encompassed both woodland and meadow, as indicated on the 

preceding map (2-2). It was also desirable because of its 

location beside the Fraser River, which gave access to New 

Westminster by boat, the only form of transportation available 

at the time. 

Newton had.plainly acquired more land than he could personally, 



farm. Following his death his widow sold off most of his extra 

four hundred acres, while continuing to farm the original 

pre-emption, so he might be accused of using the Pre-emption 

Act to become a speculator in disguise, or perhaps of using the 

act as a life insurance policy to provide for his widow. However, 

two things may be said in his defence: the extent of his vast 

pre-emption gave him both river-frontage for transportation and 

high ground on which to drive his cattle during flood; and there 

is evidence from colonial newspapers that he was a keen farmer, 

for he is recorded as winning prizes at a horticultural fair 

in New Westminster for his vegetables, hops, ,oats and apples. 
2 2  

For four years after Newton's pre-emption no land is recorded 

as being pre-empted at Pitt Meadows, though it is probable that 

some pre-emptors did try to settle there, but deserted their 

lots. Life was harsh for pioneer farmers. There was danger 
2 3 

from floods, which could ruin crops and drown livestock; the 

region was infested with mosquitoes each summer which tormented 

both beasts and animals; neighbors were few and far between; 

contagious diseases could wipe out whole families; and markets 

for produce were uncertain as the population of New Westminster 

fluctuated with news of fresh gold strikes and the working out 

of claims. Yet while settlers were scarce at Pitt Meadows during 

the early 1860's many persons purchased land there as a specul- 

ation. Most of these speculators were discharged soldiers of 

the Royal Engineers detachment which had been stationed at New 

Westminster from 1859 - 1863. When the detachment was disbanded 



most o f  t h e  men e l e c t e d  t o  s e t t l e  i n  t h e  co lony .  Seven o f  
24 

them, i n c l u d i n g  t h e i r  c o l o n e l ,  used  t h e i r  d i s c h a r g e  pay t o  p u r c h a s e  

s e c t i o n s  a t  P i t t  Meadows, and t h e i r  a c q u i s i t i o n s  t o t a l l e d  o v e r  

1 , 2 0 0  a c r e s . p 5  The d i s c h a r g e d  s o l d i e r s  c o u l d  a l s o  claim a p r e -  

emption of one hundred and f i f t y  a c r e s  f r e e  o f  c h a r g e . 2 6  A s  

t h e  decade  o f  t h e  1 8 6 0 ' s  p r o g r e s s e d  f i v e  o f  t h e s e  men d i d  c l a i m  

pre-empt ions  a t  P i t t  Meadows, and t h u s  o s t e n s i b l y  became s e t t l e r s .  

However, t h e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  f o u r  of t h e  f i v e  c a n  h a r d l y  be r e g a r d e d  

as s i n c e r e ,  s i n c e  as soon as t h e y  r e c e i v e d  t h e i r  Crown G r a n t s  

t h e y  s o l d  t h e i r  l a n d .  These  e x - s o l d i e r s  were u s i n g  laws d e s i g n e d  

t o  promote s e t t l e m e n t  t o  become s p e c u l a t o r s .  

A l t o g e t h e r  t e n  p e r s o n s  pre-empted l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows. T h e i r  

a c q u i s i t i o n s  a r e  d e t i i l e d  on t a b l e  2 - 1 ,  "Pre-emptions a t  P i t t  

Meadows", which f o l l o w s .  F i v e  o f  t h e s e  pre-emptors  had g a i n e d  

t h e i r  l a n d  f r e e  as a  m i l i t a r y  g r a n t ,  t h e  o t h e r  f i v e  had t o  pay 

f o r  it. S e t t l e r s  had t o  pay a  t e n  d o l l a r  f e e  t o  r e g i s t e r  t h e i r  

p re -empt ion ,  and make a  d o l l a r - a n - a c r e  payment when t h e i r  l o t s  

were surveyed .  S i n c e  Crown G r a n t s  were n o t  i s s u e d  u n t i l  l a n d  w a s  

c o m p l e t e l y  p a i d  f o r ,  t h e  d a t e  o f  i s s u e  o f  t h e  Gran t  i n d i c a t e s  

when t h e  pre-emptor  f i n a l l y  p a i d  f o r  h i s  l a n d .  I n  P i t t  Meadows 

t h e r e  w a s  a  t i m e - l a g  a v e r a g i n g  a b o u t  f i v e  y e a r s  between t h e  d a t e  

o f  s u r v e y  and t h e  d a t e  o f  payment.27 The r e c o r d  f o r  d e l a y e d  pay- 

ment i s  h e l d  by ex-gold miner  John Bowron, who d i d  n o t  pay f o r  

h i s  pre-empt ion  u n t i l  1889,  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  it was su rveyed .  

T h i s  d e l a y  may be  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h i s  s u c c e s s  i n  t h e  go ld  f i e l d s ,  

o r  o f  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  making t h e  r e q u i r e d  improvements t o  h i s  



Table 2-1 

Pre-emptions a t  P i t t  Meadows_ 

Appl ica t ion  
Date 
EC-PeC-I  

circa 1867 

18 J l y  1867 

1 7  F'eb 1374 

c i r c a  1.8& 

13 Oct 1873 

1 3  Nov 1870 

14 Nov I 872 
- - 

15 Oct 1862 

35 O C ~  f 862 

15 Nov 3 869 

22 Apr 1874 
)C++ 

Name o f  Pre-emptor . Crown Grant 

I=•÷=-u=-==== 

Charle s Digby 

John Cox 
. - - .  

John Bowron 
- - -. 

P h i l i p  Czart 

James Cunningham 

John McKenney 

John F o s t e r  
. - 

Date 
G - 7 -  

10  Fbb 1874 
-- 

1.0 Feb 1871 

4 May 1889 
- - - - - - - 

6 Apr 1867 

30 J l y  1.874 

1 3 Nov 1 870 

1 4  NOV 1.872 j 
William Newton 1 1.5 Aug 1.877 

I 
William Newton 1 15 Aw 1877 

-- - - ---  - -  -- - - - 

John Brough 1 4  Feb 1877 
- - - . - - - . - .- - - 

Wellington J a f f e r s  11.4. Feb 1879 
Harris i 

- - 

Notes 

M i l i t a r y  g r a n t  # 

Dominion s a l e  
- - - - - . . 

M i l i t a r y  g r a n t  # 

$1 a n  a c r e  

M i l i t a r y  g r a n t  , 
M i l i t a r y  g r a n t  # 

- - -  - . -  

$1. a n  acre*  

$1  a n  acre*  

$1 a n  acre* 

$1 an  acre 

Pre-1874 s e t t l e r s  d e s e r t e d  these  l o t s ,  which were r e s e t t l e d  i n  1.887 

1 * Wil l i an  Newton d i e d  before  he paid f o r  h i s  land i n  f u l l .  F i n a l  payment 
I : was made by h i s  widow, Emmeline, who later married surveyor  Edward Mohun, 

** John Brough d i e d  before  he rece ived  h i s  Crown Grant ,  a.nd l e f t  t h e  land 
i n  h i s  w i l l  t o  h i s  b ro the r s .  

I 
**YThis lard was pre-empted e a r l i e r ,  and dese r t ed .  

# Thi s  l and  was sold wi th in  one year  o f  t h e  pre-emptor r ece iv ing  h i s  
i Crown Grant. 

I 1 Data f o r  t h i s  t a b l e  was ob ta ined  f r o m  t h e  Crown Grants  and a t t ached  
! documents i n  t h e  Department o f  Lands, V i c t o r i a ,  B.C. 

I 



p r o p e r t y .  The g e n e r a l  d e l a y  in-payment i n d i c a t e s  t h e  a c u t e  

s h o r t a g e  o f  money t h a t  w a s  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  co lony  and e a r l y  

prov ince  s o  f a r  as s e t t l e r s  were concerned.  The modest payment 

of  one d o l l a r  an  a c r e  w a s  a major handicap t o  p ionee r  f a m i l i e s .  

P i t t  Meadows s e t t l e r s  were n o t  a l o n e  i n  be ing  t a r d y  i n  paying 

f o r  t h e i r  l o t s .  I n  1869 t h e  c o l o n y ' s  government proclaimed t h e  

Pre-emptive Payment Ordinance which was a n  a t t e m p t  t o  c o l l e c t  

money from d e l i n q u e n t  p r e - e m p t ~ r s , ~ ~  - Thi s  o rd inance  w a s  i n -  

e f f e c t i v e  s i n c e  it conta ined  no p e n a l t i e s  f o r  non-payment, a 

d e l i b e r a t e  omiss ion s i n c e  t h e  government d i d  n o t  want t o  d r i v e  

away s e t t l e r s ,  on ly  urge  them t o  pay f o r  t h e i r  l and .  The indeb t -  

edness  of l andho lde r s  t o  t h e  Crown cont inued  t o  be of  concern t o  

t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia government a f t e r  t h e  co lony  became a prov- 

i n c e .  A r e t u r n  t a b l e d  i n  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  pa r l i amen t  on A p r i l  25, 

1876, showed t h a t  i n  a l l  B r i t i s h  Columbia $56,000 w a s  owing on 

l and ;  i n  t h e  New Westminster d i s t r i c t  (which inc luded  P i t t  

Meadows) twenty-two persons  owed $7,906.29 Th i s  f i g u r e  inc luded  

t h e  d e b t s  o f  t h e  f o u r  pre-emptors i n  P i t t  Meadows whose land  

payments were s t i l l  d e l i n q u e n t  i n  t h a t  yea r .  

P r o v i n c i a l  Land P o l i c y  

Land w a s  t a k e n  up f o r  pre-emption a t  P i t t  Meadows between 1864 

and 1874. By t h e  l a t t e r  d a t e  a l l  t h e  land  s u i t a b l e  f o r  s e t t l e -  

ment i n  t h i s  r e g i o n ,  t h e  ha l f -and-ha l f  l a n d ,  had been pre-empted. 

No surveyed land  was s o l d  du r ing  most of  t h i s  pe r iod .  The surveyed 

l and ,  w i t h  t h e  excep t ion  of two l o t s  s o l d  i n  1863, d i d  no t  a p p e a l  
. 



t o  s e t t l e r s  s i n c e  it l a y  on  t h e  f l o o d  p l a i n .  T h i s  l a n d  was n o t  

s o l d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  s i n c e  t h e  times were n o t  p r o p i t i o u s  f o r  

s u c h  i n v e s t m e n t s .  Dur ing  t h e  1 8 6 0 ' s  t h e  g o l d  m i n e s ,  on  which  

t h e  w e a l t h  o f  t h e  c o l o n y  was b a s e d ,  began t o  p e t e r  o u t .  Both 

p r i v a t e  and  government  r e v e n u e  d e c l i n e d .  The c o l o n i e s  o f  B r i t i s h  

Columbia and  Vancouver I s l a n d  were j o i n e d  t o g e t h e r  i n  1866 as a n  

economy measure .  The economic o u t l o o k  b r i g h t e n e d  i n  1 8 7 1  w i t h  

t h e  u n i o n  o f  t h e  c o l o n y  w i t h  Canada, l i n k e d  as it was w i t h  t h e  

p r o m i s e  by Canada t o  b u i l d  a t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  r a i l w a y .  However, 

t h i s  p r o m i s e  c o n t a i n e d  a c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  would d e p r i v e  t h e  new 

p r o v i n c e  o f  r e v e n u e  f rom l a n d  sales.  I n  exchange  f o r  b u i l d i n g  

t h e  r a i l w a y  Canada w a s  t o  r e c e i v e  f rom B r i t i s h  Columbia a f o r t y -  

m i l e  wide  s t r i p  o f  l a n d ,  b e i n g  t w e n t y  miles  o n  e i t h e r  s i d e  o f  

t h e  p r o j e c t e d  r a i l w a y .  T h i s  l a n d ,  known a s  t h e  "Rai lway Bel t" ,  

was r e s e r v e d  t o  t h e  dominion  c o n d i t i o n a l  upon t h e  dominion  

b e g i n n i n g  t h e  r a i l w a y  w i t h i n  two y e a r s .  The dominion  r e q u i r e d  
3 1  

t h e  l a n d  s i n c e  it p l a n n e d  t o  ra ise  money f o r  b u i l d i n g  t h e  r a i l -  

way f rom l a n d  sales w i t h i n  t h e  Rai lway B e l t .  T h e r e  w a s ,  i n  1871 ,  
3 2 

some u n c e r t a i n t y  as t o  t h e  r o u t e  t h e  r a i l w a y  would t a k e .  While  

one  p r o j e c t e d  l i n e  r a n  t h r o u g h  P i t t  Meadows, f rom t h e  Yellowhead 

P a s s  t o  B u r r a r d  I n l e t ,  o t h e r  r o u t e s  were a l s o  u n d e r  s e r i o u s  

c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  S i n c e  t h e  r o u t e  w a s  u n c e r t a i n  i n  1871,  t h e  Terms 

of Union f o r b a d e  B r i t i s h  Columbia t o  s e l l  o r  a l i e n a t e  a n y  - 
p u b l i c  l a n d  o t h e r  t h a n  u n d e r  terms which  were c o n d i t i o n a l  upon 

S e t t l e m e n t . g 3  Whatever  r o u t e  t h e  r a i l w a y  would e v e n t u a l l y  f o l l o w ,  

t h e  dominion  government  d i d  n o t  want '  t o  f i n d  t h e  l a n d s  i n  i t s  

Rai lway Bel t  a l r e a d y  a c q u i r e d  by s p e c u l a t o r s .  The e f f ec t  of t h e  



Terms o f  Union i n  P i t t  Meadows, as i n  t h e  res t  o f  B r i t i s h  

Columbia, was t o  p r e v e n t  l a n d  s a l e s  f o r  two y e a r s  from 1871- 

1873. 

Canada f a i l e d  t o  beg in  work on t h e  p r o j e c t e d  r a i l w a y  w i t h i n  

t h e  t i m e  l i m i t ,  s o  B r i t i s h  Columbia was r e l e a s e d  from i t s  

o b l i g a t i o n  n o t  t o  s e l l  l a n d  u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y .  The p rov ince  

responded by a v i g o r o u s  renewal  o f  Douglas t  su rvey -and - se l l  

p o l i c y .  A l a n d  a u c t i o n  w a s  h e l d  i n  V i c t o r i a  on  3 0  September,  

1873,  and two major  s a l e s  were made o f  P i t t  Meadows l a n d ,  one 

o f  820 acres  and one  o f  480 a c r e s ,  t o  New Westmins ter  bus- 

inessmen.  P r i c e s  f o r  v a r i o u s  p a r c e l s  v a r i e d  between one and 

two d o l l a r s  an  acre.34 I n  t h e  same y e a r  su rveys  were r u n  

t h roughou t  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  i n  1874 p r e - e m p t o r s ' l o t s  

were su rveyed  a t  P i t t  Meadows, and by 1875 a l l  P i t t  Meadows 

l a n d  w a s  surveyed.35 The p r o v i n c e  used t h e  t y p e  o f  su rvey  

which had been employed by t h e  dominion government i n  Manitoba. 

Land w a s  su rveyed  i n t o  r e c t a n g u l a r  townsh ips  s i x  m i l e s  s q u a r e .  

The l a n d  w i t h i n  t h e  townsh ips  w a s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  s q u a r e  m i l e s ,  

c a l l e d  s e c t i o n s .  Survey s t a k e s  were p l aced  eve ry  h a l f - m i l e  

a l o n g  t h e  l i n e s  d i v i d i n g  t h e  s e c t i o n s ,  and from t h e s e  s t a k e s  

t h e  l a n d  cou ld  be d i v i d e d  i n t o  q u a r t e r  s e c t i o n s .  The b a s i c  

u n i t  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  was i n t e n d e d  t o  be t h e  q u a r t e r  s e c t i o n ,  

which c o n t a i n e d  160 a c r e s ,  t h e  same a c r e a g e  a s  t h e  s e c t i o n s  of 

t h e  Block and Range su rvey  made i n  wes t  P i t t  Meadows by 

T ru t ch .  Land p r e v i o u s l y  surveyed was n o t  r e su rveyed ,  b u t  was 

i n c l u d e d  w i t h i n  t h e  bounda r i e s  o f  townships .  The Block and 



Range lands and pre-emptions were included in township 9, as 

indicated on map numbered 2-3 which follows. A difference 

from the Manitoba survey in British Columbia was that no 

road allowances were made, so that settlers later lost some of 

the edges of their property to roads. 

In spite of the total surveying of Pitt Meadows in the years 

following the removal of the railway reserve, apart from land 

sold at the 1873 auction no land was sold in the area for 

fourteen years, from 1873 -1887. This lack of interest may 

be explained chiefly by the nature of the remaining Crown 

land, which was swampy and liable to flood. Elsewhere in the 

Fraser Valley and throughout the province land sales continued 

through this period, as indicated on the graph 2-1, "Land 

Purchases, Lower Fraser Valley and British Columbia" which 

follows. A major flood which inundated Pitt Meadows to record 

levels in 1882 may have helped to dissuade speculators from 

buying the land. 

During the fourteen year period of no land sales at Pitt 

Meadows land began to be acquired there free under the home- 

stead system. This system, like the pre-emptive system, was 

borrowed from the United States.36 It was adopted by the 

Canadian government in 1872, which detailed its operation in 

the Dominion Lands Act.37 By the terms of this act a home- 

steader could be granted 160 acres of land free on payment of 

a $10 registration fee, settlement on and cultivation of his 
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land (which was called a homestead) for three continuous 

years, including actual residence on the homestead for at 

least six months in every year. Title to the land was then 

granted on the sworn affidavit of the homesteader that he had 

fulfilled the conditions of the act, and that his interest in 

his land was "for the purpose of actual ~ettlernent."~g Two 

years after the enactment of this dominion law the province 

of British Columbia enacted a similar statute, except that 

the province required residence on the homestead for only two 

years compared to the dominion's requirement for three.39 

By the time the provincial homestead law came into effect all 

the land at Pitt Meadows suitable for settlement (the half-and- 

half land) had been acquired under the terms of the Pre- 

emption Act. However, one courageous settler did try and 

homestead on the meadows under the terms of the provincial 

homestead act. He settled on lot 467, sixty-eight acres on 

the tip of land at the confluence of the Pitt and Fraser 

Rivers in the extreme west of Pitt Meadows. This homestead 

sat squarely on the flood plain and the summer floods must have 

made life harsh for the homesteader. Within two months of 

obtaining his Crown Grant he had sold his land to a specula- 

t0r.~0 By this sale the homesteader became a speculator who 

had acquired land under an act intended to promote settlement, 

in the same way as the four military pre-emptors who had sold 

out as soon as they received their title. There was this 

difference, however. The military pre-emptors had received 



t h e i r  l and  f o r  f r e e .  The homesteader had pa id  f o r  h i s  l and  

w i t h  two y e a r s  of h i s  l i f e .  

The l a c k  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  a c q u i r i n g  land  under t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  

homestead l a w  a t  P i t t  Meadows r e f l e c t e d  a province-wide s i t -  

u a t i o n .  I n  a s tudy  of  t h e  e f f e c t  of  t h i s  a c t  C a i l  d i s cove red  

t h a t  du r ing  t h e  per iod  of i t s  e f f e c t ,  from 1874 - 1878, o n l y  

437 homesteads were t aken  up under i t s  p r o v i s i o n s ,  most o f  
- 

t h e s e  (343) i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Valley. ,+l  During t h i s  t i m e  

over  1,497 c e r t i f i c a t e s  of  purchase  were i s s u e d ,  i n d i c a t i n g  

t h a t  of  eve ry  f i v e  persons  a c q u i r i n g  Crown l a n d ,  f o u r  were 

paying f o r  it. Th i s  s i t u a t i o n  would seem t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  

f o u r - f i f t h s  of  t h e  Crown land of  t h e  prov ince  w a s  be ing  a l i e n -  

a t e d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  s e t t l e m e n t ,  s i n c e  t h o s e  who 

wished t o  s e t t l e  could a c q u i r e  land f r e e  from t h e  prov ince  as 

a homestead. I f  t h e  exper ience  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  homesteader 

a t  P i t t  Meadows w a s  common, t h e n  much of  t h e  o n e - f i f t h  of Crown 

land  b e i n g . a l i e n a t e d  i n  t h i s  pe r iod  f o r  homesteads would a l s o  

p a s s  i n t o  t h e  hands of  s p e c u l a t o r s .  

Dominion Land P o l i c y  

I n  1878 t h e  r i g h t  t o  d i s p o s e  of  Crown l and  a t Mead' OWS 

passed from t h e  prov ince  t o  t h e  dominion, a consequence of  t h e  

renewed p ledge  of the.  dominion t o  b u i l d  t h e  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  

r a i l w a y .  I n  t h a t  yea r  John A. Maedonald and t h e  Conserva t ives  
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returned to power in Ottawa committed to build the line. The 

contract between the dominion and the provincial governments 

for the Railway Belt was renewed, and the route of the rail- 

way and its encompassing Belt definitely established from the 

Yellowhead Pass to Burrard Inlet, a route that lay through 

Pitt Meadows.~2 The Railway Belt was a strip of land twenty 

miles on each side of the proposed railway, and since all land 

at Pitt Meadows was within that distance of the proposed line, 

the disposition of the Crown land remaining in the area became 

a matter of dominion law. 

The dominion, as much as the province, was anxious to make 

money from the sale of land, and hoped to pay the cost of the 

railway by sales of land from within the Railway Belt. How- 

ever, the dominion was also pledged to donate land free to 

settlers under the provisions of the Dominion Lands Act. 

These two objectives seem mutually incompatible, yet the dom- 

inion had a purpose for its two-fold policy. If all the land 

in the Railway Belt had been sold to speculators, the money 

would have been available for building the railway but the 

people who would travel or produce goods to ship on it would 

have been absent. If all the land had been granted free to 

settlers, the people and goods would have been present but the 

money for building the track absent. Since both money and 

people were needed for the railway, the dominion had to follow 

policies which would provide both. 



For seven years following the imposition of the Railway Belt 

on Pitt Meadows no settlers nor speculators took up land there. 

The same difficulties of farming this floodland remained under 

dominion law as had existed under provincial law, and specula- 

tors may have been discouraged by the same factor, since if 

the land was useless for farming its potential value was most 

uncertain, making it a poor speculation. Yet, following the 

completion of the railway in 1885 interest in Pitt Meadows 

land revived. The railway brought people to the Lower Fraser 

Valley, and led to the rapid growth of urban centres to the 

immediate west of Pitt Meadows. This increase of population 

madeland more valuable, both to speculators and to farmers. 

Speculators became interested in land near cities since the 

increasing pressure of population raised its value. Farmers 

became interested in the land since they could sell the pro- 

duce gained from it to the people of the growing cities. This 

growing interest was accompanied by an interest in dyking. 

Dyking works had been constructed in the Lower Fraser Valley, 

in the delta region, as early as 1864. Fifteen miles upstream 

from Pitt Meadows, at Matsqui, dyking began in 1878. Provin- 

cial law had existed since 1873 to permit and encourage the 

formation of dyking districts.43 With the coming of the rail- 

way through Pitt Meadows in 1885, with the growth of population 

pushing up land prices and providing a ready market for farm 

produce, and the possibility of dyking, interest by speculators 

and settlers in Pitt Meadows land increased, so that by the 



end of t h e  decade  sf t h e  1 8 8 0 ' s  a l l  t h e  r ema in ing  Crown l and  

t h e r e  was a l i e n a t e d .  

S i x  pe r sons  a t t emp ted  t o  s e t t l e  on P i t t  Meadows' l a n d  between 

1885 and 1889 as homesteaders  under  t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  

Dominion Lands A c t .  T h e i r  homesteads a r e  marked w i t h  a n  "H" on 

t h e  map of Land A l i e n a t i o n  (numbered 2-4). The homesteaders  were 

v e r y  de te rmined  peop l e  s i n c e  t h e i r  homesteads would be  covered 

w i t h  water f o r  a f e w  weeks e v e r y  summer, i n  some p a r t s  t o  a 

d e p t h  o f  f o u r  f e e t .  They a p p a r e n t l y  d e c i d e d  t o  g e t  f r e e  l and  

w h i l e  t h e y  c o u l d ,  and endure  t h e  temporary  i nconven i ence  o f  

summer f l o o d i n g  i n  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  dykes  would soon be b u i l t .  

The t a s k  of f a rming  such  l a n d  proved t o  be  t o o  much f o r  two o f  

them. These were t h e  G a u t h i e r  b r o t h e r s ,  Henry and Theoph i l e ,  who 

had homesteaded s e c t i o n s  i n  west P i t t  Meadows i n  1887 and 1889. 

Henry s o l d  h i s  l and  t h e  y e a r  h e  o b t a i n e d  t i t l e ,  w h i l e  Theophi le  

k e p t  h i s  f o r  a s h o r t  t i m e ,  b u t  moved t o  New Westmins ter  as soon 

as he  had t i t l e .  By 1898 h i s  s e c t i o n  had become t h e  p r o p e r t y  of 

t h e  Edinburgh-America Land Mortgage Company Limited .  The G a u t h i e r  
44 

b r o t h e r s ,  l i k e  Thomas Ovens ( t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  homesteader of 1878 

a t  P i t t  Meadows), had become u n i n t e n t i o n a l  s p e c u l a t o r s .  I n t e n d i n g  

t o  homestead,  t h e y  were d e f e a t e d  by t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  l a n d ,  and 

s o l d  t h e  p r o p e r t y  t h e y  had i n t e n d e d  t o  s e t t l e .  

Other  homes teaders ,  who had a c q u i r e d  f l o o d l a n d s  a t  t h e  f o o t  o f  

t h e  n o r t h  s l o p e  o f  Maple Ridge,  were a b l e  t o  ho ld  o n t o  t h e i r  





l a n d  u n t i l  t h e  r e g i o n  was dyked.  S i n c e  t h e i r  l a n d  was s l o p i n g  

l a n d ,  t h e y  were a b l e  t o  b u i l d  t h e i r  homes on t h e  upper  p o r t i o n s  

where t h e  f l o o d s  cou ld  h a r d l y  r e a c h ,  and were b e t t e r  a b l e  

t o  s u r v i v e  t h a n  t h e  G a u t h i e r  b r o t h e r s ,  whose l a n d  was c o m p l e t e l y  

f l a t  . 

I n  t h e  f i n a l  phase  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  ( f rom 1885 - 18901,  w h i l e  

a l m o s t  1 , 0 0 0  a c r e s  w a s  a c q u i r e d  by homes teaders ,  a b o u t  18 ,000 

a c r e s  was a l i e n a t e d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n .  I n  t h e  s o u t h  o f  P i t t  Meadows 

t h e  major  p u r c h a s e r  ( o f  640 a c r e s )  was Judge W.N. Bole ,  a j u s t i c e  

o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  supreme c o u r t .  I n  t h i s  same p e r i o d  Bole a l s o  

bought  l a n d  p r e v i o u s l y  a l i e n a t e d ,  s o  t h a t  when dyke c o n s t r u c t i o n  

began i n  1893 h e  h e l d  a l t o g e t h e r  859 a c r e s  and was t h e  l a r g e s t  

i n d i v i d u a l  l a n d h o l d e r  a t  P i t t   meadow^.^^ Other  p u r c h a s e r s  were 

l o c a l  f a r m e r s  who, l i k e  t h e  judge ,  f o r e s a w  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  

dyk ing  and t h e  r i se  i n  l a n d  p r i c e s  t h a t  would r e s u l t ,  and t o o k  

advan tage  o f  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a c q u i r e  t h e  l a s t  a v a i l a b l e  Crown 

l a n d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n .  However, t h e  p u r c h a s e s  o f  t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l  

s p e c u l a t o r s  were small when compared t o  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of  a  

l a n d  company which became i n t e r e s t e d  i n  P i t t  Meadows a t  t h i s  

t i m e ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia Dra inage  and Dyking C ~ m p a n y . ~ ~  T h i s  

company a c q u i r e d  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  17 ,000 a c r e s  i n  c e n t r a l  and n o r t h  

P i t t  Meadows i n  1890 by Order- in-Counci l  o f  t h e  dominion govern-  

ment.  These l a n d s  comprised t h e  n o r t h e r n  t w o - t h i r d s  of P i t t  

Meadows and had n o t  been a l i e n a t e d  by p r e v i o u s  s p e c u l a t o r s  o r  

s e t t l e r s  because  o f  t h e i r  ext reme s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  f l o o d .  The 



BCDD purchased  t h e s e  l a n d s  from t h e  dominion a t  a  c o s t  o f  $5.75 

a n  a c r e ,  p a y a b l e  when t h e  company had made good i t s  p l e d g e  t o  

dyke t h e  l a n d .  While t h e  BCDD was n o t  a  s p e c u l a t o r  l i k e  o t h e r  

s p e c u l a t o r s  because  i t s  ownersh ip  o f  l a n d  was c o n d i t i o n a l  upon 

r e c l a m a t i o n ,  y e t  it had purchased t h e  l a n d  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  

s e l l i n g  it a t  a p r o f i t ,  and s o  was a  s p e c u l a t o r  n o n e - t h e - l e s s .  
4 7  

Conc lus ion  

The g r a p h  "Land A l i e n a t i o n ,  P i t t  Meadows" (numbered 2 - 2 1  

i n d i c a t e s  t h e  p a t t e r n  of l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  i n  t h i s  r e g i o n .  The 

g r a p h  d o e s  n o t  i n c l u d e  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  theBCDD b u t  t r a c e s  

t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  Crown l a n d  by i n d i v i d u a l  s p e c u l a t o r s  and 

s e t t l e r s .  The BCDD p u r c h a s e  was o m i t t e d  t o  p e r m i t  t h e  u s e  o f  a  

s c a l e  which would c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e  t h e  s t a g e s  by which l a n d  

was a c q u i r e d .  

The g r a p h  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  l a n d  was a c q u i r e d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  a t  

P i t t  Meadows i n  t h r e e  b u r s t s ,  d u r i n g  1863,  1873,  and 1890. These 

p e r i o d s  c o r r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  r e l e a s e  o f  t h e  Royal E n g i n e e r s ,  t h e  

e x p i r y  o f  t h e  domin ion ' s  Railway Rese rve ,  and t h e  p o s t - r a i l w a y  

p e r i o d .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  b u r s t  l a n d  was s o l d  by t h e  c o l o n y ,  i n  t h e  

second by t h e  p r o v i n c e ,  and i n  t h e  t h i r d  by t h e  dominion.  Each 

o f  t h e s e  governments  had l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  l a w s  which f a v o r e d  

s e t t l e r s  o v e r  s p e c u l a t o r s ,  b u t  e a c h  had l a w s  which p e r m i t t e d  

s p e c u l a t i o n .  Why d i d  p e o p l e  want t o  s p e c u l a t e  i n  l a n d  a t  P i t t  

Meadows? The major  r e a s o n  w a s  t h a t  it was n e a r  growing c e n t r e s  

o f  p o p u l a t i o n ,  and as t h e  number o f  p e o p l e  i n c r e a s e d  l a n d  was 
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Table 2-2 

Bble  of Crown Grants, P i t t  Meadows (in chronolo~ical order) 

Date Brson 
Applied Apply 
For 

6 ~ c t  1859 ~ h a r l e s  mod 
21 Aug 1861 William Holnes 
15 Oct 1862 W.H. Newton 
11 Mar 1863 HePoPo Crease 
30 Mar 1863 Howse & Schmidt 
30 Mar 1863 R.C. ~oody 
30 Mar 1863 J .J . Cochrane 
1 Apr 1863 L.F. Bonson 

21 Apr 1863 J.J. Cochrane 
m m W 

5 Jun 1863 
9 JU 1863 

31 Aw 1863 
30 Nov 1863 
no data 
-0-0- 1867 
18 J ly  1867 
15 Nov 1869 
13 Nov 1870 
14 Nov 1872 
30 SP 1.873 
30 S ~ P  1873 

'Joseph T. Baldwin 1 J. Nomansell 
I J .J . Cochrane 
Lindsay & McKenny 
Phi l ip  Czart 
Charles Digby 
John Cox 
John Brough 
John McKenny 
John Foster 
Edward Sharp 
Wmo Clarkson 

13 Oct 1873 Jas. Cunningham 
10 Nov 1873 Alex Mchan 
17 Feb 1874 John Bowron 
20 Apr 1874 WeJ . Harris 
3 Apr 1877 Henry Holbrook 

27 J ly  1878 Thomas Ovens 
15 Aug 1885 David C. Webber 
12 J ly  1885 John Tmmbath 
27 Feb 1887 Alfred Chatwyn 
9 J ly  1887 W i l l i a m  Hampton 
-I 1887 The00 Gauthier 
29 Nov 1887 John McKenny 
1 Dec 1887 Thomas Laity 

-0 1889 Henry Gauthier 
1 Sep 1890 James Burns 

-0 1890 WoJo Harris --- 1890 James G o  Cook ---- 1890 Urno N o  Bole 

Date b& 
Grant Description 
Issued of Land 

Acreage 
(spec. o r  
~e t t l e  . *) 

L I 

29 Oct 1863 B ~ N  secs 10 & 11 209 spec 
19 Oct 1861 B ~ N  secs 2 & 3 132 apec 
15 Aug 1877 Lots 280 & 281 560 sp/;sel 
25 May 1871. B ~ N  sec 27 160 apec 
6 May 1871 B ~ N  sec 26 160 spec 

17 Sep 1877 B ~ N  sec 23 160 spec 
18 Sep 1863 B ~ N  aec 22 160 spec 
2 Jan 1874 B ~ N  sec 24 160 spec 

18 Sep 1863 B ~ N ,  19, 20, 21 215 spec 
W B ~ N  secs 15 & 16 168 spec 

1.1 Mar 1884 B ~ N  sec 25 160 spec 
4 Nov 1864 B5N se~c. 1 160 sett le 

30 Jly 18% B ~ N  aec. 14 160 spec 
30 Aug 1871 B ~ N  secs 35 & 36 320 spec 
6 Apr 1867 Lot 254 ip sett le 

10 Feb 1.871 Lot 223 19 settle 
10 Feb 1871 Lot 224 150 sett le 
14 Fbb 1879 Lot  282 200 sett le 
13 Nov 1870 Lot  262 150 aettle 
1.4 yov 1872 ~ o t  267 160 sett le 
7 Dec 1875 B ~ N  secs 1,1.2,13 480 spec 
6 Aug 1877 BSN, mcs 2.3.9. 

10,11,12,13e 820 spec 
30 J ly  1874 Lot 261 19 aettle 
nodata B ~ N ,  aec, 30 136 spec 

14 May 1889 Lot  246 52 spec 
25 Fbb 1886 Lot  283 147 set t le  
19 Apr 1.890 B5N sec. 6 60 spec 
17 ~ u g  1881  LO^ 467 68 set t le  
21 ~ a y  1888 ~p 9 sec 25 NE 160 se t t le  
19 May 1888 Lot 429 (part) 70 set t le  
29 Jun 1900 Tp 9 aec 25 SE 160 set t le  
6 Sep 1893 ~ o t 4 2 9  (part) 46 se t t le  

31 Oct 1890 B5N sec. 5 143 set t le  
2 May 1892 Lot 285 part ill set t le  

1.7 J ly  1888 Lot 285 1 part 73 se t t le  
29 Mar 1892 B ~ N  sec. 31 160 se t t le  
6 Oct 1890 B5N sec 4 160 spec 

17 Oct 1890 Lot 286 142 spec 
31 Oct 1890 B ~ N  sec, 34 160 spec 
20 Jun 1893 B ~ N ,  aecs. 28, 

129, 32, 330 1640 SPC 
s (67%). aettlement - 2568 acres (33%) 

1021 
1001 
1000 
1.01 
1.01 
1001 
1001 
1001 
1 0  01 
1001 
1001 
1001 
100i 
1.01 
Me** 

Me" 

Mo" 

1000 
M o w  

Mo "w 

1000 
1 l 38 
2 0 00+ 
1 eoo 

1000 
nod. 
1000 
1000 
M e  # 
He## 
He## 

He## 
He## 
He## 
nedo 
nodo 
KO## 
nodo 
nodo 
n.do 

n o d o  

Free# = This  land granted free under the B .C. Land Ordinance of 1874. 
He## = This land granted free under the Dominion Lands Act, 1.872. 
+ = Various sections a t  various prices, f r o m  $1.37 to $2.00 an acre, 

SOURCES: Indexes of Crown Grants, the Crown Grants themselves, copies of 
Dominion ~ i a t o ,  and miscellaneous papers f i l e d  with the crown 
Grants, Department of Lands, Victoria, BeCo  



bound t o  become a s c a r c e r ,  hence  more expens ive ,  commodity. 

The Royal Eng inee r s  needed a l i t t l e  f a i t h  and hope t o  see t h i s ,  

s i n c e  a t  t h e  t ime  o f  t h e i r  d i s c h a r g e  t h e  p r o s p e c t s  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  

o f  t h e  co lony  seemed most u n c e r t a i n .  By 1873,  however, t h e  

p r ov ince  was a p a r t  o f  t h e  dominion o f  Canada t o  which it would 

be t i e d  by a r a i l w a y  a t  some f u t u r e  t i m e ,  and nearby  Bur ra rd  

I n l e t  was t h e  p o s s i b l e  f u t u r e  s i t e  o f  Canada's  w e s t  c o a s t  p o r t .  

Y e t  when t h e  r a i l w a y  was planned and begun l i t t l e  l a n d  was pur- 

chased f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows. The e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  

p e r i o d  o f  s t a g n a t i o n  o f  l a n d  s a l e s  between 1874 - 1887 must be  

a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows, s i n c e  

e l s ewhe re  i n  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l ley  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  l a n d  sales con- 

t i n u e d .  It  was t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  dyk ing  which p rov ided  t h e  incen-  

t i v e  f o r  a l i e n a t i o n  o f  t h e  las t  Crown l a n d ,  b u t  t h i s  p r o s p e c t  

was based  upon t h e  growth o f  nea rby  p o p u l a t i o n  c e n t r e s .  If P i t t  

Meadows had been i n  a  remote p a r t  o f  t h e  p rov ince  it would n o t  

have been dyked i n  t h e  l a s t  decade o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e r t u r y ,  

p o s s i b l y  would n o t  be dyked today.  It was t h e  n e a r n e s s  of t h i s  

f e r t i l e  l a n d  t o  major  p o p u l a t i o n  c e n t r e s  which made it v a l u a b l e  

and wor th  dyking.  

I n  1881  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley  had a p o p u l a t i o n  o f  j u s t  under  

8,000,  b u t  t e n  y e a r s  l a t e r  t h i s  had r i s e n  t o  41,500.48 Much o f  

t h i s  growth w a s  i n  t h e  c i t y  o f  Vancouver, which a t  i t s  found ing  

i .  i n  1886 was estimated t o  have 600 peop l e  and by 1891 a p o p u l a t i o n  

a d j a c e n t  l a n d  

d i s t a n c e  away 

The peop le  o f  t h e  growing c i t y  needed food. The 

was rocky  h i l l s i d e  h e a v i l y  wooded, b u t  a  s h o r t  

were t h e  f e r t i l e  p r a i r i e s  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l ley ,  



among which was P i t t  Meadows. These p r a i r i e s  seemed t o  specu la -  

t o r s  t o  be t h e  f u t u r e  farms t h a t  would supp ly  t h e  growing c i t y  

w i t h  food.  The P i t t  Meadows p r a i r i e  was n o t  a t t r a c t i v e  t o  t h e  

s e t t l e r  because  o f  t h e  annua l  f l o o d s .  H e  cou ld  n o t  w a i t  f o r  

dykes t o  be b u i l t  wh i l e  f l o o d s  washed o u t  h i s  c r o p s ,  drowned h i s  

l i v e s t o c k  and r u i n e d  h i s  home. But t h e  s p e c u l a t o r  cou ld  w a i t .  

He had money f o r  long-term inves tment  and b e l i e v e d  t h a t  when P i t t  

Meadows l a n d  w a s  dyked he  cou ld  s e l l  p r o p e r t y  t h e r e  f o r  farmland 

a t  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  p r o f i t .  

The p r i c e  p a i d  by s p e c u l a t o r s  t o  t h e  Crown f o r  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  

was low. Most a c q u i r e d  t h e i r  l a n d  f o r  $1  an  acre, and none f o r  

more t h a n  $5.75.50 Taxes were low.51 While s h o r t - t e r m  p r o f i t s  

were l i k e l y  t o  be poo r ,  t h e  p r o s p e c t s  f o r  long- term p r o f i t s  were 

h igh .  I n  t h e  1860 ' s  t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  dyk ing  w a s  remote ,  i n  t h e  

1870 ' s  it w a s  a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  i n  t h e  1880 ' s  a p r o b a b i l i t y ,  and i n  

t h e  1890 ' s  became a r e a l i t y .  With each  decade t h e  s p e c u l a t o r -  

owned l a n d s  a p p r e c i a t e d  i n  v a l u e ,  and t h o s e  s p e c u l a t o r s  who 

cou ld  h e l d  o n t o  t h e i r  l a n d ,  i n  some cases f o r  o v e r  a q u a r t e r  o f  a 

c e n t u r y ,  as i n d i c a t e d  on t h e  t a b l e  2 - 3 f o l l o w i n g ,  "Long Land- 

h o l d i n g  i n  P i t t  Meadows." For  such l a n d  h o l d e r s  P i t t  Meadows was 

a bank f o r  t h e  long- term inves tment  o f  s u r p l u s  funds .  

The l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows which w a s  a l i e n a t e d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  was 

a c q u i r e d  main ly  i n  two b u r s t s ,  as shown on t h e  g raph  o f  l a n d  

a l i e n a t i o n  (2-2) .  The f i r s t  b u r s t ,  f rom 1866 - 1874, was t h e  
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Table 2-3 

L o n ~  Landholdinu i n  P i t t  Meadows 
Landholdings i n  P i t t  Meadows held f o r  more than 25 years, l i s t e d  i n  rank 
of  duration. 

Duration Incat ion Acm- 
i n  years age * 

~pp- 

42 ~ o t a  280 236 
& 2 8 1  1 

28 1 Lot 280 

22 
26 Lots 283 310 

and 223 

Total acreage held f o r  mo 
land al ienated by individ 

> 

Name, occupation, address Year Year Type of  
Acquired Sold Holding 

H.P.P. Crease, a t torney,  
Victoria, 
H.V. Edmunds, real&, - 

I -  Victoria. AfGr 1897 I I - 
I 

' h e ld  by h i s  son W~lliaeP. --- 
Henry Holbrook, a e r c b n t ,  1877 1912 Spec* 
New Westminster. After I I I 1 
1903 held by h i s  estate. 
Charlea Good, c i v i l  1859 1893 Spec. 
aervant, Victoria. 
W ill l a m  Clarkson, nursery- 1873 1904 Spec, 
.an, New WestminsterAfter 
1899 held by h i s  estate, 
W i l l i a a ~  Holmes, merchant, 1861 1890 Spec, 
New Uestainster. I I I 
John and - ~ a n i e l  Callaghan, 1 1877 [ 1905 / Farm. 1 - 

farmers, P i t t  Meadows. -. - - -. - . - - . .- 

James and Edward Cook, 
famers , P i t t  
J.R. Food ,  

W.J. Harris, fanaer, 187' 1900  arm/ 
P i t t  Meadows. e p c *  

re than 25 years  is 3118, i.0, f o r t y  percent of 
lals 8 

* I n  mme cams the person l i s t e d  held more land, but  only t h a t  acreage 
is l i s t e d  which was held f o r  the dura t ion  shown, I 

pp pp - 

Sources: Indexes of Crown Grants, Department of Lands, Victoria, B,C. 
Tax Records of the Municipality of Maple Ridge, 1874 - 1896. 
Tax Record6 of the D i s t r i c t  of New Westminster, 1896 - 1914. 



pre-emption p e r i o d .  T h i s  l a n d  was a t t r a c t i v e  t o  s e t t l e r s  because  

it was ha l f -and-ha l f  l a n d ,  and a l s o  b e c a u s e ,  under  t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  

o f  t h e  Pre-emption A c t ,  it c o u l d  be a c q u i r e d  i n t i a l l y  f o r  f r e e .  

Most pre-emptors  o b t a i n e d  t h e i r  l a n d  c o m p l e t e l y  f r e e  as a m i l i t a r y  

g r a n t .  The second b u r s t ,  f rom 1885 - 1889,  was t h e  dominion 

homestead p e r i o d .  The l a n d  a c q u i r e d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  d u r i n g  t h i s  

p e r i o d  w a s  f r e e .  I t  was less f a v o r a b l e  f o r  a g r i c u l t u r e  t h a n  

l a n d  which had been pre-empted because  it w a s  on t h e  f l o o d  p l a i n ,  

b u t  t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  dyk ing  made s e t t l e m e n t  seem p o s s i b l e  and en- 

couraged homes teaders  t o  t a k e  l a n d  and e n d u r e  f l o o d s  f o r  what 

t h e y  hoped would be  o n l y  a s h o r t  p e r i o d .  

The g raph  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  ( 2 - 2 )  g i v e s  a somewhat f a l s e  p i c m r e  

o f  l a n d  ownersh ip  a t  P i t t  Meadows by 1890. I t  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  

l a n d  a c q u i r e d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  was a l a r g e r  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  t o t a l  

area t h a n  i n  fact  it was. Many l a n d s  o s t e n s i b l y  a l i e n a t e d  f o r  

s e t t l e m e n t  q u i c k l y  p a s s e d  i n t o  t h e  hands  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s  as soon 

a s  t h e  pre-emptor  o r  homes teader  g a i n e d  h i s  t i t l e  and c o u l d  se l l  

out. O t h e r  se t t lers  s p e c u l a t e d  by o b t a i n i n g  more l a n d  t h a n  t h e y  

c o u l d  p o s s i b l y  farm, t h u s  b e i n g  b o t h  s e t t l e r s  and s p e c u l a t o r s .  

Even t h e  b a s i c  one hundred and f i f t y  o r  s i x t y  acre pre-emption 

o r  homestead p e r m i t t e d  t h e  s e t t l e r  t o  o b t a i n  much l a n d  t h a t  he  

d i d  n o t  u s e ,  o r  d i d  n o t  u s e  e f f e c t i v e l y .  

S p e c u l a t o r s  a l i e n a t e d  n i n e t y  p e r  c e n t  o f  Crown l a n d  a t  P i t t  

Meadows i f  t h e  a c r e a g e  a c q u i r e d  by t h e  BCDD i s  t a k e n  i n t o  a c c o u n t .  



If t h i s  amount i s  excluded and o n l y  t h e  l and  a c q u i r e d  by 

i n d i v i d u a l s  i s  c o n s i d e r e d ,  t h e n  s p e c u l a t o r s  a l i e n a t e d  s i x t y -  

seven p e r  c e n t  o f  P i t t  Meadows. T h i s  i s  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  shown 

on t h e  g raph  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n .  But a p r o c e s s  o f  a t t r i t i o n  had 

t a k e n  p l a c e  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n ,  as  land  had 

passed from se t t l e r s  t o  s p e c u l a t o r s .  The t a b l e  t h a t  f o l l o w s ,  

number 2-4, "Land Holdings  a t  P i t t  Meadows, 189O1I, i s  a n  a t t e m p t  

t o  de t e rmine  how much o f  t h e  l a n d  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  pe r iod  o f  

l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  w a s  he ld  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n .  The t a b l e  shows t h a t  

by 1890 seventy-two p e r  c e n t  of t h e  l a n d  was h e l d  f o r  t h i s  

purpose .  When f u r t h e r  ad ju s tmen t s  are made f o r  1893,  t h e  y e a r  

i n  which dyke b u i l d i n g  was begun, t h e n  s p e c u l a t i v e  h o l d i n g s  are 

found t o  have i n c r e a s e d  t o  s even ty - s ix  p e r  c e n t .  If o n l y  t h e  

l a n d  below f l o o d  l e v e l  i s  c o n s i d e r e d ,  t h e n  t h e  s p e c u l a t i v e  

p r o p o r t i o n  i n c r e a s e s  t o  e ighty- two p e r  c e n t  i n  1893.52 These 

p r o p o r t i o n s  are  demonstra ted  i n  r e v e r s e ,  as d e c l i n i n g  p r o p o r t i o n s  

h e l d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t ,  on t h e  g r aph  2-3, "Landholding f o r  S e t t l e -  

ment, P i t t  Meadowsw. Both t h e  t a b l e  and t h e  g raph  demons t r a t e  

t h a t  most l and  a t  P i t t  Meadows p r i o r  t o  dyke b u i l d i n g  (1893) 

was a c q u i r e d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n ,  and t h a t  much l and  a l i e n a t e d  from 

t h e  Crown under  laws which t i e d  i t s  a l i e n a t i o n  t o  s e t t l e m e n t  

came t o  be owned by s p e c u l a t o r s .  

Laws r e l a t i n g  t o  l and  a l i e n a t i o n ,  c o l o n i a l ,  p r o v i n c i a l  and dom- 

i n i o n ,  had f avo red  t h e  s e t t l e r  o v e r  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r .  The p re -  

emptor cou ld  o b t a i n  l a n d  i n i t i a l l y  f o r  f r e e  and was g i v e n  p l e n t y  

o f  time t o  pay f o r  it. Homesteaders o b t a i n e d  l a n d  comple te ly  



Table 2-4 

Lard H o l d i n ~ s  a t  P i t t  Meadows, 1890 (excluding the holdings of the Br i t i sh  
Columbia Drainage & Dyking ~oapany  ) 

Name of 1890 holder, address and occupation 
Owned lsnd 1 

James & Edward Cook, P l t t  Meadows, fanners 
Wm, Clarkson, New Westmlnater, nurseryman 
and ho te l  keeper. 
James Burns, New Westminster 
Theophile Cauthier , Port  Hanunond , farmer 
Henry Holbrook, New Weatminster, merchant. 

Edward A, S h a r p  
James Crawford 
Charles Good, Victoria ( r e  t i q d  ) 
J.R. Foord, Rochester, England. 

W fl #o 

Thomas Mcfnnes, Victoria,  physician. 
Pickles and Morton 
William Wilson 
H.P.P. Creaae , Victorla, attorney, 
L.B. Hamblin, Victoria. 
Henry Gauthier, Pltt Meadowa, farmer. 

William Norman Bole, New .We stminster,  judge 
James Cook, P i t t  Meadows, farmer. 
W i l l l a m  Manson, P i t t  Meadows, 

i 

Spec, 
Acre I 

820 

160 

60 

480 
132 

2; 
160 
r 60 
160 
160 
136 

&o 
160 
160 

150 
150 
292 
150 

40 

Jemina Bonson, P.M., wife of contractor. 
W.J. Harris, P i t t  Meadows, farmer. 

0 W fl 

H.V, Edmonds, New Westminster, r ea l to r .  
U i l l b  Haupton, Hammond, famner. 
John Bowron, Barkervil le,  m i n e r .  

60 

280 & 281 
280 West 
285 West 
285 East 1 
k 2 9 ( ~ a s t )  
b 2 9 ( ~ e s t )  
b 2 9 ( ~ e s t )  
$67 

Farm 
Acres 

EQmeline Mohun, Pt. Hammond, w i f e  of  surveyor250 
John & Daniel Callaghan, P.M., farmers. 
John McKenny, P i t t  Meadows, farmer. 
John Laity, Maple R i d g e ,  farmer. 
Alfred Chatwin, Maple Ridge, fanner. 
pa r t  - John Tremath, Maple Ridge, farmer. 
par t  - W i l l l a m  Hampton, M.R., farmer. 
William Norman Bole, New Westminster, judge, 

Tp.9, ~ e c l  25NE David Uebber, Maple Ridge, farmer, 
TOtals 
Percentage of t o t a l  acre- 

1893 
Notes 

to spec. 

to spec. 

5552 
72 

Sources: Land owmrship from Tax Records of the  Municipality of Maple Rid*. 
Addresses and occupations from: - Tax Records of the Municipality of  Maple Ridge. - R.E. Gosnell, A History of ~ r i t i s h  ~olumbia,-Lewis Pub. Co,, 1906. - J.B. Kernr Biomaphical Dictionary of Well-known Br i t i sh  

Columbians with an Histor ical  Sketch, Vancouver, Ken: & Begg, 1890. - ~ i l l i a m s '  Br i t i sh  Columbia Directory, Victoria,  RITe Willbs, 
f o r  varioua years between 1880 and 1890. 
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f r e e .  Yet whi le  l and  might be a l i e n a t e d  under laws which made 

ownership c o n d i t i o n a l  upon s e t t l e m e n t ,  once t h e  coveted Crown 

Grant was r ece ived  t h e  land  w a s  t h e  owner's t o  d i spose  of as he 

wished. The annua l  f l ood ing  o f  t h e i r  l a n d  l e d  many P i t t  Meadows 

s e t t l e r s  t o  s e l l  t o  s p e c u l a t o r s  l and  t h e y  had acqu i r ed  under 

c o n d i t i o n s  o f  s e t t l e m e n t .  

The s a l e  o f  h i s  pre-emption o r  homestead made t h e  s e t t l e r  a 

s p e c u l a t o r  a l s o ,  i n  a sense .  He was u s i n g  l and  as a commodity t o  

be bought and s o l d ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  as a r e s o u r c e  t o  be used. In-  

s t e a d  o f  paying cash  f o r  h i s  s p e c u l a t i o n  he  pa id  f o r  it i n  y e a r s  

of  h i s  l i f e  spen t  improving h i s  p r o p e r t y ,  f o r  a l l  s e t t l e m e n t  laws 

( c o l o n i a l ,  p r o v i n c i a l ,  and dominion) r e q u i r e d  improvemnt  be fo re  

g r a n t i n g  t i t l e .  Two, t h r e e ,  o r  more y e a r s  o f  one ' s  l i f e  s p e n t  i n  

improving p r o p e r t y  i s  an expens ive  way t o  pay f o r  a s p e c u l a t i o n ,  

and it i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  s e t t l e r s  began work on t h e i r  p ionee r  

farms wi th  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  s e l l i n g  o u t  as soon as they  r ece ived  

t i t l e .  An excep t ion  t o  t h i s  may have been t h o s e  who r ece ived  pre-  

emptions as m i l i t a r y  g r a n t s .  But by and l a r g e  s e t t l e r s  on t h e  

f l o o d  p l a i n  a t  P i t t  Meadows were d r i v e n  i n t o  becoming s p e c u l a t o r s  

by t h e  summer f l oods .  

The n a t u r e  o f  t h e  l and  a t  P i t t  Meadows, g e n e r a l l y  speaking ,  d i d  

no t  f a v o r  s e t t l e m e n t .  The on ly  people  who wanted t h e  land  were 

s p e c u l a t o r s .  While t h e  l a w  favored  t h e  s e t t l e r  t h e  l and  favored 

t h e  s p e c u l a t o r .  Th i s  does no t  imply t h a t  s p e c u l a t o r s  came t o  

c o n t r o l  most o f  P i t t  Meadows on ly  because o f  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  



l and .  S p e c u l a t i o n  f l o u r i s h e d  t h roughou t  B r i t i s h  Columbia from 

t h e  beg inn ing  o f  t h e  co lony ,  T h i s  was l a r g e l y  because  a g r i c u l -  

t u r e  was n o t  a major  economic a c t i v i t y ,  and p i o n e e r s  who became 

r i c h  saw i n  t h e  purchase  o f  l a n d  a s e c u r e  inves tment  f o r  t h e i r  

s u r p l u s  funds .  Those who s p e c u l a t e d  by pu rchas ing  l a n d  a t  P i t t  

Meadows were h i g h  government o f f i c i a l s ,  wea l thy  l awyers  and 

d o c t o r s ,  and businessmen from New Wes tmins te r  and Vancouver. 

T h e i r  w e a l t h  had f lowed t o  them from go ld  mining.  Government, 

j u s t i c e ,  and h e a l t h  care, had a l l  become n e c e s s a r y  because  o f  

t h e  g o l d  r u s h  o f  1858, subsequen t  g o l d  mining v e n t u r e s ,  and t h e  
11 , 

i n f l u x  o f  p o p u l a t i o n  t h e y  b rought .  The businessmen who purchased 

P i t t  Meadows l a n d  had f i r s t  become r i c h  by s e l l i n g  s u p p l i e s  and 

p r o v i d i n g  s e r v i c e s  t o  m ine r s ,  t h e y  were h o t e l  k e e p e r s ,  s u p p l i e r s  

o f  food and mining equipment ,  and owners o f  r i v e r  b o a t s .  The 

wea l t h  o f  t h e  mines flowed t h rough  such  peop l e  and was i n v e s t e d  

i n  P i t t  Meadows l a n d ,  as it was i n v e s t e d  i n  o t h e r  l a n d s  i n  

B r i t i s h  Columbia, n o t  i n  i t s  u s e  b u t  i n  i t s  ownership.  

Evidence  g a t h e r e d  by C a i l  s u g g e s t s  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  l a n d  specu l a -  

t i o n  i n  t h e  p rov ince  d u r i n g  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  l a n d  

a l i e n a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows. S i n c e  a pe r son  o b t a i n i n g  l a n d  un- 

d e r  a s e t t l e m e n t  l a w  cou ld  n o t  g e t  a Crown Grant  u n l e s s  he  f i r s t  

o b t a i n e d  a cer t i f ica te  o f  improvement w h i l e  a n  u n c o n d i t i o n a l  

p u r c h a s e r  would n o t  need a c e r t i f i c a t e ,  a comparison of t h e  num- 

b e r  o f  c e r t i f i c a t e s  w i t h  Crown Gran t s  o v e r  a g iven  p e r i o d  s u g g e s t s  



t h e  p r o p o r t i o n s  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t e d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  and s p e c u l a t i o n .  

C a i l  t a b u l a t e d  t h e  number o f  cer t i f ica tes  o f  improvements and 

Crown Gran t s  i s s u e d  from 1873 t o  1900. The t a b l e  below u s e s  h i s  

f i g u r e s  from 1873 t o  1890 o n l y ,  s i n c e  t h i s  f i n a l  d a t e  marks t h e  

end o f  t h e  p e r i c d  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows. 

Number o f  Certif icates o f  
Improvement i s s u e d ,  
(Evidence  of  s e t t l e m e n t )  

New Westmins ter  
Distr ic t  639 
( i n c l u d i n g  P i t t  
Meadows ) 

For a l l  B.C. 1517 

Gran t s  i s s u e d  
( T o t a l  l a n d  

These f i g u r e s  are somewhat u n r e l i a b l e  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  t h e  propor-  

t i o n  o f  l a n d  a l i e n a t e d  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t  s i n c e  t h e y  do n o t  i n d i c a t e  

t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  l o t s  purchased ,  and t h e y  exc lude ,  from 1878 on ,  

t h e  l a n d s  i n  t h e  dominion 's  Railway B e l t ,  b u t  t h e y  do i n d i c a t e  

t h e  g e n e r a l  t r e n d  o f  l a n d  purchase  i n  t h e  p rov ince  between s e t t -  

l e r s  and s p e c u l a t o r s .  Land a l i e n a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows f i t t e d  t h e  

p r o v i n c i a l  p a t t e r n .  More o f  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  was a c q u i r e d  by 

s p e c u l a t o r s  t h a n  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  ave r age  because  o f  t h e  f l ood -  

prone n a t u r e  o f  i t s  l and .  

P i t t  Meadows l a n d  s p e c u l a t i o n  can  be d i v i d e d  i n t o  two t y p e s ,  

c o n d i t i o n a l  and u n c o n d i t i o n a l .  The c o n d i t i o n a l  s p e c u l a t i o n  was 

t h a t  o f  t h e  BCDD, who by t h e  terms o f  t h e i r  agreement w i t h  t h e  



dominion government could  n o t  a c q u i r e  t i t l e  t o  t h e i r  l a n d  u n t i l  

t h e y  had dyked it. The u n c o n d i t i o n a l  s p e c u l a t i o n  i n c l u d e s  t h e  

purchases  of i n d i v i d u a l  s p e c u l a t o r s .  Yet such purchases  were 

i m p l i c i t  promises t o  dyke t h e  l a n d .  A s p e c u l a t o r  who bought 

P i t t  Meadows land  b e f o r e  it was dyked bought a p i e c e  o f  p r o p e r t y  

t h a t  was w o r t h l e s s ,  s i n c e  it would be f looded  f o r  s e v e r a l  weeks 

each y e a r .  It w a s  on ly  t h e  p rospec t  o f  dyking which gave t h e  

l and  v a l u e ,  and t h e  p r i c e  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r  p a i d ,  by s e t t i n g  a 
- 

v a l u e  on w o r t h l e s s  l a n d ,  w a s  i n  e f f e c t  a d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  h i s  

i n t e n t i o n  t o  dyke it. Only by dyking could  a s p e c u l a t o r  r e a l i z e  

t h e  worth  of  h i s  investment .  

The s e t t l e r  who a l i e n a t e d  land  a t  P i t t  Meadows d e c l a r e d  h i s  

i n 3 e n t i o n  t o  farm it. The s p e c u l a t o r  who a l i e n a t e d  l a n d  d e c l a r e d ,  

e i t h e r  e x p l i c i t l y  o r  i m p l i c i t l y ,  h i s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  r e c l a i m  i t ,  

While t h e  s p e c u l a t o r ' s  r o l e  i n  s e t t l e m e n t  was i n d i r e c t  it w a s  

n o n e t h e l e s s  impor t an t ,  t o  p rov ide  land  s u i t a b l e  f o r  s e t t l e m e n t .  

The fo l lowing  c h a p t e r  i n d i c a t e s  how s p e c u l a t o r s  f u l f i l l e d  t h e i r  

r o l e .  



Chapte r  3 

Dyke Bu i ld ing  

P r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  and government s u b s i d y  

The dyk ing  o f  P i t t  Meadows was begun i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 8 9 0 ' s  by t h e  

landowners ,  who were main ly  s p e c u l a t o r s .  They began r e c l a m a t i o n  

programs,  b u t  l a cked  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  r e s o u r c e s  t o  complete  them. 

T h e i r  programs were t a k e n  o v e r  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government,  which 

s ecu red  t h e  money it i n v e s t e d  as l o a n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r o p e r t y  bene- 

f i t t e d .  When repayments  on t h e s e  l o a n s ,  imposed as a dyk ing  t a x ,  

became t o o  g r e a t  f o r  t h e  landowners t o  b e a r ,  t h e  government f o r -  

gave  a s u b s t a n t i a l  p o r t i o n .  T h i s  a c t i o n  b rough t  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r s  

o f  P i t t  Meadows i n t o  t h e  f o c u s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  c o n t r o v e r s y .  Both 

t h e y  and t h e  government which-a ided  them were s t r o n g l y  c r i t i c i z e d  

by t h o s e  who f e l t  t h i s  a c t i o n  encouraged s p e c u l a t i o n .  

The l a s t  two decades  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  saw many a t t e m p t s  

a t  dyk ing  p r a i r i e s  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y ,  bo th  by l a n d  com- 

p a n i e s  and by g roups  o f  landowners .  The f irst  s y s t e m a t i c  a t t e m p t  

a t  dyk ing  w a s  begun i n  1864 by Samuel Br ighouse ,  a fa rmer  i n  t h e  

d e l t a .  H e  s u c c e s s f u l l y  dyked h i s  farm and demons t ra ted  t h a t  t h e  

a l l u v i a l  s o i l s  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  were p r o d u c t i v e  when r e ~ l a i m e d . ~  

H i s  r e s u l t s  i n s p i r e d  o t h e r s  t o  f o l l o w ,  and many small dyking 

works were subsequen t l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  a b o u t  i n d i v i d u a l  farms a long  

t h e  lower  r e a c h e s  o f  t h e  r i v e r . *  I n  1878 a s u r v e y o r ,  Major C . B .  

Sword, drew up t h e  f i r s t  l a r g e - s c a l e  p l a n s  f o r  dyk ing  t h e  v a l l e y  

g r a s s l a n d s .  H e  p lanned t o  reclaim Matsqui  P r a i r i e ,  a r e g i o n  

t e n  miles ups t ream from P i t t  Meadows and compr i s ing  some t e n  
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thousand  acres. H i s  dykes  were b u i l t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 8 8 0 1 s ,  b u t  

f a i l e d  i n  t h e  f r e s h e t  o f  1882. The t d c k  w a s  n o t  under taken  a g a i n  

u n t i l  1888,  when t h e  Matsqui  Land Company was formed t o  t r y  and 

reclaim t h i s  r e g i o n .  I ts dykes f a i l e d  c o n s i s t e n t l y ,  and Matsqui  

P r a i r i e  w a s  n o t  s u c c e s s f u l l y  dyked u n t i l  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government 

t ook  o v e r  t h e  work i n  1898. 
3 

I n  1888 a n o t h e r  company was formed whose i n t e n t  w a s  t o  dyke l a r g e  

areas of F r a s e r  Va l ley  p r a i r i e .  T h i s  w a s  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

Drainage and Dyking Company (BCDD), formed by t h r e e  p i o n e e r s  o f  

B r i t i s h  Columbia, David Oppenheimer, Edward Mohun and A.W. Vowell, 

w i t h  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  r e c l a i m i n g  l a r g e  areas o f  P i t t  Meadows. 

Oppenheimer w a s  t h e  l e a d e r  o f  t h i s  g roup ,  and was p a r t i c u l a r l y  

a t t r a c t e d  by t h e  s p e c u l a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  P i t t  Meadows. He 

p lanned  t o  o b t a i n  l a n d  from t h e  government as cheap ly  as p o s s i b l e ,  

reclaim i t ,  and s e l l  i t  f o r  a c o n s i d e r a b l e  p r o f i t .  I n  1892 he  

c la imed t h a t  P i t t  Meadows l a n d s  " w i l l  r e a d i l y  b r i n g  $ 1 0 0  a n  acre 

when p r o t e c t e d  from a n n u a l  f l o o d s . "  S i n c e  a t  t h a t  d a t e  h i s  company 
4 

haa a c q u i r e d  t h e  l a n d  f o r  $5 .75  a n  acre, t h e  i n c e n t i v e  f o r  h i s  

s p e c u l a t i o n  can  r e a d i l y  be s een .  

Why w a s  P i t t  Meadows s e l e c t e d  by Oppenheimer and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  

f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  ahead o f  o t h e r  p r a i r i e s  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley?  

There  are s e v e r a l  answers  t o  t h i s  q u e s t i o n .  P i t t  Meadows was n e a r  

t o  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  c e n t r e s  o f  N e w  Westmins ter  and Vancouver; i t  was 

b e l i e v e d  t o  be  p o t e n t i a l  f e r t i l e  f a rmland ;  it was c r o s s e d  by t h e  

recen t ly -comple ted  CPR; it c o n t a i n e d  v a s t  s t r e t c h e s  o f  u n a l i e n a t e d  

and unrecla imed l a n d ;  and it  was though t  by Oppenheimer e t  a1 t o  

be e a s i l y  r e c l a i m a b l e .  A t  l eas t  t h e y  had no r e a s o n  t o  t h i n k  o t h e r -  
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wise ,  s i n c e  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h e y  began t h e i r  v e n t u r e  no l a n d  a t  P i t t  

Meadows had been dyked. Yet a c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

expe r i enced  i n  dyk ing  Matsqui  P r a i r i e ,  which had begun t e n  y e a r s  

b e f o r e ,  might  have g iven  them pause .  However, t h e  l a t e  1 8 8 0 ' s  and 

e a r l y  1 8 9 0 ' s  was n o t  a t i m e  f o r  pause  b u t  a t i m e  f o r  expans ion  i n  

t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley ,  and t h i s  expans ion  gave a mood o f  opt imism 

t o  l a n d  s p e c u l a t o r s .  The t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  r a i l w a y  had r e c e n t l y  

been completed  (1885) and ex tended  t o  t h e  p o r t  o f  Vancouver ( 1886 ) .  

T h i s  c i t y  w a s  r a p i d l y  b e i n g  developed as a major  p o r t ,  and i t s  

p o p u l a t i o n  was r i s i n g  r a p i d l ~ . ~  The peop l e  o f  t h e  burgeoning c i t y  

needed food ,  b u t  t h e  su r round ing  rocky h i l l s i d e s  were covered  

w i t h  g r e a t  f o r e s t s  and were u n s u i t a b l e  f o r  farming.  A s h o r t  d i s t a n c e  ll 

away, a b o u t  one-ha l f  h o u r ' s  journey by t h e  new r a i l w a y ,  were t h e  

e x t e n s i v e  p r a i r i e s  o f  P i t t  Meadows, which s t i l l  c o n t a i n e d  abou t  

17,000 acres o f  Crown l a n d .  A l l  t h a t  w a s  needed t o  t u r n  t h i s  l a n d  

i n t o  r i c h  fa rmland ,  Oppenheimer t h o u g h t ,  was t o  dyke and d r a i n  it. 
6 

H e  and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  thought  t h e  s p e c u l a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of  t h e  

s i t u a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows were most f a v o r a b l e .  

The l e a d e r  o f  t h e  group,  David Oppenheimer, had come t o  B r i t i s h  

Columbia w i t h  t h e  go ld  r u s h  i n  1858.  H e  a r r i v e d  w i t h  h i s  t h r e e  

b r o t h e r s ,  a l l  young men l o o k i n g  f o r  w e a l t h  and a d v e n t u r e  i n  a new 

l and .  The f o u r  had been born  i n  Germany, and had been f i r s t  a t t r a c t e d  

t o  North America by t h e  C a l i f o r n i a  go ld  r u s h  o f  1849. I n  1858 t hey  

had t r a v e l l e d  n o r t h  w i t h  thousands  o f  o t h e r s ,  and set  themse lves  

up i n  b u s i n e s s  a t  Yale supp l y ing  go ld  miners  w i t h  t h e  n e c e s s i t i e s  

of  l i f e  a t  t h e  p o i n t  o f  t h e i r  d e p a r t u r e  on t h e  o v e r l a n d  r o u t e  t o  

t h e  Car iboo.  When t h e  CPR was b e i n g  b u i l t  t h e  Oppenheimers a g a i n  

looked f o r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  p r o f i t  f rom a new ven tu r e .  Before  t h e  
I 
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r a i l w a y  company announced i t s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  ex t end  i t s  l i n e  from 

P o r t  Moody t o  t h e  s i t e  o f  Vancouver David, w i t h  h i s  b r o t h e r  I s a a c ,  

formed a s y n d i c a t e  t o  purchase  t h e  H a s t i n g s  Sawmill Company, which 

owned e x t e n s i v e  t racts  i n  t h e  area t h a t  was t o  become downtown 

Vancouver. When t h e  CPR began deve lop ing  Vancouver h a r b o r  a s  i t s  

w e s t e r n  t e rminus  i n  1886 David Oppenheimer se t  up a g r o c e r y  s t o r e  

t h e r e .  lie r a p i d l y  became i nvo lved  i n  t h e  l e a d e r s h i p  o f  o t h e r  

e n t e r p r i s e s ,  among them t h e  Vancouver S t r e e t  Railway and L igh t  

Company, t h e  Westmins ter  and Vancouver Tramway Company, t h e  

B r i t i s h  Columbia Sugar  R e f i n i n g  Company, and t h e  Vancouver S h i ~ -  

b u i l d i n g ,  S e a l i n g  and T rad ing  Company. Tn 1887 he  was e l e c t e d  

a n  a lderman f o r  t h e  new c i t y  o f  Vancouver,  and t h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r  

was e l e c t e d  mayor. He was r e - e l e c t e d  f o u r  times u n t i l  1892,  when 

he  r e t i r e d .  H e  d i e d  i n  1896.7 The o t h e r  two founde r s  o f  t h e  BCDD 

were less d i s t i n g u i s h e d ,  b u t  a l s o  p l ayed  a r o l e  i n  t h e  develop-  

ment n f  t h e  p r o v i n c e .  Edward Mohun w a s  a su rveyo r  and had c a r r i e d  

o u t  many o f  t h e  early s u r v e y s  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, i n c l u d i n g  l a n d s  

a t  P i t t  Meadows. H e  had a l s o  su rveved  some o f  t h e  l i n e  o f  t h e  CPR.8 

Ar thu r  W .  Vowel1 had s e r v e d  as a go ld  commissioner and m a g i s t r a t e  

i n  t h e  Kootenay and Cassiar d i s t r i c t s  o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia i n  t h e  

1 8 6 0 t s ,  ' 7 0 t s ,  and '80 's .  H e  w a s  e l e c t e d  t o  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  l e g i s -  

la ture i n  1875 ,  b u t  r e s i g n e d  i n  1876.  About t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r v  

he  s e r v e d  t h e  dominion government as I n d i a n  commissioner f o r  t h e  

p rov ince .  

I n  J anua ry  o f  1888 Oppenheimer, Mohun and Vowel1 dec ided  t o  t r y  t o  

o b t a i n  t h e  vacan t  Crown l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows. These l a n d s  had been 

i nc luded  i n  t h e  dominion 's  Railway Bel t ,  and Crown g r a n t s  f o r  it 

had t o  b e  o b t a i n e d  from O t t a w a .  Edward Mohun was chosen as t h e  
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g r o u p ' s  emi s sa ry ,  and went t o  O t t a w a  i n  February  1888. He was 

s u c c e s s f u l  i n  o b t a i n i n g  from t h e  dominion government a n  o r d e r -  

i n - c o u n c i l  g r a n t i n g  t h e  group t h e  l a n d s  t h e y  r e q u e s t e d  a t  $ 5 . 7 5  

a n  a c r e ,  payab le  when d ~ k e d . ~ ~  These l a n d s  are marked on t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  map, number 3-1, as h o l d i n g s  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

Drainage and Dyking Company. 

The t h r e e  p romote rs  formed a company t o  c a r r y  o u t  t h e  work o f  

dyk ing  and d r a i n i n g  t h e i r  c o n c e s s i o n ,  and o b t a i n e d  t h e  consen t  

of  t h e  dominion government t o  t r a n s f e r  t h e i r  r i g h t s  and o b l i g a t i o n s  

t o  it. T h i s  company, t h e  BCDD, by i t s  c h a r t e r ,  c la imed t w o - f i f t h s  

o f  t h e  l a n d  it owned f o r  t h e  p romote rs ,  t h e  remain ing  t h r e e - f i f t h s  

w a s  t o  be long  t o  t h e  s h a r e h o l d e r s  i n  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  t h e i r  sha r e s . l l  

I n  1890 t h e  company o f f e r e d  one  thousand  s h a r e s  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  a t  

one  hundred d o l l a r s  each .  Only f o u r  hundred and s e v e n t y - s i x  were 

t a k e n  up. Oppenheimer bought  f o r t y - f i v e  and became t h e  major  

s h a r e h o l d e r  and p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  company. Many o t h e r s  who bought  

s h a r e s  were s p e c u l a t o r s  who a l r e a d y  h e l d  l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows 

and s a w  i n  t h e  proposed r e c l a m a t i o n  work o f  t h e  BCDD a way t o  

i n c r e a s e  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e s e  ho ld ings . l p  

The BCDD had r a i s e d  less t h a n  one-ha l f  o f  i t s  hoped-for  s h a r e  

c a p i t a l ,  which i n d i c a t e s  a measure o f  c a u t i o n  among s p e c u l a t o r s  

conce rn ing  a scheme which had o n l y  a n  i n d i r e c t  connec t i on  w i t h  

t h e  growth o f  Canada's  wes t e rn  p o r t .  With such l i m i t e d  funds  t h e  

company cou ld  n o t  beg in  t o  dyke a l l  o f  t h e  17,000 a c r e s  it had 

been g r a n t e d .  I n s t e a d ,  it embarked i n  1891  on a l i m i t e d  scheme t o  
z- 

dyke two p i e c e s  o f  l a n d  t h a t  were p a r t  o f  i t s  g r a n t  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  

of  t h e  L i l l o o e t  R i v e r s .  These p i e c e s  were o f  s l i g h t l y  more t h a n  



Sources:Tax Records, D i s t r i c t  of New Westminster, P.A.B.C. 

Dominion F i a t  Number 51222, i n  t h e  Department of Lands, 
V i c t o r i a ,  B.C. 



one thousand  acres each ,  and are marked on  map number 3-2  as 

P i t t  Meadows Number 1 and Number 2 Dyking Distr icts .  

Th i s  f i r s t  scheme t o  dyke P i t t  Meadows began i n  1891  on a  ve rv  

u n c e r t a i n  f i n a n c i a l  f o o t i n g  . It w a s  made by s p e c u l a t o r s  who 

were l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e  l a r g e s t  p o s s i b l e  r e t u r n  from t h e  s n l a l l e s t  

p o s s i b l e  i nves tmen t .  The d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  dyk ing  and d r a i n i n g  t h e  

r e g i o n  were i m p e r f e c t l y  unders tood ,  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  e x p e n d i t u r e s  

g r o s s l y  unde re s t ima t ed .  I n  a l l  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  t h e  BCDD set  a 

p a t t e r n  which subsequen t  a t t e m p t s  t o  dyke o t h e r  r e g i o n s  of P i t t  

Meadows were t o  f o l l o w .  

Techniques  o f  Dyke B u i l d i n g  

The s h o r t a g e  of  funds  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e  BCDD, and t h e  t y p e  of  equip-  

ment p o s s e s s e d  by t h e i r  c o n t r a c t o r ,  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e i r  dykes b e i n g  

b u i l t  t o  a ve ry  poor d e s i g n .  The s t r u c t u r e s  were weak, d i f f i c u l t  

t o  m a i n t a i n ,  s u b j e c t  t o  e r o s i o n  b o t h  f rom t h e  r i v e r ' s  c u r r e n t  and 

from r o d e n t s ,  and o f  i n s u f f i c i e n t  h e i g h t .  They were t h e  b e s t  t h a t  

t h e i r  funds  and  t h e  

s e q u e n t  e v e n t s  were 

The BCDD dykes  were 

c o n t r a c t o r ' s  

t o  show t h a t  

b u i l t  by one  

equipment c o u l d  p rov ide ,  b u t  sub- 

t h e y  were inadequa t e .  

o f  i t s  s h a r e h o l d e r s ,  t h e  Western 

Dredging Company, by means o f  a f l o a t i n g  d redge .  T h i s  machine ob- 

t a i n e d  material f o r  t h e  dyke by d i g g i n g  a borrow-pi t  i n  t h e  form 

of a d i t c h  d i r e c t l y  behind t h e  dyke. A s  t h i s  d i t c h  was dug o u t  

it f i l l e d  w i t h  water, and on t h i s  t h e  d r edge  f l o a t e d .  It  p i l e d  

t h e  e a r t h  it e x t r a c t e d  between t h e  d i t c h  and t h e  r i v e r  t o  form t h e  
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The ~ r e v i o u s  h i g h e s t  f l o o d  l e v e l  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley  had 

o c c u r r e d  i n  1882,  and t h e  dykes of t h e  BCDD were b u i l t  two f e e t  

above t h e  h i g h  water mark o f  t h a t  v e a r .  T h i s  mark was t o  p rove  

i n a d e q u a t e  f o r  t h e  h i g h  w a t e r  of  1894,  t h e  year t h a t  t h e  dykes 

were f i n i s h e d .  Other  i n a d e q u a c i e s  o f  t h e  BCDD dykes can  be  seen  

by r e f e r r i n g  t o  d iagram A below and comparing it w i t h  d iagram B .  

R ive r  

a c t i v i t y  

Diagram A 
C r o s s - s e c t i o n  o f  e a r l y  dyke 

The dykes  o f  t h e  BCDD, a l o n g  w i t h  

River  Dyr Br 

Di t ch  

I 

Muskrat f-- -- - * - -  --- 
a c t i v i t y  

Diagram B 
C r o s s - s e c t i o n  o f  modern dyke 

o t h e r  dykes  b u i l t  i n  t h e  same 

~ e r i o d ,  were c o n s t r u c t e d  as i n  d iagram.A.  The l a c k  o f  a gap o r  

"berm" hetween t h e  dyke and t h e  d i t c h  b o t h  weakened t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  

of  t h e  dyke t o  water p r e s s u r e  f rom t h e  r i v e r ,  and p e r m i t t e d  beave r  

and muskra t  i n h a b i t i n g  t h e  d i t c h  t o  weaken t h e  dyke by n e s t i n g  i n  

i t .  The advan t age  o f  dyke A o v e r  dyke B was t h a t  it was cheape r  

t o  b u i l d .  The BCDD dykes  were a l s o  c o n s t r u c t e d  i n  t h i s  manner because  

t h e  d r edge  used  by t h e  Western Dredging Company ( i t s  c o n t r a c t o r s )  

d i d  n o t  have  a " d i p p e r  s t i c k t 1  o f  s u f f i c i e n t  l e n g t h  t o  pe rmi t  t h e  

l e a v i n g  o f  a berm between d i t c h  and  dyke.l4 
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The dykes  r o s e  from t h e  f l o o r  of  t h e  meadows w i t h  s l o p e s  t h i r t y  

d e g r e e s  from t h e  h o r i z o n t a l  t o  t o p s  s i x  f e e t  wide. T h i s  w id th  w a s  

t hough t  t o  be adequa t e  t o  resist t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  water from one 

s i d e  d u r i n g  a f l o o d .  However, t h e  t o p s  were t o o  narrow t o  p rov ide  

a roadway f o r  carts ,  and when emergency r e p a i r s  became n e c e s s a r y  

what cou ld  have  been a n  impor t an t  a c c e s s  r o u t e  f o r  r e p a i r  m a t e r i a l  

was n o t  a v a i l a b l e .  

Dykes r e q u i r e  e x t e n s i v e  and c o n s t a n t  maintenance .  Every s p r i n g  i t  

i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  p a t r o l  c a r e f u l l y  t o  check f o r  muskra t  and beave r  

n e s t s ,  and where t h e s e  are s p o t t e d  t h e y  must be dug o u t  and t h e  

dyke r e p a i r e d .  I n  1945 t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  i n s p e c t o r  o f  dykes  r e p o r t e d  

t h a t  i n  t h e  P i t t  Meadows r e g i o n  t h e r e  were seven  hundred such n e s t s  

t o  be dug o u t  each  year . l5  Dykes a l s o  had t o  be  p a t r o l l e d  t o  check 

f o r  e r o s i o n  on t h e i r  f a c e s ,  o r  f o r  s p o t s  where t h e y  s e t t l e d  below 

t h e  r e q u i r e d  h e i g h t .  Where t h e s e  c o n d i t i o n s  o c c u r r e d  t h e y  had t o  

be c o r r e c t e d .  

Drainage o f  l a n d  behind dykes i s  a l s o  a major  and c o n s t a n t  expense .  

Reclaimed l a n d  must be k e p t  d r y  by a network o f  d r a i n a g e  d i t c h e s ,  

and t h e s e  w i l l  s i l t  up o r  become c logged  w i t h  v e g e t a t i o n  u n l e s s  

f r e q u e n t l y  main ta ined .  Water from t h e s e  d i t c h e s  i s  r e l e a s e d  i n t o  

t h e  r i v e r  by two methods, f l o o d  boxes o r  pumps. Flood boxes are 

swinging wa t e rp roo f  g a t e s  which open when t h e  r i v e r  l e v e l  d rops  

below t h e  water l e v e l  o f  t h e  d i t c h e s  w i t h i n  t h e  dykes ,  and c l o s e  

as t h e  r i v e r  r ises.  I n  p e r i o d s  o f  h i g h  r a i n f a l l  o r  when t h e  r i v e r  

l e v e l  remains  h i g h  f o r  ex tended  p e r i o d s ,  t h i s  sys tem o f  r e l e a s i n g  

w a t e r  i s  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t ,  and water must b e  t a k e n  from t h e  dyked 

areas by pumps. The f i r s t  pumps were o p e r a t e d  by s t eam eng ine s  
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f i r e d  by c o a l .  Such e n g i n e s  would r e q u i r e  a n  o p e r a t o r  each  when 

i n  u s e ,  b e s i d e s  r e g u l a r  maintenance  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s .  It w a s  n o t  

u n t i l  1912 t h a t  t h e y  were r e p l a c e d  by e l e c t r i c a l l y - o p e r a t e d  pumps.l6 

The i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  c u t  o p e r a t o r  and maintenance  c o s t s ,  b u t  

t h e y  were a major  c a p i t a l  i t e m ,  and are heavy u s e r s  o f  e l e c t r i c i t y .  

The c a p i t a l  expenses  o f  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e ,  even o f  t h e  i n a d e q u a t e  

works o f  t h e  BCDD and o t h e r  P i t t  Meadows landowners i n  t h e  e a r l y  

1 8 9 0 t s ,  were f a r  g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h o s e  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e s e  v e n t u r e s  

p lanned .  The o n l y  way t h a t  t h e  p r o j e c t s  were completed w a s  by 

mass ive  borrowing o f  f unds ,  backed by government g u a r a n t e e s .  I t  

was a b i t t e r  s t r o k e  o f  f o r t u n e  f o r  t h e  dyke -bu i l de r s  t h a t ,  i n  t h e  

y e a r  t h e i r  programs were completed t h e i r  dyke's were p u t  t o  t h e  

s e v e r e s t  t es t .  The f r e s h e t  o f  1894 w a s  t h e  h i g h e s t  e v e r  and topped 

and b r eached  t h e  dykes o f  t h e  BCDD, o t h e r  dykes  i n  P i t t  Meadows, 

and dykes  t h roughou t  t h e  v a l l e y .  Such a n  e v e n t  emphasized t h e  

inadequacy o f  s t r u c t u r e s  t h e  b u i l d i n g  o f  which had s e r i o u s l y  

i n d e b t e d  t h e  owners o f  t h e  l a n d  t h e y  were i n t e n d e d  t o  p r o t e c t .  

The Maple Ridge Dyking District  

I n  1890 t h e  fo rma t ion  and a c t i v i t i e s  o f  t h e  BCDD a c t e d  as a s p u r  

t o  t h e  dyk ing  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  landowners  i n  s o u t h e r n  P i t t  Meadows. 

When t h e  company began work on i t s  dykes  t h e s e  landowners wa i t ed  

no l o n g e r .  They m e t  under  t h e  l e a d e r s h i p  o f  Wel l ing ton  J e f f e r s  

Harris, a major  f a rmer  and landowner o f  t h e  r e g i o n ,  and r e s o l v e d  

t o  dyke t h e i r  l a n d s .  



W . J .  Harris had come t o  P i t t  Meadowsein 1874 and bought two 

a d j o i n i n g  b locks  ( l o t s  223 and 283) c o n t a i n i n g  over  t h r e e  

hundred a c r e s .  Much of t h i s  w a s  on t h e  c e n t r a l  h ighland of 

sou th  P i t t  Meadows, b u t  he a l s o  he ld  some ac reage  on t h e  f l o o d  

p l a i n .  He w a s  from I n g e r s o l l ,  On ta r io ,  famous f o r  i t s  cheese .  

Harris had e v i d e n t l y  l ea rned  t h e  s k i l l  of making t h i s  commodity, 

f o r  h i s  p ionee r  farm a t  P i t t  Meadows became famous f o r  cheese ,  

which t h e  BC D i r e c t o r y  o f  1883 r a t e d  as t h e  b e s t  i n  t h e  province.l7 

He had been advised  t o  go west  by Simon F r a s e r ,  who l i v e d  i n  

S t .  Andrews, a town nea r  I n g e r s o l l .  The vene rab le  e x p l o r e r  

recounted  t o  t h e  young Harris t h e  t a le  o f  h i s  e x p l o r a t i o n  down 

t h e  F r a s e r  i n  1808, r e c a l l e d  t h e  sp read ing  meadows o f  t h e  lower 

v a l l e y ,  and adv i sed  t h e  young man t o  se t t l e  on them, choosing 

i f  p o s s i b l e  l and  on t h e  r o u t e  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  

r a i l w a y .  Harris proved t o  be a n  e n t e r p r i s i n g  person w i t h  a 

shrewd s e n s e  f o r  s e l e c t i n g  good o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  The l o t s  he 

purchased i n  1874 bo th  l a y  on t h e  l i n e  t h e  CPR b u i l t  on t e n  

y e a r s  la ter .  H i s  l and  w a s  a l s o  i d e a l l y  s u i t e d  f o r  d a i r y  farming,  

having p l e n t i f u l  p a s t u r e  on i t s  lower p a r t s ,  and being sandy 

and d r y  on i t s  h i g h e r  p o r t i o n s .  Here Harris r a n  a herd of  between 

twenty and t h i r t y  ca t t l e ,  and developed h i s  cheese  f a c t o r y .  

Only a few o t h e r  landowers a t  P i t t  Meadows were fa rmers .  These 

inc luded  t h e  Cook b r o t h e r s ,  whose s e c t i o n  was j u s t  t o  t h e  west  

of  Harris' farm,  and t h e  Cal laghan b r o t h e r s  who farmed d i r e c t l y  

sou th .  Other  l o t s  on t h e  f r i n g e s  of  t h e  meadows and p a r t l y  on 

Maple Ridge were farmed i n  a d e s u l t o r y  manner.l8 The r e s t  of t h e  

l a n d s  a t  P i t t  Meadows b e f o r e  dyking were owned by s p e c u l a t o r s .  



Some of t h e s e  were l o c a l  fa rmers .  One was Harris h imse l f ,  who 

c e r t a i n l y  d i d  n o t  need t h r e e  hundred a c r e s  t o  g r a z e  t h i r t y  cows, 

and who i n  1890 bought two a d d i t i o n a l  l o t s  t o  double  h i s  ho ld ings .  

The map numbered 3-3, of  South P i t t  Meadows, i n d i c a t e s  t h e  land-  

owners i n  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  Maple Ridge Dyking Distr ict  i n  t h e  e a r l y  

1890 's .  The l i s t  of  landowners which f o l l o w s  ( t a b l e  3-1) 

i n d i c a t e s  t h e  a d d r e s s e s  and occupa t ions  of  t h e s e  landowners, 

and c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  most of them f i t  a t  least  one of  t h e  

c r i t e r i o n  desc r ibed  above ( i n  c h a p t e r  1 )  f o r  i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  

s t a t u s  o f  s p e c u l a t o r .  Most of  them d i d  n o t  l i v e  a t  P i t t  Meadows, 

t h e i r  sou rces  of  income were g e n e r a l l y  un re l a t ed .  t o  t h e i r  land-  

ho ld ings ,  and some of  t h o s e  who l i v e d  a t  P i t t  Meadows owned more 

land  t h a n  t h e y  could farm. The t a b l e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  about  e igh ty -  

two p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  land  i n  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  dyking d i s t r i c t  was 

he ld  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n .  

The group of  landowners who met i n  t h e  e a r l y  1890 ' s  t o  dyke 

sou th  P i t t  Meadows were n o t  hardy p i o n e e r s  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  save  

t h e i r  c r o p s  and l i v e s t o c k  from f l o o d ,  b u t  s p e c u l a t o r s  seek ing  

t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  worth of  t h e i r  investment .  They were, g e n e r a l l y  

speaking ,  a b s e n t e e  owners who had bought l and  t h a t  w a s  wor th l e s s  

u n t i l  r ec l a imed .  When t h e i r  p r o p e r t i e s  were dyked and d ra ined  

t h e y  hoped t o  make a c o n s i d e r a b l e  p r o f i t  s e l l i n g  it t o  o t h e r s ,  

e i t h e r  s e t t l e r s  o r  s p e c u l a t o r s  l i k e  themselves .  

The landowners o f  sou th  P i t t  Meadows had a we l l - e s t ab l i shed  l e g a l  

framework w i t h i n  which t o  c a r r y  o u t  a program t o  dyke t h e i r  prop- 
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Notes on Map 3-3: "Landowners i n  t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking D i s t r i c t ,  

1893,  South  P i t t  Meadows" 

1. The d a t e s  under  t h e  l andowners t  names i n d i c a t e  t h e  y e a r  i n  which 
t h e  p e r s o n  named bought  t h e  l a n d .  

2 .  Map s o u r c e s :  

A. "P lan  of  a  p a r t  o f  Township 9 ,  New Westmins ter  D i s t r i c t ,  
shewing ( s i c )  High Water Mark o f  1882,  t h e  L o c a t i o n  o f  
t h e  Proposed Dyke, and Area t o  be  Reclaimed." 

T h i s  map was p r e p a r e d  by t h e  Dyking Commissioners o f  t h e  
Maple Ridge Dyking Dis t r i c t  i n  1893.  I t  i s  s i g n e d  by t h e  
Commissioners ,  W.J. H a r r i s ,  W i l l i a m  Manson, and C h a r l e s  
E .  Woods, and  i s  a l s o  s i g n e d  by t h e  dyk ing  c o n t r a c t o r s ,  
t h e  MacLean B r o t h e r s  (owners o f  Western Dredging Company). 

The map was drawn by Garden,  Hermon and  Burwel l ,  s u r v e y o r s ,  
o f  Vancouver,  B . C . ,  who happened t o  own a s e c t i o n  i n  t h e  
d i s t r i c t ,  B G N R l E ,  sec. 2 6 .  

T h i s  map i s  i n  t h e  P r o v i n c i a l  A r c h i v e s  o f  B r i t i s h  
Columbia, V i c t o r i a ,  B.C.  

B. Map of Dyking Distr icts  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  i n  
"Reconnaissance  Repor t  o f  t h e  Reclamat ion  Works i n  t h e  
Lower Mainland,  1953." T h i s  r e p o r t  i s  i n  t h e  f i l e s  of  
t h e  I n s p e c t o r  o f  Dykes, N e w  Wes tmins te r ,  B .C .  

3. O t h e r  s o u r c e s :  

A. Tax Assessment  R o l l s ,  M u n i c i p a l i t y  o f  Maple Ridge ,  f o r  
1893,  w h i l e  d a t e s  o f  p u r c h a s e  were a s c e r t a i n e d  from t h e s e  
t a x  r o l l s  f o r  p r e v i o u s  y e a r s .  

C .  R e g i s t e r s  o f  Abso lu te  F e e s ,  P r o v i n c i a l  Land R e g i s t r y  O f f i c e ,  
New Wes tmins te r ,  B.C.  

C .  R e g i s t e r s  of Crown G r a n t s ,  Department  o f  Lands, Victoria. 



Table 3-1 

Landowners i n  the  Maple Ridge  Dyking D i s t r i c t ,  1893 

S p c  

Farm 

Name Address and 
Occupation 

Location 
of Property 

Acreage 
on Flooc 
Pla in  

W.N. Bole 

Jemina Bonson ( ~ r s )  

John B o m n  
Wife of contra.ctor 
Barke r v  i l l e  

New Westminster 
Supreme Court Judge 
P i t t  liieadows 

Lots 2 9  & 282 

I Land compa.ny 1 2 6 ~ , 2 7 , % 9 3 5 ~  c!t S. 
R.C. Brooke I Hammond , farmer I N. p t .  l o t  280 

~ o t  467 
B5NRlE sec. 4 
B ~ N R ~ E  ,28,29,32,33 

BCDD 

F a n  
spec % 

Spec 
- 
Farm 
Spec 
S m c .  
SPC 

spec 

spec 
S p e ~  - 
S F ~ C  - 
Spec 
Farm 

Farm 
Spec - 
Spec 

spec 
spec , 

Farm , 

Spec . 

spec 
spec 
Fan 
Spec 
Farm 
spec - 

Spec 

cold miner 
Vancouver 

J, & Do Callaghan 

Pheobe Campbell 
W i l l i a m  Clarkson 

I Hotel k e e p r  1 3.9,10,11.,1.2,13 
Jas. & Edward Cook I P i t t  Meadows I ~511~-c. 1 

~ o t s  222 & 246 
Tp.9, secs. 251?ii, 

P i t t  Meadows 
Fame rs 
Upper Sumas 
New Westminster 

W. p t .  l o t  280 
~ o t  263 
BSNRlE, secs. 2,  

H.P,P. Crease 
Cunningham & Morton 
Henry V. Edmunds 

I 

Garden. Hermon. Burwell I Vancouver. survevors 

J.R. Foord 

BSNRlE, sec  5 

173 

Fame rs 
Victor ia ,  Judge 
New Westminster -- 
New Westminster 
Real tor  - -- 

Rochester, England 

B ~ N R I E ,  sec. 31- 
B ~ N R ~ E ,  sec  27 
B ~ N R • ÷ . E ,  s ec  25 -- 

I John Trembath I Farmers 
, . -  

pt.  l o t  429- 
rW.J. Harris I P i t t  Meadows ~ o t s  223,283, 60 

B6NRlE, secs. 2,  T.S. Higginson 
l.0,1.3. 923 
BSNRIE. sec. 6 

F a . n e r  
New Westminster 

I .- 
Henm Holbrook 1 N.Westo. Merchant 

Lot 262, W. pt. 1 104 
- 

1- 83 Lot 285, Em pt. - 
B ~ N R I E ,  secs  35 & 36 1% 

I 

W.H. Keary I 
John Laity- / Maple Ridge,farmer 
W i l l im bianson I New Westminster 
T.R. McInnes I Vic to r ia  

Physician 
Hammo nd , f a n e  r and 
h o t e l  keeper 
Hamno nd. 

John XacKenney 

Emmelin9 Mohun ( ~ r s  ) 
267 and 276 
Lot 280, SE pt,, 

I as farmland  am). Speculat ion totals 7444 acres (90%). fanning a. (1%) 1 

James Rousseau 
J .W. Sexsmith 

Sources: Tax Records, Municipality of Maple Ridge, B.C. 
Amount o f  property,on f lood p l a i n  f r o m  "Map of  P a r t  o f  Township 9 i n  
the  New Westminster D i s t r i c t  shewing High Water Mark o f  1882" 

Final colwnn indicate i  whether land is held f o r  specula t ion (spec) o r  u s  

Farmer 
New Westminster 
Vancouve r 

- 
and l o t  281 
B~NRIE, sec. 31 
B ~ N R ~ E ,  secs ,  1, 
12 and 13 

129 
155 

443 
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er t ies .  The f i r s t  p a r l i a m e n t  of  t h e  p r o v i n c e ,  a t  i t s  second 

s e s s i o n  i n  1873,  had passed  a n  ac t  t o  assist  l o c a l  a r e a s  t o  dyke 

l a n d  s u b j e c t  t o  f l o o d .  Th i s  a c t ,  t h e  Dra inage ,  Dyking, and I r r i g -  
1 9  

a t i o n  A c t ,  was i n t ended  p r i m a r i l y  t o  h e l p  f a rmer s  dyke t h e i r  l a n d s  

i n  t h e  t i d a l  zone o f  t h e  F r a s e r  d e l t a ,  b u t  t h e  machinery e s t a b l i s h e d  

by i t  c o u l d  be  used t o  dyke any r e g i o n  s u b j e c t  t o  f l o o d .  The a c t  

p rov ided  t h a t  "two t h i r d s  i n  i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  p r o p r i e t o r s  o f  any 

marsh, swamp o r  meadowlands may ... s e l e c t  one  o r  more Commissioners 

t o  c a r r y  on any work f o r  r e c l a i m i n g  such  l a n d s  by d r a i n a g e ,  dyk ing ,  

o r  i r r i g a t i ~ n . " ~ ~  The Commissioners had power t o  l e v y  t a x e s  on 

dyked l a n d s  t o  r e c o v e r  t h e  c o s t  of dyke b u i l d i n g  and d r a i n a g e  

works.2l They were a l s o  g i v e n  t h e  power t o  r e q u i r e  owners o f  dyked 

l a n d s  t o  p r o v i d e  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  b u i l d  and repair dykes .  2 2  The 

government w a s  a u t h o r i z e d  t o  g u a r a n t e e  i n t e r e s t  on  two- th i rd s  of 

t h e  money r a i s e d .  If landowners d e f a u l t e d  w i t h  d e b t  payments t h e  

government was a u t h o r i z e d  t o  l e v y  and c o l l e c t  t a x e s  t o  pay t h e  

c o s t s  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n .  Subsequent  amendments t o  t h i s  a c t  i n  1881, 
2 3 

1882,  and 1892,  s t r e n g t h e n e d  t h e  power o f  t h e  commissioners  t o  

a p p r o p r i a t e  l a n d  and make c o n t r a c t s  f o r  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e  w o r k s o p 4  

With such  helpful l e g a l  machinery t o  assist them it i s  s u r p r i s i n g  

t h a t  t h e  landowners o f  s o u t h  P i t t  Meadows d i d  n o t  a t  f i r s t  make 

u se  o f  it. I n s t e a d  t h e y  t r i e d  t o  pe r suade  t h e i r  munic ipa l  govern- 

ment t o  b u i l d  t h e  dykes t h e y  needed. Harris, t h e  l e a d e r  o f  t h e  

dyk ing  group,  had been a c t i v e  i n  l o c a l  government s i n c e  he a r r i v e d  

i n  P i t t   meadow^.^^ H e  knew t h e  ways o f  l o c a l  government,  knew t h e  

p e o p l e ,  and perhaps  f o r  t h e s e  r e a s o n s  l e d  h i s  group f i rs t  t o  

s e ek  dykes  from t h e i r  m u n i c i p a l i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  working under  t h e  
i 

p r o v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  Dyking A c t .  
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Harris p r epa red  a p e t i t i o n ,  which was s i g n e d  by t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  

o f  P i t t  Meadows landowners ,  r e q u e s t i n g  t h e  mun ic ipa l  c o u n c i l  t o  

h i r e  a n  e n g i n e e r  t o  su rvey  t h e  lowlands  o f  t h e  r e g i o n  and p r e p a r e  

p l a n s  f o r  dyk ing  i t .26 David Oppenheimer, p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  BCDD, 

which was t h e  l a r g e s t  l a n d h o l d e r  i n  s o u t h  P i t t  Meadows ( w i t h  o v e r  

2 , 0 0 0  a c r e s ) ,  was e n t h u s i a s t i c  i n  h i s  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  scheme. On 

March 7 ,  1891,  a d e l e g a t i o n  o f  s o u t h  P i t t  Meadows landowners 

headed by H a r r i s  and Oppenheimer p r e s e n t e d  t h e  p e t i t i o n  t o  t h e i r  

mun ic ipa l  c o u n c i l .  A t  t h i s  t ime  P i t t  Meadows w a s  a  p a r t  of  t h e  
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m u n i c i p a l i t y  o f  Maple Ridge.  The v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  

of t h i s  m u n i c i p a l i t y  l i v e d  above f l o o d  l e v e l ,  and had l i t t l e  

i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  problems o f  t h e  lowland owners,  few o f  whom 

a c t u a l l y  l i v e d  on t h e i r  p r o p e r t y .  Y e t  t h e  P i t t  Meadows d e l e g a t i o n  

was s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  r e c e i v e d .  Counc i l  suspended r e g u l a r  b u s i n e s s  

t o  h e a r  them. Harris w a s  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  spokesman, and was a t  p a i n s  

t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  t h e  c o s t  o f  t h e  dyk ing  survey  would b e  born  by 

t h e  lowland p r o p e r t y  owners th rough  i n c r e a s e d  t a x a t i o n ,  and t h a t  

no l o s s  would be  i n c u r r e d  by t h e  m u n i c i p a l i t y  i n  g e n e r a l .  He w a s  

o n l y  a s k i n g  t h a t  t h e  c o u n c i l  act  as a g e n t s  f o r  t h e  P i t t  Meadows 

landowners .  Fol lowing h i s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  t h e  c o u n c i l  vo t ed  t o  

"comply w i t h  t h e  p e t i t i o n  o f  t h e  P i t t  Meadows landowners."  
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The mun ic ipa l  c o u n c i l  seems t o  have been somewhat overwhelmed by 

t h e  high-powered d e l e g a t i o n  l e d  by t h e  mayor o f  Vancouver and one 

of t h e i r  own ex-mayors, b u t  when t h e  p e t i t i o n e r s  had l e f t  t h e y  

had s o b e r  second t h o u g h t s .  The h igh  l a n d  r e s i d e n t s  o f  Maple Ridge 

had no i n t e n t i o n  o f  g e t t i n g  i nvo lved  . f i n a n c i a l l y  i n  dyk ing  t h e  

lowlands ,  and n e i t h e r  had t h e  c o u n c i l  on  which t h e y  h e l d  t h e  

m a j o r i t y  o f  seats.  The same c o u n c i l  mee t ing  which had vo ted  t o  



"comply with the petition of the Pitt Meadows' landowners" later, 

when the petitioners had left, voted "that the petition of the 

Pitt Meadows landowners be received and placed on Despite 

the protestation of W.J. Harris that the cost of dyking would be 

born by the landowners benefitted, the municipal council was 

afraid that part of the cost might come to be born by all tax- 

payers. If debts incurred by dyking were greater than the dyked 

lands could bear, then the whole municipality would be saddled 

* with a most unwelcome burden. 

At their next monthly meeting, April 4, 1891, the Maple Ridge 

Council took a firm stand against dyking Pitt Meadows. They 

moved "that this council ... have nothing to do with the dyking 
of Pitt Meadows." The motion was one of contention, but finally 

passed by three votes to two, with the names of thos voting yea 
I 

and nay recorded, a most unusual proced~re.~~ This motion had 

two main consequences; it caused Pitt Meadows landowners to be 

disenchanted with their inclusion in Maple Ridge municipality 

and to seek to leave it, and it caused them to turn to the prov- 

incial Dyking Act and to build the dykes they needed under its 

provisions. 

In 1892 Pitt Meadows landowners formed a dyking district and 

requested the provincial government to appoint commissioners to 

dyke their district under the terms of the Dyking Act. The gov- 

ernment appointed two local landowners, Harris and a William 

Manson, and a civil engineer named Charles Woods. These com- 
31 

missioners planned the great dyke that loops around southern Pitt 



Meadows a l o n g  t h e  banks o f  t h r e e  r i v e r s ,  t h e  F r a s e r ,  t h e  P i t t ,  

and t h e  L i l l o o e t .  The a r e a  w i t h i n  t h e  dyke ,  w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  

o f  t h e  c e n t r a l  h i g h l a n d ,  was c a l l e d  t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking Dis t r i c t .  

The name was chosen t o  avo id  c o n f u s i o n  w i t h  P i t t  Meadows Dyking 

D i s t r i c t s  number 1 and 2 and n o t ,  it i s  supposed,  from any g r e a t  

a f f e c t i o n  t h e  P i t t  Meadows' landowners  f e l t  f o r  t h e  m u n i c i p a l i t y  

which had r e f u s e d  them h e l p .  

The dyke-bu i ld ing  program began i n  t h e  summer o f  1893. The dyke 

planned was 14 .3  miles l ong ,  and p r o t e c t e d  a n  area of  9,600 acres. 

The c o s t  o f  dyking and d r a i n a g e  w a s  e s t i m a t e d  a t  $85,000. 
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The dyke was b u i l t  by t h e  Western Dredging Company, t h e  same 

company which had b u i l t  t h e  dykes  f o r  t h e  BCDD. The dykes  were 

b u i l t  i n  t h e  same manner as t h o s e  o f  t h e  BCDD, and t o  t h e  same 

h e i g h t ,  two f ee t  above t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  1882 f l o o d .  Western 

Dredg ing ' s  c o n t r a c t  c a l l e d  f o r  comple t ion  by t h e  end o f  1894, b u t  

by March t h e  work was s o  far  advanced t h a t  t h e  commissioners  

hoped t o  be  a b l e  t o  keep o u t  t h e  f r e s h e t  o f  t h a t  y e a r .  However, 

t h e  1894 f r e s h e t  w a s  a n  all-time h i g h  and t h e  Maple Ridge dyke 

m e t  t h e  same f a t e  a s  t h o s e  of t h e  BCDD. 

R e s u l t s  o f  t h e  1894 f l o o d  

The f r e s h e t  o f  1894 broke t h e  dykes  a t  P i t t  Meadows and f looded  

t h e  l and  as if t h e y  had neve r  been b u i l t .  Farmers th roughout  t h e  

F r a s e r  Va l l ey  s u f f e r e d  from t h e s e  f l o o d s ,  b u t  it i s  d o u b t f u l  i f  

anyone a t  P i t t  Meadows s u f f e r e d  a t  a l l .  Most o f  t h e  l a n d  w a s  

9- 

owned by a b s e n t e e  s p e c u l a t o r s ,  and t h o s e  f a r m e r s  who d i d  own 
& 

low-lying l a n d  a l s o  had l and  above f l o o d  l e v e l  on  which t h e y  



had b u i l t  t h e i r  houses  and b a r n s ,  and which was o f  s u f f i c i e n t  

a c r e a g e  t o  h o l d  a l l  t h e i r  l i v e s t o c k  d u r i n g  t h e  f r e s h e t .  S i n c e  

t h e s e  f a rmer s  had n o t  p r e v i o u s l y  had t h e i r  l a n d s  dyked, t h e i r  

f a rming  methods were adap t ed  t o  t h e  annua l  f l o o d i n g s .  

While t h e  1 8 9 4  f l o o d  d i d  n o t  a f f e c t  P i t t  Meadows landowners s o  

f a r  as economic a c t i v i t i e s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  on t h e i r  p r o p e r t i e s  was 

concerned ,  i t  p l a i n l y  f o r e t o l d  f a r  g r e a t e r  e x p e n d i t u r e s  f o r  dyk ing  

t h a n  had been a n t i c i p a t e d .  Dykes would have t o  be  he igh t ened  and 

s t r e n g t h e n e d ,  and b r eaches  caused  by t h e  f l o o d s  would have t o  be  

r e p a i r e d .  Both t h e  BCDD and t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking D i s t r i c t  (MRDD) 

de c ided  t o  r e b u i l d  t h e i r  dykes t o  a new h e i g h t ,  two f ee t  above t h e  

l e v e l  o f  t h e  1894 f l o o d .  The d e s i g n  o f  t h e  dykes was n o t  improved 

and t h e  weaknesses o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  remained,  e x c e p t  

t h a t  t hey  were t o  be h i g h e r .  The f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  o f  bo th  dyk ing  

groups  d i d  n o t  pe rmi t  them t o  f o l l o w  any o t h e r  c o u r s e ,  i n  f a c t  

even t h e  l i m i t e d  o b j e c t i v e  t h e y  now se t  themse lves  was t o  l e a d  t o  

permanent bankrup tcy .  

Both t h e  company and t h e  commissioners went h e a v i l y  i n t o  d e b t  t o  

c o n t i n u e  t h e i r  dyking programs. The Dyking A c t  o f  1894 a s s i s t e d  

them t o  borrow by p r o v i d i n g  government g u a r a n t e e s  o f  f o u r  p e r  c e n t  

o f  t h e  i n t e r e s t  on l o a n s .  The government,  i n  t h e  same a c t ,  a l s o  
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i i n s i s t e d  t h a t  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  be o r g a n i z e d  under commissioners  

i n  o r d e r  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a measure o f  i n d i v i d u a l  l e a d e r s h i p  and r e s p -  

o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e s e  programs.  The MRDD w a s  a l r e a d y  o r g a n i z e d  i n  
I 

t h i s  manner, b u t  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  o f  t h e  BCDD were n o t .  The company 

a p p o i n t e d  t h r e e  of i t s  major  s h a r e h o l d e r s ,  David Oppenheimer, J.F. 

Garden, and J.W. Sexsmith ,  as commiss ioners .  I f  t h e  government 
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hoped t h a t  t h i s  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  would c a u s e  dyke-bu i ld ing  c o s t s  t o  

come w i t h i n  e s t i m a t e d  l i m i t s  t h e y  were t o  be d i s a p p o i n t e d .  Dyking 

d i s t r i c t s  a t  P i t t  Meadows and t h roughou t  t h e  v a l l e y  c o n t i n u e d  t o  

p lunge d e e p e r  i n t o  t h e  r e d .  

A s  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  p o s i t i o n  o f  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  worsened it became 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  them t o  borrow needed funds .  I n  1897 

t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government moved t o  assist them. The Dyking Deb- 

e n t u r e s  Loan A c t  o f  t h a t  y e a r  a u t h o r i z e d  t h e  government t o  s e l l  

d e b e n t u r e s  f o r  specif ied amounts f o r  t h e  v a r i o u s  d i s t r i c t s  a t  s i x  

p e r  c e n t ,  o f  which t h e  p rov ince  would g u a r a n t e e  two t h i r d s . 3 y  The 

amount s p e c i f i e d  f o r  t h e  B C D D ' s  d i s t r i c t s  w a s  $60,000 and f o r  t h e  

MRDD $126,000. These amounts were i n t e n d e d  t o  pay o f f  p r ev ious  

d e b t s  and  c o v e r  t h e  c o s t  o f  on-going works. While t h i s  act he lped  

dyking comrnissioners g e t  t h e  money t h e y  needed it d i d  n o t h i n g  t o  

l i m i t  e x p e n d i t u r e s  on dykes ,  which c o n t i n u e d  t o  r i se  beyond pro-  

j e c t e d  estimates. 

The f o l l o w i n g  y e a r  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government moved t o  p r o t e c t  i t s  

i nves tmen t  i n  dykes  by assuming c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  t o t a l  dyke-bu i ld ing  

program i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley .  T h i s  move was prompted by t h e  

r a p i d l y  i n c r e a s i n g  i ndeb t ednes s  of  t h e s e  d i s t r i c t s .  The BCDD, which 

had begun i n  1891  w i t h  a s h a r e  c a p i t a l  o f  $47,600 had ,  by 1898,  

d e b t s  which approached $80,000. 35 The MRDD had begun two y e a r s  la ter  

( i n  1893)  w i t h  e s t i m a t e d  e x p e n d i t u r e s  o f  $85,000, and by 1898 i t s  

d e b t s  t o t a l l e d  o v e r  $185,000.36 Much work i n  bo th  g roups '  d i s t r i c t s  

remained t o  be done.  The s i t u a t i o n  i n  o t h e r  v a l l e y  d i s t r i c t s  was 

similar.  The government t ook  c o n t r o l  by t h e  P u b l i c  Dyking A c t  of 

1898.37 T h i s  act r e p l a c e d  l o c a l  dyk ing  comrnissioners by a prov in-  
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c i a l l y - a p p o i n t e d  I n s p e c t o r  of  Dykes who w a s  t o  have  c o n t r o l  o v e r  

a l l  v a l l e y  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  The f i n a n c i n g  o f  

t h e s e  works w a s  a l s o  t o  be c o n t r o l l e d  by government.  The f i n a n c i a l  

needs  o f  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  were t o  be  m e t  by t h e  s a l e  o f  deben tu r e s  

and t h e s e  were t o  be r e p a i d  f rom a s i n k i n g  fund f i n a n c e d  by t a x e s  

on t h e  dyked l a n d s .  Payments t o  t h e  s i n k i n g  fund would be  s e t  s o  

t h a t  dyk ing  c o s t s  would be  p a i d  o f f  i n  f o r t y  y e a r s ,  w i t h  t h e  i n t -  

erest  ra te  se t  a t  t h r e e  and one-hal f  p e r  c e n t .  The l o n g  repayment 

p e r i o d  and low i n t e r e s t  ra te  were des igned  t o  make t a x e s  b e a r a b l e  

f o r  t h e  landowners ,  and t h u s  p e r m i t  them t o  keep t h e i r  l and .  They 

were, however, no l o n g e r  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e  r e c l a m a t i o n  programs t h a t  

s e c u r e d  t h e i r  l a n d s  from f l o o d .  

P r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  had a t t e m p t e d  t o  r e c l a i m  P i t t  Meadows bu t  had 

become bank rup t  b e f o r e  it had completed i t s  t a s k .  I t  had n o t  

l a cked  government s u p p o r t .  The p rov ince  had encouraged landowners 

t o  dyke t h e i r  l a n d s  by p e r m i s s i v e  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  by g u a r a n t e e i n g  

i n t e r e s t  on l o a n s ,  and ( i n  1897)  s u p p l y i n g  funds  i t s e l f .  These 

s t e p s  proved i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  check  t h e  p lunge  i n t o  bankruptcy 

which t h e  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  were making. P r i v a t e  landowners ,  i n  

a t t e m p t i n g  t o  reclaim t h e i r  l a n d ,  had p l a i n l y  b i t t e n  o f f  more than  

t hey  c o u l d  chew. Government i n t e r v e n e d  t o  t a k e  o v e r  t h e  management 

of  r e c l a m a t i o n  schemes w h i l e  c o n t i n u i n g  t o  h o l d  t h e  landowners 

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  c o s t s ,  which were t o  b e  m e t  as t a x e s  on  t h e  

l a n d  b e n e f i t t e d .  While p r i v a t e  c o n t r o l  o f  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e  was 

a b o l i s h e d ,  p r i v a t e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  pay ing  t h e  b i l l s  remained.  

Government i n t e r e s t  i n  r e c l a m a t i o n  schemes a t  P i t t  Meadows and 

th roughout  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley  c a n  b e  e x p l a i n e d  by many f a c t o r s .  
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I ts  i n i t i a l  i n t e r e s t  w a s  no doubt  prompted by t h e  need t o  c r e a t e  

farmland i n  a p rov ince  where it w a s  i n  s h o r t  supp ly .  A s  reclam- 

a t i o n  schemes developed i t  came t o  have a c o n s i d e r a b l e  inves tment  

i n  them th rough  i t s  i n t e r e s t  g u a r a n t e e s  on l o a n s .  It a l s o  had 

a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  landowners ,  b o t h  a s  

i m p o r t a n t  i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  t h e  p r o v i n c e  who l i k e l y  c a r r i e d  we igh t  

i n  i t s  d e c i s i o n s ,  and as examples o f  p i o n e e r s  whose endeavors  t o  

reclaim l a n d  from t h e  w i l d e r n e s s  were t h e  demons t r a t i on  of a  

f r o n t i e r  myth. While t h e  landowners o f  P i t t  Meadows were h a r d l y  

ha rdy  p i o n e e r s ,  t h e y  were r e c l a i m i n g  l a n d  from t h e  w i l d e r n e s s ,  

and t h u s  were p i o n e e r s  o f  a s o r t ,  even i f  o f  a s p e c u l a t i v e  s o r t .  

The r e c l a i m i n g  o f  l a n d  was i n  f a c t  t h e  b u i l d i n g  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c e  

i t s e l f ,  and a p r o v i n c i a l  government cou ld  s c a r c e l y  l e t  such pro- 

grams f a i l  when it had t h e  power t o  r e s c u e  them. 

The Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  

I n  s p i t e  of  government c o n t r o l  dyk ing  c o s t s  c o n t i n u e d  t o  r i s e  above 

p r o j e c t e d  e x p e n d i t u r e s ,  and t h e  t a x e s  t o  pay f o r  t h e s e  became a n  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  heavy burden.  I n  1904 t h e r e  was a who le sa l e  f a i l u r e  

of  dyked-land owners t o  pay dyk ing  t a x e s ,  and t h e  government was 

f o r c e d  t o  r e a s s e s s  t h e  i n d e b t e d n e s s  o f  t h e s e  l a n d s .  It  c a l c u l a t e d  38 

t h e  d e b t  o f  a l l  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l ley  a t  1st 

November, 1904.  A t  t h a t  d a t e  t h e  i n d e b t e d n e s s  o f  t h e  MRDD w a s  a lmos t  

$220,000, and t h e  BCDD d i s t r i c t s  a b o u t  $89,000.39 The government 

c o n s i d e r e d  t h e s e  d e b t s  t o o  g r e a t  f o r  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  t o  r epay .  Sim- 

i l a r  s i t u a t i o n s e x i s t e d  th roughout  t h e  v a l l e y ,  and t h e  s o l u t i o n  t o  

t h e  problem w a s  a ch i eved  by f o r g i v i n g  a l a r g e  p a r t  o f  t h e  dyk ing  

d e b t  o f  each  d i s t r i c t .  



8 3  

The p r o v i n c e  f o r g a v e  s u b s t a n t i a l  p o r t i o n s  o f  dyk ing  d e b t  th rough  

t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  o f  1905. 
40 

The preamble  o f  t h e  act  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  it had a twofo ld  purpose :  

I n  o r d e r  t h a t  t h e  Prov ince  may r e c o v e r  some 
p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  moneys expended ... and t h e  
development o f  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  may n o t  be re- 
t a r d e d ,  it i s  deemed a d v i s a b l e  t h a t  t h e  
a s s e s s n ~ e n t s  imposed on t h e  s a i d  l a n d s  shou ld  
n o t  be g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h e  owners and  o c c u p i e r s  
t h e r e o f  c a n  pay. 

4  1 

To a c h i e v e  t h e s e  pu rpose s  t h e  ac t  Cance l l ed  a l l  dyk ing  d e b t s  and 

r e p l a c e d  them w i t h  what it c a l l e d  a " c a p i t a l  charge" ,  a f a r  lesser 

amount c a l c u l a t e d  t o  be  w i t h i n  t h e  repayment a b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  

owners o f  dyked l a n d s . 4 2  The c a p i t a l  c h a r g e  s e t  f o r  t h e  Maple 

Ridge d i s t r i c t  w a s  $127,000, and f o r  t h e  B C D D 1 s  d i s t r i c t s  $35,000,  

r e d u c t i o n s  o f  f o r t y - t h r e e  and s i x ty -one  p e r c e n t .  These amounts 

were t o  be  r e t i r e d  o v e r  f o r t y  y e a r s  and b o r e  i n t e r e s t  a t  t h e  rate 

o f  t h r e e  and one-ha l f  pe r cen t .  S i n c e  t h e  t e r m s  o f  repayments 

were t h e  same as p r e v i o u s l y  e x i s t e d ,  t h e  e f fec t  o f  c u t t i n g  t h e  

d e b t  w a s  t o  c u t  t h e  repayments by t h e  same p r o p o r t i o n .  I t  was 

t h e  hope o f  t h e  government t h a t  t h i s  r e l i e f  would b o t h  e n a b l e  

landowners t o  deve lop  t h e i r  l a n d s  and t h a t  t h e  p rov ince  would be  

a b l e  t o  r e c o v e r  a t  least some o f  t h e  moneys it had expended. 

The pa s sage  o f  t h e  Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  w a s  t h e  

o c c a s i o n  f o r  b i t t e r  p u b l i c  d e b a t e  i n  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  l e g i s l a t u r e  

on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  l a n d  s p e c u l a t i o n .  Opponents o f  t h e  b i l l  a t t a c k e d  

it because  it seemed t o  f a v o r  and encourage  s p e c u l a t i o n .  T h e i r  

l e a d e r  was John O l i v e r .  O l i v e r  w a s  a farmer who had dyked h i s  own 
I 



p i o n e e r  fa rm i n  t h e  s o u t h  d e l t a  r e g i o n  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  i n  t h e  l a t e  

n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y . 4 3  A f t e r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  h i s  f a rm h e  went on  t o  

i n v o l v e  h imse l f  i n  p r o v i n c i a l  p o l i t i c s ,  and  some y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  

d e b a t e  on t h e  Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  h e  became premier  

o f  t h e  p r o v i n c e  (1918 - 1 9 2 7 ) .  He was a rugged i n d i v i d u a l . i s t ,  and 

c e r t a i n l y  d i d  n o t  f a v o r  t h e  government a i d i n g  s p e c u l a t o r s .  Most 

o f  t h e  l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows i n  1905 w a s  s t i l l  owned by s p e c u l a t o r s  

as demons t ra ted  on t h e  f o l l o w i n g  t a b l e  (numbered 3-21 .  Thus govern- 

ment a i d  t o  dyked-land owners a t  P i t t  Meadows was a i d  t o  spec-  

u l a t o r s .  T h i s  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  b i l l  d i d  n o t  s i t  w e l l  w i t h  John  O l i v e r .  

I n  h i s  major  speech  a g a i n s t  t h e  b i l l  O l i v e r  c la imed  t h a t  i t s  e f f e c t  

would b e  t o  make s p e c u l a t o r s  a f r e e  g i f t  o f  p a r t  o f  t h e  c o s t  of  

dyk ing  t h e i r  l a n d .  S i n c e  dyk ing  had g r e a t l y  a p p r e c i a t e d  t h e  wor th  

of t h e s e  l a n d s  t h e  government w a s  i n  fact enco rag ing  l a n d  spec-  

u l a t i o n .  O l i v e r  mentioned s e v e r a l  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  s p e c u l a t o r s  

by name, i n c l u d i n g  Judge W.N. Bole and Louis  Bonson. Such peop l e ,  

he  t hunde red ,  were  b e i n g  f o r g i v e n  o v e r  h a l f  o f  what t h e y  had s p e n t  

on dykes ,  w h i l e  d i s t r i c t s  f u r t h e r  up t h e  v a l l e y  w i t h  a far h i g h e r  

p r o p o r t i o n  o f  f a rmer s  t h a n  s p e c u l a t o r s  were b e i n g  f o r g i v e n  far  

smaller amounts.  H e  accused  t h e  government o f  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  

se t t l e r s  i n  f a v o r  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s ,  and moved t h a t  it withdraw t h e  

b i l l  and i n t r o d u c e  a new one  which would d i s c r i m i n a t e  t h e  o t h e r  

O l i v e r  was a powerful  d e b a t e r  and  b u i l t  up a s t r o n g  case 

a g a i n s t  t h e  government ' s  a c t i o n .  Reg re t ab ly  some o f  h i s  f i g u r e s  

were i n  e r r o r .  H i s  major  a r i t h m e t i c a l  m i s t ake  was t o  s ta te  t h a t  

t h e  b i l l  r educed  t h e  i n d e b t e d n e s s  o f  t h e  MRDD by s i x t y - f i v e  p e r  

c e n t  when i n  f a c t  t h e  r e d u c t i o n  was f o r t y - t h r e e  pe rcen t .45  Y e t  

d e s p i t e s  t h e s e  f l a w s ,  he  made h i s  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e  d i s t r i c t s  w i t h  



Table 3-2 

Changes i n  Land Ownership, 1.893 - 1905, Maple Ridge Dyking D i s t r i c t  

1893 owner 

I Jenina Bonson (14rs) 

1 R.C. Brooke 
3.  & D. Callaghan 

W i l l i a m  Clarkson 

J .  & Em Cook 

. H.P.P. Crease 
Cunningham & Morton 
H.V. Edmunds 
J a R a  F o o d  

Garden e t ale 
Theo Gauthier 

L.B<Hambiin 
W. Hampton and 
J. Trernbath 
W.J. Harris 

T.S. Higginson I 
Henry Holbrook 

- WaHa K e q  
John Lai ty  
W i l l i a m  Manson 

- T.R. McInnes I John MacKenney 

Emmeline Mohun ( ~ r s )  

Location 
of property 

 LO^ 467 
B5NR1.E , se c 4 
~ 6 ~ ~ 1 ~ , 2 8 , 2 9 , 3 2 , 3 3  
Lots 254 & 282 
L O ~ S  222 & 246 
Tp.9, S ~ C S  25NW 
26~,27,34,35& & S 
N. pt. l o t  280 

pt. l o t  280 

Same 1 859 Ispc I 

1905 owner Acreage 
on Flood 
Pla in  

Same 
Same 

- -  - 

Same 1 69.  I spec 1 

F a n  
o r  
Spec 

Same 
Same 
Same 

B ~ N R I E ,  secs. 2, 1 M O S ~  sold  to I I I 

191 
94 

3,9,10,1.1,12,1.3~ I Harriet Ford 1 753 1 spec 
B5NRIE , sec. 1 I Half to F. Lanhs 1 44 1 Farm 

Farm 
spec 

2032 

101 

B ~ N R I E ,  sec. 
B ~ N R ~ E ,  sec. 27 
B ~ N R ~ E ,  sec. 25 
Lot 224 
B~NRIE,  sec. 14, 

Spec 
Farm d 

Farm 

B ~ N R ~ . E ,  sec. 30 
 LO^ 262 ( p t )  & 
Lot 429 (p t )  
Lots 223 and 283 
Lots 261 a d  286 
Lot 286 
B ~ N R ~ . E ,  secs  2, 

 LO^ 262, wo pt. 
Lot  285, Em ptm 
B ~ N R ~ E ,  secs  35-36 
B ~ N R I E ,  sec. 24 
Lot 285 (w. pt.)  
l o t s  267 and 276 
Lot 280 (SE pt.) 
and l o t  281 
B ~ N R ~ . E ,  sec. 3% 
B ~ N R I E ,  sees, 1, 
12 and 1.3 

Subdivided 
To son W i l l i a m  
Dr .  T.S. Hall 

pt. to B l l y ,  I I 1 

Robert Kennedy 
same, Higginson 

E & A Mortgage Co . 
W.N. Bole 

pt. subdivided 1 173 ( Farm 
Yorkshire Securityf Corp. 201 Spec 

1% 
* 1 . 9  
1.35 

spec . 
spec 
Spec 

Same 1 83 1 Fan ( 

~ a s m  
spec 
Spec 

~ama 1 89; 

23  t o  son. 
Same (h i s  e s t a t e  ) 
W.H. Stoney, N.Vaq.104 

Same 
same (sec. 2)  
10 & 11 to Rithet  

1 56 
454 

& Co. 

58 

J ,Wilson, Vancouver194 
Same 
Subdivided 

Spec 
s p e c .  

Same 

Speculation 7260 ac r e s  (87%), Fa.rming 11.1.6 ac r e s  (1%) 1 

158 

United Trust  Co. 
Sun Life Assurance 
Company. 

Pr incipal  Source f o r  1905 dataa Tax Assessment Rolls ,  New Westminster 
D i s t r i c t ,  1905. P.A.B.C. 

Spec 
Spec .  

261 
52 

Farm . 
Spec 

129 
155 

443 

Farm 
Spec.  

Spec 



t h e  h i g h e s t  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s  were t o  be f o r g i v e n  t h e  most,  

and t h e  government subsequen t l y  amended t h e  ac t  i n  f a v o r  o f  t h e  

" fa rmer"  d i s t r i c t s . 4 6  

Although i t  amended t h e  b i l l  t o  make a more e q u i t a b l e  pe r cen t age  

r e d u c t i o n  among dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s ,  t h e  government had a case f o r  

g r e a t e r  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  " s p e c u l a t o r "  t h a n  "farmer"  d i s t r i c t s .  Premier  

Mcbriue p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t ,  under  t h e  r e d u c t i o n s  proposed by t h e  

b i l l  ( b e f o r e  i t  was amended), t h e  a n n u a l  payments i n  t h e  "farmer" 

d i s t r i c t s  would be f a r  less t h a n  i n  t h e  l l s p e c u l a t o r l l  d i s t r i c t s .  

For example,  t h e  annua l  payments p e r  acre i n  t h e  "farmer" d i s t r i c t  

o f  C h i l l i w a c k  (where t h e  b i l l  f i r s t  proposed t o  r e d u c e  c h a r g e s  by 

t h i r t e e n  p e r c e n t )  would be 7 9  c e n t s ,  w h i l e  i n  t h e  l l s p e c u l a t o r "  

d i s t r i c t  o f  Maple Ridge (where c o s t s  were t o  d r o p  f o r t y - t h r e e  p e r  

c e n t )  t h e  payment would be $1.40.q7 While t h e  s p e c u l a t o r  would 

have t h e  g r e a t e s t  p e r c e n t a g e  r e d u c t i o n ,  h e  would s t i l l  pay a g r e a t  

d e a l  more t h a n  t h e  f a rmer  f o r  h i s  dykes .  

The r e s p o n s e  of  t h e  government p r o v i d e s  a c l u e  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c  

r e a s o n  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  i n  some d i s t r i c t s  more t h a n  i n  o t h e r s .  The 

p e r c e n t a g e  r e d u c t i o n  i n  t h e  " s p e c u l a t o r "  d i s t r i c t s  w a s  h i g h e r  t h a n  

i n  t h e  "farmer" d i s t r i c t s  because  t h e  " s p e c u l a t o r "  d i s t r i c t ' s  d e b t s  

were h i g h e r ,  and t h e y  were h i g h e r  because  t h e s e  areas were more 

d i f f i c u l t  t o  reclaim. The o r i g i n a l  c o s t  p r o j e c t i o n  f o r  t h e  rec lam- 

a t i o n  of  t h e  MRDD w a s  $9 .55  a n  acre,  w h i l e  a t  Ch i l l iwack  t h e  pro- 

j e c t e d  c o s t  w a s  a lmos t  h a l f  t h i s ,  a t  $5 .40e4*  The o r i g i n a l  pro-  

j e c t i o n s  had been far  exceeded i n  a l l  d i s t r i c t s ,  b u t  t h e y  had 

s t a r t e d  h i g h e r  and r i s e n  f a s t e r  i n  " specu l a to r1 '  d i s t r i c t s  because  

t h e r e  problems were g r e a t e r .  P i t t  Meadows w a s  a n  area w i t h  problems 
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o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  t h a t  o t h e r  F r a s e r  Va l ley  areas d i d  n o t  have.  I n  t h e  

d e l t a ,  rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  such  as John O l i v e r  cou ld  dyke t h e i r  

own l a n d s  because  t h e  f l o o d s  were o n l y  one  o r  two f e e t  h igh. ,+g 

L a t e r  d e l t a  f a rmer s  co-opera ted  i n  j o i n t  e n t e r p r i s e s  o f  dyk ing  

which were cheaper  t h a n  i n d i v i d u a l  p r o j e c t s ,  f a r  cheape r  t h a n  pro-  

j e c t s  f u r t h e r  up t h e  v a l l e y .  Upstream from P i t t  Meadows t h e  compact 

n a t u r e  of  t h e  lowlands  made them a p p e a r  t o  be r e c l a i m a b l e  w i t h i n  

r e a c h  of t h e  f a r m e r ' s  pocke t .  But a t  P i t t  Meadows t h r e e  r i v e r s  r a n  

t o g e t h e r  and  f l o o d  l e v e l s  were f o u r  f e e t  o r  more above t h e  l e v e l  

o f  t h e  l a n d .  Before  dyk ing  began t h o s e  who had a c q u i r e d  l a n d  t h e r e  

t o  farm had been d r i v e n  o f f  by f l o o d s  and e i t h e r  s o l d  o u t  t o  

s p e c u l a t o r s  o r  become s p e c u l a t o r s  t hemse lve s .  The dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  

on P i t t  Meadows began as " s p e c u l a t o r "  d i s t r i c t s  because  o f  extreme 

f l o o d  l e v e l s ,  and s t a y e d  l ' s pecu l a to r l l  d i s t r i c t s  because  dyk ing  

c h a r g e s  were p r o h i b i t i v e l y  h i g h  f o r  farmers. An economica l l y -v i ab l e  

fa rm on P i t t  Meadows would have t o  s e l l  i t s  produce a t  a p r i c e  

which would e n a b l e  it t o  pay t h e s e  c h a r g e s .  S i n c e  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  

market  was a l s o  open t o  f a rmer s  who r a i s e d  produce on l a n d  unburd- 

ened w i t h  such  c o s t s  t h e s e  p r i c e s  would be uncompet i t ive .  

Why d i d  t h e  government i n  1905 r e l i e v e  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r  a t  a l l ?  Why 

uid it n o t ,  t h rough  some a d j u s t m e n t  t o  t h e  t a x  s t r u c t u r e  o r  o u t -  

r i g h t  g r a n t  h e l p  t h e  dyked-lands farmer and l e t  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r  

go t o  t h e  w a l l ?  The p r emie r  gave two answers  t o  t h a t  q u e s t i o n .  I t  

was h i s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  t r ea t  a l l  landowners as e q u i t a b l y  as p o s s i b l e .  

H e  r e j e c t e d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  s p e c u l a t o r s  i n  t h e  dyked d i s t r i c t s  were 

undese rv ing  o f  government s u p p o r t ,  con t end ing  t h a t  " t hey  were men 

who, i n  days  gone by,  had man i f e s t ed  t h e i r  f a i t h  i n  t h e  coun t ry  

by i n v e s t i n g  l a r g e l y  i n  t h e  l a n d s  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l ley ,  and who, 
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th rough  l o n g  and p r o f i t l e s s  y e a r s ,  had ma in t a ined  t h e i r  h o l d i n g s  

and p a i d  t h e  t a x e s  the reon ."50  H i s  second answer was t o  c o n s i d e r  

t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  open t o  government.  It cou ld  r e c e i v e  t h e  l a n d  

on r e v e r s i o n  f o r  unpaid t a x e s ,  o r  it c o u l d  f o r g i v e  some o f  t h e  

dyk ing  d e b t  s o  t h a t  t h e  t a x e s  were a t  l eas t  b e a r a b l e .  By making 

t h e  f i r s t  c h o i c e  t h e  government would have t o  assume a l l  t h e  bur-  

den o f  dyk ing  c o s t s ,  by making t h e  second t h e  government would 

r e c e i v e  some r e t u r n  a t  least  f o r  t h e  moneys expended. 

By t h i s  answer McBride i n d i c a t e d  a government i n t e r e s t  more i n  

t h e  l a n d  owner and a r e t u r n  on i t s  i nves tmen t  t h a n  i n  c r e a t i n g  

farmland f o r  t h e  p rov ince .  The b a s i c  r e a s o n  f o r  any government 

s u p p o r t  o f  l a n d  r e c l a m a t i o n  was, presumably,  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of  farm- 

l a n d .  I n  1 9 0 5  t h e  government cou ld  have l e t  t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  h e l d  

f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows r e v e r t  t o  t h e  Crown f o r  non-pay- 

ment o f  dyk ing  t a x e s ,  and t h e n  made them a v a i l a b l e  f o r  homesteads.  

Such a s t e p  would have ensu red  t h e  s w i f t  development o f  P i t t  

Meadows as farmland.  Y e t  it chose  t o  p u t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  

landowners and t h e  repayments o f  i t s  d e b t s  ahead o f  i t s  p r i n c i p a l  

purpose .  By t h i s  a c t i o n  t h e  McBride government encouraged specu l -  

a t i o n ,  and t h e  consequence was t h a t  t h e  l a n d  con t i nued  t o  b e  h e l d  

f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n .  Over e i g h t y  p e r  c e n t  o f  P i t t  Meadows remained as 

s p e c u l a t i v e  p r o p e r t y  f o r  t h e  n e x t  f i f t e e n  y e a r s ,  and s p e c u l a t i v e  

a c r e a g e  d i d  n o t  d rop  below f i f t y  p e r  c e n t  u n t i l  t h e  o n s e t  o f  t h e  

Depress ion  a q u a r t e r  o f  a c e n t u r y  l a t e r .  The e f f e c t  o f  t h e  govern- 

men t ' s  a e c i s i o n  was t o  e n s u r e  t h a t ,  f o r  a l o n g  p e r i o d  o f  i t s  

h i s t o r y ,  t h e  f e r t i l e  f a rmlands  of  P i t t  Meadows l a y  unproduc t ive .  



The D e m i s e  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia Dra inage  and Dyking Company 

The Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  had f o r g i v e n  t h e  BCDD o v e r  

s i x t y  p e r  c e n t  o f  i t s  dyk ing  i n d e b t e d n e s ~ . ~ ~  I ts  d e b t  had been c u t  

from a l m o s t  $89,000 t o  $35,000. Yet d e s p i t e  t h i s  generous  t rea t -  

ment t h e  BCDD w a s  i n  deep  f i n a n c i a l  t r o u b l e  towards  t h e  end o f  1905.  

I n  t h e  f a l l  o f  t h a t  y e a r  t h e  company found i t s e l f  u n a b l e  t o  pay 

t a x e s  on i t s  p r o p e r t y ,  amounting t o  o v e r  $3,000.  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  
52 

t h e  Department o f  t h e  I n t e r i o r  i n  O t t a w a  a d v i s e d  t h a t ,  u n l e s s  it 

began dyk ing  t h e  13,000 acres it h e l d  under  o p t i o n  t o  purchase  

n o r t h  o f  t h e  L i l l o o e t  w i t h i n  s i x t y  d a y s  (from November 29) it 

would l o s e  a l l  claim t o  t h i s  l and .53  The BCDD had h e l d  t h i s  l and  

f o r  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  and had neve r  had t h e  r e s o u r c e s  t o  reclaim it. 

C e r t a i n l y  it was i n  no p o s i t i o n  t o  beg in  dyk ing  i n  1905. 

A t  t h i s  t i m e  t h e  B C D D 1 s  l a n d  must be  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  f o u r  p a r t s .  

The l a r g e s t  p a r t ,  t h e  13,000 acres n o r t h  o f  t h e  L i l l o o e t ,  had 

n o t  been r ec l a imed  and would r e v e r t  t o  t h e  dominion i n  e a r l y  

1906. The P i t t  Meadows Dyking Distr icts  numbered 1 and 2 had 

been r e c l a i m e d  by t h e  company. The company a l s o  owned some 2,000 

a c r e s  s o u t h  o f  t h e  L i l l o o e t ,  which had been i nc luded  i n  t h e  

Maple Ridge Dyking D i s t r i c t  i n  1893. Because o f  t h e  company's 

s h o r t a g e  o f  c a s h  t h e  s h a r e h o l d e r s  dec ided  t o  s e l l  t h e  dyked l a n d s  

i n  t h e  two P i t t  Meadows Dyking Distr icts .  I t  p l aced  a d v e r t i s e m e n t s  

i n  newspapers a c r o s s  Canada, d e s c r i b i n g  t h e s e  l a n d s  as t h e  f i n e s t  

i n  t h e  p rov ince .  When t h i s  b a i t  b rought  a n i b b l e  from a prosp-  
54 

e c t i v e  buyer  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  comparison was widened, and t h e y  were 

d e s c r i b e d  as " t h e  f i n e s t  i n  t h e  wor ld ."55 The dykes  were d e s c r i b e d  

as " tho rough ly  f l o o d  proof ."  The company somewhat exaggera ted  



i t s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  b o t h  l a n d s  and d y k e s .  While t h e  l a n d  i n  

Dyking D i s t r i c t  Number 2 was o f  ~ o o d  q u a l i t y ,  t h a t  i n  Number 1 

was t o o  p o o r l y  d r a i n e d  t o  p r o v i d e  good p a s t u r e .  A s  f o r  t h e  d y k e s ,  
56 

t h e y  needed c o n s t a n t  ma in tenance  t o  keep them f l o o d  p r o o f ,  and t h e  

dykes  around Number 1 d i s t r i c t  were t o  f a i l  t h r e e  t i m e s  i n  sub- 

s e q u e n t  y e a r s .  
57 

I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  wide p u b l i c i t y  g i v e n  t o  t h e  s a l e ,  o n l y  two b u y e r s  

came fo rward  t o  make o f f e r s .  The company a c c e p t e d  t h e  h i g h e r  

o n e ,  from a n  R . J .  Cameron o f  Vancouver,  who o f f e r e d  $14 a n  a c r e  

f o r  t h e  Number 2 d i s t r i c t ,  and $10 a n  acre f o r  Number l . 5 8  The 

amount o f f e r e d  was f a r  from t h e  $100 a n  a c r e - p r e d i c t e d  by Oppen- 

he imer  i n  1892,  indeed  w a s  h a r d l y  enough t o  promise  a p r o f i t a b l e  

s a l e .  The l a n d  had c o s t  t h e  company $5.75 a n  acre, and was t o  be  

s o l d  a t  a n  a v e r a g e  p r i c e  o f  $12 . ,  a n  a p p a r e n t  p r o f i t  of $6 .25.  

Land and dvk inp  t a x e s  s e r i o u s l y  e roded  t h i s  p r o f i t .  During most 

o f  t h e  f i f t e e n  Vears  t h a t  t h e  company had owned t h i s  l a n d  it had 

p a i d  w i l d  l a n d  t a x  a t  5C an  acre. I n  a d d i t i o n , d u r i n g  t h e  l a s t  
59 

e l e v e n  y e a r s  it had made payments on i t s  dyk ing  d e b t s ,  s i n c e  1898 

i n  t h e  form o f  dyk ing  t a x e s .  These had c l imbed t o  o v e r  a  d o l l a r  

an  a c r e  by 1905,  when t h e y  had been c u t  by t h e  Dyking Assessments  

Adjus tments  A c t  t o  around 70C. F a r  from making a  p r o f i t ,  it was 

d o u b t f u l  i f  t h e  company was d o i n g  any more t h a n  c u t t i n g  i t s  l o s s e s  

a s  b e s t  it c o u l d  by t h i s  s a l e .  A l l  t h a t  c o u l d  be  s a i d  f o r  it w a s ,  

t h a t  by p r o v i d i n q  some r e a d y  c a s h ,  it would p e r m i t  t h e  company t o  

pay i t s  t a x e s  and r e t a i n  i t s  l a n d s  i n  t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking 

Dis t r ic t .  However, even i n  t h i s  l i m i t e d  e n d e a v o r ,  t h e  BCDD was 

doomed t o  f a i l u r e .  
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Cameron f a i l e d  t o  comple te  h i s  pu rchase ,  and t h e  l a n d s  i n  t h e  two 

dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  remained w i t h  t h e  company. Faced w i t h  a n  imposs ib l e  

f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  t h e  BCDD dec ided  t o  wind up i t s  a f f a i r s .  The 

l a n d  i n  t h e  two P i t t  Meadows dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s ,  p l u s  t h e  l a n d s  t h e  

company h e l d  i n  t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking Distr ict ,  were  d i v i d e d  up 

a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  company's c h a r t e r .  The promoters  ( o r  t h e i r  e s t a t e s )  

r e c e i v e d  t w o - f i f t h s ,  t h e  res t  was s p l i t  up among t h e  s h a r e h o l d e r s  

i n  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  t h e i r  s h a r e s .  The l a n d s  t h e  company h e l d  n o r t h  

o f  t h e  L i l l o o e t  r e v e r t e d  t o  t h e  dominion.30 

The BCDD unde re s t ima t ed  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and expenses  o f  dyking 

P i t t  Meadows. It s t a r t e d  o f f  w i t h  i n s u f f i c i e n t  money, b u i l t  dykes 

t h a t  were n o t  s t r o n g  enough no r  h i g h  enough, and had t o  borrow 

far  more t h a n  i t s  s h a r e  c a p i t a l  a f t e r  t h e  1894 f l o o d  t o  r e b u i l d  

i ts  dykes  t o  h i g h e r  s p e c i f i c a t i o n s .  While t h i s  work i n c r e a s e d  t h e  

v a l u e  o f  t h e  l a n d  dyked it d i d  n o t  i n c r e a s e  it s o  much as it 

i n c r e a s e d  t h e  expenses  o f  t h e  company. The r e c l a m a t i o n  c o s t  more 

t h a n  t h e  wor th  o f  t h e  r e c l a imed  l a n d ,  and  f o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  t h e  

BCDD f a i l e d .  

However, t h e  fact t h a t  t h e  BCDD f a i l e d  as a c o r p o r a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  

does  n o t  d e t r a c t  from i t s  dyking ach ievements .  While many f e a t u r e s  

o f  i t s  h i s t o r y  d e t r a c t  from i t s  ach ievement ;  i t s  u n d e r c a p i t a l i z a t i o n ,  

i t s  i gno rance  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  dyk ing  P i t t  Meadows, i t s  

i n a d e q u a t e  dykes ,  i t s  need o f  government f i n a n c i n g ,  t h e  govern- 

ment t a k e o v e r  o f  i t s  work, and i t s  f a i l u r e  as a c o r p o r a t e  e n t e r -  

p r i s e ,  y e t  t h e  company p layed  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  t h e  r e c l a m a t i o n  

of  P i t t  Meadows. Cons ide r i ng  t h e  p e c u l i a r  a t t i t u d e  o f  t h e  prov- 



i n c i a l  government t o  l a n d  r e c l a m a t i o n  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  p r i v a t e  

i n i t i a t o r  w a s  c r u c i a l .  The government ' s  a t t i t u d e  towards  rec lam-  

a t i o n  w a s  based on t h e  myth o f  rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  I t  p r e f e r r e d  

t h a t  t h e  rugged i n d i v i d u a l  t a k e  t h e  l e a d  i n  r e c l a i m i n g  l a n d ,  even 

i f  h e  appeared  i n  t h e  g u i s e  o f  a s p e c u l a t i v e  l a n d  company l i k e  

t h e  BCDD. The p r o v i n c i a l  government was p r e p a r e d  t o  d o  a l l  it 

c o u l d  t o  a s s i s t  him: p r o v i d i n g  p e r m i s s i v e  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  g u a r a n t e e -  

i n g  i n t e r e s t  on l o a n s ,  even p r o v i d i n g  l o a n s  from i t s  own r e s o u r c e s .  

Only when t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  o f  t h e  p i o n e e r  w a s  o b v i o u s l y  bankrup t  

d i d  t h e  government s t e p  i n  t o  t a k e  c o n t r o l  and t o  f o r g i v e  d e b t .  

The government w a s  p r e p a r e d  t o  h e l p  b u t  it would n o t  t a k e  t h e  

f i r s t  s t e p .  The BCDD, by t a k i n g  t h i s  f i r s t  s t e p ,  a c t e d  as a 

c a t a l y s t  t o  b e g i n  a sequence  o f  e v e n t s  by which t h e  government 

became p r o g r e s s i v e l y  more i n v o l v e d  i n  r e c l a m a t i o n .  I ts i n i t i a t i v e  

w a s  a l s o  i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h a t  it prompted o t h e r  landowners  o f  P i t t  

Meadows t o  b e g i n  dyk ing  i n  t h e  s o u t h e r n  p a r t  o f  t h e  r e g i o n ,  and 

as t h e  l a r g e s t  landowner t o o k  t h e  l e a d  i n  b e g i n n i n g  a similar 

c h a i n  o f  e v e n t s  which l e d  t o  government  involvement  i n  t h e  

r e c l a m a t i o n  o f  t h e  Maple Ridge Dyking Dis t r i c t .  



Dyking H i s t o r y  from 1905-1974 

F e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  governments assume r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

Between 1894 and 1905 l and  r e c l a m a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows had been 

t a k e n  o v e r  from p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government.  

P r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  con t i nued  t o  be  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  r epay -  

ment o f  a p r o p o r t i o n  o f  dyking d e b t s ,  and f o r  dyke main tenance ,  

w h i l e  t h e  p rov ince  p layed t h e  r o l e  o f  benevo l en t  p r o t e c t o r ,  

s u p p l y i n g  whatever  money w a s  n e c e s s a r y ,  and s e c u r i n g  it as long-  

t e r m  l o a n s  a g a i n s t  t h e  l a n d s  b e n e f i t t e d .  The p r o v i n c e  c o n t i n u e d  

t o  p l a y  t h e  r o l e  o f  benevo l en t  p r o t e c t o r  a l o n e  u n t i l  1948 ,  when 

a n o t h e r  major  f l o o d  occu r r ed  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l l ey  t o  

e q u a l  t h a t  o f  1894,  The d i s a s f e r s  caused  by t h i s  second f l o o d  

prompted t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  f e d e r a l  government.  S i n c e  t h e n  

f e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  governments have  assumed j o i n t l y  t h e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  s e c u r e  P i t t  Meadows and o t h e r  v a l l e y  lowlands  

from f l o o d .  

The S t o r y  o f  Dykes from 1905-1946 

The Dyking Assessments  Adjus tments  A c t  o f  1905 gave t h e  dyk ing  

d i s t r i c t s  t h roughou t  t h e  F r a s e r  V a l l e y ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h o s e  a t  

P i t t  Meadows, a f r e s h  s tar t  t o  conquer  t h e i r  i n d e b t e d n e s s .  

However, t h e  con t i nued  expenses  o f  dyke maintenance  and improve- 

ment ,  and t h e  low p r i c e s  dyked-land f a r m e r s  r e c e i v e d  f o r  t h e i r  

produce ,  combined t o  b r i n g  t h e s e  d i s t r i c t s  t o  a n o t h e r  s t a g e  of  

h o p e l e s s  d e b t .  
\ 



The dykes  needed c o n s t a n t  maintenance .  Muskrat h o l e s ,  a s  many as  

seven hundred i n  t h e  P i t t  Meadows d y k e s ,  had t o  be dug o u t  each  

~ p r i n g . ~  T r e e s  t h a t  grew on t h e  dykes  had t o  be f e l l e d ,  o t h e r w i s e  

when dykes  became s a t u r a t e d  d u r i n g  a prolonged f l o o d  t h e y  might  

f a l l ,  and t h e i r  r o o t s  t e a r  g r e a t  h o l e s  i n  t h e  embankment. During 

f r e s h e t s  t h e  r i v e r  washed a g a i n s t  t h e  ba se  of t h e  dykes ,  and i n  

p l a c e s  eroded them. Such s p o t s  had t o  be f i l l e d  w i t h  heavy r o c k  

t o  p r e v e n t  f u r t h e r  e r o s i o n .  Dra inage  d i t c h e s  had t o  b e  k e p t  

clear o f  v e g e t a t i o n  and s i l t .  Such items were a  c o n s t a n t  s o u r c e  

o f  expense  t o  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  e ach  y e a r .  

Y e t  it was n o t  t h e s e  minor i t e m s ,  b u t  major  items o f  r e p a i r  and 

improvement which pushed t h e  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  deep  i n t o  t h e  r e d .  

I n  1 9 1 2  t h e  o r i g i n a l  steam pumps were c o n s i d e r e d  o b s o l e t e ,  and 

were r e p l a c e d  w i t h  e l e c t r i c  pumps. A t  t h e  same t ime  t h e  f l o o d  2 

boxes ,  which had bad ly  d e t e r i o r a t e d ,  were r e p l a c e d .  I n  t h e  f a l l  

o f  1922 a one  hundred and twen ty  f o o t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  Maple Ridge 

dyke f a c i n g  t h e  L i l l o o e t  R iver  w a s  washed o u t  d u r i n g  a f l a s h  

f l o o d .  The r e p a i r  o f  t h i s  b r each  c o s t  a l m o s t  $5,000.3 The same 

f l o o d  a l s o  broke t h e  P i t t  Meadows Number 1 dyke a t  two p o i n t s .  

I n  1938 two more e lec t r ic  pumps were purchased by t h e  Maple Ridge 

Dyking Dis t r i c t  t o  lower  t h e  water t a b l e ,  i n  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  

wishes  o f  l o c a l  farmers. Bes ides  t h e  expense  o f  purchase  and 

i n s t a l l a t i o n ,  t h e  o p e r a t i n g  c o s t s  o f  t h e s e  pumps were v e r y  h igh .  

I n  1946,  f o r  example, t h e  e l e c t r i c i t y  b i l l  f o r  t h e  MRDD was 

o v e r  $7  ,000.4 



I n  1923 t h e  i n d e b t e d n e s s  o f  landowners  i n  t h e  l o w e s t - l y i n g  p a r t s  

o f  P i t t  Meadows was g r e a t l y  i n c r e a s e d  by t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  

Maple Ridge Drainage  D i s t r i c t .  T h i s  was formed when t h e  m a j o r i t y  

of  landowners  on 5,460 low- ly ing  acres p e t i t i o n e d  f o r  t h e  c r e a t i o n  

o f  s u c h  a d i s t r i c t  t o  improve t h e i r  d r a i n a g e .  T h i s  r e g i o n  i s  
5 

marked on t h e  map ' 'Drainage and Dyking D i s t r i c t s "  (number 4-11 

which f o l l o w s .  The p r o v i n c e  c o n t r i b u t e d  $24,637 f o r  improved 

d i t c h e s  and pumps, t h e  m u n i c i p a l i t y  o f  P i t t  Meadows c o n t r i b u t e d  

$16,000 fo r  r o a d s  and b r i d g e s .  The m u n i c i p a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  was t o  

be  r e c o v e r e d  t h r o u g h  m u n i c i p a l  taxes,  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  

t h r o u g h  d r a i n a g e  t a x e s .  These v a r i e d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  amount of 

d r a i n a g e  needed,  from 1 0 t  t o  4 0 6  a n  acre. Maintenance c o s t s  were 

added t o  t h e s e  c h a r g e s ,  and a p p r o x i m a t e l y  doubled  them. 

B e s i d e s  t h e  c o n t i n u e d  expense  o f  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e ,  t h e  low 

p r i c e s  dyked-land farmers r e c e i v e d  fo r  t h e i r  produce  a l s o  con- 

t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e i r  i n d e b t e d n e s s .  The D e p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  

b r o u g h t  r educed  food p r i c e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  p r i c e s  of d a i r y  

p r o d u c t s ,  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  p r o d u c t s  o f  P i t t  Meadows. The p r i c e  of 

b u t t e r f a t ,  a key i n d i c a t o r  o f  d a i r y  p r i c e s ,  f e l l  from a h i g h  of 

91C a pound immedia te ly  f o l l o w i n g  World War 1 t o  less t h a n  30C 

a pound i n  t h e  m i d - t h i r t i e ~ . ~  T h i s  d r o p  c u t  d e e p l y  i n t o  farmers' 

incomes,  and t h e y  had t r o u b l e  pay ing  m u n i c i p a l  and dyk ing  t a x e s .  

I n  1933 t h e  p r o v i n c e  t o o k  a c t i o n  t o  p r e v e n t  a w h o l e s a l e  r e v e r -  

s i o n  o f  dyked l a n d s  t o  t h e  Crown, b o t h  a t  P i t t  Meadows and 

t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  v a l l e y .  It  pos tponed t h e  payment o f  dyk ing  d e b t  
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for that year, and required the Inspector of Dykes to levy only 

sufficient tax to maintain reclamation structures.7 This act 

was repeated for the next twelve years, and it was not until the 

end of the Second World War that the province again attempted 

to collect payments on dyking debts.8 Debt payments for the 

drainage district were similarly postponed. Not only dyking 

and drainage districts suffered from declining markets during 

the Depression, and the government gave similar tax relief to 

other areas. In the Okanagan Valley the taxes the government 

had imposed to repay its investment in irrigation works were 

also po~tponed.~ The government's action on tax 'relief in the 

Fraser Valley was but part of a province-wide program to help 

farmers ride out the Depression. While it had some success in 

achieving this objective, it did nothing to remove the burden 

of debt from reclaimed lands. In fact the postponement of pay- 

ments served to increase this burden as interest on unpaid loans 

accumulated. From 1905 to 1946 the indebtedness of the dyking 

1946 Debt 

21,386 

18,140 

211,388 

30.319 

districts at Pitt Meadows increased as follows: 10 

Dyking District 

Pitt Meadows Number 1 

Pitt Meadows Number 2 

Maple Ridge 

1905 Debt 

17,815 

17,053 

127,396 

1926 Debt 

Maple Ridge Drainage District 24,637 



The benevolen e of the government in postponing debt payments 

after 1932 helped most farmers at Pitt Meadows, but could not 

prevent some farms failing. In the MRDD and Pitt Meadows Number 

2 about five per cent of the land had reverted the Crown by 1946. 

In Pitt Meadows Number 1 all the land had reverted.ll 

The story of the Pitt Meadows Dyking District Number 1 is a 

story of failure in this period. The district had been reclaim- 

ed by the BCDD, and in 1906 had been sold in two separate parcels 

to investors from Seattle. In 1923 these parcels were both 

acquired by a Seattle development company, McDougal and Cameron, 

which spent $8,700 on drainage and road building. This en- 

terprise failed to sell the lands, which in 1931 reverted to 

the Crown.l2 From that date to 1952 the land remained for the 

most part with the Crown, although from time to time some de- 

termined person would try to farm some of it. The provincial 

inspector of dykes, Bruce Dixon, commented in 1946: "This 

land appears to be very inferior pasture.1113 However, a map 

of soils of the region published by the Canadian Department of 

Agriculture in 1939 had indicated that the soils in Pitt Meadows 

Number 1 were no different from those elsewhere in Pitt Meadowsel4 

A report on the region, by a federal committee on agriculture in 

1951, indicated a more precise reason why the land was "inferior 

pasture".l5 It was waterlogged due to inferior drainage. This 

report noted that no internal drainage at all was provided in 

the district until the work of the development company in 1926, 

and then the work was skimped. "There would be no possible 

chance of successful settlement without lowering the watertable 

to ensure proper growth."l6 Recent development in the area has 



shown t h a t ,  w i t h  a lowered w a t e r t a b l e  c a u s e d  by good d r a i n a g e ,  

t h e  l a n d s  a t  P i t t  Meadows Number 1 are as good as any o t h e r  l a n d  

a t  P i t t   meadow^.^^ 

The n o r t h e r n  p a r t  o f  P i t t  Meadows, between t h e  L i l l o o e t  (renamed 

A l o u e t t e )  R i v e r  and P i t t  Lake, a l s o  h a s  a s t o r y  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  

f a i l u r e  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d .  The BCDD had o b t a i n e d  a n  o p t i o n  t o  pur-  

c h a s e  t h i s  p r o p e r t y  i n  1890,  b u t  had f a i l e d  t o  p i c k  it up and t h e  

p r o p e r t y  had r e v e r t e d  t o  t h e  Crown dominion i n  1 9 0 6 .  I n  1909 t h i s  

r e g i o n  w a s  a c q u i r e d  on c o n d i t i o n  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  by a Vancouver 

c o n t r a c t o r ,  W.A. Ran ie ,  by o r d e r  i n  c o u n c i l  o f  t h e  O t t a w a  govern-  

ment ,  a t  a p r i c e  o f  $1.50 a n  acre.l8 Ran ie  t r a n s f e r r e d  h i s  i n -  

teres t  t o  a company, t h e  P i t t  Meadows Land Company, i n  1913,  

which dyked t h e  r e g i o n  b u t  f a i l e d  i n  i t s  a t t e m p t s  t o  d r a i n  it.19 

Dra inage  was e x c e p t i o n a l l y  d i f f i c u l t  i n  t h i s  a r e a  s i n c e  some p a r t s  

were f l o o d e d  t o  d e p t h s  o f  e i g h t  f ee t  d u r i n g  o r d i n a r y  f r e s h e t s .  The 

r e g i o n  r e v e r t e d  t o  t h e  Crown a g a i n  a f t e r  t h e  F i r s t  World War. A 

Mennonite g roup  t r i e d  t o  s e t t l e  t h e  r e g i o n  i n  t h e  1 9 2 0 ' s  b u t  were 

f l o o d e d  o u t  b e f o r e  t h e y  were w e l l  e s t a b l i ~ h e d . ~ ~  I n  1939 t h e  

r e g i o n  w a s  a c q u i r e d  by P i t t  Farms Development L i m i t e d ,  a company 

headed by a Vancouver real  e s t a t e  company p r e s i d e n t ,  Har ry  F u l l -  

e r t o n .  21 T h i s  company l e a s e d  some p a r t s  o f  t h e  r e g i o n  f o r  rough 

g r a z i n g  and s h e e p  p a s t u r e ,  and c l a i m e d  t o  have  a t  leas t  f i f t y  

acres u n d e r  c u l t i v a t i o n  e v e r y  y e a r .  The company w a s ,  however,  

i n  s p i t e  o f  i t s  name, a gun c l u b .  The c l u b ' s  purpose  i n  forming 

t h e  company was t o  buy t h e  l a n d s  o f  n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows f o r  a 

duck s h o o t .  2 2  It used t h e  l a n d s  t h e r e  f o r  t h i s  purpose  d u r i n g  

t h e  n e x t  t e n  y e a r s ,  u n t i l  1949. 



In the period between 1905 and 1946 the four dyking districts of 

Pitt Meadows came to have quite distinctive histories. The Maple 

Ridge Dyking District (including the Drainage District) and Pitt 

Meadows Number 2 began to be settled and develop as farming regions 

within dykes that seemed to be secure. The Pitt Meadows Number 1 

dyked area did not develop, principally because it was poorly 

drained, and after 1931 remained generally as Crown land. The 

northern part of Pitt Meadows became dyked, but was not well 

drained and did not develop as a farming region. It became 

used by a group of Vancouver businessmen as a shooting area. 

The structure of the dykes in this period remained unaltered. The 

borrow pits remained as water-filled ditches, hard up against the 

backs of the dykes. This situation fostered continued muskrat 

activity. The dykes were only six feet wide on top, not of suf- 

ficient width to permit truck traffic for emergency repairs. 

The task of the Inspector of Dykes was limited to dyke maintenance 

and tax assessment and collection. He was anxious to build 

the dykes to higher standards, but the funds were not available. 

Each year he had to stretch the funds he had been able to raise' 

as taxes to maintain the dykes as best he could.p3 The Depression, 

then the war, drastically curtailed funds. Fortunately, the 

Fraser River did not have any particulary high freshets during 

these years, so the danger from flooding was not acute. 

The Clement Re~ort 

In 1946 the provincial government began, for the first time since 

1932, to assess landowners for payments on dyking debts. Several 

factors influenced the government to reimpose these payments at 



this time: farmers who had been serving in the war were return- 

ing and re-establishing their farms; much land that had re- 

verted to the Crown during the Depression was being settled by 

discharged soldiers under the terms of the Veterans' Land Act;24 

and farm incomes generally were improving. Two indicators of 

this latter fact were the increase in butterfat prices, from 

a low of 29C a pound in 1932 to a 1945 level of 70t (plus a 

government subsidy), and the drop in tax arrears of municipali- 

ties such as Pitt Meadows with large proportions of dyked land.25 

In spite of these favorable signs that the dyked lands might 

be ready once again to make payments on their debts, the tax 

levy of 1946 was collected with great difficulty.26 It became 

apparent that a new arrangement would have to be made to settle 

dyking debts. 

The government responded to this situation in May of 1946 by 

appointing a royal commission to study and make recommendations 

on the financial situation of reclaimed areas. One commissioner 

was appointed, F.M. Clement, Dean of Agriculture at the Univer- 

sity of British Columbia. His specific task was to determine 

how much each of the dyking districts (and also irrigation dis- 

tricts) could pay annually on its debt to the ~rovince.27 In an 

analysis of dyking debts included in his 1946 Annual Report, 

Inspector of Dykes Bruce Dixon had estimated that annual debt 

charges, combined with maintenance costs and municipal taxes, 

for the settled areas of Pitt Meadows (i.e. Pitt Meadows Number 



2 and t h e  MRDD) ,  would approach seven d o l l a r s  a n  a c r e .  He 

cons idered  t h a t  it w a s  "not  a n  economic p o s s i b i l i t y "  f o r  t h e s e  

l a n d s  t o  pay s o  much. H i s  views he ld  weight w i t h  t h e  
28 

commissioner, who decided t o  recommend t o  t h e  government 

t h a t  it reduce  t h e  annua l  payments made f o r  dyking d e b t s .  

He recommended t h a t  i f  dyking d i s t r i c t s  comple te ly  met t h e i r  

expenses f o r  t h e  y e a r ,  and pu t  some money a s i d e  f o r  f u t u r e  

major expend i tu re s  ( i n t o  a fund he  c a l l e d  t h e  "Renewable 

Reserve") ,  t h e y  need on ly  make a token payment on t h e i r  d e b t .  

The government would t h e n  c a n c e l  t h e  ba lance  of t h e  d e b t  due 

f o r  t h a t  yea r .  The government adopted t h e s e  recommendations, 
2 9 

and p u t  them i n t o  e f f e c t  w i th  t h e  Dyking Assessments Adjust -  

ments Act of  1 9 4 7 .  Th i s  act  noted t h e  t o t a l  
3 0 

of  t h e  dyking d i s t r i c t s ,  amort ized t h e s e  o v e r  

indebtedness  

f o r t y  y e a r s ,  and 

au tho r i zed  t h e  t r e a s u r y  t o  w r i t e  o f f  a p o r t i o n  of  t h e  d e b t s  

each yea r  provided t h e  t h r e e  c o n d i t i o n a l  payments were met,  

i . e .  t o  maintenance,  "Renewable Reserve",  and t h e  token pay- 

ment. The f u n c t i o n i n g  of  t h i s  a c t  f o r  P i t t  Meadows i s  d e t a i l e d  

i n  t h e  t a b l e  below: 
31 
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Dyking and Drainage Assessments  a t  P i t t  Meadows, 1947 

e Dyking Djstr ict  

District  
and 

Debt 

P i t t  Mead w s  Number 

558 21,779 

P i t t  ~ e a d d w s  Number d 

Payment 
on Debt 
( "Token 
Payment lt ) 

Treasu ry  
Wri te-off  

Payment t o  
"Renewable 
Reserve1' 

21,629 

2,400 

n i l  

400 

300 

T o t a l  
Levy 

100 

P i t t  Meadows Number 1 made no payments on d e b t  o r  t o  r e s e r v e  

455 

because  a lmos t  a l l  l and  i n  t h a t  d i s t r i c t  was owned by t h e  Crown. 

The o t h e r  d i s t r i c t s  a t  P i t t  Meadows, however, a l l  made t oken  

payments on t h e i r  d e b t s  u n t i l  t h e s e  payments were c a n c e l l e d  

i n  1962. 

Dis t r i c t  

573 

Maple Ridde Drainage 

A major  d i s a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h e  Clement ' s  scheme f o r  landowners 

30,148 

was t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  o f  t h e  payments t h e y  made as "Token Pay- 

200 

ment" and "Renewable Reserve" came c l o s e  t o  be ing  t h e  t o t a l  

o f  t h e  a c t u a l  d e b t  repayment.  Thus t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  f i n a n c i a l  

a r rangement  on dyk ing  t a x e s  w a s  minimal.  Tax rates p e r  acre 

i n  t h e  MRDD, f o r  example, were $2.38 i n  1946 and $2 i n  1947, 

a d r o p  o f  o n l y  38C. Taxes i n  t h e  d r a i n a g e  d i s t r i c t  remained 



t h e  same, w h i l e  a t  P i t t  Meadows Number 2 ,  where heavy expenses  

were i n c u r r e d  a t  t h i s  t i m e ,  t a x e ~  -ose  s h a r p l y  from $3.23 

p e r  acre i n  1946 t o  $6.75 p e r  a c r e  1947.32 The new scheme 

may have been a sounder  b a s i s  f o r  f i n a n c i n g  s i n c e  t h e  "Renew- 

a b l e  Reserve" accumulated  money f o r  f u t u r e  e x p e n d i t u r e s ,  b u t  

t o  t h o s e  who pa id  t h e  t a x e s  t h e  change must have seemed 

i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l .  

The 1948 Flood 

The i n d e b t e d n e s s  i n c u r r e d  by t h e  b u i l d i n g  and r e b u i l d i n g  of 

r e c l a m a t i o n  works p r i o r  t o  1948 w a s  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  

dykes  t h a t  would s t a n d  t h e  t e s t  o f  e v e r y  f r e s h e t  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  

R iver .  I n  1948 t h e  F r a s e r  r o s e  t o  h e i g h t s  n o t  a t t a i n e d  s i n c e  

1894.  The h i g h  waters broke dykes  and caused  f l o o d s  through-  

o u t  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y ,  and t h e s e  d i s a s t e r s  prompted t h e  

i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  dominion government f o r  t h e  f i rs t  t i m e  i n  

major  f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e .  These 

e v e n t s  had a most s i g n i f i c a n t  impact  on  P i t t  Meadows, p r i n c i p -  

a l l y  i n  p r o v i d i n g  g r e a t l y  s t r e n g t h e n e d  dykes  a t  no c o s t  t o  

landowners.  

The water l e v e l  o f  t h e  F r a s e r  r o s e  r a p i d l y  i n  mid-May of 1948. 

I ts r i s e  was marked on a gauge a t  Miss ion ,  a p o i n t  some twenty  

miles ups t ream from P i t t  Meadows. On 26 May t h e  water r o s e  
3 3  

p a s t  t h e  2 0  f o o t  mark on t h i s  gauge,  a l e v e l  a lways  r ega rded  

a s  a dange r  p o i n t  f o r  dyked areas i n  t h e  lower v a l l e y .  The 



dykes  had been b u i l t  t o  a l e v e l  two f e e t  above t h a t  r e ached  by 

t h e  1894 f l o o d ,  b u t  t h e  r a p i d l y  r i s i n g  w a t e r s  i n  l a t e  May 

made it  appea r  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  1894 f l o o d  l e v e l  might  be 

exceeded and t h a t  t h e  dykes  might  be topped .  A more p robab l e  

dange r ,  however, was b r each ing ,  caused  by t h e  p r e s s u r e  o f  wa te r  

a g a i n s t  dykes  s e r i o u s l y  weakened by prolonged s a t u r a t i o n .  

The s i t u a t i o n  prompted dyking d i s t r i c t s  and government 

a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  o r g a n i z e  emergency p l a n s  f o r  dyke p r o t e c t i o n  

and f o r  e v a c u a t i o n  o f  a r e a s  t h a t  might  be f l ooded .  On May 25 

m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  from a l l  t h r e e  s e r v i c e s  j o jned  t h e  

d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  c i v i l i a n  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  and i n d i c a t e d  t h e i r  

w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  h e l p .  The Red Cross  p r epa red  t o  h e l p  peop l e  

who might  b e  f l ooded  from t h e i r  homes. Meanwhile, t h e  r i v e r  

con t i nued  r i s i n g .  On May 26  it r o s e  t o  2 1  f ee t  on t h e  Miss ion 

gauge,  and t h e  n e x t  day  r o s e  a n o t h e r  f o o t . 3 , +  On t h i s  d a t e ,  

May 27, t h e  r i v e r  broke t h rough  dykes  ups t ream from P i t t  

Meadows, a t  Dewdney and Agas s i z ,  and f o r t y  f a m i l i e s  had t o  

be evacua ted  from t h e s e  d i s t r i c t s .  The n e x t  day ,  F r i d a y ,  May 

28, t h e  r i v e r  r o s e  t o  23 f e e t ,  and b roke  two t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  

r o u t e s  which r a n  t h rough  P i t t  Meadows. The Lougheed Highway 

was washed o u t  a t  Ruskin ,  twen ty  m i l e s  east ,  and t h e  Canadian 

P a c i f i c  Railway w a s  washed o u t  a t  H a t z i c ,  a f u r t h e r  t e n  m i l e s  

ups t ream.  The CPR1s t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  t r a i n s  were r e r o u t e d  on 

Canadian N a t i o n a l  t r a c k s  t o  t h e  s o u t h  o f  t h e  r i v e r .  However, 

t h e  n e x t  day  (May 29)  many dykes  on t h e  s o u t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  

r i v e r  b roke  and t h e  C N  t r a c k s  were a l s o  washed o u t .  A l l  



communication by land  between Vancouver and t h e  r e s t  o f  Canada 

w a s  now broken. 

May 2 9  a l s o  marked t h e  beginning of f l o o d i n g  a t  P i t t  Meadows. 

On t h a t  day t h e  dyke around n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows broke.  There 

were few farms i n  t h a t  r e g i o n  and no f a m i l i e s  were i n  danger .  

The p r i n c i p a l  e f f e c t  of  t h e  break  w a s  t o  i nunda te  t h e  shoot ing  

r ange  o f  t h e  gun c l u b  t h a t  owned t h e  p rope r ty .35  Elsewhere a t  

P i t t  Meadows t h e  dykes h e l d ,  a l t hough  t h e r e  was some seepage 

and d i t c h e s  behind t h e  dykes were f u l l  t o  t h e  brim. As a 

p recau t iona ry  measure e i g h t  hundred people  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  

Maple Ridge and P i t t  Meadows Number 2 dyking d i s t r i c t s  were 

evacuated from t h e i r  homes, and c a t t l e  were d r i v e n  from t h e  

lowland t o  t h e  h igh  ground i n  t h e  c e n t r e  of  sou th  P i t t   meadow^.^^ 

On May 2 9  t h e  navy took  c o n t r o l  o f  a l l  water t r a n s p o r t  on t h e  

r i v e r ,  and was g iven  power t o  r e q u i s i t i o n  b o a t s  t o  a i d  i n  t h e  

r e s c u e  of  f l o o d  v i c t ims .37  A s  t h e  r i v e r  con t inued  r i s i n g  and 

more dyking d i s t r i c t s  up and down t h e  v a l l e y  were f l ooded ,  

it became c l e a r  t h a t  a s t r o n g  c e n t r a l  a u t h o r i t y  was needed 

t o  co -o rd ina t e  t h e  work of dyke maintenance and evacua t ion .  

Such an  a u t h o r i t y  could be  supp l i ed  by t h e  army. On May 31 

t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government d e c l a r e d  a s t a t e  of  emergency, and 

placed t h e  army i n  charge  of a l l  dyked a r e a s . 3 8  

During t h e  f i r s t  few days  of  June  t h e  evacua t ion  of c a t t l e  



from t h e  P i t t  Meadows lowlands  was comple ted ,  u n t i l  2,700 

head were d r i v e n  t o  some f i e l d s  n e a r  t h e  mun ic ipa l  h a l l  on  t h e  

c e n t r a l  h igh l and .3g  The dykes  were p a t r o l l e d  day  and n i g h t , a n d  

sandbags  rushed  t o  s p o t s  where b r e a k s  t h r e a t e n e d .  On June  4 

t h e  dyke around P i t t  Meadows Number 1 broke.  T h i s  l and  had 

r e v e r t e d  t o  t h e  Crown and t h e r e  were no farms on it. The area 

had been used f o r  rough  g r a z i n g ,  and t h e  Columbian r e p o r t e d  

t h a t  " t h e  s c r u b  c a t t l e  t h e r e  were a b l e  t o  move o u t  by them- 

s e l v e ~ . " ~ ~  T h i s  b r eak  was l a t e r  blamed on a muskra t  n e s t  i n  

t h e  dyke.4l The water con t i nued  h i g h ,  and on Wednesday June  9  

broke t h rough  t h e  Maple Ridge dyke n e a r  t h e  con f luence  o f  t h e  

P i t t  and F r a s e r  R ive r s .  T h i s  b r eak  w a s  q u i c k l y  r e p a i r e d  and 

no damage from f l o o d i n g  r e s u l t e d .  The n e x t  day ,  J u n e  1 0 ,  t h e  

r i v e r  c r e s t e d  a t  24.71 f ee t ,  s l i g h t l y  below t h e  l e v e l  of t h e  

1894 f l o o d .  It remained o v e r  2 4  f e e t  f o r  s e v e r a l  more d a y s ,  

and d i d  n o t  f a l l  below t h e  dange r  l i n e  o f  20 fee t  u n t i l  J une  

28, t h i r t y - t h r e e  days  a f te r  it f i r s t  r o s e  above t h a t  mark. 

During t h a t  p e r i o d  t h e  dykes  around t h e  s e t t l e d  areas of  

P i t t  Meadows ( t h e  Maple Ridge and Number 2 Dyking D i s t r i c t s )  

had h e l d ,  w h i l e  t h o s e  around t h e  u n s e t t l e d  areas ( P i t t  

Meadows Number 1 and n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows) had f a i l e d .  The map, 

"Flooded Areas  1948", numbered 4-2, i n d i c a t e s  t h e  r e g i o n s  

f l ooded  . 

The Consequences o f  t h e  1948 Flood 

The f l o o d  d i s a s t e r s  o f  1948 prompted t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  

Canadian f e d e r a l  government i n  r e c l a m a t i o n  schemes of t h e  
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Pi tt Meadows 

Reg ion 

7 1  Dyking Distr icts  

S o u r c e :  F r a s e r  V a l l e y  Dyking Board ,  F i n a l  R e p o r t ,  p l a n  1, 
"Flooded  Areas i n  1948" 



Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y .  On J u n e  4 ,  1 9 4 8 ,  P r i m e  M i n i s t e r  Mackenzie 

King p ledged f e d e r a l  government a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  r e l i e f  and 

r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  o f  F r a s e r  V a l l e y  f l o o d  v i c t i m s .  Louis  S t .  
42 

L a u r e n t ,  M i n i s t e r  f o r  E x t e r n a l  Affairs  i n  t h e  Mackenzie King 

c a b i n e t ,  v i s i t e d  Vancouver on Monday, J u n e  7 ,  and f l e w  o v e r  

t h e  lower  v a l l e y .  He b r o u g h t  h i s  r e p o r t  of f l o o d  damage back 

t o  Ottawa, and two d a y s  l a t e r  t h e  pr ime m i n i s t e r  procla imed 

a n  agreement  between t h e  f e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  governments  

by which t h e  dominion would pay s e v e n t y - f i v e  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  

c o s t  of r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  dykes  and d r a i n a g e  f a c i l i t i e s ,  t h e  

p r o v i n c e  pay ing  t h e  b a l a n c e . 4 3  The dominion would a l s o  g i v e  

a $ 5  m i l l i o n  lump sum payment t o  t h e  p r o v i n c e  f o r  d i s a s t e r  

r e l i e f .  

P r o v i n c i a l  P remie r  Byron Johnson c a l l e d  a s p e c i a l  s e s s i o n  of 

t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia l e g i s l a t u r e  f o r  J u l y  7 t o  p a s s  l e g i s l a t i o n  

a u t h o r i z i n g  t h e  government t o  ac t  under  t h e  terms o f  t h e  

d o m i n i o n - p r o v i n c i a l  agreement .  The s e s s i o n  passed  two p r i n c i p a l  

ac ts ,  one  f o r  f l o o d  r e l i e f  and o n e  f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a dyk ing  

board .  The Flood Relief A c t  empowered t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  govern-  

ment t o  e n t e r  i n t o  agreements  w i t h  t h e  dominion t o  a i d  f l o o d  

v i c t i m s .  T h i s  ac t  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  F r a s e r  V a l l e y  R e h a b i l i t a t i o n  
4 4  

A u t h o r i t y  t o  h a n d l e  t h e  t a s k  o f  h e l p i n g  r e - e s t a b l i s h  f l o o d  

v i c t i m s ,  a u t h o r i z e d  t h e  p r o v i n c e  t o  f i n a n c e  t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  of 

t h i s  a u t h o r i t y  from t h e  C o n s o l i d a t e d  Revenue Fund, and i n  

a d d i t i o n  se t  a s i d e  t h e  sum o f  $ 5  m i l l i o n  t o  be  used b o t h  f o r  



t h i s  t a s k  and f o r  t h e  r e b u i l d i n g  of dykes.  S ince  compara t ive ly  

l i t t l e  damage had been done t o  farms a t  P i t t  Meadows t h i s  

a c t  had o n l y  a minor e f f e c t  on t h e  a r e a .  It  was t h e  second 
45 

a c t  o f  t h e  s e s s i o n ,  s e t t i n g  up t h e  F r a s e r  Val ley Dyking Board 

(FVDB) which was t o  have t h e  most impact on P i t t  Meadows. 

The F r a s e r  Val ley Dyking Board Act a u t h o r i z e d  t h e  government 

t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h i s  board i n  co-opera t ion  wi th  t h e  dominion, and 

t o  pay twenty- f ive  p e r  c e n t  of  i t s   expenditure^.^^ The dominion 

was t o  pay t h e  o t h e r  s even ty - f ive  p e r  c e n t .  This  board w a s  

t o  have a ve ry  l i m i t e d  l i f e ,  being c r e a t e d  t o  r e b u i l d  dykes 

t o  s a f e r  s t a n d a r d s ,  and when t h i s  work w a s  done it was t o  be 

d i s s o l v e d .  The works t h e  board c o n s t r u c t e d  would t h e n  become 

t h e  p r o p e r t y  of  t h e  p rov ince ,  which would a g a i n  resume complete 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  dyking and d ra inage .  The board was t o  

c o n s i s t  of t h r e e  members, a chairman appoin ted  by t h e  f e d e r a l  

government, and two o t h e r  members appoin ted  one f e d e r a l l y  and 

one p r o v i n c i a l l y .  The f e d e r a l  government appointed two c i v i l  

eng inee r s  t o  be i t s  members on t h e  board,  f o r  chairman J.B. 

Carswe l l ,  and member F.G. Goodspeed. Goodspeed d i e d  w i t h i n  a 

week of  t h e  board beginning i t s  work, and he was r e p l a c e d  by 

ano the r  eng inee r ,  V i c t o r  M i ~ h i e . , , ~  The province  appointed 

I n s p e c t o r  of Dykes Bruce Dixon. Dixon had been dyking i n s p e c t o r  

s i n c e  1921, and had on many occas ions  expressed h i s  d e s i r e  t o  

upgrade t h e  s t a n d a r d s  of d ~ k i n g . ~ ~  Budget l i m i t a t i o n s  

p rev ious ly  had checked h i s  ambi t ions .  The FVDB gave him t h e  

o p p o r t u n i t y ,  a f t e r  twenty-seven y e a r s  of advoca t ing  improved 

dykes ,  t o  b u i l d  t h e s e  s t r u c t u r e s  t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  he d e s i r e d .  



The FVDB d i d  n o t  r e c o n s t r u c t  a l l  dykes  i n  t h e  v a l l e y ,  b u t  

c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n l y  on t h o s e  which enc lo sed  areas w i t h  a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  number of se t t le rs .  Of a t o t a l  of 250  m i l e s  o f  

dykes  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Va l l ey  t h e  board  r e c o n s t r u c t e d  163.  

I ts r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  a c t i v i t i e s  i nc luded  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  new 

f l o o d  g a t e s  and pumps, and a s s o c i a t e d  d r a i n a g e  works. The 

map "Dyke Recons t ruc t i on" ,  numbered 4-3,  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  dykes  

a t  P i t t  Meadows which t h e  board  r e b u i l t .  The dykes  around 

n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows and Dyking Distr ict  Number 1 were n o t  r e -  

b u i l t ,  a l t h o u g h  b r eaches  i n  them were r e p a i r e d .  S i n c e  t h e s e  

d i s t r i c t s  were u n i n h a b i t e d  t h e  board  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e i r  reclam- 

a t i o n  beyond i t s  terms o f  r e f e r e n ~ e . ~ ~  The dykes  around t h e  

s e t t l e d  r e g i o n  o f  P i t t  Meadows, i . e .  around t h e  MRDD and Dyking 

D i s t r i c t  Number 2 ,  were comple t e ly  r e b u i l t .  The c r o s s - s e c t i o n  

below i n d i c a t e s  t h e  manner of  t h e  FVDB1s r e b ~ i l d i n g . ~ ~  

Cros s - s ec t i on :  The Manner i n  which Dykes were R e b u i l t  
by t h e  F r a s e r  Va l l ey  Dyking Board 

Bonding G r a v e l l e d  
t r e n c h  roadway 

excava ted  I 

Borrow 
p i t  

f i l l e d  

= Material p l aced  by t h e  FVDB 
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Source:  F r a s e r  Val ley  Dyking Board, F i n a l  Report ,  p l a n  2, " ~ y k e s "  
, 



Two f a u l t s  o f  e a r l i e r  dykes  were c o r r e c t e d  by t h i s  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  

The t o p s  o f  t h e  dykes  were widened and g r a v e l l e d  t o  pe rmi t  

t r u c k  t r a f f i c ,  e s s e n t i a l  f o r  emergency t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  o f  

materials t o  r e p a i r  b r eaches ;  and t h e  borrow p i t s  were f i l l e d  

i n ,  e l i m i n a t i n g  t h e  danger  o f  muskra t  e r o s i o n .  Seepage th rough  

t h e  dykes  had n o t  been a major  problem a t  P i t t  Meadows, b u t  

t h e  bonding t r e n c h  b u i l t  a t  t h e  b a s e  of t h e  new dykes  comple t e ly  

e l i m i n a t e d  t h i s  f a c t o r .  

The FVDB worked q u i c k l y ,  f o r  i t s  o b j e c t i v e  w a s  t o  g e t  dykes  

r e c o n s t r u c t e d  b e f o r e  t h e  f r e s h e t  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r .  Of t h e  

163 miles it planned t o  r e b u i l d ,  142 were completed b e f o r e  

t h e  1949 f r e she t . 51  I n  P i t t  Meadows t h e  Maple Ridge and 

Number 2 dykes  were s u b s t a n t i a l l y  completed by t h i s  d a t e ,  

e x c e p t  f o r  some g r a v e l l i n g  of roadways and t h e  f i l l i n g  of 

some borrow p i t s . 5 2  The f r e s h e t  o f  1949 w a s  compa ra t i ve ly  

low, r e a c h i n g  o n l y  19 .5  f ee t  on t h e  Miss ion  gauge compared 

t o  2 4 . 7  f e e t  t h e  p r e v i o u s  yea r .  The newly -bu i l t  dykes  s tood  

t h e  t e s t ,  and t h e  FVDB r e p o r t  n o t e s  t h a t  "dur ing  t h e  week of 

maximum f l o o d  l e v e l s  t h e  f a r m e r s  behind t h e  dykes  were seed ing  

i n  a c loud  o f  d u s t . " 5 3  The hype rbo l e  o f  t h e  dyking e n g i n e e r s  

i s  perhaps  e x c u s a b l e  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h e i r  t remendous ach i eve -  

ment. The f o l l o w i n g  y e a r  t h e  dykes  were p u t  t o  a more s e v e r e  

t e s t  when t h e  f r e s h e t  r o s e  t o  a h e i g h t  o n l y  . 5  f e e t  below t h e  

l e v e l  o f  1948.  A l l  t h e  r e b u i l t  dykes  s t o o d ,  b u t  t h e  dykes  t h e  

FVDB had mere ly  r e p a i r e d  and n o t  r e b u i l t  d i d  n o t  f a r e  s o  w e l l .  



The r e p a i r s  made i n  t h e  n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows dyke and P i t t  

Meadows Number 1 dyke bo th  f a i l e d ,  t h e  l a t t e r  b r eak  a g a i n  

be ing  blamed on r n u s k r a t ~ . ~ ~  These b r eaches  were n o t  r e p a i r e d  

s i n c e  no-one w a s  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  a r e a s  f l o o d e d ,  and t h e  FVDB 

was i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  winding up i t s  a f f a i r s ,  

The FVDB came t o  i t s  o f f i c i a l  end on August 31, 1950,  having 

completed i t s  t a s k  o f  s e c u r e l y  dyk ing  t h e  s e t t l e d  lowlands  of  

t h e  Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y ,  l a n d s  which i n c i d e n t l y  l a y  on t h e  

r o u t e s  o f  t h e  two major  r a i l w a y  l i n e s . 5 5  The b o a r d ' s  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  assets ,  and l i a b i l i t i e s ,  were g iven  t o  

t h e  F r a s e r  Va l l ey  Dyking Commission (FVDC), a newly-crea ted  

p r o v i n c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n .  The purpose  o f  t h e  FVDC was t o  
56 

e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e  dykes  b u i l t  by i t s  p r e d e c e s s o r  should  be  

a d e q u a t e l y  ma in t a ined ,  and t h a t  f u t u r e  f l o o d  d i s a s t e r s  

shou ld  be  p r even t ed .  The o f f i c e  o f  I n s p e c t o r  o f  Dykes was 

combined w i t h  t h a t  o f  Chief  Commissioner o f  t h e  FVDC. The 

h o l d e r  o f  t h e s e  two o f f i c e s  had o v e r l a p p i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s :  

as  I n s p e c t o r  he  was d i r e c t l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  dykes  g i v e n  

under  h i s  care by t h e  P u b l i c  Dyking A c t  o f  1898 (which 

i nc luded  t h e  t h r e e  dykes  i n  s o u t h  P i t t  Meadows), as Commissioner 

he  w a s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  o v e r s e e i n g  a l l ' v a l l e y  dykes ,  whether  

p u b l i c  o r  p r i v a t e ,  t o  e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e y  were a d e q u a t e l y  main- 

t a i n e d .  The c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  FVDC was p u b l i c  acknowledgement 

by t h e  p rov ince  of  i t s  c o n t i n u i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  F r a s e r  

Va l l ey  r e c l a m a t i o n  programs. Yet it was something o f  a  s t e p  



backward from t h e  p o s i t i o n  t aken  by t h e  prov ince  d i r e c t l y  

fo l lowing  t h e  1948 f l o o d .  Then it had ag reed ,  i n  co-opera t ion  

wi th  t h e  dominion, t o  s ecu re  t h e  dyked a r e a s  from f lood  wi th  

no mention of c o n t r i b u t i o n  from l o c a l  landowners. The a c t  

which e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  FVDC, by o m i t t i n g  t o  p rov ide  f o r  

con t inued  c a p i t a l  funding ,  i m p l i c i t l y  r e t u r n e d  t h i s  respons-  

i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  owners of  t h e  dyked l a n d s .  

Why d i d  t h e  f e d e r a l  government i n t e r v e n e  t o  a i d  F r a s e r  Val ley 

dyking a f t e r  t h e  1948 f l o o d ?  Prev ious  f e d e r a l  government con- 

t r i b u t i o n s  f o r  dyking had been i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  A f t e r  t h e  1894 

f l o o d  t h e r e  had been a lmost  no f e d e r a l  a i d ,  a mere $50,000 

f o r  a s t u d y  of t h e  f low of  t h e  F r a s e r  River .57 The c o n t r a s t  

w i th  t h e  $13.6 m i l l i o n  donated by O t t a w a  f o r  f l o o d  r e l i e f  

and dyke r e b u i l d i n g  i n  1948 i s  q u i t e  d r a r n a t i ~ . ~ ~  There a r e  

many r e a s o n s  which can be suggested f o r  t h i s  change of h e a r t .  

The Uni ted  S t a t e s  government had been qu ick  t o  promise 

generous  a i d  t o  v i c t i m s  of similar f l s o d s  i n  t h e  Columbia 

and Wi l lamet te  r i v e r  b a s i n s  i n  states ne ighbor ing  B r i t i s h  

C 0 1 u m b i . a . ~ ~  The Canadian government could s c a r c e l y  do  l e s s  t h a n  

fo l low t h e  American example. The F r a s e r  Val ley  w a s  a more 

populous p a r t  o f  t h e  dominion i n  1948 t h a n  it had been i n  

1894.60 The n a t i o n a l  government w a s  a l s o  s t r o n g e r  and w e a l t h i e r ,  

and more a b l e  t o  h e l p  i n  1948 t h a n  it had been a t  t h e  t i m e  of  

t h e  e a r l i e r  f l o o d .  Another r e a s o n  t o  be cons ide red  w a s  a 

he igh tened  n a t i o n a l  awareness i n  1948,  a n  emotional  over-  



r u n  from t h e  Second World War. Because o f  t h i s  awareness 

d i s a s t e r s  i n  any p a r t  of Canada were viewed by t h e  f e d e r a l  

government as n a t i o n a l  r a t h e r  t han  as p u r e l y  p r o v i n c i a l  

m a t t e r s .  This  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  c a s e  i n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  

Va l l ey ,  where t h e  l o c a l  d i s a s t e r  broke n a t i o n a l  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  

r o u t e s .  The f l o o d ,  by washing o u t  t h e  two t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  

r a i l w a y s ,  had broken t h e  two l i n k s  t h a t  jo ined  t h e  res t  of  

Canada t o  i t s  west  c o a s t ,  and brought  t o  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  

t h e  n a t i o n a l  government " t h a t  dykes a r e  n o t  t h e  concern of  t h e  

people  l i v i n g  behind them a l o n e ,  b u t  are a l s o  o f  v i t a l  i n t e r e s t  

t o  t h e  nation."61 This  comment i s  from a p r o v i n c i a l  dyking 

i n s p e c t o r ,  b u t  a j o i n t  f e d e r a l - p r o v i n c i a l  p u b l i c a t i o n  l a t e r  

a l s o  noted t h e  importance t o  the c o u n t r y  as a whole of 

t h e s e  r o u t e s .  

I n  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Val ley  t h e s e  t r a n s -  
p o r t a t i o n  a r t e r i e s  ( t h e  t r a n s c o n t i n e n t a l  
r a i l w a y s )  t r a v e r s e  t h e  o l d  f l o o d  p l a i n s  
o f  t h e  r i v e r  where t h e y  and t h e  major 
export - import  i n d u s t r i e s  t h e y  s e r v e  a r e  
s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  e x t e n s i v e  l o s s  and damage 
from extreme f lood ing .  A s  w a s  t h e  c a s e  
i n  1948,  b u t  even more pronounced under 
p r e s e n t  day c o n d i t i o n s  (1968) t h e  poten- 
t i a l  l o s s  t o  t h e  Canadian economy through  
t h e  f l o o d i n g  of  t h e s e  r o u t e s  i s  extremely 
h igh .  62  

To some e x t e n t ,  it would seem, t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Val ley  can  

thank  i t s  dyke r e b u i l d i n g  program a f t e r  1 9 4 8  t o  i t s  f o r t u i t o u s  

l o c a t i o n  on r o u t e s  h e l d -  t o  be v i t a l  t o  t h e  n a t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t .  

The r a i l w a y  t h a t  p a s s e s  through t h e  c e n t r e  of  P i t t  Meadows has  

been n o t  o n l y  a t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  asset b u t  a l s o  a r ec l ama t ion  

asset. 
* 



Why d i d  t h e  n a t i o n  and t h e  prov ince  l i f t  t h e  burden of  dyking 

comple te ly  from t h e  shou lde r s  o f  l o c a l  landowners a f t e r  t h e  

1948 f l o o d ?  The q u e s t i o n  w a s  n o t  answered i n  t h e  government 

r e p o r t s  of  t h e  pe r iod ,  b u t  it had been answered a f t e r  t h e  1894 

f lood  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  premier  of t h e  t ime ,  Theodore Davie. 

What i s  p l a i n l y  t h e  l e s s o n  o f  t h e  
f l o o d s  i s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  a compre- 
hens ive  system of  dyking which w i l l  
i n c l u d e  t h e  whole inundated area o f  
t h e  F r a s e r  Val ley.  The magnitude of  
t h i s  t a s k  p l a c e s  it beyond t h e  a b i l i t y  
o f  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  and makes it 
c l e a r l y  t h e  d u t y  of t h e  s t a t e  t o  
under take .  

63 

I n  1894 t h e  " s t a t e "  had been t h e  prov ince ,  i n  1948 t h e  term 

inc luded  t h e  n a t i o n .  It became p l a i n  a f t e r  t h e  1948 f l o o d  t h a t  

t h e  major  dyke r e b u i l d i n g  program neces sa ry  t o  s e c u r e  t h e  

F r a s e r  Val ley  lowlands a g a i n s t  similar f l o o d s  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  

w a s  f a r  beyond t h e  repayment a b i l i t i e s  o f  l o c a l  landowners. 

The concept  o f  loca l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  was abandoned as t h e  magni- 

t u d e  o f  t h e  t a s k  made it " c l e a r l y  t h e  d u t y  o f  t h e  s t a t e  t o  

under take .  

Recent H i s t o r y  of  Dyking 

The i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  f e d e r a l  government i n  dyking d i d  n o t  end 

i n  1950 w i t h  t h e  demise of t h e  FVDB. The prev ious  yea r  t h e  

dominion had s e t  up a j o i n t  board w i t h  t h e  prov ince  t o  s tudy  

t h e  problems of  t h e  F r a s e r  River  i n  t o t a l ,  i nc lud ing  t h e  

p reven t ion  o f  f l o o d i n g  i n  t h e  lower v a l l e y .  This  board was 
64 



in tended  t o  a c t  " l a r g e l y  as an  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  body, g a t h e r i n g  

t h e  b a s i c  d a t a  miss ing  from t h e  ... records . ' '  I ts expenses 
6  5 

were shared e q u a l l y  by t h e  two governments. I n  1955 t h i s  board 

w a s  succeeded by t h e  F r a s e r  River  Board, ano the r  f e d e r a l -  

p r o v i n c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  which was g iven  t h e  s p e c i f i c  t a s k  

o r  recommending p r o j e c t s  f o r  f l o o d  c o n t r o l  and hydro power.66 

I n  1 9 6 3  t h i s  board p re sen ted  i t s  f i n a l  r e p o r t ,  which 

recommended upstream s t o r a g e  and hydro dams, and a l s o  a 

$4.9 m i l l i o n  program t o  improve dykes i n  t h e  lower v a l l e y . 6 7  

No immediate a c t i o n  w a s  t aken  on t h i s  r e p o r t ,  and i n  1966 

a f e d e r a l - p r o v i n c i a l  committee was e s t a b l i s h e d  t o  rev iew 

i t s  e s t i m a t e s .  This  committee r e p o r t e d  on a p l an  o f  f lood  

c o n t r o l  which would c o s t  $ 3 3  m i l l i o n . 6 8  

On t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  l a t t e r  r e p o r t ,  and because o f  a n  

i n c r e a s i n g  need f o r  f l o o d  p r o t e c t i o n  as more people  s e t t l e d  

on t h e  dyked l a n d s ,  t h e  two governments i n  May o f  1968 

agreed on a p l a n  f o r  s e c u r e l y  dyking t h e  Lower F r a s e r  Val ley.6g 

This  agreement involved t h e  prov ince  and t h e  n a t i o n  i n  a 

program t o  improve dyking and d r a i n a g e  on an equal ly-shared 

c o s t  b a s i s ,  t o  a maximum of  $18 m i l l i o n  each.  Local a r e a s  

b e n e f i t t i n g  were t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  two governments a t  l e a s t  

t e n  pe r  c e n t  of  t h e  c o s t s ,  b u t  i n  1974 t h e  l o c a l  s h a r e  was 

f o r g i v e n ,  and t h e  s e n i o r  governments now, as i n  1948, bear  

t h e  whole burden of  c a p i t a l  dyking c o s t s . 7 0  



While t h e  prov ince  had been a r r a n g i n g  t o  s h a r e  dyking c o s t s  

w i th  t h e  f e d e r a l  government it had f o r g i v e n  o l d  dyking d e b t s .  

I n  1962 a l l  indebtedness  t o  t h e  prov ince  by P i t t  Meadows 

Number 1 w a s  c a n c e l l e d  p r i o r  t o  t h a t  d i s t r i c t  being tu rned  

over  t o  a p r i v a t e  company. The same act which c a n c e l l e d  71  

t h i s  d e b t  a l s o  d i s s o l v e d  t h e  Maple Ridge Drainage D i s t r i c t ,  

making it p a r t  and p a r c e l  of  t h e  Dyking Dis t r i c t .  Debt repay-  

ments f o r  t h i s  combined d i s t r i c t ,  and f o r  P i t t  Meadows Number 

2 ,  were ~ a n c e l l e d . ~ ?  E igh t  y e a r s  l a t e r  t h e  d e b t s  themselves  

were ~ a n c e l l e d . ~ ~  On t h e  same d a t e  t h e s e  d i s t r i c t s  were handed 

over  t o  t h e  m u n i c i p a l i t y  of  P i t t  Meadows and ceased t o  become 

d i s t i n c t i v e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  
7 4  

While t h e  c a p i t a l  c o s t s  of  dyking and d r a i n a g e  have been f o r -  

g iven ,  maintenance c o s t s  s t i l l  remain w i t h  t h e  dyked-land 

owners, who must now pay t h e s e  t o  t h e i r  m u n i c i p a l i t y  i n s t e a d  

of t h e  dyking d i s t r i c t .  Maintenance h a s  always been a major 

p a r t  o f  t h e  dyking t a x ,  vary ing  between f i f t y  and e i g h t y  

p e r  c e n t  of  t h e  The c a n c e l l a t i o n  of c a p i t a l  d e b t  has  

been o n l y  a l i m i t e d  r e l i e f  t o  f a r m e r s  and o t h e r  owners of 

dyked l a n d s .  

Why could  n o t  t h e  owners of dyked land  a f f o r d  t o  pay f o r  t h e i r  

own dykes? By 1948, t h e  f i r s t  yea r  o f  t h e  complete government 

assumption of  dyking c a p i t a l  c o s t s ,  most of  t h e  landowners a t  

P i t t  Meadows were fa rmers .76  I f  farm p r i c e s  had been h igh  



enough t h e n  t h e s e  f a r m e r s  c o u l d  have  a f f o r d e d  t o  pay f o r  t h e i r  

dykes .  But f a r m  p r i c e s  were n o t  s u f f i c i e n t l y  h i g h  because  a 

l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of f a r m e r s  who s o l d  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

marke t  d i d  n o t  farm on dyked l a n d ,  and c o u l d  s e l l  t h e i r  produce  

a t  c o s t s  which d i d  n o t  have  t o  i n c l u d e  dyk ing  c o s t s .  Dyked-land 

f a r m e r s  had t o  match t h e i r  p r i c e s  t o  r emain  c o m p e t i t i v e .  To 

s t a y  i n  b u s i n e s s ,  and a t  t h e  same t i m e  c a r r y  t h e i r  e x t r a  t a x ,  

t h e  dyked-land f a r m e r s  had t o  have  e i t h e r  a h i g h e r  p r o d u c t i v i t y  

t h a n  o t h e r  farmers, o r  combine w i t h  t h e i r  f e l l o w s  t o  f i x  p r i c e s  

a t  l e v e l s  which would a l l o w  them t o  meet t h e i r  h e a v i e r  t a x  l o a d .  

To a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  t h e  farmers a t  P i t t  Meadows have  done bo th .  

They have  become v e r y  e f f i c i e n t  d a i r y  farmers, a i d e d  by t h e  

n a t u r a l  a d v a n t a g e s  o f  t h e i r  l a n d  and climate. The mi ld  m o i s t  

w e a t h e r ,  f l a t  l a n d ,  and f e r t i l e  s o i l  o f  t h e  r e g i o n  have  k e p t  

t h e i r  p a s t u r e  p e r p e t u a l l y  l u s h .  The r e g i o n  was (and i s )  

i d e a l l y  s u i t e d  f o r  d a i r y  f a r m i n g ,  and f a r m e r s  have  s p e c i a l i z e d  

i n  t h i s  o c c u p a t i o n  and a c h i e v e d  a h i g h  d e g r e e  o f  e f f i c i e n c y .  

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e y  have  formed a n  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  o t h e r  v a l l e y  

farmers, t h e  F r a s e r  V a l l e y  Milk P r o d u c e r s f  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  f o r  t h e  

p u r p o s e  o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  h i g h  p r i c e s  f o r  d a i r y  produce .77 

Farmers  from P i t t  Meadows t o o k  t h e  l e a d  i n  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  of 

t h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  which h a s  a t t e m p t e d ,  s i n c e  t h e  F i r s t  World 

War, t o  g e t  d a i r y  f a r m e r s  what t h e y  c o n s i d e r  a f a i r  p r i c e  f o r  

t h e i r  p r o d u c t s .  Yet i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e s e  a d v a n t a g e s  o f  p r o d u c t i v i t y  

and a s s o c i a t i o n ,  t h e  r e w a r d s  o f  t h e  marke t  p l a c e  have  been 

i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  meet  t h e  c o s t s  of dyk ing .  O u t s i d e  c a p i t a l  

L h a s  been needed,  i n  v a s t  amounts ,  t o  s e c u r e  t h e  lowlands  from 



f l o o d ,  and t h i s  h a s  been p rov ided  by t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  and 

( s i n c e  1948)  by t h e  f e d e r a l  governments.  

Conclus ion 

The s t o r y  o f  l and  r e c l a m a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows from 1905 - 
1975 i s  a s t o r y  o f  p r o g r e s s i v e  government involvement .  From 

1905 t o  1947 t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government loaned  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  

money f o r  needed improvements,  and u n t i l  1932 exac t ed  d e b t  

payments i n  t h e  form o f  dyk ing  t a x e s .  The d i s t r i c t s  became 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  i ndeb t ed  as t h e  money t h e y  r e q u i r e d  t o  s e c u r e  and 

d r a i n  t h e i r  l a n d  c o n s t a n t l y  exceeded t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  r epay .  

The d r o p  i n  farm income d u r i n g  t h e  Depress ion  prompted t h e  

p rov ince  t o  pos tpone  dyking d e b t  payments,  and t h i s  p e r i o d  

o f  postponement l a s t e d  t h rough  1945.  I n  1947,  under  t h e  

Clement ' s  scheme, dyk ing  d e b t s  were s u b s t a n t i a l l y  f o r g i v e n ,  

a l t h o u g h  t h e  landowners s t i l l  r e t a i n e d  a measure o f  r espons-  

i b i l i t y  f o r  c a p i t a l  c o s t s .  The f l o o d  o f  1948 made bo th  s e n i o r  

governments aware t h a t  t h e  s e c u r i t y  o f  t h e  dyked F r a s e r  Va l l ey  

lowlands  w a s  i n  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  and n a t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t .  Both 

governments under took  a j o i n t  p l a n  t o  r e b u i l d  dykes ,  t o  t h e  

c o s t  of which l o c a l  landowners c o n t r i b u t e d  n o t h i n g  ( e x c e p t  

i n s o f a r  as t h e y  were t a x p a y e r s  o f  Canada and B r i t i s h  Columbia).  

When t h i s  r e b u i l d i n g  was comple te  t h e  p r o v i n c e  a g a i n  assumed 

e x c l u s i v e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  r e c l a m a t i o n ,  and con t i nued  t o  

demand some repayment o f  dyk ing  d e b t  from landowners.  However, 



i n  1962 it abandoned t h i s  po l i cy ,  and e f f e c t i v e l y  cancel led  

a l l  dyking debt .  I n  1968 t h e  f e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  govern- 

ments resumed t h e  j o i n t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  dykes they  had 

born i n  t h e  1 9 4 8  - 50 period. The c o s t  of  f u t u r e  dykes was 

t o  be born equa l ly  by t h e  two governments, with l o c a l  a r e a s  

c o n t r i b u t i n g  t e n  pe r  cen t .  Recently t h i s  l o c a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  

has  been waived, and dyked-land owners a r e  now f r e e  of  a l l  

concern with c a p i t a l  c o s t s ,  a l though they  r e t a i n  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

f o r  maintenance. 

Dykes have s tood a t  P i t t  Meadows f o r  e i g h t y  years .  Begun by 

p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  them has  f a l l e n  upon 

government, f i r s t  on t h e  province and, s i n c e  1948, a l s o  on 

t h e  dominion. The i n t e r v e n t i o n  of government t o  a i d  dyked- 

land owners can be seen as prompted by t h e  need of  both 

province and n a t i o n  t o  keep open r o u t e s  t o  t h e  west coas t .  
. ~ 

But government i n t e r v e n t i o n  has a l s o  been based on t h e  uns ta ted  

assumption t h a t  a l though dyked l ands  could  n o t  pay f o r  t h e i r  

own rec lamat ion  they  should be maintained f o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  use.  

This  assumption i s  n o t  s t a t e d  o r  explored i n  any of t h e  many 

government r e p o r t s  on dyking, bu t  i s  i m p l i c i t l y  t h e  b a s i s  of  

t h e s e  r e p o r t s .  P i t t  Meadows and o t h e r  v a l l e y  lowlands were 

s e t t l e d  a g r i c u l t u r a l  reg ions  ( o r  r eg ions  with t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

f o r  such development) reclaimed from t h e  wi lderness  by t h e  

i n i t i a t i v e  of  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e .  By such reclamation B r i t i s h  

Columbia and Canada had been c rea ted .  P r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  . 



had been unable to maintain the security of these regions 

from flood, and governments were faced with the choice of 

either letting them revert to the wilderness or of assisting 

in their reclamation. By permitting reversion to the wilder- 

ness governments would be permitting a productive part of 

the country to be destroyed. They chose instead to give 

whatever aid was necessary to secure these lands from flood. 

Funds spent in such an endeavor were an investment in 

preserving a valuable part of the province and the nation. 



Chapter  5 

The Reclamation of  North P i t t  Meadows 

Dutch I n t e r e s t  i n  North P i t t  Meadows 

Before 1950 dyking p r o j e c t s  a t  P i t t  Meadows had been f inanced  

and c a r r i e d  o u t  by land  s p e c u l a t o r s  who had hoped, th rough  

dyking,  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  v a l u e  of  t h e i r  l a n d .  The i r  p r o j e c t s  had 

been inadequa te ly  f i nanced  and poor ly  c a r r i e d  o u t ,  and were on ly  

completed w i t h  government s u p p o r t t  Subsequent owners o f  dyked 

l a n d s  had a l s o  needed government suppor t  t o  upgrade dyking and 

d r a i n a g e  works. I n  1950, however, a new element  w a s  in t roduced  

i n t o  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  l and  r ec l ama t ion  a t  P i t t  Meadows t h a t  broke 

t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n s .  Th i s  w a s  a Dutch company, which 

planned t o  r e c l a i m  i t s  l a n d s  n o t  as a s p e c u l a t i o n ,  b u t  w i th  t h e  

i n t e n t i o n  of r e t a i n i n g  ownership,  farming p a r t  of  i t s  l a n d s  

i t s e l f  whi le  l e a s i n g  some t o  o t h e r  fa rmers .  This  company was 

aware o f  t h e  problems of  dyking and d r a i n a g e ,  and possessed 

s k i l l e d  personne l  t o  c a r r y  o u t  adequa te ly  i t s  r ec l ama t ion  

p r o j e c t s .  It a l s o  had a c c e s s  t o  s u f f i c i e n t  c a p i t a l  t o  c a r r y  i t s  

programs th rough  t o  complet ion.  I n  t h e s e  t h r e e  m a t t e r s ,  o f  l and  

ownership,  r ec l ama t ion  s k i l l s ,  and c a p i t a l ,  t h i s  company s tood 

i n  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  t o  p rev ious  landowners who had i n i t i a t e d  

r e c l a m a t i o n  programs a t  P i t t  Meadows. 

The land  t h e  Dutch company planned t o  reclaim was an  a r e a  o f  P i t t  

Meadows where p rev ious  r ec l ama t ion  a t t e m p t s  had f a i l e d ,  n o r t h  

P i t t  Meadows, and t h e  P i t t  Meadows Dyking D i s t r i c t  Number 1. 
I 

~ h e s e  l a n d s  were t h e  most low-lying and d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e c l a i m  i n  



this region. They had been part of the grant of the British 

Columbia Drainage and Dyking Company (BCDD) in 1890, which had 

dyked District Number 1, but had failed to reclaim its northern 

lands. This latter region had subsequently reverted to the 

Crown dominion. In 1913 it had been acquired by the Pitt Meadows 

Land Company, which had dyked and drained the land, but its re- 

clamation work had been inadequate, and its attempts to place 

settlers on the land failed. In 1939 the region was bought by 

Pitt Farms Development Limited, a company which represented a 

group of Vancouver business men who had formed a gun club, and 

used the property for duck shooting. The Number 1 Dyking Dis- 
1 

trict had also generally remained as Crown land since the demise I 

of the BCDD, apart from intermittent attempts at reclamation im- 

provement by developers and farmers. This district's dykes had 

been breached in 1924, 1948, and again in 1950. Because of the 

extreme difficulties of reclamation this region, along with north 

Pitt Meadows, had attracted only large landholding companies 

whereas elsewhere in Pitt Meadows land had been held in compar- 

atively small plots. In these northern areas the company build- 

ing the dykes had been the sole landholder. The Dutch company 

continued the traditional pattern in these areas of being the 

sole landholder of the region dyked. However, they provided a 

contrast to another traditional pattern; where others had failed 

they were successful. . 
order trace the beginnings of Dutch interest north Pitt 

Meadows it is necessary to go back to 1911. In that year a Dutch- 

owned mortgage company, Netherlands Investments Limited, began 



o p e r a t i n g  i n  North America. The company's p r i n c i p a l  b u s i n e s s  was 

making fa rm mortgages  i n  Western Canada and t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s .  

During t h e  Depress ion  o f  t h e  1930 ' s  many o f  t h e  l a n d s  mortgaged 

by t h e  company f e l l  i n t o  i t s  hands as mortgagees  f a i l e d  t o  

make payments o r  s imply  d e s e r t e d  t h e i r  f a rms .  The company was 

unab l e  t o  m a i n t a i n  payments on i t s  l o a n s  from i t s  Dutch ho ld ing  

company, t h e  T r a n s a t l a n t i c  Mortgage Company, and f a i l e d .  

Fol lowing t h e  Second World War T r a n s a t l a n t i c  sough t  t o  r e c o v e r  

some o f  i t s  i nves tmen t  by s e l l i n g  t h e  l a n d s  it h e l d  t h rough  i t s  

r e c e i v e r s h i p  o f  Ne the r l ands  Inves tmen t s .  It  s e n t  a manager t o  

North A m e r i c a ,  D r .  J a n  Blom, t o  o v e r s e e  t h e s e  l a n d  sales. Blom 

t r a v e l l e d  t h roughou t  t h e  west, and i n  J u n e  ox 1949 v i s i t e d  h i s  

company's agency i n  V a n c o ~ v e r . ~  

A t  t h e  t i m e  o f  Blom's v i s i t  t o  Vancouver t h e  gun c l u b  which owned I 

n o r t h  P i t t  Meadows was anx ious  t o  s e l l  i t s  p r o p e r t y .  I ts dykes  

had broken d u r i n g  t h e  1948 f l o o d ,  and w h i l e  t h e  FVDB had prom- 
1 

i s e d  t o  r e p a i r  t h e s e ,  it had r e f u s e d  t o  u n d e r t a k e  a r e b u i l d i n g  i 
I 

p r ~ g r a m . ~  Dykes were n e c e s s a r y  t o  promote duck b r e e d i n g ,  s i n c e  I 

t h e y  s ecu red  t h e  l and  from f l o o d  and p r even t ed  t h e  ducks '  n e s t s  I 

from washing away d u r i n g  t h e  f r e s h e t .  Dykes were a l s o  n e c e s s a r y  

t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  meadowlands which t h e  c l u b  r e n t e d  o u t  t o  l o c a l  

f a r m e r s ,  and which b rought  a n  income which enab led  it t o  pay i t s  

t a x e s  e ach  y e a r .  A c l u b  house  and o t h e r  b u i l d i n g s  were a l s o  pro-  

t e c t e d  by t h e  dykes .4  To e n s u r e  con t i nued  dyke p r o t e c t i o n  t h e  gun 

c l u b  would have t o  r e b u i l d  i t s  dykes  ( s i n c e  dykes  which had broken 

once  might  e a s i l y  b r eak  a g a i n ) ,  o r  a l t e r n a t i v e l y  it cou ld  s e l l  

o u t .  Blom, r e p r e s e n t i n g  a Dutch i nves tmen t  company, and 
L 



with access to investment funds, might be interested in buying 

them out. Upon hearing that he was in Vancouver some of the 

club's leading members contacted him and sought to interest him 

in buying its property. Towards the end of June, 1949, they took 

him out to view the land. At the time the freshet was at its 

height, and since the dykes in the region had not yet been re- 

paired from the ravages of the 1948 flood, the lands were under 

water. A canoe was provided, and in this vessel the forty-three 

year old Blom made his first tour of the property he was consid- 

ering for purchase. 

Despite such an inauspicious beginning Blom w?s interested in 

the property, for he believed it could be converted to agricul- 

tural use. Many factors combined to influence him to this opin- 

ion. His Dutch compatriots possessed the skills of dyking, drain- 

age and pump construction which it would be necessary to employ 

to reclaim the land and prepare it for farming. A government soil 

survey showed that the land had a high agricultural potential, 

and that its soil compared "with the most productive soils in the 

Lower Fraser Valley." The soil report noted that the Pitt Mea- 
5 

dows lands still unreclaimed in 1939 (which included north Pitt 

Meadows) needed a greatly lowered water table and treatment for 

acidity, but stated firmly that "with proper drainage and soil 

treatment the Pitt Meadows area is capable of growing into a 

productive farming di~trict."~ The price of the land was low, $6 

an acre at a time when land within dykes elsewhere in Pitt Meadows 

was selling between $15 and $30 an acre. The advantage of the 
7 



low price would be partially offset by the high cost of reclam- 

ation, but since little agricultural land remained unoccupied in 

the Lower Fraser Valley its value was likely to rise, and the 

capital gains the company could achieve by its reclamation would 

be further increased by a general appreciation of valley land 

prices. The site was also easily accessible by water, via the 

Pitt and Fraser Rivers, a factor which Blom considered import- 

ant from his Dutch experience. He took an option on the land, 
8 

and returned to Holland to seek financial backing and technical 

advice. A Dutch engineer was sent over to consider the suit- 

ability of the site for reclamation and to prepare a cost esti- 

mate. He returned with a favorable report and a cost estimate of 

$300,000. Blom was successful in interesting a number of Dutch 
9 

businessmen in the project, and they formed a holding company, 

the Leiden Administrative Office, to invest in the venture. 
10 

Assured of financial backing Blom returned to Canada in 1950 and 

bought all the shares of the gun club for $40,000, thus acquiring 

its property at Pitt Meadows. The property extended over some 

6,700 acres, and is identified on the map numbered 5-1, "Hold- 

ings of Pitt Polder Limited". Blom's company took the Dutch word 

llpolderll, meaning reclaimed land, both for itself and its pro- 

perty. 

The new company set to work vigorously to reclaim its land. It 

formed a subsidiary, CBA Engineering, to carry out the work. 

Dutch engineers were hired, since reclaiming this land was simi- 

lar to reclamation work with which they were familiar in Holland. 

11 Many Dutch immigrants were found already living in Pitt Mea- 



;ource: C e r t i f i c a t e s  of Indefeas ib le  T i t l e  1331093, 133110E, and 

1331123, Land Registry Off ice,  New Westminster, B.C. 



dows who were anxious to work as laborers and machine operators 

on the project. In the fall of 1950 roads were built into the 

area so that equipment could be moved in. In 1951 work began on 

the encircling dykes, which were built to standards similar to 

those of the FVDB. The whole region was also drained by a series 

of ditches. The layout of these works in indicated on the map 

5-2, "Dykes and Ditches in Pitt Polder" which follows. In building 

these works CBA Engineering followed the layout of previous 

dyking and drainage works.lg However, the new works were of a 

far higher standard than those previously existing. The Dutch 

engineers, drawing on their experiences of reclamation in Hol- 

land, and utilizing the knowledge gained locally on the regime 

of the rivers, were able to build dykes which would stand against 

the worst floods known, and construct a series of drainage ditches 

which would effectively remove rain water from the land. 

The work of reclamation may be seen as having four phases: 

dyking, gravity drainage, pump drainage, and preparation of the 

land for farming. Pitt Polder Limited, in the period 1951 - 1954, 
carried out the first two phases on all its property. The final 

two phases, however, were carried out only on the southern part 

of the polder. About 3,000 in the north of the region was extre- 

mely low-lying and would be very costly to prepare for culti- 

vation. This region was left for future development, and remain- 

ed unpumped and uncleared, although it was dyked, and drained by 

series of ditches to a flood gate on the Pitt River. The southern 

part of the polder, rather more than 3,000 acres, was developed 
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in this period for farming. Reclamation work in this district 

concentrated around Sturgeon Slough, in its approximate centre, 

where a large pump was assembled capable of raising over 80,000 

gallons per minute . A grid of ditches and natural watercourses 
drained the district towards the intake of this pump, which 

raised water into Sturgeon Slough along which it flowed to the 

Pitt River. The land was then cleared and plowed, drain tile 
13 

was laid under the fields, and the company experimented by 

planting various crops to find the best use for its land. 

Blom, having initiated the Pitt Polder project, spent the year 

of its commencement (1951) in Holland, arranging the financing 

necessary for the heavy expenses of reclamation, and left the 

on-site planning to others. At this time a central village was 

planned,' where farmers would live in the traditional pattern of 

some Dutch rural communities, going out to their fields during 

the day and returning to the village at night. The site for the 

village was selected on the south bank of Sturgeon Slough, and 

encircled by a ditch, marked on the map 5-2. However, it was not 

Blomts intention to create a Dutch colony, he wished to develop 

a community of both Dutch and Canadian farmers. In 1952 he moved 

out to site himself, and replanned the community aspect of the 

polder on the dispersal settlement pattern common in Canada, 

where farmers live on their land and not in a central village. 14 

Since then he has lived on the site, directly overseeing the eng- 

ineering, farmplanning, and settlement of the polder. He has acted 

continuously as general manager as well as director of the Pitt 



P o l d e r  Company. While most o f  h i s  t i m e  h a s  been s p e n t  on t h e  

p r o j e c t ,  e a c h  y e a r  h e  h a s  made a t r i p  back t o  Hol land  t o  r e -  

p o r t  on p r o g r e s s  t o  h i s  b a c k e r s  i n  Le iden ,  and t o  r a i s e  what 

f u r t h e r  c a p i t a l  h a s  been needed.  

I n  t h e . e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s  t h e  work o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  proceeded r a p i d l y .  

The pump w a s  comple ted  i n  May o f  1952,  and immedia te ly  began op- 

e r a t i o n .  I n  J u l y  it was r e p o r t e d  as s u c c e s s f u l l y  k e e p i n g  t h e  

w a t e r  t a b l e  a t  leas t  t h r e e  f e e t  below ground l e v e l . l 5  By mid- 

summer of  1952 o v e r  1 ,000 a c r e s  had been plowed and c u l t i v a t e d  

r e a d y  f o r  p l a n t i n g ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  s e a s o n  w a s  t o o  f a r  advanced f o r  / 
p l a n t i n g  i n  t h a t  y e a r .  I n  1953 c r o p s  o f  o a t s  and r y e  were p l a n t e d ,  

b e s i d e s  some v e g e t a b l e s .  These were l o s t  s i n c e  t h e  pump w a s  i n -  I 

a d e q u a t e  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  w a t e r  t a b l e  d u r i n g  a p e r i o d  o f  heavy r a i n -  

f a l l ,  and t h e  c r o p s  were u n a b l e  t o  s u r v i v e  i n  t h e  w a t e r l o g g e d  

s o i l .  l6  

By 1954 P i t t  P o l d e r  L imi ted  had s e t t l e d  on d a i r y  fa rming  as t h e  

b e s t  u s e  f o r  t h e i r  land. l7  If t h e y  wished t o  c u l t i v a t e  c r o p s  

t h e  company would have  t o  p u r c h a s e  and i n s t a l  a n o t h e r  pump t o  

keep t h e  water t a b l e  low d u r i n g  p e r i o d s  o f  heavy r a i n f a l l .  T h i s  

would b e  a  heavy i n v e s t m e n t ,  and a n o t h e r  pump, a p a r t  f rom p e r i o d s  

o f  heavy r a i n f a l l ,  would be s t a n d i n g  i d l e  much o f  t h e  y e a r .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  even w i t h  improved d r a i n a g e ,  t h e  heavy r a i n f a l l  made 

t h e  s o i l  s o  s o f t  t h a t  it would be d i f f i c u l t  t o  u s e  c u l t i v a t i o n  

equipment  i n  t h e  f i e l d s .  Da i ry  fa rming  c o u l d  f l o u r i s h  u s i n g  t h e  

e x i s t i n g  f a c i l i t i e s ,  and  s o  it w a s  chosen a s  t h e  p r e f e r r e d  t y p e  

o f  f a r m i n g  f o r  t h e  p o l d e r .  



Pitt Polder planned to farm some of its land directly, and to 

lease some to settlers. To prepare land for settlers the company 

divided it into eighty-acre units. These were drain-tiled, 

ditched, cleared and cultivated, and planted to grass. A house, 

barn, and other necessary outbuildings were built on each unit. 

In 1954 the first four settlers were selected and placed on the 

land. These first settlers were Dutch immigrants who had worked 

for the company on its reclamation program. While these settlers 

had not come to Canada to farm, they had proved to the company 

during the reclamation work that they were reliable persons who 

could be entrusted to make good use of a farm lease. They had 

also fulfilled a requirement of the company that all its lessees 

should have spent at least two years in Canada before being 

granted a lease. 
18 

These immigrants had come to Canada during the peak period of 

Dutch immigration, a period that began in 1946, peaked in 1952, 

and had subsided by 1960. Petersen suggests that this period 
19 

of heavy migration from Holland was due' to population pressure, 

and to the emigration subsidies offered by the Dutch government 

as a means of relieving this pressure.2o Hofstede considers that 

other factors besides population pressure and emigration sub- 

sidies were important in the postwar flow of migrants from 

Holland. He describes the movement as a unique accident, brought 
- 

about by a combination of forces. These included the Depression 

of the 1930ts, followed by the German occupation of World War 2, 

postwar poverty, contact with Allied armies, and the loss of 

Indonesia, besides the pressure of population, which he notes 



was most a p p a r e n t  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i k e l y  t o  e m i g r a t e ,  i . e .  t o  

young peop l e  i n  t h e i r  e a r l y  t w e n t i e s ,  t h rough  t h e  c r i t i c a l  

hous ing  s h o r t a g e  Hol land s u f f e r e d  a f t e r  t h e  w a r .  The Ne the r l ands ,  
1 he  s a y s ,  had " f i f t e e n  y e a r s  b r i g h t e d  by s o c i o - p a t h o l o g i c a l  

phenomena." These phenomena d r o v e  many t housands  o f  Dutch t o  2 1  

l e a v e  t h e i r  homeland and s eek  new homes t h roughou t  t h e  wor ld .  

Canada w a s  t h e  p r e f e r r e d  c o u n t r y  f o r  many o f  them, and some few 

of  t h e s e  a r r i v e d  i n  P i t t  Meadows, w e r e  employed by t h e  P i t t  
* 

P o l d e r  Company, and l e a s e d  farms i n  t h e  p o l d e r .  Dutch s e t t l e m e n t  

a t  P i t t  Po lde r  can  t h u s  be s een  as  p a r t  o f  a world-wide movement 

o f  post-war Dutch emig ra t i on .  

To e n a b l e  i t s  se t t le rs  t o  g e t  w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  P i t t  P o l d e r  set 

i t s  i n i t i a l  r e n t a l  ra tes  v e r y  low. S e t t l e r s  p a i d  a t  f i r s t  $ 2 0  a 

y e a r  f o r  e ach  a c r e  farmed.  T h i s  amount i nc luded  house  r e n t a l .  The 

leases were f o r  f i v e  year - t e rms ,  r enewable  a t  t h e  o p t i o n  o f  

e i t h e r  p a r t y ,  w i t h  t h e  r e n t s  r i s i n g  one  d o l l a r  a y e a r  f o r  t h e  

f i r s t  f i v e .  y e a r s e q 2  Rents  have  r i s e n  s i n c e  t h e n ,  and t o d a y  (1975) 

are between $55 and $65 p e r  acre p e r  y e a r .  A s  leases e x p i r e  eve ry  

f i v e  y e a r s  new terms are n e g o t i a t e d .  The company claims t h a t  

c u r r e n t  r e n t s  are adequa t e  f o r  t h e  r u n n i n g  expenses  o f  t h e  

p o l d e r ' s  o p e r a t i o n ,  b u t  do  n o t  y i e l d  a r e t u r n  on i t s  inves tmen t .  

I t  i s  n o t e d ,  however, t h a t  t h e  company h a s  o t h e r  s o u r c e s  o f  income 

b e s i d e s  r e n t  from s e t t l e r s .  I t  draws income from t h e  fa rms  it 

r u n s  i t s e l f ,  p l u s  it draws r e n t s  from a r o c k  q u a r r y  on She r idan  

H i l l  i n  t h e  sou thwes t  c o r n e r  of i t s  p r o p e r t y ,  and moneys from 



t h e  r e n t i n g s  o f  s h o o t i n g  r i g h t s  t o  gun c l u b s  who u s e  undeveloped 

p a r t s  o f  t h e  p o l d e r .  

By 1962 t h e  company had s e t t l e d  a t o t a l  o f  n i n e  f a m i l i e s  on i t s  

l a n d s ,  and s i n c e  t h a t  t i m e  no f u r t h e r  farms have  been l e a s e d .  

About one h a l f  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s e t t l e r s  r emain .  O t h e r s  have  moved 

o f f  t h e  p o l d e r  i n  o r d e r  t o  buy t h e i r  own fa rms .  Farm s i z e  h a s  i n -  

c r e a s e d  s i n c e  t h e  o r i g i n a l  e i g h t y  a c r e  u n i t s  were l e a s e d ,  and 

t o d a y  f a r m  s i z e  i n  t h e  p o l d e r  a v e r a g e s  one  hundred acres. s e t t l e r s '  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  and i n c r e a s i n g  fa rm s i z e  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  r e n t  l e v e l s  

a r e  n o t  o v e r l y  h i g h .  Comparison w i t h  r e n t  l e v e l s  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  

o f  t h e  Lower F r a s e r  V a l l e y  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  mLke, s i n c e  t h e  

l e a s e h o l d  a r rangement  i s  a n  uncommon method o f  f a rm t e n u r e  i n  

t h i s  r e g i o n .  Ginn i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  P i t t  P o l d e r ,  

f rom t h e  p o i n t  o f  view o f  Dutch s e t t l e m e n t  i n  t h e  v a l l e y ,  l i e s  

b o t h  i n  i t s  r e c l a m a t i o n  achievement  and  " i n  t h e  t e n u r e  i n n o v a t i o n  

o f  r e n t i n g  fa rms  f rom a company."23 While Dutch and o t h e r  s e t -  

t l e r s  i n  t h e  v a l l e y  p r e f e r  t o  p u r c h a s e  r a t h e r  t h a n  l e a s e  t h e i r  

l a n d ,  t h e  l e a s i n g  a r rangement  a t  P i t t  P o l d e r  seems t o  have  been 

s a t i s f a c t o r y  from t h e  s e t t l e r s ' p o i n t  o f  view. Those who have  

moved went t o  farms t h e y  purchased .  They were a b l e  t o  make t h i s  

move b e c a u s e  it had been p o s s i b l e  f o r  them t o  accumula te  s u f -  

f i c i e n t  c a p i t a l  under  t h e i r  l e a s i n g  a r rangement  w i t h  t h e  company. 

A s  w i t h  o t h e r  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  a t  P i t t  Meadows, t h e  c o s t  o f  P i t t  

P o l d e r  o u t r a n  o r i g i n a l  e s t i m a t e s .  However, u n l i k e  t h e s e  o t h e r  

p r o j e c t s ,  P i t t  P o l d e r  w a s  n o t  b a i l e d  o u t  o f  f i n a n c i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  



by the government, but was developed entirely by private capital. 

By 1952 the original projected cost of $300,000 had risen to 

$500,000 for reclaiming the southern portion of the polder alone, 

and $1.3 million was projected for reclaiming the whole pro- 

perty. Until 1955 all the capital used in the project came 
24 

from Holland. In that year the company needed capital to build a 

major new dyke across the foot of Pitt Lake, and decided to seek 

it in Canada. It thought it prudent to seek Canadian capital as 

an insurance against possible future legislation which might 

restrict foreign ownership of Canadian land. While no such leg- 

islation was pending, the fact that capital was needed and the 

possibility of such laws in the future helped persuade the com- 

pany to make this decision. Also,since the projected dyke would 

require co-operation with several government departments, the 

company wanted capital "with local knowledge." companies can 
2 5 

buy such knowledge by hiring consultants, but Pitt Polder con- 

sidered that knowledgeable capital was preferable to knowledge- 

able consultants. Those with capital invested in the compnay 

would have a greater interest, as they would regard their ser- 

vices as protection for their own investment. Leon Ladner, a 

Vancouver lawyer who had been a member of the gun club which had 

previously owned north Pitt Meadows, was interested in buying 

shares in Pitt Polder, and persuaded a friend, Walter Koerner, 

a British Columbia "lumber baron", to join him. As a con- 
26  

sequence of the investments of these two men, the company today 

is approximately half-Canadian owned. 
,2 7 



The company's reclamation costs have continued to rise, and in 

the early 1970's stood at approximately $3 million. In 1972, 

however, the company recouped about one-half of this by the sale 

of almost one-half of Pitt Polder to the provincial government 

for Green Belt. Its current (1975) investment in Pitt Polder 

(and adjoining Alouette Polder) can thus be estimated at $1.5 

million. Blom blames much of the high cost of reclamation on 
28 

the inaction of the provincial and federal governments. When the 

initial cost estimates for reclaimhg Pitt Polder were made he 

had expected the two governments to develop major flood control ' 

projects on the Fraser River. He had some reason for supposing 

that such projects would be built. Following the 1948 flood the 

senior governments had set up a joint board, the "Dominion- 

Provincial Board, Fraser River Basin", to study the flow of the 

Fraser River. While this board had been largely an investigative 

body, the intent of its investigations had been to provide data 

for a possible flood control program. This board in 1955 had 
29 

been replaced by the Fraser River Board, which was established 

to recommend to both governments specific flood control projects 

for the river'. In 1963 this board had recommended the building 

of five upstream storage reservoirs for flood control. Partly 

because of the high cost of such projects no action has yet 

(1975) been taken, and Pitt Polder Limited has had to make its 

lands more secure than, it would have needed to if such 

developments had been carried out. . 



Recla iming A l o u e t t e  Po lde r  
Z 

I n  1952,  a t  a t i m e  when i t s  r e c l a m a t i o n  work w a s  a t  a peak i n  1 
I 

i t s  r e c e n t l y  a c q u i r e d  p r o p e r t y ,  P i t t  P o l d e r  Limi ted  expanded by I 

p u r chas ing  a n  a d j o i n i n g  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t .  T h i s  w a s  P i t t  Meadows I 
,/ 

Number 1, which t h e  company renamed A l o u e t t e  P o l d e r .  T h i s  d i s t r i c t ,  

w h i l e  much smaller t h a n  t h e  n o r t h e r n  p o l d e r  ( a b o u t  1 ,100  acres 

compared t o  6,700 a c r e s  i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  p u r c h a s e ) ,  w a s  a l s o  a n  

ex t r eme ly  low-lying area where p r e v i o u s  r e c l a m a t i o n  a t t e m p t s  

had f a i l e d .  The l a n d s  i n  t h i s  d i s t r i c t  had p r i n c i p a l l y  re-  

mained w i t h  t h e  Crown s i n c e  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s .  I ts  dykes  had been 

b reached  by t h e  1948 f r e s h e t ,  been r e p a i r e d  by t h e  FVDB, b u t  

were breached a g a i n  i n  1950. The 1950 b r e a c h  had n o t  been 

r e p a i r e d .  I n  1948 and t h e  t h r e e  succeed ing  y e a r s  t h e  p r o v i n c e  

had l e a s e d  g r a z i n g  r i g h t s  i n  t h e  area t o  l o c a l  d a i r y  farmers, 

b u t  i n  1952 dec ided  t o  t r y  t o  s e l l  t h e  l a n d  t o  p r i v a t e  i n t e r -  

ests.go The I n s p e c t o r  o f  Dykes recommended t h a t  t h e  d i s t r i c t  be 

s o l d  "as ist ' ,  i , e .  w i t h  t h e  breached dyke ,  and t h a t  f i n a l  pur-  

c h a s e  shou ld  be c o n d i t i o n a l  upon r e ~ l a m a t i o n . ~ l  The government 

a c c e p t e d  t h i s  recommendation, and i n  J u n e  o f  1952 o f f e r e d  t h e  

l a n d  f o r  sale on t h e  b a s i s  o f  a t e n d e r e d  p r i c e  "as is" p l u s  

t h e  promise  t o  spend s p e c i f i c  amounts f o r  r e c l a m a t i o n  works, 

One t e n d e r ,  from P i t t  Po lde r  L imi ted ,  w a s  r e c e i v e d ,  and i n  Sep- 

ember was a c c e p t e d ,  The t e n d e r  proposed t o  pay $9,670 f o r  t h e  

l a n d  ( abou t  $9.50 a n  a c r e )  and t o  spend $116,000 w i t h i n  t h r e e  

y e a r s  on  r e c l a m a t i o n  works.32 Bruce Dixon, t h e  I n s p e c t o r  o f  

Dykes, r e p o r t e d  e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  on t h i s  o f f e r .  "This  same f i r m  
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has previously acquired the lands of the north Pitt Meadows 

Dyking District, and it is hoped that the two developments to- 

gether will greatly speed the progress of this part of the 

Fraser Valley."33 

The company did not keep their pledge to spend the specified 

amount within three years, and it was not until thirteen years I 

later, in 1965, that their reclamation finally satisfied the 

government. Blom explains the tardiness of the company in re- 
34 

claiming this land by the tardiness of the government in pro- 

viding access to the site. While the government did not build a 

bridge across the North Alouette River to this' polder until 1956, 

there remain nine years of road access during which the company 

failed to complete its works. Prior to the building of the 

bridge the company could have barged its equipment across the 

river. Their enthusiasm for water access is noted as a factor 

which first helped to persuade Blom to acquire the Pitt Meadows 

property. The fact of the matter would appear to be that Alouette 

Polder was a low priority with Pitt Polder Limited. The main 

thrust of the company's energies was in reclaiming its lands 

north of the Alouette, and work on the smaller polder was done 

when its equipment was not needed elsewhere. Dyking work was 

done around the district from time to time, but these works only 

slowly approached the quality of other dykes the company had 

built. Three times, in 1959, 1962, and 1964, the company re- 

quested that its 

It was not until 

dyking works be approved by the government. 
35 

March of 1965 that the dykes of Alouette - 



P o l d e r  were judged t o  b e  o f  a d e q u a t e  s t a n d a r d  and t h e  I n s p e c t o r  

o f  Dykes c o n s i d e r e d  t h a t  t h e  company had f u l f i l l e d  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  

of  i t s  1952 c o n t r a c t .  
36 

The s e t t l e m e n t  of  t h e  A l o u e t t e  P o l d e r  h a s  been o n  a d i f f e r e n t  

p a t t e r n  from t h e  s e t t l e m e n t  o f  t h e  n o r t h e r n  p o l d e r .  The company 

h a s  d e c i d e d  t o  o p e r a t e  t h e  whole d i s t r i c t  as one  farm.  I t  h a s  

work as employees o f  t h e  company and r u n  a l a r g e  d a i r y  f a r m  i 
p l a c e d  a f a m i l y  on t h e  p r o p e r t y ,  and t h e  f a t h e r  and h i s  two s o n s  , 
o p e r a t i o n  w i t h  a h i g h  d e g r e e  o f  e f f i c i e n c y .  I n  1 9 4 6  t h e  I n s p e c t o r  I 
of Dykes r e f e r r e d  t o  t h i s  area d i s p a r a g i n g l y  as "very  i n f e r i o r  

p a s t u r e . " 3 7  Today P i t t  P o l d e r  L imi ted  h a s  proven t h a t ,  w i t h  

p r o p e r  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e ,  t h e  s o i l s  h e r e  c a n  p r o v i d e  a s  good 

p a s t u r e  as any i n  P i t t  Meadows. 

* 

The P i t t  Lake Dyke 

E leven  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  company f i n i s h e d  dyk ing  A l o u e t t e  P o l d e r  

it comple ted  it dykes  a round  i t s  n o r t h e r n  o r  main p o l d e r .  T h i s  

d e f e n s i v e  p e r i m e t e r  f o l l o w e d  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  p r e v i o u s  dykes .  

Al though t h e  company's dykes  were far  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  fo rmer  

s t r u c t u r e s ,  t h e y  were d a n g e r o u s l y  weak a t  a p o i n t  where p r e v i o u s  

dykes  had broken.  T h i s  w a s  t h e  p o i n t  where t h e  dyke a l o n g  t h e  

f o o t  of P i t t  Lake forms t h e  apex  o f  a "V" as it t u r n s  n o r t h  t o  

r e s t  a g a i n s t  t h e  mountain w a l l  on  t h e  east s i d e  o f  t h e  l a k e .  

Dur ing times o f  h i g h  w a t e r  and n o r t h e r l y  winds t h e  waves of  

P i t t  Lake b u i l t  up i n  t h e  s h a l l o w  water and  c o n f i n i n g  a x e s  

o f  t h i s  "V" f o r m a t i o n ,  and  pounded w i t h  g r e a t  f o r c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  

s o u t h e r n  v e r t e x .  The pounding o f  t h e s e  waves c a u s e d  a s e r i o u s  
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weakening o f  t h e  dyke a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  and posed a c o n t i n u i n g  

t h r e a t  t o  t h e  s e c u r i t y  o f  t h e  p o l d e r .  To remove t h i s  

t h r e a t  t h e  company under took t o  b u i l d  a g r e a t  dyke a c r o s s  t h e  

n o r t h e r n  end o f  t h e  " V " ,  c o n v e r t i n g  it i n t o  a t r i a n g l e ,  and 

p r e v e n t i n g  t h e  bu i ld -up  o f  wave a c t i o n .  I t  planned t h e  work 

i n  1955,  and e s t i m a t e d  i t s  c o s t  a t  $100,000. Th i s  money was 
3 8  

r a i s e d ,  as i n d i c a t e d  above,  by o f f e r i n g  s h a r e s  i n  t h e  company 

t o  two Vancouver men, l awyer  Leon Ladner and lumber ba ron  

Walter Koerner .  The company c o n t r a c t e d  t h e  work on t h e  dyke 

t o  i t s  s u b s i d i a r y ,  CBA Eng inee r i ng ,  which began and completed 

t h e  work i n  1956.  

P r i o r  t o  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h i s  dyke P i t t  P o l d e r  Limi ted  

worked o u t  a n  agreement w i t h  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  Department of  

Highways on  matters r e l a t i n g  t o  i t s  c o n s t r u c t i o n  and f u n c t i o n .  
. , 

The company ag reed  t o  d e d i c a t e  l a n d  f o r  a p u b l i c  r o a d  t o  t h e  

dyke,  and t o  b u i l d  t h e  dyke s u f f i c i e n t l y  wide s o  t h a t  a p u b l i c  

r oad  c o u l d  be b u i l t  on t o p  o f  i t ,  w h i l e  t h e  depar tment  ag r eed  

t o  b u i l d  a r o a d  from t h e  s o u t h  p o l d e r  area t o  t h e  dyke,  and t o  
h 
L 
I pay f o r  t h e  e x t r a  material r e q u i r e d  and  work i nvo lved  i n  

1 
making t h e  dyke w i d ' e r  t h a n  would o t h e r w i s e  be n e c e s s a r y  i n  

o r d e r  t o  accomodate a roadway. S i n c e  t h e  dyke would have t o  

be t h r e e  times w ide r  t h a n  n e c e s s a r y  i n  o r d e r  t o  c a r r y  t h e  

roadway, t h e  depar tment  ag r eed  t o  pay P i t t  P o l d e r  t h e  c o s t  

o f  t h e  e x t r a  f i l l  needed. The i n t e n t  o f  t h e  company i n  making 

t h i s  d e a l  w a s  t o  g e t  r e ady  access f o r  i t s  equipment t o  t h e  

dyke -bu i l d ing  s i t e  o v e r  f o u r  m i l e s  o f  i t s  p r o p e r t y  a c r o s s  which 

no s u i t a b l e  r o a d  t h e n  e x i s t e d .  The i n t e n t  o f  t h e  depar tment  

was t o  b u i l d  a n  a c c e s s  r oad  t o  f u t u r e  p o t e n t i a l  r e c r e a t i o n a l  
+ 



s i t e s  a l o n g  t h e  e a s t  s h o r e  of  P i t t  Lake. S i n c e  t h e  dyke h a s  

been completed  t h i s  p r o j e c t  h a s  been p a r t i a l l y  she lved .  While 

t h e  r o a d  t o  t h e  dyke remains  as p u b l i c  a c c e s s ,  t h e  dyke i s  

c l o s e d  t o  t r a f f i c ,  and no road  h a s  y e t  been b u i l t  a l o n g  t h e  

e a s t e r n  l a k e s h o r e .  

The company had hoped t h a t ,  i n  exchange f o r  b u i l d i n g  t h e  dyke,  

t h e  government would g r a n t  them ( o r  g i v e  them t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  

t o  buy) t h e  6 5 9  a c r e s  i n  t h e  t r i a n g l e  o f  r e c l a imed  l a k e  t h a t  

t h e  dyke e n c l o s e d .  However, t h i s  r e g i o n  h a s  been o b t a i n e d  by 

t h e  government ' s  F i s h  and Game Branch as a w i l d l i f e  management 

area.3g T h i s  area i s  marked on t h e  map 5-3, "Green B e l t ,  P i t t  

Meadows Region" which fo l l ows .  I t  h a s  been l e f t  i n  i t s  w i l d  

s ta te ,  and forms a marshy r e g i o n  which a t t rac t s  l a r g e  numbers 

o f  m i g r a t o r y  a q u a t i c  fowl .  

The n o r t h  wind s t i l l  c a u s e s  s o u t h - t r a v e l l i n g  waves on P i t t  

Lake, and a l t h o u g h  t h e i r  e f f e c t  h a s  been a b a t e d  by t h e  new 

dyke,  t h e y  b a t t e r  t h i s  s t r u c t u r e  d u r i n g  h i g h  water each  summer. 

To m i t i g a t e  t h e i r  e f f e c t ,  P i t t  P o l d e r  h a s  a r r anged  w i t h  a 

l o g g i n g  company which normal ly  t i e s  up i t s  l o g  booms on t h e  

P i t t  R ive r  t o  p l a c e  t h e s e  booms a l o n g  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h e  dyke 

d u r i n g  t h e  f r e s h e t .  The l o g s  soak  up t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  waves, 

r e d u c e  t h e  b a t t e r i n g  e f f e c t  on  t h e  dyke,  and hence  lower  t h e  

c o s t  o f  maintenance  and i n c r e a s e  t h e  s e c u r i t y  o f f e r e d  by t h i s  

s t r u c t u r e .  40 



Sources:A map in the file "~itt Polder Green ~elt", in the offices 
of the British Columbia Land Commission; 

and Certificates of Indefeasible Title numbered ~ 6 2 4 ~  and 
~ 6 2 5 ~ ,  Land Registry Office, New Westminster, B.C. 



The Green B e l t  

The n o r t h e r n  3,000 acres o f  P i t t  P o l d e r ,  w h i l e  it had been 

dyked and g r a v i t y - d r a i n e d  by t h e  company i n  1952 - 53, had 

n e v e r  been comple t e ly  r e c l a imed .  The r e g i o n  was n o t  pumped, 

and t h e  l a n d  w a s  l e f t  i n  i t s  w i l d  s t a te .  Small  dykes  s e p a r a t e d  

t h i s  semi-rec la imed r e g i o n  from t h e  comple t e ly  r e c l a i m e d  

and s e t t l e d  l a n d  i n  t h e  s o u t h  o f  t h e  p o l d e r .  The n o r t h e r n  

r e g i o n  w a s  v e r y  low- ly ing ,  and t h e  company h e s i t a t e d  t o  

become invo lved  i n  t h e  f i n a l  s t a g e s  o f  i t s  r e c l a m a t i o n  because  

o f  t h e  heavy c o s t s  t h a t  would be i nvo lved .  

For  twen t y  y e a r s  t h e  r e g i o n  remained as it had been l e f t  by 

C B A t s  dyk ing  and d r a i n a g e  work. Then, i n  1972,  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  

government showed a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p r o p e r t y  and began 

n e g o t i a t i o n s  t o  pu rchase  i t ,  n e g o t i a t i o n s  which were completed 

i n  J a n u a r y  o f  1973.41 The i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  government was t o  

ho ld  t h i s  r e g i o n  f o r e v e r  i n  i t s  w i l d  s ta te  as Green B e l t  l a n d ,  

i . e .  l a n d  which would be  k e p t  i n  i t s  n a t u r a l  s ta te  t o  p r o v i d e  

r u r a l  r e l i e f  t o  urban d w e l l e r s  i n  t h e  growing c i t i e s  o f  sou th -  

w e s t e r n  B r i t i s h  C ~ l u r n b i a . ~ ~  The area purchased  by t h e  govern- 

ment ex t ended  o v e r  some 3,000 a c r e s ,  and  i s  marked on  t h e  map 

5-3. It w a s  purchased  by t h e  p rov ince  f o r  j u s t  under  $1.5 

m i l l i o n ,  o r  $500 a n  a c r e . 4 3  I n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  area w a s  prompted 

by t h e  F i s h  and G a m e  Branch,  which wanted t o  p r e s e r v e  it  as a 

w i l d l i f e  management area, t h u s  e f f e c t i v e l y  e x t e n d i n g  t h e  area 

if had a c q u i r e d  f o r  t h i s  purpose  i n  1956 f o l l o w i n g  t h e  com- 

p l e t i o n  o f  t h e  P i t t  Lake Dyke. The e x a c t  f u t u r e  u s e  o f  t h e  

a r e a  i s  n o t  f i n a l l y  de te rmined  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  w r i t i n g .  Var ious  



government depar tments  have  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  i t ,  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  

c o n t e n d e r s  b e i n g  t h e  F i s h  and G a m e  Branch and t h e  Parks  Branch. 

I t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  most o f  t h e  a r e a  w i l l  be  k e p t  as a w i l d l i f e  

management a r e a  t o  p r o v i d e  s a n c t u a r y  t o  m ig ra to ry  a q u a t i c  fowl ,  

p r i n c i p a l l y  ducks .  
44  

The P i t t  P o l d e r  company c o n t i n u e s  t o  have a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  

dykes around t h e  Green B e l t  a r e a ,  s i n c e  t h e s e  form i t s  o n l y  

de f ence  a g a i n s t  f l o o d i n g  from t h e  n o r t h .  The government a g r e e d ,  

as a c o n d i t i o n  o f  s a l e ,  to m a i n t a i n  t h e s e ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  P i t t  

Lake dyke.  I t  h a s  f u l f i l l e d  t h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  by h i r i n g  
45 

P i t t  P o l d e r  Limi ted  as i t s  a g e n t  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e s e  dykes .  The 

company t oday  b i l l s  t h e  government y e a r l y  f o r  i t s  s e r v i c e s .  

These n o r t h e r n  dykes  p r o t e c t  bo th  t h e  n e s t i n g  areas o f  t h e  Green 

B l l t  and t h e  fa rmlands  o f  P i t t  P o l d e r .  I n  t h e  same way t h e  

s o u t h e r n  dykes ,  ma in t a ined  by t h e  company, p r o t e c t  b o t h  r e g i o n s .  

The government ' s  purchase  h a s  g i v e n  t h e  area enc lo sed  by 

P i t t  P o l d e r ' s  e n c i r c l i n g  dykes  two landowners .  The govern- 

ment h a s  under taken  t o  pay t h e  c o s t  o f  p r o t e c t i o n  i n  t h e  

n o r t h ,  w h i l e  t h e  company c o n t i n u e s  t o  pay maintenance  c o s t s  

f o r  t h e  s o u t h e r n  d e f e n s e s .  

The company may be s a i d  t o  have  bo th  ga ined  and l o s t  by t h e  

Green B e l t  s a l e .  It  ha s  l o s t  t h r e e  e i g h t h s  o f  t h e  l a n d  it  

purchased  a t  P i t t  Meadows, s o  t h e  r e c l a m a t i o n  p r o j e c t  of  

D r .  Blom h a s  been s e v e r e l y  c u r t a i l e d .  I t  h a s  made a cons id -  

e r a b l e  c a p i t a l  g a i n ,  s i n c e  it h a s  recouped a lmos t  h a l f  o f  i t s  

$ 3  m i l l i o n  i nves tmen t  on  r a t h e r  less t h a n  h a l f  o f  i t s  l a n d ,  

and t h a t  a p o r t i o n  o f  i t s  p r o p e r t y  on which it has  s p e n t  
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c o n s i d e r a b l y  l e s s  t h a n  on t h e  p o r t i o n  it h a s  r e t a i n e d .  The 

company h a s  a l s o  g a i n e d  by i t s  a r rangement  w i t h  t h e  govern- 

ment whereby it m a i n t a i n s  i t s  n o r t h e r n  d e f e n s e s  a t  government 

expense .  I t  c a n  be s a i d  t o  have  g a i n e d  by t h e  p r o v i s i o n  o f  

t h e s e  maintenance  payments ,  and by i t s  c a p i t a l  g a i n ,  and t o  

have  l o s t  some of t h e  v i s i o n  of  i t s  r e c l a m a t i o n .  

Conc lus ion  

The Green B e l t  sale i n d i c a t e s  -a d e g r e e  o f  f a i l u r e  f o r  P i t t  

P o l d e r ,  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  d e v e l o p  t h e  n o r t h e r n  p a r t  o f  i t s  p r o p e r t y  

f o r  twen ty  y e a r s .  If t h e  company had c o m p l e t e l y  deve loped  

t h e s e  l a n d s  i n  t h a t  p e r i o d  t h e  government would have  had no 

more r e a s o n  t o  p u r c h a s e  them f o r  Green B e l t  t h a n  any o t h e r  farm- 

l a n d s  n e a r  Vancouver.  I t  was b e c a u s e  t h e s e  l a n d s  remained 

undeveloped when t h e  Green B e l t  A c t  w a s  p roc la imed  i n  1972 

t h a t  t h e y  immedia te ly  a t t r a c t e d  government a t t e n t i o n .  T h i s  a r e a  

was t h e  l a r g e s t  s i n g l e  s t r e t c h  o f  unrec la imed  marshland i n  t h e  

v i c i n i t y  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  u rban  area o f  t h e  p r o v i n c e .  The govern-  
47 

ment was a n x i o u s  t o  d e v e l o p  i t s  Green B e l t  p o l i c y  under  i t s  

new ac t ,  and  made t h e  company a good o f f e r  f o r  i t s  l a n d s .  T h i s  

o f f e r  matched t h e  s e l l i n g  p r i c e  o f  l a n d  e l s e w h e r e  i n  t h e  v a l l e y ,  

less t h e  e s t i m a t e d  c o s t  o f  c o m p l e t i n g  r e c l a m a t i o n .  The company 
48 

a c c e p t e d  t h e  o f f e r  because  it w a s  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  i t s  two a l t e r -  

n a t i v e s ,  t o  l e a v e  t h e  l a n d  as it w a s  o r  t o  comple te  i t s  re- 

c l a m a t i o n .  The company had f a i l e d  t o  d e v e l o p  t h i s  l a n d  d u r i n g  

twenty  y e a r s  b e c a u s e  of  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  it p r e s e n t e d .  These 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  were no l e s s  i n  1972 t h a n  i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  y e a r s .  

I f  t h e  l a n d  w a s  t o  be  l e f t  w i l d ,  t h e n  t h e  government might  as 



w e l l  

s a l e  

Blom 

have i t ,  s i n c e  it 

t h e  company would 

' s  v i s i o n  o f  r e c l a  

was of no u s e  t o  t h e  company, and by i t s  

be r e l i e v e d  of  t h e  burden o f  i t s  t a x a t i o n .  

iming t h e  whole p o l d e r  had dimmed by 1972.  

of r e c l a m a t i o n  c o s t s  and t a x a t i o n  f o r c e d  

h i s  company t o  acknowledge a measure o f  d e f e a t ,  and t o  s e l l  o f f  

i t s  undeveloped h o l d i n g s  t o  t h e  government.  

The economic r e a l i t i e s  

By i t s  sale  of  Green Belt l a n d  t h e  company became, i n  f a c t  though 

n o t  by o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n ,  a s p e c u l a t o r ,  p robab ly  t h e  most 

s u c c e s s f u l  s p e c u l a t o r  e v e r  t o  own l a n d  a t  P i t t  Meadows. 

P r o p e r t y  it had bought  i n  1950 f o r  $ 6  a n  acre it s o l d  twenty-  

two y e a r s  l a t e r  f o r  $500 a n  acre, and t h i s  w a s  l a n d  which had 

o n l y  p a r t i a l l y  been r ec l a imed .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  it had r e c e i v e d  

t h e  p romise  o f  government maintenance  on i t s  n o r t h e r n  de f ences ,  

a n  added c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t o  i t s  c a s h  payment. However, t h e  

o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  company had n o t  been s p e c u l a t i o n .  

I t  had planned t o  reclaim t h e  n o r t h e r n  r e g i o n  as it had 

r e c l a i m e d  t h e  s o u t h e r n  p a r t  o f  t h e  p o l d e r ,  b u t  c o s t  over-  

r u n s  f o r  t h e  r e c l a m a t i o n  work t h a t  w a s  - a t t e m p t e d  made t h e  

company r e c o n s i d e r  i t s  p l a n s .  Lack o f  government a c t i o n  t o  

deve lop  f l o o d  c o n t r o l  p r o j e c t s  f o r  t h e  F r a s e r  R ive r  may have 

h e l p e d  push t h e  company's c o s t s  o v e r  e s t i m a t e s ,  and can  b e  

s e e n  as a n o t h e r  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  d e c i s i o n  n o t  t o  complete  develop- 

ment o f  t h e  n o r t h e r n  r e g i o n .  These l a n d s  were n o t  l e f t  i n  

t h e i r  semi-rec la imed c o n d i t i o n  by o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n ,  and 

c e r t a i n l y  were n o t  l e f t  s o  t h a t  t h e y  cou ld  be  s o l d  back t o  

t h e  government f o r  a p r o f i t .  The company dYd n o t  know t h a t  

t h e  government was co r , s i de r i ng  a Green B e l t  program, n o r  d i d  



i t  have advance n o t i c e  t h a t  i t s  n o r t h e r n  marsh lands  would be 

c o n s i d e r e d  a n  a t t r a c t i v e  a r e a  f o r  Green B e l t .  I t  became a 

s p e c u l a t o r  u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y ,  as a consequence o f  i t s  f a i l u r e  

t o  deve lop  i t s  n o r t h e r n  l a n d s .  

By i t s  f a i l u r e  t o  deve lop  t h e  company became, u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y ,  

a d e v e l o p e r  o f  l a n d  t h a t  was a t t r a c t i v e  t o  government.  The 

s e c u r e  dykes  around n o r t h e r n  P i t t  P o l d e r ,  and t h e  w i l d  s t a te  

i n  which t h e  l a n d  was l e f t ,  made it a n  i d e a l  s a n c t u a r y  f o r  

ducks  and  o t h e r  a q u a t i c  fowl .  It  w a s  t h i s  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  l a n d  

which made it a t t r a c t i v e  t o  t h e  F i s h  and G a m e  Branch. By 

beg inn ing  r e c l a m a t i o n  and by f a i l i n g  t o  complete  it t h e  company 

had i n a d v e r t e n t l y  developed a b i o t i c  zone which a t t r a c t e d  t h e  

i n t e r e s t  o f  government.  

The h i s t o r y  o f  P i t t  P o l d e r ' s  r e c l a m a t i o n  h a s  been b o t h  s i m i l a r  

t o  and d i f f e r e n t  from dyk ing  h i s t o r y  e l s ewhe re  i n  P i t t  Meadows. 

A s i m i l a r i t y  h a s  been t h a t  b o t h  a r e a s  have  needed v a s t  amounts 

o f  c a p i t a l  f o r  r e c l a m a t i o n ,  f a r  more t h a n  w a s  o r i g i n a l l y  

e s t i m a t e d .  I n  bo th  a r e a s  s u f f i c i e n t  c a p i t a l  w a s  fo r thcoming .  

I n i t i a l  c a p i t a l  i n  bo th  areas w a s  p r i v a t e .  A d i f f e r e n c e  h a s  been 

t h a t  P i t t  P o l d e r ' s  c a p i t a l  f o r  c o s t  over - runs  d i d  n o t  come from 

government b u t  con t i nued  t o  come f rom p r i v a t e  s o u r c e s .  

What w a s  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  i n  P i t t  Po lde r ?  The 

company d i d  n o t  e x p e c t  t o  make much p r o f i t ,  and i n  f a c t  h a s  

made a l m o s t  none.,+g Those who i n v e s t e d  i n  i t  sought  n o t  d i v i d e n d s  

b u t  long- te rm c a p i t a l  g a i n s .  It  was a l s o  a t a x  s h e l t e r ,  b o t h  f o r  

Canadian and Dutch i n v e s t o r s .  There  would seem t o  be more t o  



t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  Dutch i n v e s t o r s  i n  P i t t  Po lde r  t h a n  t h i s ,  

however, s i n c e  c a p i t a l  g a i n s  and t a x  s h e l t e r s  were t o  be 

found i n  a number of  e n t e r p r i s e s  fa r  n e a r e r  t o  Holland than  

P i t t  Meadows. It seems l i k e l y  t h a t  Dutch i n t e r e s t  was 

based on a n a t i o n a l  f e e l i n g  f o r  t h e  r ec l ama t ion  of l and .  

The coun t ry  of  Holland i s  l a r g e l y  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  r ec l ama t ion  

p r o j e c t s .  To e x p o r t  t h i s  s k i l l  o v e r s e a s  w a s  a m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of  

n a t i o n a l  p r i d e .  The enthusiasm of D r .  Blom and h i s  backers  

i n  Leiden f o r  t h e  P i t t  Po lder  p r o j e c t  seems t o  have sprung 

from t h i s  source .  Once t h e  p r o j e c t  w a s  begun t h e i r  n a t i o n a l  

p r i d e  would n o t  l e t  them w r i t e  it o f f  o r  appea l  f o r  govern- 

ment suppor t .  Indeed,  as f o r e i g n e r s ,  t h e y  were h a r d l y  i n  a 

p o s i t i o n  t o  appea l  f o r  p u b l i c  suppor t .  Both from p r i d e  and 

from n e c e s s i t y  t h e y  cont inued  t o  supply  p r i v a t e  c a p i t a l  t o  

meet e s c a l a t i n g  c o s t s .  The consequence has  been t h e  r ec l ama t ion  

o f  P i t t  Po lder  w i thou t  t h e  a i d  of  government subs idy .  



Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

The history of land reclamation at Pitt Meadows is a study of 

the relation between private enterprise and government. During 

the period from the beginning of dyking until today the initia- 

tive and burden of cost have moved from the local landowners to 

provincial and federal governments. The preservation of the 

lands reclaimed was realized by successive governments to be 

of provincial, then of national, importance. Since private 

enterprise was unable to secure them the government undertook 

the task. Government has not yet taken complete~responsibility 

for reclamation. It has assumed capital costs, but the burden 

of maintenance remains with local landowners. It is possible 

that in future maintenance costs may become a government 

responsibility also. A precedent for such a move has been 

set by the province's assumption of maintenance costs for the 

dykes which protect Pitt Polder from the north. 

The dyking of Pitt Meadows by speculators may be seen as a 

positive example of private enterprise, the private interest 

working for the public good. Government intervention to assist 

private enterprise complete its dyking program in 1897 and 

1898 may be seen as in the best traditions of paternalistic 

government, supporting private enterprise for the public good. 

However, government assistance to private enterprise which 

no longer works for the public good is hard to justify. This 

latter situation was achieved by the Dyking Assessments 

Adjustments Act of 1905. 
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There  i s  a n  i r o n y  abou t  t h i s  s t e p  which t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  govern- 

ment t ook  t o  assist  t h e  owners of  P i t t  Meadows (and o t h e r  F r a s e r  

V a l l e y )  l a n d s .  Farm l a n d  was a rare r e s o u r c e  i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia, 

and presumably it was i t s  impor tance  as a rare r e s o u r c e  which 

l e d  t h e  government t o  i n t e r v e n e  t o  p r e v e n t  i t s  r e v e r s i o n  t o  t h e  

Crown. But by p r e v e n t i n g  t h i s  r e v e r s i o n  t h e  government p r e s e r v e d  

a sys tem ( s p e c u l a t i o n )  which h e l d  t h e  l a n d  back from becoming 

f a r m  l a n d .  I f  farm l a n d  w a s  s uch  a p r e c i o u s  r e s o u r c e  why d i d  

t h e  government n o t  pe rmi t  P i t t  Meadows l a n d  t o  r e v e r t  t o  t h e  

Crown, and t h e n  make some a r rangement  t o  p u t  it t o  p r o d u c t i v e  

use?  T h i s  c o u l d  have  been ach i eved  by a lease a r rangement  (as 

w a s  done a t  P i t t  P o l d e r  f i f t y  y e a r s  l a t e r ) ,  o r  by p e r m i t t i n g  

t h e  l a n d  t o  be  t a k e n  up as homesteads ( i n  co -ope ra t i on  w i t h  

the federal government) .  The p r o v i n c e  needed food-producing 

l a n d .  A p r o v i n c i a l  Royal Commission on A g r i c u l t u r e  i n  1913 
\ 

r e p o r t e d  t h a t  B r i t i s h  Columbians s p e n t  $58 m i l l i o n  on food 

i n  t h a t  y e a r ,  and produced o n l y  $38 m i l l i o n  of t h i s . l  The 

p rov ince  impor ted  $ 2 0  m i l l i o n  o f  food .  Exc lud ing  t r e e  f r u i t s ,  

v e g e t a b l e s  and c e r e a l s ,  which do n o t  grow w e l l  a t  P i t t  Meadows, 

o v e r  $18 m i l l i o n  o f  food impor ted  i n t o  B r i t i s h  Columbia i n  1913 

cou ld  have  been grown t h e r e .  The l a n d  w a s  n e a r  t o  p r i n c i p a l  

ma rke t s ,  w a s  s e rved  by good t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  f a c i l i t i e s ,  was dyked 

and d r a i n e d .  Y e t  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  Royal Commission's r e p o r t  

o v e r  e i g h t y - f i v e  p e r  c e n t  o f  it was h e l d  f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n ,  a  

d i r e c t  consequence  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government ' s  a c t i o n  i n  1905.2  

I n  a  p r o v i n c e  which w a s  n o t  ( n o r  h a s  become) s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  

i n  food t h e  government s p e n t  money t o  reclaim fa rmland ,  b u t  

s p e n t  it i n  such a way t h a t  t h e y  p r e s e r v e d  a sys tem which k e p t  

farmland from p r o d u c t i v e  use .  
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Why d i d  t h e  government t a k e  t h i s  a c t i o n ?  The c l a i m  by McBride 

t h a t  s p e c u l a t o r s  "were men who i n  days  gone by had man i f e s t ed  

t h e i r  fait11 i n  t h e  coun t ry  by i n v e s t i n g  l a r g e l y  i n  t h e  l a n d s  

of  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  and who, t h rough  l o n g  and p r o f i t l e s s  

y e a r s ,  had main ta ined  t h e i r  h o l d i n g s  and p a i d  t h e  t a x e s  t h e r e -  

on" i s  somewhat o f  a n  o v e r s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  t r u e  p ~ s i t i o n . ~  

Many o f  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r s  h o l d i n g  l a n d  i n  1905 had bought  t h e i r  

l a n d  from t h e  Crown f o r  $ 1  a n  acre, none had p a i d  more t h a n  $5.75.  

They had p a i d  ve ry  l i t t l e  Wild Land Tax, u n t i l  1905 neve r  more 

t h a n  f i v e  c e n t s  a n  acre. A s  f o r  dyk ing  t a x e s ,  t h e  amount p a i d  
4 

was a l s o  ve ry  small, and t h e  c o s t s  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  remained 

l a r g e l y  as a n  o u t s t a n d i n g  d e b t  due t o  t h e  government.  McBr ide t s  

o t h e r  c o n t e n t i o n ,  t h a t  it would be  i m p r a c t i c k l  t o  do o t h e r  t h a n  

t rea t  a l l  landowners e q u a l l y ,  does  n o t  r i n g  t r u e . 5  Fol lowing 

t h e  1948 f l o o d  t h e  FVDB d i d  n o t  t rea t  a l l  landowners e q u a l l y .  

It  r e b u i l t  dykes  around d i s t r i c t s  w i t h  p o p u l a t i o n s ,  b u t  d i d  

minimal work around d i s t r i c t s  which were unpopula ted .S ince  

f e w  peop l e  were fa rming  a t  P i t t  Meadows i n  1905,  none e n t i r e l y  

on t h e  f l o o d  p l a i n ,  a s i m i l a r  c r i t e r i o n  cou ld  have been used 

f o r  w i t h o l d i n g  a s s i s t a n c e  t h e r e  w h i l e ' g i v i n g  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  

d i s t r i c t s  which d i d  c o n t a i n  s e t t l e m e n t .  The a c t i o n  o f  t h e  govern- 

ment i n  1905 t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s  seems t o  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  it took  t h i s  a c t i o n  because  t h e s e  s p e c u l a t o r s  

h e l d  some i n f l u e n c e  o v e r  it. T h i s  i s  h a r d  t o  prove b u t  seems 

l i k e l y .  

S p e c u l a t o r s  were  among t h e  w e a l t h i e r  and more i n f l u e n t i a l  peop l e  

o f  B r i t i s h  Columbia, and t h e  conve r se  w a s  a l s o  t r u e ,  t h a t  t h e  

w e a l t h i e r  and more i n f l u e n t i a l  were s p e c u l a t o r s .  One member of  



t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  l e g i s l a t u r e  i n  1905,  J . F .  Garden, a s p e c u l a t o r  

a t  P i t t  Meadows, acknowledged h i s  i n t e r e s t  and r e f r a i n e d  from 

v o t i n g  on t h e  Dyking Assessments  b i l l . 6 H i s  was a n  open i n t e r e s t .  

The i n t e r e s t s  o f  o t h e r s  may have been h idden  beh ind  t h e  i n v e s t -  

ments o f  r e l a t i v e s ,  f r i e n d s ,  companies,  o r  p o l i t i c a l  s u p p o r t e r s .  

Other  government members o r  s u p p o r t e r s  may have had a g e n e r a l  

i n t e r e s t  i n  s p e c u l a t i o n ,  h o l d i n g  s p e c u l a t i v e  i n t e r e s t s  e l s ewhe re  

which might  have seemed t h r e a t e n e d  i f  t h o s e  a t  P i t t  Meadows 

were d e s t r o y e d .  To pe rmi t  t h e  who le sa l e  r e v e r s i o n  o f  s p e c u l a t i v e  

p r o p e r t y  t o  t h e  Crown might have been s e e n  as a t h r e a t  t o  t h e  

whole p r i n c i p l e  o f  t h e  u n c o n d i t i o n a l  ownership  o f  p r o p e r t y .  

It  would seem t h a t  t h e  government had t h r e e  c h o i c e s  a t  P i t t  

Meadows when t h e  dyked-land owners c o u l d  n o t  pay t h e i r  dyk ing  

t a x e s .  It  c o u l d  have t a k e n  a n  ext reme l a i s s e z - f a i r e  a t t i t u d e  

and l e t  t h e  l a n d  s u f f e r  a doub l e  r e v e r s i o n ,  bo th  t o  t h e  Crown 

and t o  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s .  I t  cou ld  have  t a k e n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  

sugges t ed  above and l e t  t h e  l a n d  s u f f e r  a s i n g l e  r e v e r s i o n ,  t o  

t h e  Crown, t h e n  a r r anged  f o r  it t o  b e  s e t t l e d .  O r  it cou ld  

p r o t e c t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  landowners and p r e v e n t  any r e v e r s i o n  

a t  a l l ,  by r e d u c i n g  t h e  burden o f  t h e  dyk ing  t a x .  It chose  t o  

t a k e  t h i s  l a t t e r  c o u r s e .  Such a d e c i s i o n  was h i g h l y  f a v o r a b l e  

f o r  s p e c u l a t o r s ;  t h e y  k e p t  t h e i r  l a n d  and t h e i r  t a x e s  were 

reduced .  Government claims t h a t  i t s  a c t i o n  w a s  mo t iva t ed  by a 

s e n s e  o f  g r a t i t u d e  t o  landowners f o r  i n v e s t i n g  i n  p r o v i n c i a l  

l a n d ,  o r  f o r  pay ing  t a x e s ,  o r  f o r  t h e  i m p r a c t i c a l i t y  o f  n o t  

t r e a t i n g  a l l  landowners a l i k e ,  must be  compared t o  t h e  con- 

sequences  o f  t h e  1905 ac t ,  which p e r m i t t e d  ( o r  even encouraged)  



t h e  con t i nuance  o f  s p e c u l a t i o n  a t  P i t t  Meadows (see graph  6 - 1 ) .  

The r e s u l t  o f  t h e  1905 act w a s  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  l a n d s  

a t  P i t t  Meadows c o n t i n u e d  t o  be h e l d  by s p e c u l a t o r s .  They h e l d  

e i g h t y - f i v e  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  l a n d  f o r  a f u r t h e r  t e n  y e a r s ,  and 

t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  d i d  n o t  d rop  t o  less t h a n  h a l f  o f  t h e  a c r e a g e  

u n t i l  t h e  Dep re s s ion ,  a q u a r t e r  o f  a c e n t u r y  l a t e r .  

The change from s p e c u l a t o r  t o  s e t t l e r  ownersh ip  w i t h i n  dyking 

d i s t r i c t s  a t  P i t t  Meadows h a s  n o t  been ach i eved  by t h e  p lanned 

p o l i c y  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  c o n s i s t e n t  

government p o l i c y  o f  l e n d i n g  money t o  dyk ing  d i s t r i c t s  when 

needed may have been a f a c t o r .  The g r aph  o f  l a n d  ownership  

(numbered 6-11 i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s '  

p r o p e r t y  a t  P i t t  Meadows began t o  d e c l i n e  i n  1915 ,  and reached  

i t s  l o w e s t  p o i n t  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  Depress ion ,  i n  1940,  when 

it w a s  o n l y  twen ty - s i x  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  l a n d  h e l d .  A f t e r  t h a t  

specu l a to r -owne r sh ip  o f  P i t t  Meadows l a n d s  a g a i n  i n c r e a s e d ,  t o  

s t a b i l i z e  a t  a b o u t  t h i r t y - t h r e e  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  a c r e a g e .  

Var ious  f o r c e s  have a f f e c t e d  t h e  amount o f  s p e c u l a t i v e  owner- 

s h i p .  One such  f o r c e  h a s  been mun ic ipa l  t a x e s .  The g raph  numbered 

6-2 i n d i c a t e s  t h e  i n c r e a s e  o f  mun ic ipa l  t a x e s  on one  s e l e c t e d  

s e c t i o n  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  1874 - 1955. The i n c r e a s e  i n  t a x e s  

which o c u r r e d  a f t e r  1905 f o r c e d  landowners  t o  s u b d i v i d e  and s e l l  

p a r t  o f  t h e i r  p r o p e r t i e s .  The graph number 6-1 i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

t h e s e  sales a t  f i r s t  were t o  o t h e r  s p e c u l a t o r s .  A s  t a x e s  con t -  

inued  t o  c l imb  s p e c u l a t o r s  on subd iv ided  l o t s  were f o r c e d  t o  s e l l ,  

and a f t e r  1915 t h e y  began t o  s e l l  t o  se t t le rs .  Other  f a c t o r s  

have a l s o  been a t  work t o  d r i v e  o u t  s p e c u l a t o r s .  The i n c r e a s e  i n  

p o p u l a t i o n  i n  t h e  Lower Mainland ha s  been r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  much 







s e t t l e m e n t ,  as u rban  d w e l l e r s  s o u g h t  homes i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  

away from t h e  " c o n c r e t e  j u n g l e " .  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  h a s  become 

e a s i e r ,  and t h e  s p r e a d  o f  u t i l i t i e s  h a s  made c o u n t r y  l i v i n g  

a s  c o m f o r t a b l e  as l i f e  i n  t h e  c i t y .  The demand f o r  d a i r y  produce  

h a s  i n c r e a s e d  w i t h  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  p o p u l a t i o n ,  and d a i r y  f a r m e r s  

have  purchased  much o f  P i t t  Meadows l a n d ,  f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  1860 

prophecy o f  Governor Douglas.  A l l  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  have  been 

l a r g e l y  u n c o n t r o l l e d  by government ,  and c e r t a i n l y  were n o t  

d e s i g n e d  t o  r e d u c e  s p e c u l a t i o n .  The government h a s  been c o n t e n t  

t o  l e t  l a n d  u s e  t a k e  i t s  c o u r s e  w i t h o u t  any c l e a r l y  d e s i g n a t e d  

p o l i c y .  The p a s s a g e  o f  l a n d  f rom s p e c u l a t i v e  t o  p r o d u c t i v e  u s e  

h a s  happened by t h e  chance  p l a y  o f  demographic ,  economic,  and 

o t h e r  f o r c e s .  

The i n i t i a t i v e  f o r  dyk ing  a t  P i t t  Meadows ( a n d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

v a l l e y )  came from p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e ,  and government a c t i o n  

u n t i l  1948 ,  was d e s i g n e d  t o  p rop  up a sys tem o f  p r i v a t e  r e spon-  

s i b i l i t y  f o r  r e c l a m a t i o n .  T h i s  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  may r e f l e c t  a 

common p o l i t i c a l  p h i l o s o p h y  i n  Canada which f a v o r s  rugged 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  backed up w i t h  government s u p p o r t  where n e c e s s a r y  

Such a p h i l o s o p h y  might  be c a l l e d  John  A .  Macdonald s o c i a l i s m .  

It p e r m i t s  and encourages  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  by a l l  means, s h o r t  

o f  t h e  g i f t  o f  money, t o  b e g i n  g r e a t  e n t e r p r i s e s  which are h e l d  

t o  b e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  good. When t h e  p r o j e c t  i s  w e l l  under  way 

and t h o s e  i n v o l v e d  f i n d  t h e y  are s h o r t  of c a p i t a l ,  t h e n  t h e  gov- 

ernment  s t e p s  i n  t o  r e s c u e  t h e  p r o j e c t ,  f i r s t  by t h e  supp ly  of  

money ( e i t h e r  by l o a n s  o r  by g u a r a n t e e i n g  t h e  i n t e r e s t  on  l o a n s ) ,  

and t h e n ,  i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  by t a k i n g  o v e r  a b s o l u t e  c o n t r o l .  T h i s  



latter step is undertaken most reluctantly, since government 

control might involve continuing government subsidy. This 

policy, of government support for private ente &)rise, was 

established in eastern Canada from the beginn, , of the 

railway-building p e r i ~ d . ~  John A .  Macdonald spread the policy 

to the West with the building of the CPR.* Subsequent admin- 

istrations have continued this policy by their support of 

other railroads across Canada.g The reclamation of Pitt 

Meadows is another example of the working out of this policy. 

Reclamation projects there were undertaken by private enterprise 

encouraged by permissive provincial legislation, and, in the 

case of the BCDD,'by the dominion government. When landowners 

could no longer afford the rising costs of these projects 

they were rescued by the provincial government, which first 

guaranteed loans, then established a financing authority, 

took over the actual reclamation work, and provided a subsidy. 

The province continued to finance reclamation improvements 

during the 1920's and 301s, and postponed repayments during the 

Depression and the war. The program suggested by Clement in 

1946 was a continuation of this policy of propping up land- 

owners who were supposedly responsible for their reclamation 

works. This was a somewhat unrealistic assumption by that time, 

as it was apparent that they would ngver be able to pay these 

costs. The flood of 1948 led both federal and provincial 

governments to assume the whole burden of responsibility. 



The program of t h e  FVDB w a s  a j o i n t  government program f o r  t h e  

s ecu r ing  of  l and  from f l o o d  w i t h  no sugges t ion  t h a t  landowners 

h e l p  f o o t  t h e  b i l l .  The system of dyking d e b t  repayment 

cont inued f o r  some y e a r s  a f t e r  1 9 4 8 ,  b u t  from t h a t  t ime t h e  

whole t h r u s t  of  r ec l ama t ion  programs i n d i c a t e d  a new ph i lo -  

sophy by government. The dominion and t h e  prov ince  had taken 

t h e  i n i t i a t i v e  i n  land r ec l ama t ion .  The 1968 agreement f o r  

f l o o d  c o n t r o l  between t h e  two governments,  whi le  it conta ined  

p r o v i s i o n  f o r  l o c a l  p a r t i c i a p t i o n ,  w a s  modif ied s i x  y e a r s  

l a t e r  t o  e l i m i n a t e  t h i s  f a c t o r .  Land r ec l ama t ion  a t  P i t t  

Meadows, and throughout  t h e  F r a s e r  Va l l ey ,  has  become 

recognized  by t h e  s e n i o r  governments as a p r o v i n c i a l  and 

n a t i o n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  
* 

The p r o v i n c i a l  government has  been remarkably c o n s i s t e n t  i n  i t s  

a t t i t u d e  t h a t  p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  must t a k e  t h e  l e a d  i n  reclam- 

a t i o n  programs. The f i r s t  dyking a c t ,  o f  1873, pe rmi t t ed  i n -  

d i v i d u a l  landowners t o  combine t o  form dyking d i s t r i c t s ,  b u t  

made no p r o v i s i o n  f o r  government i n i t i a t i v e .  E igh ty  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  

i n  1952, t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government d e c l i n e d  t o  t a k e  t h e  l e a d  

i n  r e c l a i m i n g  P i t t  Meadows Number 1, p r e f e r r i n g  s t i l l  t o  l e t  

p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  t a k e  t h e  l e a d  r a t h e r  t han  develop t h e  land  

i t s e l f .  I ts  a i m  was t h e  same i n  1952 as i n  1873, t o  encourage 

t h e  rugged i n d i v i d u a l  t o  r e c l a i m  t h e  l a n d ,  n o t  t o  r e p l a c e  him. 

The p r o v i n c i a l  government has  a l s o  been c o n s i s t e n t  i n  suppor t ing  

t h e  p r i v a t e  owners of l and  i n  dyking d i s t r i c t s .  Even John O l i v e r ,  



who whi le  i n  o p p o s i t i o n  had t r i e d  t o  block t h e  passage of  t h e  

Dyking Assessments Adjustments Act on t h e  grounds t h a t  it 

encouraged s p e c u l a t i o n ,  du r ing  h i s  t e r m  of  o f f i c e  as premier 

( 1 9 1 8  - 1927) supported t h e  format ion  o f  t h e  Maple Ridge Drainage 

D i s t r i c t ,  which g r e a t l y  improved t h e  va lue  of  P i t t  Meadows 

land  a t  a t ime  when over  s i x t y  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  a r e a  b e n e f i t t e d  

was he ld  by s p e c u l a t o r s .  There a r e  some d i f f e r e n c e s  between 
1 0  

t h e  two s i t u a t i o n s :  t h e  1905 a c t  gave a i d  t o  s p e c u l a t o r s  whi le  

t h e  1923 a c t  loaned money t o  l a n d h o l d e r s  o n l y  s i x t y  p e r  c e n t  

of  whom were s p e c u l a t o r s ,  y e t  t h e  two s i t u a t i o n s  have s i m i l a r -  

i t i e s .  It was becoming appa ren t  by 1923 t h a ?  money loaned t o  

dyking d i s t r i c t s  was a t h i n l y  d i s g u i s e d  form o f  a i d ,  s i n c e  t h e s e  

d i s t r i c t s  gobbled up government funds  f a s t e r  t h a n  t h e y  r e p a i d  

them; and t h e  m a j o r i t y  s p e c u l a t o r  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  d r a i n a g e  

d i s t r i c t  would g a i n  g r e a t l y  by t h e  money s p e n t  on improving 

t h e  d r a i n a g e  o f  i t s  l a n d .  O l i v e r  seems t o  have come t o  t h e  

r e a l i z a t i o n ,  once i n  power, t h a t  i f  he w a s  t o  be a rugged 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t  ( a s  he  p r ided  h imse l f  on be ing )  he had t o  suppor t  

t h e  concept  o f  t h e  p r i v a t e  u n c o n d i t i o n a l  u s e  of  l and .  A man's 

p r o p e r t y  was h i s ,  t o  do  wi th  as he  wished. To b e l i e v e  o the rwi se ,  

t o  b e l i e v e ,  f o r  example, t h a t  t h e  ownership of  l and  should be 

dependent on b e n e f i c i a l  u s e ,  smacked o f  s o c i a l i s m ,  and suggested 

t h a t  t h e  land  was n o t  owned by i n d i v i d u a l s  b u t  was he ld  i n  t r u s t  

f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  of  t h e  whole community. The interdependence 

suggested by t h i s  concept  was a t  t o t a l  v a r i a n c e  wi th  t h e  i d e a  

of  rugged ind iv idua l i sm.  Those i n  power i n  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

have c o n s i s t e n t l y  supported t h e  l a t t e r  i d e a ,  and i t s  c o r o l l a r y ,  



t h e  uncond i t i ona l  ownership of  l and .  They have be l i eved  t h a t  

l and  i n  t h i s  p rov ince  should n o t  be rec la imed by government 

b u t  by t h e  hardy p ionee r ,  even if t h a t  p ionee r  w a s  a spec- 

u l a t o r  and rec la imed t h e  land  v i c a r i o u s l y  n o t  by h i s  brawn 

b u t  by h i s  money, and even i f  t h e  money he used w a s  l a r g e l y  

borrowed from t h e  government and had l i t t l e  chance o f  eve r  

being r e p a i d .  O l i v e r ,  once i n  power, r e c o n c i l e d  himself  t o  

t h i s  p a t t e r n  o f  government suppor t  f o r  t h e  r ec l ama t ion  

d i s t r i c t s .  Such a p a t t e r n ,  wh i l e  it w a s  c o n t r a r y  t o  h i s  

a t t i t u d e  towards s p e c u l a t i o n ,  w a s  a l i g n e d  w i t h  h i s  a t t i t u d e  

towards  i nd iv idua l i sm.  

O l i v e r ' s  1905 p o s i t i o n  i n  opposing a i d  t o  s p e c u l a t o r  d i s t r i c t s  

wh i l e  u rg ing  t h e  government t o  h e l p  s e t t l e r  d i s t r i c t s  w a s  

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  un tenable .  One cannot  b e l i e v e  i n  i n d i v i d u a l  

e n t e r p r i s e  y e t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between g i v i n g  government a i d  t o  

s p e c u l a t o r s  and s e t t l e r s .  Landholders a r e  l andho lde r s .  While 

t h e i r  a l i e n a t i o n  of  l and  from t h e  Crown had been d i f f e r e n t  

( s p e c u l a t o r s  having pa id  ca sh  wh i l e  homesteaders had acqu i r ed  

ownership through t h e  c o n d i t i o n  of s e t t l e m e n t )  once t h e  land  

was g ran ted  by t h e  Crown i t s  u s e  by bo th  was uncond i t i ona l .  The 

rugged i n d i v i d u a l  s e t t l e r s  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  make a l i v i n g  from 

t h e i r  l and  may have been dese rv ing  of  government sympathy, y e t  

t h e  same government which g ran ted  them t h e i r  l and  had permi t ted  

them t o  become s p e c u l a t o r s  a l s o ,  by g i v i n g  them t h e  r i g h t  t o  

d i s p o s e  of  it as t h e y  wished. A l l  l and  w a s ,  o r  could be  s a i d  

t o  be ,  h e l d  f o r  p o t e n t i a l  s p e c u l a t i o n ,  and a l l  landowners were 



p o t e n t i a l  s p e c u l a t o r s .  The government cou ld  have  g r a n t e d  a i d  

t o  t h e  Ch i l l iwack  f a rmer  and w i t h e l d  it from t h e  P i t t  Meadows 

s p e c u l a t o r ,  o n l y  t o  s e e  t h e  Ch i l l iwack  f a rmer  s e l l  h i s  farm 

t h e  n e x t  day f o r  a  t i d y  p r o f i t .  Government p o l i c y  had made l and  

a commodity w i t h  a  d o l l a r  v a l u e ,  which cou ld  be bought  and s o l d  

u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y .  Such a p o l i c y  was t h e  development o f  t h e  

p o l i c y  o f  rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  and s p e c u l a t i o n  was t h e  p r i c e  

a s o c i e t y  p a i d  f o r  g r a n t i n g  t h i s  freedom. 

Did s p e c u l a t o r s  p r o v i d e  a u s e f u l  s e r v i c e  f o r  B r i t i s h  Columbia 

and Canada by r e c l a i m i n g  P i t t  Meadows? By dyk ing  t h e  l and  t h e y  

p rov ided  p o t e n t i a l  f a rmland .  By t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t h e y  drew i n  

government s u p p o r t .  They p rov ided  a d i s s e r v i c e  by keep ing  

l and  from p r o d u c t i v e  u se .  T h i s  t h e s i s  does  n o t  c r i t i c i z e  spec-  

u l a t o r s  f o r  u s i n g  t h e i r  l and  f o r  t h e i r  own i n t e r e s t s .  I n  a 

f ree  e n t e r p r i s e  s o c i e t y  f ree  e n t e r p r i s e r s  must s eek  what 

advan t ages  t h e y  can.  I t  d o e s  c r i t i c i z e  t h e  government f o r  

p r o t e c t i n g  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s .  The j o i n t  f e d e r a l - p r o v i n c i a l  

program o f  t h e  FVDB se t  a p a t t e r n  o f  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  dyking 

d i s t r i c t s  t h a t  c o n t a i n e d  p o p u l a t i o n s .  If t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  

government i n  1905 had fo l lowed  t h i s  p r i n c i p l e ,  t h e n  spec-  

u l a t o r s  would have been l a r g e l y  f l u s h e d  o u t  o f  P i t t  Meadows, 

and t h e  government would have had t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s e t t l e  

t h e  r e g i o n .  If t h i s  had happened P i t t  Meadows would have 

deve loped  f a r  e a r l i e r  t h a n  it d i d  as a fa rming  r e g i o n .  As it 

was, t h e  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  government i n  1905 ensured  t h a t ,  f o r  

much o f  i t s  h i s t o r y ,  P i t t  Meadows' l a n d  l a y  unp roduc t i ve  i n  



t h e  hands  o f  s p e c u l a t o r s .  Tha t  t h i s  l a n d  h a s  become used f o r  

f a rming  h a s  been a c c i d e n t a l  t o  t h e  p o l i c i e s  o f  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  

government.  

The g e n e r a l  p o l i c y  of t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government i n  encourag ing  

p r i v a t e  e n t e r p r i s e  t o  reclaim P i t t  Meadows h a s  n o t  been a n  

e f f e c t i v e  p o l i c y .  I t  h a s  had t o  be c o n s t a n t l y  b o l s t e r e d  w i t h  

government s u p p o r t ,  and t h e  dykes  b u i l t  under  t h i s  p o l i c y  

were i n a d e q u a t e  o r  b a r e l y  adequa t e .  Reclamat ion o f  P i t t  Meadows 

needed f a r  more money t h a n  t h e  s p e c u l a t o r s  who i n v e s t e d  i n  t h e  

programs t h e r e  were a b l e  o r  w i l l i n g  t o  i n v e s t .  T r u l y  e f f e c t i v e  

r e c l a m a t i o n  programs needed v a s t  amounts o f  c a p i t a l ,  such as 

t h a t  p rov ided  by t h e  f e d e r a l  and p r o v i n c i a l  governments t o  

t h e  FVDB,  o r  by t h e  Leiden A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  O f f i c e  t o  P i t t  Po lde r .  

Why d i d  t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  government s u p p o r t  s p e c u l a t o r s  i n  t h e  

r e c l a m a t i o n  o f  P i t t  Meadows? The answer  seems t o  be because  it 

b e l i e v e d  i n  rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  It based i t s  p o l i c i e s  on a 

f r o n t i e r  myth, t h a t  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s  would be r ec l a imed  f o r  t h e  

p r o v i n c e  by t h i s  rugged i n d i v i d u a l ,  and b e l i e v e d  t h a t  govern-  

m e n t ' s  f u n c t i o n  w a s  t o  encourage  him i n  h i s  work. I t  b e l i e v e d  

t h e  government t a k e o v e r  o f  r e c l a m a t i o n  p r o j e c t s  would d i s c o u r a g e  

him, o r  undermine h i s  i n i t i a t i v e .  Government was aware t h a t  t h e  

p i o n e e r s  o f  P i t t  Meadows were s p e c u l a t o r s ,  John O l i v e r  saw t o  

t h a t ,  b u t  t h e y  were t h e  o n l y  rugged i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  t h e  govern-  

ment had t h e r e  t o  f i t  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  f r o n t i e r  myth. 

Government suppo r t ed  t h e i r  r e c l a m a t i o n  schemes because  t h e y  



were its surrogate settlers of the marshy frontier. Govern- 

ments of all political persuasions supported their tottering 

enterprises, taking over dyke-building, arranging financing, 

forgiving debts, and making whatever unrepayable loans were 

necessary. The province practically took over the work of 

reclamation, but it didn't quite. It preserved the myth that 

the enterprise was the landowners' until 1948, when direct 

government intervention was necessary with amounts of capital 

that the myth could not be stretched to support. The myth, 

however, died hard. In 1952 the government sold lands to a 

private interest rather than complete reclamation itself. It 

continued to extract token payments for pre-1948 dykes until 

1962, and did not finally acknowledge that dyking debts were 

cancelled until 1970. It still places the responsibility for 

maintenance on landowners, the lingering vestige of a concept 

that was once its preferred pattern of land reclamation. 



Appendix A - 

Dyking and  D r a i n a g e  Tax R a t e s  p e r  Acre, Dyking Di s t r i c t s  a t  

Pi t t -Meadows,  V a r i o u s  D a t e s  

1924 High 1 .57  
Low 2.65 

Year 

1924 breakdown 

Maple Ridge 
Dyking 
D i s t r i c t  

High - 
c a p i t a l  - 5 2  

m a i n t e n a n c e  1 . 0 5  

1922 

Low - 
c a p i t a l  .87 

m a i n t e n a n c e  1 .78  

Maple Ridge  
D r a i n a g e  
Dis t r ic t  

P i t t  Meadows 
Dyking 
Dis t r i c t  #1 

High 1 .32  
Low 2 . 2 2  

P i t t  Meadows 
Dyking 
Dis t r ic t  # 2  

2 .23  

* = m a i n t e n a n c e  payments  o n l y .  C a p i t a l  d e b t  payments  were 
excused  i n  t h e  p e r i o d  1933  - 194.5 

1950 breakdown 

c a p i t a l  .60 
m a i n t e n a n c e  1 . 7 5  

S o u r c e s :  I n s p e c t o r  o f  Dykes Annual  R e p o r t s  f o r  t h e  y e a r s  i n d i c a t e d .  

-07  - .28 
.10 - .40 

-17  - - 6 8  1952 

---- 
---- 

---- 3.00 
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t h e  dykes  a round  t h e  Green Belt .  The company h a s  proceeded 
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