
















HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The heritage resources of Delta are a valuable legacy of its pioneering origins, and remain a vital part of the 
community's pride, identity, local economy, and tourist potential. Early rural and industrial development has left 
a significant legacy of historic buildings and sites that reveals the prominent roles that farming, fishing and 
salmon canning played in the lives of early residents. These resources are diverse in age, style and condition, but 
they contribute to a sense of continuing community traditions. 

For many thousands of years Delta was home to aboriginal peoples who established summer fishing camps on 
the banks of the Fraser River. Much of the area was inhospitable marshland subject to tidal flooding, but Natives 
settled the upland areas in Tsawwassen and North Delta, and the municipality's archaeological sites are among 
the oldest known in the province. The mouth of the Fraser was one of the first areas in British Columbia to be 
explored by Europeans looking for the North West Passage. 

The flat fertile land of the river delta proved irresistible to early settlers, and agriculture developed as one of 
Delta's first industries. Rich alluvial soil and a temperate climate led to the establishment of productive local 
farms. Although most settlers started with subsistence farming, agriculture grew in importance as the land be­
came easier to cultivate (through a series of dyking initiatives) and through improved transportation. Many early 
farm houses and agricultural structures remain in relatively original configuration, and have been continuously 
used for generations. 

The other important early industry was fishing. The abundant salmon runs on the Fraser River led to the early 
development of salmon salteries and canneries. In 1870 the first commercial cannery on the B.C. coast was 
established at Annieville. In a relatively short time many other canneries were built and by 1890 one-third of 
British Columbia's canning production came from Delta. The industry was largely responsible for Delta's ethnic 
diversity, with the canneries providing a source of employment for mainly Chinese and Native workers, but also 
drawing Japanese, Norwegians, Greeks, Croatians and other settlers. Fishing continued to be of great impor­
tance until just before the First World War, when a number of factors conspired to end Delta's pre-eminence in 
the field, and the canneries began to shut down. 

The river was originally the primary means of transportation until the road system became functional. Much of 
the municipality was still marshland and subject to frequent flooding. As early as 1890 the basic road pattern had 
been established, but was not completely reliable until the dyking system provided full flood protection. By the 
late 1890s most roads had been planked, and after 1900 many of them were upgraded to gravel. 

As the population continued to grow the Fraser River, once the prime link to other centres, was now seen as a 
barrier. Access to the rest of the lower mainland became a serious economic issue, as Delta still had no connec­
tion to the regional road network. This isolation kept growth in the municipality relatively stagnant, but also 
preserved an essentially rural way of life for many decades. 

Although local residents lobbied for a bridge to cross the Fraser River near Ladner, road access to Vancouver was 
not provided until the opening of the Massey Tunnel in 1959. This supplied the impetus for rapid suburban 
growth. 

Today Delta is a vibrant community within the lower mainland, and is connected by road, rail and water to the 
rest of the region. Delta continues to display a balance between urban and rural activities, and despite many 
changes, there remain tangible links to the past that help explain its pioneer origins and remind us of the vision 
of its settlers. 
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Areas in Delta included in Rural Heritage Inventory 

VANCOUVER 

VANCOUVER INTERNATIONAL 
AIRPORT \ 
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WASHINGTON 
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Areas in Rural Heritage Inventory 

1 Westham Island 
2 West Delta 
3 Boundary Bay 
4 Crescent and Deas Island 
5 East Delta 
6 North Delta 

,-------n Delta Provincial Farmlands 
L__ , _ j J (Back-up Lands) 

No/r,; The boundary_ be/ween West and East Delta is 
Tosker Road (now 801h Slreet). 

Delta Boundary 

-
Areas included as part 
of Urban Heritage Inventory 
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CHRONOLOGY OF HISTORIC EVENTS 

(Delta Museum & Archives DE 120 LP) 

Archaeological time 
Tsawwassen band of Coast Salish Natives occupies 
the Tsawwassen uplands and the beach area between 
Roberts Bank and the Ferry causeway, now the 
Tsawwassen Indian Reserve. Archaeological evidence 
of another Native settlement site has been found up 
the Fraser River in North Delta. 

1792 

Spanish seamen Galiano and Valdez chart Boundary 
Bay and other local coastlines. 

1857 
Patrick O'Brien Murphy occupies land on Annacis 
Island, which was known as Murphy's Island for 
some time after his 1861 murder. 

1858 
Brothers William and T homas Ladner view delta 
lands on their way upriver to the Cariboo gold rush. 

1859 
James Kennedy settles land in the North Delta 

----- ----------------------.uplands, opposite-New.Westminster.-- --- -----

1822 
Employees of the Hudson's Bay Company explore 
the Fraser River delta prior to the founding of Fort 
Langley in 1827. 

1846 
T he 49th parallel west to the Pacific Ocean is 
confirmed as the boundary between British and 
American territories. 
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1860 
Governor Sir James Douglas institutes Pre-Emption 
Act regulating purchase of unclaimed land in British 
Columbia. This precedes a large amount of pre­
emptions in the delta area through the 1860s, of 
which some are settled and some are abandoned. 

1862 
A granite obelisk marker is placed on the Canada 
United States border between Point Roberts and 
Delta; this marker had been fabricated in Scotland 
the previous year. Survey work proceeds east from 
this point. 



1864 

Salmon saltery established on the River near present­
day Annieville. 

1868 

The Ladner brothers return and pre-empt land on 
either side of Chilukthan Slough, and establish 
family farms. The spot soon becomes known as 
Ladner's Landing. 

1870 

There were 27 pre-emptions in the delta area during 
this year. All the land from the river mouth to the 
west end of Crescent Slough has now been claimed. 
First commercial cannery on the B.C. coast (Loggie 
& Co.) is built along the river at Brownsville, near 
the spot now known as Gunderson Slough. 

1871 

British Columbia enters Confederation, and the 
promise of a transcontinental railway encourages 
settlement in the Lower Mainland. 

1873 

Government Wharf built at the mouth of 
Chilukthan Slough in Ladner's Landing, facilitating 
the stopover of the Victoria to New Westminster 
ferries and delivery of mail and goods, and the 
shipping of produce. Deas Island Cannery put into 
operation. 

1874 

Early road building begins in the delta area in the 
1870s, including Ladner Trunk Road, built by John 
Kirkland in 187 4, and Scott Road. Trenant School, 
first in district, built at Trunk Road and 57th Street. 

1877 

By this time most of the lowlands of the delta area 
have been claimed, as this land has the easiest access 
to transportation (still largely water-based at this 
point), it requires the least clearing before it can be 
farmed, and its soil is particularly fertile. 

1878 

Delta Cannery (in present-day Ladner) put into 
operation; Deas Island Cannery closes. A 600 acre 
reserve is established for the remaining aboriginal 
population, which had been depleted by smallpox in 
the 1840s. 

1879 

Municipal incorporation of Delta; William Ladner 
elected first Warden the following year. 

1882 

The first hotel and general store are built in Ladner's 
Landing. 

1883 

Laurent Guichon settles in what would become 
known as Port Guichon. Delta's Chinatown begins 
developing beside Ladner townsite. The Chinese and 
Natives supply labour for the canneries and other 
industries. 

1884 

Three new canneries built in the past three years. 

1885 

Sawmill established at about this time in Ladner. 
The town's population is about 300. 

1888 

The townsite of Ladner is laid out, on a piece of land 
formerly owned by William Ladner. The Delta 
Agricultural Society is formed. 

1889 

Bridges connect Lulu and Sea Islands to Vancouver. 

1890 

Delta's present-day road pattern established by about 
this time. Seven salmon canneries are in operation 
and one-third of BC's production comes from Delta. 

1891 

The Great Northern Railway is constructed, linking 
New Westminster, Brownsville, Port Kells, 
Cloverdale and Blaine. 

1893 

The Fraser River Fishermen's Benevolent Association 
is formed. 

1894 

Great flood of the Fraser River. Some of the delta, 
especially Crescent Island, lies under three feet of 
water. 

11 



: 21 

• ,! ,

. . 
P� C4!f 

. . . 
· .... ·' 

.\ -�

.••• ! � 

... ,,,f;j'-i) ?/:}_fi ;'·\ 
:;':', ··:.- . .  

__ __,__.,__ _ _,··� : ·,_; 
.. -...:�'.-,l 1.·.·,·,

, .1, • I 
.,_......,......_,'-'--......,_ ·;./1): l:IOUNDARY HAY 

Map of Delta in 
1876(Delta 
Museum & 

Archives} 

"DELTA MUNICIPALITY" 

. , , ... �·•I. �••' 

"This highly important agricultural and pastoral section of the 

district of New Westminster occupies that portion of the South Arm of 

the Fraser River that extends from the municipality of Surrey on the 

east to the Gulf of Georgia on the west, embracing within its borders 

some of the finest land on the Pacific coast, the section beinf( noted.for 

the remarkable fertility of its soil. The settlement comprises about 

40,000 acres of rich delta land of deep black earth with a clay 

bottom, yielding surprising crops of timothy hay, oats, barley, wheat 

and fruit; also dairy produce in abundance. " 

"The main outlet of the settlement is Ladner's Landing. This 

place, as is usual with country sites, contains a church, post office, 

general store &c.; also the extensive cannery of the Delta Fishing Co. 

There is a free wharf for the accommodation of the settlers, at which 

regular mail steamers from New Westminster and Victoria call twice 

a week. To one seeking a home with land of exceeding richness no 

more inviting spot can be found than the Delta of the Fraser. " 

Williams B. C. Directory, 1885, page 180 
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1895 
The Municipality takes over responsibility for the 
dyking system. The system is built in 1895-96, and 
Chilukthan Slough is cut off from the River by the 
dyking. This was reputedly the best year ever or since 
for Fraser River salmon canning. 

1897 
Steveston begins to eclipse Delta as the most impor­
tant Fraser River canning centre. 

1900 
Japanese Fishermen's Benevolent Society is incorpo­
rated. Fishermen strike in the south Fraser area, 
although most of the job action is in Steveston. Greek 
immigrant fishing families begin to live along shore of 
Deas Island about this time. Population of Ladner is 
about 2,100. The steamer from Victoria stops daily in 
Ladner by this time. 

1913 
Woodward's Landing ferry begins operation. A rock 
slide caused by railroad construction in Hell's Gate, 
up the Fraser River, disrupts salmon spawning and 
initiates the slow demise of the local canning 
industry. 

1914 
World War I begins. Delta's most important agricul­
tural output is dairy. A car ferry begins crossing the 
Fraser River at Ladner. 

1917 
The Fraser Valley Milk Producer's Association is 
formed. 

1918 
Delta resident John Oliver becomes Premier. 

1922 
1901 The Weekly Optimist begins publication. A jitney 
At least twelve salmon canneries in operation in Delta. service begins operation between Woodward's 

Landing and Vancouver. 
1902 
BC Packers, a salmon canning consortium, is formed 
and purchases at least nine of the Delta canneries, 
several of which are subsequently closed. Delta News, 
the area's first newspaper, begins publication. 

1903 
The G.N.R. line from Cloverdale arrives in Port 
Guichon. Delta Times, the area's second newspaper, 
begins publication. 

1906 
Delta Municipal School Board is established. 

1908 
The U.S. Government opens the Point Roberts 
Military Reserve to legal settlement. 

1909 

1926 
Tom Ladner's 500 acre farm is subdivided to become 
Delta Manor. 

1929 
Reifel begins dyking Westham Island. Ladner's 
Chinatown burns down and most of its residents 
move to Vancouver. 

1931 
The Great Northern Railway line to Port Guichon is 
discontinued. Vancouver Airport is opened on Sea 
Island. 

1937 
Pattullo Bridge is opened between New Westminster 
and Surrey. 

Westham Island Bridge over Canoe Pass is opened. 1939 
World War II begins. 

1910 
Delta Farmers' Telephone Company is established. 
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The Architect, Builder and Engineer, pp 14 & 15, December 5, 1912. 
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1941 
An Air Training School is opened at the new Bound­
ary Bay Airport. Population of Delta is 4,287. 

1942 

Removal of Japanese residents from the west coast as 
a war measure. 

1948 

Major flood of the Fraser River. Federal and Provin­
cial governments become involved in the provision 
of dykes. Lower Fraser River Crossing Improvement 
Association is formed to lobby for better connections 
to the north of Delta. 

1950 

New water system installed in Delta. 

1956 

Population of Delta is 8,752. 

1957 
Oak Street Bridge is opened connecting Vancouver 
and Richmond. 

1959 

Deas Island Tunnel opens making a land connection 
from Delta to Richmond and Vancouver via the Oak 
Street Bridge. The ferry to Woodward's Landing is 
discontinued the same day. 

1960 

The B.C. Ferries terminal and causeway are com­
pleted in Tsawwassen. 

1964 

The tunnel is renamed the George Massey Tunnel, 
and tolls are removed from it and the Oak Street 
Bridge. 

1968 

Provincial government begins to appropriate farm­
lands as backup lands for the future expansion of the 
Superport facilities that are currently under con­
struction. 

1970 

The Delta Superport is opened. 

1973 
Thomas Ladner home demolished. 

1980 

William Ladner home demolished. 

1981 

Burrvilla is designated under the Heritage Conserva­
tion Act. 

1982 

lnverholme Schoolhouse and Burrvilla are moved to 
Deas Island and restored. 

1983 

McKee House, the Paterson House, the Museum 
Building and lnverholme Schoolhouse are desig­
nated under the Heritage Conservation Act. 
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CHAPTER 1 

"TO SAff THE DYKE 
FROM DESTRUCTION" 

"The dyke surround­

ing Westham Is/,and broke at 

3 o'clock this morning on 

Ewan's ranch, inflicting great 

damage. Two hundred feet of 

the dyke was washed out, and 

in less than half an hour 

after the break occured, two 

acres of the ranch had been 

swept away, leaving navi­

gable waters where a grain 

crop had stood a few minutes 

before. The entire settlement 

turned out this morning to 

repair the damages, and have 

hopes of mending the break 

before the next high tide. 

Ewan's whole ranch is 

flooded." 

"The Dominion 

Government whaif on 

Westham Is/,and, opposite 

Steveston col/,apsed Saturday, 

the rush of waters towards 

the gulf scouring out the 

filiingfi·om around the piles. 

On the whaif were a boiler, 

engine & Derrick, and 600 

tons of rock, which was to be 

used to anchor the mattress 

being /,aid down to improve 

the channel. " 

Victoria Daily Colonist, 

Tuesday, June 5, 1894 

WES THAM ISLAND 

"WESTHAM ISLAND - A noted is/,and situated at the mouth of the 
south arm of the Fraser River, separated from the main/,and on the 
east by Canoe Pass, and from Lulu Is/,and, on the north, by the south 
arm of the Fraser, contains about 3,000 acres. The chief industry is 
farming." 
Williams B. C Directory, 1892 

The first settlers came to the island by boat in the 1870s, and began 
farming the rich alluvial soils of the southern end. In 1892 Westham 
Island received a post office, which was open until 1920. Prior to the 
Westham Island Bridge over Canoe Pass being built in 1909, a small 
ferry connected the island to the rest of the District. The Strait of 
Georgia side of the Island was not dyked until 1912. 

The island remained an agricultural enclave, and improved 
transporation integrated it more with the rest of Delta. The post 
office was closed in 1920. In 1929 George Reifel was granted permis­
sion to dyke the northern parts of Westham Island, which are the 
lands now dedicated as the George C. Reifel Migratory Bird 
Sanctuary. 

Westham Island Football Team in 1904. Standing, Back Row from Left: 
Hugh Savage, Clara McDonald, Hilda Clausen, Maggie Dalzell Mar y 
Dalzell Alice Kirkland, Maud Kirkland, Mamie Trim, Lyn Kirkland, 

Maggie Gilmore, George Homewood, John Fraser. Kneeling, Centre Row 
from Left: Ed London, Hugh McDonald, Alf Trim, Charles H. Trim, 

William R Savage, Billy Davidson, James Gilmore. Front Row from Left: 
Jim Trim, John Savage, Matt Palmer, Billy Moss, Bob Georgeson, George 

London. (Delta Museum & Archives) 
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ELLIS RESIDENCE 

4714 Kirkland Road 

1910 

T
his Foursquare house,
built for Herbert D. 

Ellis by well-known contrac­
tor John Elliot, has been 
somewhat altered with metal 
siding. The full open front 
verandah, with its chamfered 
columns and scrollcut 
balustrade and porch knees, 
has been well maintained. 
There are mature rhododen­
drons and sympathetic 
modern plantings in the 
grassed yard. 

REIFEL BARN 

5191 Robertson Road 

T
his is the only survivor
of three barns once used 

by the Reifels on their 
country estate. Originally 
built by the Fuller family, this 
unusual structure has a gable 
on hip roof and multi-paned 
wooden sash windows on all 
sides. It has drop wooden 
siding, with board and batten 
in the gable ends. This barn 
has been well maintained by 
Environment Canada, who 
now occupy this part of the 

old Reifel Farm, and it has a recent galvanized metal roof covering. The approach road to George Reifel's 
Shooting Lodge runs to the west side of the barn. 
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REIFEL SHOOTING 

LODGE 

5421 Robertson Road 

Ross Lort, Architect 

1929 

T
his counrry lodge was
originally constructed 

for George C. Reifel as a 
shooting lodge on his 
extensive waterfront prop­
erty. Ross Lort, a well-known 
local architect, also designed 
Reifel's Vancouver mansion, 
'Casa Mia'. Set close to the 
water and reached by a drive 
lined with pruned cedars, it 
is clad in imitation log siding except for a small second storey addition in vertical plank, and gable ends which 
are half-timbered. The roof consists of two hip-roofed pavilions connected by a long ridge, with rolled eaves 
covered in steam bent cedar shingles. The house has a river rock chimney, and the built-in garage still has its 
original wood doors with multi-paned windows. The second storey projects slightly, marked by small brackets, 
and a change from vertical to horizontal siding. Next to the house is a lookout tower with the same cladding 
and style of roof as the main house. The complex has been adapted for use by the Pacific Wildlife Research 
Centre of Environment Canada, which has also erected adjacent buildings. 

PEDEN/RAWLINS 

RESIDENCE & BARNS 

2194 Westham Island Road 

1915 

T
his house was builc in
1915 for Henry Peden, 

and it was purchased in 1922 
from his estate by Mark 
Rawlins. It is a precisely 
symmetrical Foursquare 
house with a hip dormer on 
the front and a one-storey 
extension to the rear. The full 
open front verandah has 
tapered square columns. 
Many of the original double­
hung windows remain, and there is a coloured glass feature window on the west side. There are mature trees 
and hollies in the yard, and two barns -one with a gable on hip roof, and one more recent with a compound 
gable- at the rear of the property. 

\\I E S T H A �I I S L A N D 19 





CHAPTER 2 W E s T D E L T A 

In 18 5 8 William and Thomas Ladner saw the delta lands of the 
Fraser River on their way upriver to the Cariboo gold rush; they later 
returned to homestead the fertile lands here. In 1882, the British 
America Cannery, the first salmon cannery in Canoe Pass, opened at 
the mouth of the Fraser River, followed by several others in the next 
few years. Ladner's Landing developed as the main population centre 
of the municipality, and eventually grew into the Ladner town centre 
that we know today. 

Another Delta pioneer, Laurent Guichon, settled in 1883 in the area 
that would later become known as Port Guichon. Twenty years later 
the Great Northern Railway built a line connecting Port Guichon to 
Colebrook. At the same time a steamship terminal was built at Port 
Guichon, which allowed a means of transport for Delta's agricultural 
produce. During the mid-1800s many Croatians left Austria due to 
political and economic unrest. Some were sailors and traders, who 
found their way along the Pacific Coast to the mouth of the Fraser 
River. A small group of Croatians settled in the Canoe Pass area; this 
area became known locally as :Austrian Town'. The G.N.R. line 
serviced the Port Guichon area until it was shut down in 1931. 

In 1941 the Royal Canadian Air Force base and Air Training School 
opened at Boundary Bay Airport. By the end of the Second World 
War, however, the waterfront areas to the west remained undevel­
oped; it was not until 1960 that the B.C. Ferries terminal and 
causeway were completed in Tsawwassen. Further industrial develop­
ment was proposed, and in 1968 the Provincial government began to 
expropriate farmlands as backup lands for the future expansion of the 
Superport facilities at Roberts Bank, which opened in 1970. 

Protection for the area's agriculture was provided by the 1972 Agri­
cultural Land Freeze, and the placement of over half of Delta's land 
area in the Agricultural Land Reserve two years later. 

Right: 
Ladner's 
Landing 
in 1885 
(B.C. 
Archives) 
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'HAWTHORNE GROVE' 

THE KIRKLAND 

RESIDENCE 

4026 [4140} Arthur Drive 

1910-11 

T
he stately seven bed­
room Kirkland Resi­

dence is currently undergo­
ing restoration by the 
Kirkland House Foundation. 
It is a two and a half storey 
front gable house with two 
hip dormers, and a curved 
projecting bay to the north. 
Decorative elements include 
turned columns on the full 
open front verandah, cornice 
brackets, and two feature windows on the front facade; a Palladian assembly in the gable; and an elliptical 
window below. William Kirkland was the son of John Kirkland who was responsible for building many of 
Delta's early roads in the 1870s after moving here from Guelph, Ontario, via New Westminster. William 
Kirkland and Edna Cosman were both from Eastern Canada, and were married in Vancouver in 1891. Some 
years later, they had prolific local builder John Elliot build this house for them, and they took possession in 
May 1911. The Kirkland farm was known as 'Hawthorn Grove', and became a centre of community social life. 

Kirkland House, 
Circa 1912 

(Delta Museum & 
Archives) 
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BISHOP RESIDENCE 

4388 Arthur Drive 

1922 

H
enry Thomas 'Harry'
Bishop came to 

Vancouver from Ontario in 
1909. He worked as a 
contractor, and in 1920 
bought a strip of land on the 
east side of what was then 
called Slough Road. He built 
six houses on this land; this 
was the firsr and largest, and 
the one that he built for 
himself and his family. It is a 
gable house with two shed 
dormers, and modest decora­

tion in the form of triangular eave brackets and twin-course shingle cladding in the upper storey that are 
indicative of the Craftsman style. There is a projecting bay to the north, and a feature casement window on 
the front with an am her leaded transom. The current owners have maintained the house in very good condi­
tion. This part of Arthur Drive was properly considered to be the outskirts of Ladner village rather than being 
in the rural area. 
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