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Senakw to Vanier Park: 
A Landscape Colonized 

 
Ongoing legacies of colonialism are inextricable from understanding present notions of social 
justice in Canada. By examining how settler culture, manifested physically as landscape, 
changes over time, we may begin to understand how landscape might act as a vehicle for social 
justice. Vanier Park, Vancouver has historically been used as a vehicle to further colonial settler 
narratives, thus is an ideal site of study. 
 
Settler Culture 

Europeans began to explore the Pacific Northwest in the late-18th Century (Stolen 
13-15) with the aim of securing control over land for political and economic gain. In 
European-Indigenous conflict land was also “a medium through which the struggle for control 
takes place”, resulting in the eventual Indian Reservation landscapes that are still seen today 
(Sluyter 415). 

Settler culture evaluated land by its potential to generate capital, and was viewed as 
naturally requiring “only to be enriched by the industry of man….” (Davis). “White saviorism” 
grew notions of a unilateral relationship in which settlers bore the burden of implementing 
“progress” in uncivilized territories, and Indigenous peoples were to be grateful for it (Sluyter 
411). European pioneers, who had been sold the “myth of emptiness” through marketing 
campaigns, arrived in the Pacific Northwest with preconceived notions of untouched Canadian 
wilderness which erased the violent dispossession of Indigenous peoples from land, and which 
translated later into physical manifestations of landscape aesthetics (Wagner 22-30).  

Senakw, a Salish trading village at what is now Vanier Park, (Fig.01) had several 
houses, an orchard, and a graveyard. Fish were caught in large traps and corrals near Granville 
Island. Settler accounts from the early 20th-Century mention an abundance of animals at the 
mouth of False Creek. “Ducks rose in clouds… hundreds of thousands of salmon were caught 
on the Fraser River…. Muskrats were in the swamp around Laburnum street, and smelts could 
be raked up Kitsilano Beach with a stick” (Matthews 34). 
 
Dispossession and Industrialization 

Though colonization was well underway in other parts of Canada during this time of early 
exploration, it would take until the 1860s gold rush before the Vancouver area was settled by 
Europeans in any significant numbers (Davis). At this time the first residential school in Canada 
had been open for decades and Indigenous genocide was already well underway (Genocide). 
By 1869 the Kitsilano Indian Reserve had been created on the Senakw land (Fig.02), a small 
reservation that was later expanded to 80 acres in 1877 (Roy). Over the next few decades as 
industry in the area was expanded portions of the reservation were leased out and built on. 

Fig.03 and Fig.04 demonstrate just how much development had occurred in the 
Vancouver area in only 50 years. As Vancouver expanded, the site grew in settler value, and in 
1913 the Squamish people of Kitsilano Indian Reserve were coerced into selling their land, a 
move that was later found to be unlawful under the Indian Act (Roy). The residents were given 

 



 

two days to pack their belongings, transported to other settlements by barge, and their homes 
were burned (Sterritt) (Fig.05).  

Though the parcel of vacant reserve land remained under the management of the 
Department of Indian Affairs, it was further divided, leased and sold off. The Burrard Street 
bridge bisected it in 1930, celebrating narratives of colonialism with decorative busts of George 
Vancouver and Harry Burrard-Neale (Roy). By WWII, the vast majority of the original reserve 
had been developed and used by industrial corporations and governmental agencies (Fig.06), 
scrubbing any visible trace of Indigenous history from the land. 
 
Changing Values 

20th Century critical discourse arose among settlers disillusioned with colonial-capitalist 
values as it became clear in the modern era that the limits to growth were not so easily solved 
by technology (412). An early official account of criticism was the 1922 publishing of The Story 
of a National Crime by Dr. Peter Henderson Bryce, who accused the national government of a 
“criminal disregard for the treaty pledges” (Indigenous Peoples). By mid-century, concern for the 
public good and social justice was a rising priority in urban cities all over North America, and in 
1967 Vanier Park opened to the public (Roy) (Fig.07).  

Despite increasing criticism, colonial narratives were still very present in the landscape. 
Vanier Park is reminiscent of an English landscape garden (Fig.08), at once reflective of the 
homes many of the European settlers left behind as well as a reinforcement of the hierarchy 
present between settler and Indigenous landscapes. In 1980, just three years after the 
Squamish nation entered a legal battle attempting to regain the reservation land, a large metal 
sculpture was erected in Vanier Park entitled “Gate to the Northwest Passage” by Alan Chung 
Hung (Gate to) (Fig.09). The sculpture is a commemoration to George Vancouver’s exploration 
of the area; the explicitly reverent celebration of colonialism perpetuates narratives of 
colonialism and erases those of oppression (Oakes).  
 
Contemporary Notions of Justice 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the Residential Schools Settlement 
Agreement, the National Operational Review on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, 
among others (Indigenous Peoples), mark a 20th Century shift in dominant values toward 
reconciliation. In 2002 the Squamish reclaimed control of a misshapen fraction of the original 
reservation (Roy). Their 2019 development proposal for the site (Little), while working within 
systems of capitalism, may be an example of new decolonized landscapes by returning 
autonomy and resource access to Indigenous people (Wagner 29).  

The “Gate to the Northwest Passage” still stands in Vanier Park; the lawn is still 
reminiscent of English landscape gardens, and the park is strangely devoid of any official 
acknowledgement of Indigenous dispossession (though does display several guerilla indications 
- see Fig.10 + 11). Continued urban gentrification echoes the processes of colonialism, enacted 
over smaller scales. Vanier Park, acts at once as a public asset, and also as a vehicle for 
implicit narratives that make what is cultural seem natural (Sluyter 414). When the ruling class, 
in this case settlers, use landscape to perpetuate their own narratives, they contribute to the 
erasure and further the oppression of marginalized voices.  
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Only by identifying and understanding existing structures of hierarchy and systems of 
oppression can we work toward a future that is just and equitable for all. Colonialism, through 
settler culture, manifests physically in built landscapes acting as implicit vehicles for specific 
narratives which shift over time. What we now call Vanier Park was used as a medium for 
Indigenous dispossession and later scrubbed of Indigenous history through intense 
industrialization and resource management, both hallmarks of settler culture. Though colonial 
narratives remain embedded in the site, its landscape is slowly being changed to reflect 
contemporary values of social justice through active decolonizing practices. 
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Fig.01 
Matthews, James Skitt. Conversations with Khahtsahlano, 1932-1954 , pp. 8C. Vancouver, BC, 

1955. 
 

 
Fig.02 
Matthews, James Skitt, Major. “Fairview looking west across False Creek.” 1890. City of 

Vancouver Archives, Vancouver. JPEG. Ref. AM54-S4-: Dist P81. Accessed 07 
December 2019. 
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Fig.03 
Matthews, James Skitt, Major. “A Glimps[e] of Home.” 1910. City of Vancouver Archives, 

Vancouver. JPEG. Ref. AM54-S4-: Dist P1. Accessed 07 December 2019. 
 

 
Fig.04 
Garden, Herman and Burwell. “Tourist guide map of Vancouver City and Park.” 1898. City of 

Vancouver Archives, Vancouver. TIFF. Ref. AM1594-: MAP 35. Accessed 07 December 
2019. 
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Fig.05 
Sterritt, Angela. The Little-Known History of Squamish Nation Land in Vancouver.  CBC , JPEG. 

Accessed 21 Apr. 2019, 
www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/little-known-history-of-squamish-nation-lan
d-in-vancouver-1.5104584. 

 

 
Fig.06 
Fountain, George Frederick. “Plan showing parcels 'A', 'B' & 'C' : Kitsilano Indian Reserve, No. 6 

of the Squamish band, Vancouver, B.C.” 1934. City of Vancouver Archives, Vancouver. 
TIFF. Ref. COV-S365-: MAP 859. Accessed 07 December 2019. 
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Fig.07 
Stablyk, Brian L. “View of Vanier Park.” 1970. City of Vancouver Archives, Vancouver. JPEG. 

Ref. AM1376-: CVA 89-1. Accessed 07 December 2019. 
 

 
Fig.08 
Oakes, Christen. “Vanier Park” 2018. JPEG. 
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Fig.09  
Oakes, Christen. “Gateway to the North-West Passage in Vanier Park.” 2018. JPEG. 
 

 
Fig.10 
Oakes, Christen. “Graffiti in Vanier Park” 2018. JPEG. 
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Fig.11 
Oakes, Christen. “Missing posters in Vanier Park” 2018. JPEG. 
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