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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Skagit River Watershed transcends borders in many ways. It includes one of the largest
Protected Areas in North America, bordering North Cascades National Park and Ross Lake
Recreation Area in the United States. It is a transition zone from BC’s wet coastal climate
to its drier interior. It encompasses five of B.C.’s sixteen biogeoclimatic zones and, as a
result, has a high level of biological diversity. The Skagit River is the centrepiece of the
picturesque Skagit River Valley, and was named one of BC’s “Heritage Rivers” in 1996 by
the Province of British Columbia. Located 170 km east of Vancouver, it is easily accessible
by the Lower Mainland’s growing population (Figure 1).

Historically the watershed was an important hunting and trading area for coastal and
interior First Nations groups such as the Sto:lo and the Nlaka’pmx. The Nooksack and
Upper Skagit peoples (from present-day United States) also traded in the area. Later it
became a significant area for European and American explorers who followed old trails
such as the Skyline and Blackeye, then blazed their own (Whatcom, Dewdney) across the
Cascade Mountains to gold fields and areas of settlement. A brief gold rush occurred at
Steamboat Mountain in 1910 (present-day Shawatum Mountain). A town sprang up
almost overnight, but the mineral claims turned out to be a hoax.

The watershed is not part of the Fraser system; instead, from its headwaters near Allison
Pass in the Cascade Mountains, the Skagit River flows west and then south into the
United States where it empties into the Pacific Ocean near Mount Vernon, Washington.
The Skagit River Watershed in Canada encompasses an area of 99,768 hectares,
approximately 70% of which is protected in three provincially protected areas (Figure 2).
The watershed boundary can be accessed by vehicle on the Hope-Princeton Highway, 20
km east of Hope near the Hope Slide, or on Silver-Skagit Road approximately 29 km
south of Hope.

Between 1941 and 1973, three major areas of the watershed were protected under the BC
provincial park system; Skagit Valley Provincial Park, E.C. Manning Provincial Park and
Cascade Recreation Area. In 1984 the Government of British Columbia signed a treaty
with the United States that prevented further expansion of the Ross Lake Reservoir into
Canada. Today the watershed attracts a wide variety of users for recreation, research and
outdoor education.

The purpose of this report is to provide readers with information on current uses in the
Upper Skagit River Watershed (referred to as the “Skagit River Watershed” or “Skagit
Watershed” in this report) and is limited in scope to that portion of the watershed that lies
within Canada. The report precedes the development of a Fish & Wildlife Management
Plan for the Skagit Watershed, which is scheduled to be available in the spring of 2008
by the Ministry of Environment in British Columbia.
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Figure 1: Regional Context of the Skagit Watershed.
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2.0 Cultural and Historical Values

2.1 First Nations

First Nations people have traveled through the North Cascades and the Skagit River Watershed
to trade and to meet for thousands of years. Similar to its biophysical values as a transition
zone, the Skagit Valley served as a meeting place between the people of the coast and the
people of the interior. The Upper Similkameen Band, the Sto:lo, Stuwix (Nicola) and
Nlaka’pma (Thompson) have ancestral connections to the area, while groups from the south,
the Nooksack and Upper Skagit people, traded and reportedly fought with the Sto:lo and
Nlaka’pmx. Coastal products such as dried salmon and oolichan were exchanged with interior
products such as dried berries, wild hemp and red-ochre-rock. At the headwaters of the Skagit
River in today’s Manning Park, the Upper Similkameen lived part of the year trapping and
hunting; while the Sto:lo fished and hunted on the lower valley bottom during the summer and
fall months.

Despite the lack of detailed archeological/ anthropological studies, more than 100 sites are on
record by the archeological branch of BC’s Ministry of Agriculture and Tourism. Although
few studies have been done at the higher elevations, a huckleberry processing trench associated
with trails on prominent ridgelines in the Galene Lakes area has been documented.
Archeological excavations and studies in the U.S. North Cascades have uncovered numerous
pottery shards made of chert and tools used for hunting and building.

At least three ancient routes established by aboriginal people became fundamental to the
Europeans as they arrived to fur-trade, mine and settle: the Skyline Trail (from Lightning
Lakes to the Skagit Valley); Blackeye’s Trail (from Princeton through the Tulameen to
Cascade RA and into Nicolum Creek Valley and Hope); and a trail from the Similkameen
valley to the Upper Skagit Valley via Three Brothers Mountain.

The cultural heritage role of the protected areas is to protect and interpret First Nations’
traditional use and resources, such as culturally modified trees (CMT) and the history
associated with the Dewdney, Hope Pass and Whatcom trails. As well, more information on
archaeological sites is necessary before new park management initiatives can move forward.

2.2 Early development

Until the signing of the Oregon Treaty in 1846, establishing the Canada-US border at the 49"
parallel, travel through the Skagit by non-natives was limited. With the discovery of gold in the
the late 1850's, Americans from Whatcom, Washington wanted to reach the Fraser River gold
fields. The Whatcom Trail, built by US Army engineer Walter de Lacy followed the Skagit
River and Snass Creek and merged with the Dewdny Trail, a variation of the original Hudson’s
Bay Brigade Trail. Part of today’s Skagit River Trail follows a section of the Whatcom trail
between Sumallo Grove and 26 Mile Bridge.



Later in 1879 placer gold discoveries in Ruby Creek, a tributary of the Skagit River in
Washington State, prompted prospectors to use the Whatcom Trail through the Skagit Valley
to reach the diggings. A trail from Chilliwack also lead to the Skagit and the miner's
themselves blazed atrail from the International border to Ruby Creek. By August 1880 the
mine was abandoned, yet the trail from Hope through the Skagit was now in good condition.

The next flurry of prospector activity began in 1910 when US speculators, Greenwalt and
Stevens, reported a gold strike near Steamboat Mountain (Shawatum). Three town sites with all
the amenities (including the Hope-Steamboat Nugget newspaper) boomed as the region was
staked with claims. Despite the hopes for prosperity, the Chief of the Dominion Geological
Survey stated Steamboat Mountain was on the edge of a coal formation, not gold. Today the
townsites have been completely reclaimed by nature. Further mining discoveries were made at
the head of the Silverdaisy Creek in 1934. Evidence of shafts and an aerial tramway still exist.

Henry Whitworth and his five daughters was a notable family in the history of the Valley. The
Whitworth Ranch (236 hectares) operated from 1905-1929. He also bought the Cawley Ranch,
which later became Chittenden Meadow. A 10-room house built from lumber cleared from the
land was maintained by the BC Forest Service until it was removed in the 1950's.

In 1946 the Silver-Skagit Road was completed. The main purpose of the road was for clearing
the land for the eventual flooding of the Skagit Valley. Logging operations spread quickly
throughout the valley. As well as the logging, hunters and fishermen took advantage of the
access into the Skagit. By the 1950's the construction of the Trans-Canada Highway made the
Skagit more accessible to VVancouver's booming population.

2.3 History of Protection

In 1906 the Seattle City Light Company began building dams across the Skagit River. Over the
following years dams on the U.S. (Diablo, Gorge and Ross) raised the Ross Lake Reservoir to
approach the Canadian border. In 1941 formal application to the International Joint
Commission authorized Seattle City Light to raise the water behind Ross Lake to 526 m (1725
ft) above sea level (flooding as far up as Silvertip Campground). The project was delayed until
the Silver-Skagit Road was constructed in 1946. Finally in 1947 a BC Skagit Valley Land Act
was passed authorizing the flooding to 526 m by Seattle City Light. Controversy over the
compensation for the flooding brewed. By 1967 an Agreement between Seattle and the
Province of BC was reached to flood the Skagit Valley to the 526 m contour level for a period
of 99 years.

A ground swell of both American and Canadian environmental concerns prompted the ROSS
Committee - 'Run Out Skagit Spoilers'. "Curley" Chittenden, originally hired by Seattle City
Light to supervise the clearing of the land, soon recognized the significance of the natural
values of the valley. He quit and became a leading supporter of the campaign. Gradually over
the next 30 years the Skagit Valley was transformed into a region with protected ecological
values.



