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East of Ladner, B.C., nestled between farms and the Boundary Bay Airport is a copse of
trees housing the North Forty Park Reserve. This off-leash dog park has tree-lined paths and
fields of tall grasses for dogs and walkers to enjoy, but as one traverses the park, one begins to
notice faded road markings on the path, stairs buried in the brambles, and flora found in
gardens. These are the relics of the Vancouver Wireless Station - a 40 hectare, gated military
camp for those in the Canadian Royal Signal Corp and their families. The Vancouver Wireless
Station (VWS) was a self-sufficient town, complete with its own school, sports teams, clubs,
church, playground, and grocery store.1 It was a town where people raised families, while also
gathering intelligence on Soviet transmissions during the Cold War.2 This history of military
activity and domestic lives may be hidden in the trees, but remains in the ruins left on site, and
recently in signage installed by the Delta Heritage Society. There is value to leaving human
history in the landscape while it renaturalises, as a palimpsest, or the entwined histories will be
forgotten. This land holds tales of family and community, but also a cautionary one of the
damage our life styles cause, and militant involvement - forgetting means a loss of the good,
and lessons not learned from the bad.
The Canadian military acquired the land in 1941 to train pilots.3 After the war, the land
was transferred to the Canadian Royal Corps of Signals and reopened in 1949 with some of the
“most sophisticated signals intelligence equipment in the world at the time”4. Single men lived in
dorms or small houses, and married families got their own home with a garden. Sidewalks and
street lights were added in 1950, and roads in 1951 with speed restrictions to keep children safe
as they roamed the town. 1950 also saw the opening of the school, originally with one teacher
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instructing grades one to three in one room, before expanding to teach up to grade six, with
more teachers, a military funded kindergarten, and an active PTA. The community had a sizable
sports field that hosted women's hockey and men's softball. They had various social clubs and
the mess hall hosted parties and events. The VWS could boast as much social life as any other
small, suburban town. This tight-knit community of less than 300 was welcoming, making
families like the Shiu’s, a Chinese-Canadian family, feel welcome despite cultural differences.
Margret Shiu recalled in 2015 to a local history project that they ate Chinese food every night,
met kind people and friends, and felt integrated into the community.5 A teacher at the school,
Jean Brown, said to the Delta Optimist in 2012, “The army was wonderful as far as the school
was concerned” and how “you felt very secure on the base” not having to worry about children
running off, or people getting in.6 Children did have to be mindful in their play of sleeping and
working adults, though, as Martha Shui, Margret’s daughter, recounts, since the station operated
24 hours.7
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Fig. 1. Margret Shiu’s 3 children and another child posing on a sidewalk (Margaret Shiu, Children
on the sidewalk, circa 1950’s, Photo, Vancouver Wireless Station)
Fig. 2. View east from one of the paths in the North Forty Park (Hannah Baird, 2022)

Fig. 3. View from road to the main gate of the Vancouver Wireless Station (Jim Troyanek, Main
gate to Vancouver Wireless Station, circa 1960’s, Photo, Vancouver Wireless Station)
Fig. 4. View of entrance to North Forty Park Reserve (Hannah Baird, 2022)

This community was insular, but it was far from isolated. There was a morning and
evening shuttle into Ladner village for shopping and a monthly one to the Woodwards in New
Westminster. They also had weekly visits from Mr. Ho of Ladner to sell fish to the residents.
Former resident Bill Rodgers, in the same interview as Brown, said, "Everybody got married with
someone from Ladner”, including himself.

Fig. 5. Scenes from the North Forty Park Reserve showcasing non-native species and
infrastructural ruins (Hannah Baird, 2022)

The largest legacy of the town are the approximately 2000 trees and shrubs planted.8
These include but are not limited to; blossoming cherries and plums, grand oaks, willows, and
what may be abandoned Christmas trees, as well as shrubs and plants, like the invasion of
daffodils, hyacinth, and lily-of-the-valley, the striking japanese quince, and even lawn-quality
grasses all spreading wildly. These species were left to go feral - reclaimed walls and paths,
creating what, at first glance, looks like a natural landscape.
The station closed in 1971, when the installation of power lines to Ladner disrupted the
signals, so operations were relocated to Masset, B.C, and all 120 buildings, save for the signals
operation building at the airport, were taken away. 112 were sent to four First Nations bands,
and some repurposed locally.9 All that remains is concrete and metal infrastructure, and the
sanitation hill. It is a ghost town consumed by the trees they planted. The site lay vacant until
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2009 when it was added to Delta’s Heritage Register, and repurposed as a dog park with
plaques to share the history.
History can be hard to preserve without monumentalizing or altering the landscape
further - how should one memorialise the community and service without glorifying the military?
The ruins left in the North Forty landscape, although not consciously designed, have created a
space that captures the sense of loss for a community that no longer exists while neither
glorifying nor hiding the military involvement. The addition of signage to tell the story of the town
adds to this, with pictures and facts to narrate the place as both town and army camp.
This site can be classified somewhere between a novel landscape, where alteration by
humans has caused ecological systems to change,10 and a hybrid landscape, where human
cultivation and wild processes exist together.11 As noted by historian and designer, Sara
Jacobs, “past uses that created the conditions for novelty in the first place have at best been
overlooked, or at worst, ignored or even exonerated” in design on novel landscapes.12 The
VWS was left unmanaged for decades, and is full of introduced and naturalised species. Many
people prior to the transformation to the park were unaware that this land was anything but
natural. Nature has reclaimed this site, but it was humans who planted the species, and use the
park. The human elements of landscape show how “ecology is always political, always historical
and always social”, even when the plantings grow to obscure the ruins.13 For better or worse,
this site has a history steeped in war, family, ecological alteration, (and is stolen land of the
Coast Salish People, though this is not addressed in more detail in this paper), and this history
should not be dissociated from the landscape.
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By leaving the remains on site, visitors can see the ghosts of what once was, the effects
of introduced species to the ecosystem, and both a sense of temporality of our built
environment, as well as the lasting effects of our lives on the land. In the choice to leave this
landscape to grow and decay, the history is kept alive. Intervention to remove the ruins or to
remove non-native species would provide nominal benefit to the environment, but erase the
past from memory. The lives lived there and the military history could be forgotten, and the ‘wild’
landscape assumed to have always been. Humans are irrevocably entwined with the
landscape, and our presence affects the land as much as the land shapes our lives and
memories.
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