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Early tales of the Sḵwxwú7mesh village Sen̓áḵw (now called Vanier Park) evoke a
landscape of abundance: “in […] 1900, the big salmon year, hundreds of thousands of salmon
were caught on the Fraser River, could not be canned, [and] drifted ashore on the beaches [here]”
recalls Sḵwxwú7mesh member August Jack Khahtsahlano, a central figure Kitsilano history
(Mathews 1955, 34). Jack’s great uncle, Chip-kaay-am, was the first inhabitant of Sen̓áḵw, and
Khahtsahlano was born and raised there. However, through time, the landscape known today as
Vanier Park has become – and remains – an expression of settler colonial values, driven first by
European aesthetics and later by the economic incentives of participation in the global real estate
market.
The village of Sen̓áḵw, in addition to the adjacent 34 hectares of land, was formally
allocated as “Kitsilano Indian Reserve No. 6” by the Federal Government in 1877 (Sterritt 2019).
It was home to 150 people, who lived in reciprocity with the natural world, harvesting fish on the
sandbar (that later became Granville Island) in an elaborate network of hurdle nets of made of
twisted vine maple and sharp stakes dug into the mud, and collecting berries to dry – amongst a
myriad of other place-based ethnoecological practices (Mathews 1955). The village, situated
almost directly underneath where the Burrard Street Bridge now stands, was one of several
Sḵwxwú7mesh villages that existed within Vancouver’s borders at the turn of the 19th Century.
However, as Vancouver expanded around these areas, Reserves began to be viewed negatively
by European city-builders whose design ambitions were heavily influenced by the City Beautiful
and City Efficient Movements (Gold 2020). These settler values were dominant across Canada:
in 1911 Prime Minister Wilfred Laurier is recorded saying “where a reserve is in the vicinity of
a growing town, as is the case in several places, it becomes a source of nuisance and an
impediment to progress” (Barman 2007). This sentiment – that indigeneity and urban space are
incompatible – was reflected in the actions of B.C.’s provincial and municipal authorities, who
ultimately sought

to eliminate, exclude, and eradicate all association of Indigenous communities and identity from
Vancouver’s urban space – as per the settler colonial project.
As the Kitsilano neighbourhood grew around the Sen̓áḵw and as a 1911 amendment to
the Indian Act made it legal to remove Indigenous people without their consent from reserves
within an incorporated city, B.C.’s Provincial government made the decision to forcibly remove
the Sḵwxwú7mesh people from the village to facilitate Vancouver’s expansion and ideals
(Sterritt 2019). Indigenous dwelling in urban spaces was considered a waste of valuable lands
and the informality of the dwelling style was met with criticism from European settlers who
considered Sen̓áḵw to be an eyesore on the landscape (Burley 2013). The residents of the village
were coerced to sell their land, offered a meager sum of money, given two days to pack up, and
loaded onto a barge headed for a different Sḵwxwú7mesh reserve in North Vancouver – a site on
the city’s periphery (McCall 2016). If the residents did not leave once the two days were up, they
were threatened with violence (Ball 2018). “The remains of those buried in the graveyard […]
were exhumed and taken for reburial at Sḵwxwú7mesh. The Orchard went to ruin, the fences fell
down, and the houses were destroyed” recounts Jack Khahtsahlano, who continued to live on the
land even after his peoples’ removal (Mathews 1955, 14). The legacy and history of Sen̓áḵw was
rapidly erased over the following decades. In 1930, the Burrard Bridge was built, dividing the
reserve land in half. In 1934, the Department of National Defense built the Seaforth Highlander
Armory. In 1943, Department of National Defense used the reserve during World War II before
it was transferred to the Vancouver Park Board in 1967 to create Vanier Park.

The violent displacement of people from Sen̓áḵw village illustrates the European agenda
that considered urban reserves to be out of place in settler colonial cities, and that even small –
once formally – designated parcels of reserve land were repurposed by the government to create
the European ideal of progress, function, landscape, and dwelling. This pattern was observed
across many municipalities in Canada, where urban reserves were seized for “higher minded”
purposes, such as parks, exhibition grounds, industrial and residential expansion (Barman 2007).
From 1967 onward, Vanier Park was largely cultivated in a European style – grass lawns on
gentle rolling slopes, cherry blossom groves, park benches, public art and sculpture, artificiallyformed wetlands, and a modified rip rap shoreline. This cultural expression of the landscape
remained highly static, deeply colonial, and ecologically simplified for decades: grass mown,
trees pruned, nature controlled, and the main sculptural piece made of rusted Corten Steel, titled
“Gate to the Northwest Passage” stood both dominantly and centrally on the site,
commemorating Captain George Vancouver, an early European explorer of B.C.’s coast. During
this time of city beautification, it was thought reserve land – if “properly cleaned up” – promised
to restore ‘nature’ to urban life (Burley 2013). Indeed, this was the prevailing cultural attitude
toward Vanier Park.
Today, Vanier Park largely remains in this form, except for the site of the former Sen̓áḵw
village which has increasingly become terrain vague: a muddy dirt bike park has taken over one
edge, a potholed gravel road often hosting trailers from the film industry splits the site in half,
piles of garbage lie strewn in thickets of invasive blackberry, and people without housing
regularly spend the night sheltered beneath the bridge. This condition, however, is temporary –
the federal government returned this awkwardly-shaped four-hectare strip of land to the
Sḵwxwú7mesh Nation in 2000, following over a decade of lawsuits. The reclamation of Sen̓áḵw

is considered a bold statement of Sḵwxwú7mesh sovereignty in Vancouver, a powerful symbol
for the right for Indigenous people to exist in urban spaces in Canada, and ultimately an
important step toward reconciliation. The proposed project – which lies outside of municipal
jurisdiction – is the largest First Nations economic development project in Canadian history,
consisting of 12 towers, the tallest standing at 59 stories and over 4 million square feet total floor
area (Bozikovic 2021).
The Sḵwxwú7mesh Nation alongside mega-developer Westbank hope the project – with
Sḵwxwú7mesh cultural motifs incorporated in the facades of the towers – will be “the start of
something beautiful: respect for nature, for Indigenous peoples, for healing, and for a new path
forward” (senakw.com). These goals, while admirable, are overshadowed the complexity of
reconciliation: that participation in capitalism and the global real estate market – while
financially sound – is a continued expression settler values in the urban landscape. It is the same
story, told by a different author – one of maximizing profit and dominating nature. While you
cannot begrudge the development, especially given the fraught history of the site, the
marginalization of Canadian First Nations, and the exclusion of First Nation communities from
city-building historically, the world – now more than ever – needs an alternative to colonial
modes of governance and development (Turner 2020). There is a need to restore place-based
relationships beyond token gestures, to steward – rather than commodify places with significant
cultural value. Perhaps, Vanier Park, sitting adjacent in stasis, is an opportunity for a third way:
one which not only affirms Aboriginal rights and title but also includes Indigenous ways of
knowing and managing landscapes – and further contributes to Indigenous cultural resurgence in
urban space.
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