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FOREWARD 
 

When a ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ άǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀƛǊ wƛŦƭŜ wŀƴƎŜΚέ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƛŘ L ƪƴƻǿ I would embark  

on a course of research that resulted in this document. 

 

When I learned that the Blair Rifle Range in North Vancouver had once been used as an Unemployed 

Relief Camp during the Depression, my fate was sealed.  Twenty years ago, before retiring from 

academic pursuits to raise a child, I had begun researching the Unemployment Relief Camp Program of 

the 1930s ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪΦ 

 

I hope that this article will inspire other curious people to learn more about our history. 

 

 

 

All of North Vancouver is in the traditional territory of the Coast Salish Nations, and aboriginal rights 

remain to be determined. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front photo:  άCƛƭƭ ŀǘ ǿŜǎǘ ŜƴŘέ, photograph appended to Works Progress Report, Blair Rifle 

Range at North Vancouver BC, August 31, 1934.  Library and Archives Canada.
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Introduction 

 As commuters race along the four lanes of Mt Seymour Parkway they pass a stretch of bramble-

covered chain link fence with little thought of what lies beyond.  Many call the overgrown acreage, 

frequented by teenage party-goers, άǘƘŜ ǊƛŦƭŜ ǊŀƴƎŜέ ōǳǘ ŦŜǿ ƪƴƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ more than that.  The history of 

this placeτthe Blair Rifle Range in North Vancouverτand the people who once lived here is a story that 

has been overlooked. It deserves to be told.  

Caught in the politics and clashes of ideology of the Depression, hundreds ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ most 

unfortunate citizens lived and worked on the 110 acres in North Vancouver for two and one-half years.  

These marginalized men became part of one of ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ άƳŀƪŜ ǿƻǊƪέ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ in the history of 

Canada simply because they were single and jobless.   The activism and experiences of thousands of 

men like those at the Blair Rifle Range fuelled a generation of populism and resistance in British 

Columbia.   

Thousands of hours of labour performed for little pay and less dignity generated a valuable asset 

for the Canadian military. Due to its central location, relatively flat topography and proximity to both 

urban Vancouver and forested parkland, the Blair Rifle Range remains a prime spot for development. 

Yet, forty-five years since it closed the Blair Rifle Range is an overgrown and contentious wasteland.  

Except for one two-year period, it has never generated a penny of tax revenue for the municipality. 

Location and Early History 

 The portion of the District of North Vancouver between the Seymour River in the west and 

Indian Arm to the east όǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά{ŜȅƳƻǳǊέύ has often been regarded as a cache of land destined 

for housing development.  Studies and proposals to develop the area beginning in the 1960s have 
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resulted in heated public debate and even court cases.   At the core of the controversy are the divergent 

values of preserving forested recreational land and large scale housing and commercial development.   

Within the Seymour area a 644 acre parcel of land owned by Canada Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation (CMHC)  called άbƻǊǘƘƭŀƴŘǎέΦ CMHC is the federal crown corporation formed after the 

{ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎΦ  ¢ƻŘŀȅ ƛǘ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƎency 

and is involved in many aspects of housing policy.  The southernmost parcel of Northlands (ƭŀōŜƭŜŘ άмέ 

in Figure 1) is the110 acre portion once occupied by the Blair Rifle Range.   

Northlands has been part of the District of North Vancouver (DNV) since the municipality was  

established in 1891.  A 1926 aerial photo examined on behalf of CMHC in 1972 showed άthat much of 

the site had been recently logged and burnedέ (Gartner Lee, 8), a standard practice of the era.   

Figure 1 - Northlands property is divided into five 

sections; the Blair Rifle Range is Section 1 
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 Northlands  was expropriated from DNV in 1927 by the Department of National Defence (DND) 

to construct a Rifle Range, but only the most southern portion was used for that purpose.  The District 

was paid $25,000, although it asked for double that amount. (Richard Parr, DNV Assistant Municipal 

Solicitor, Report to Council, September 19, 1996) 

 In 1929, Canada like most western nations, was  plunged into economic crisis. Historians call the 

Great 5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅέ ό.ǊŜƴƴŀƴΣ ƛƴ IƻǿŀǊŘύΦ   Times 

were tough for everyone including /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΦ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ CƻǊŎŜǎ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ /ƻƭƻƴŜƭ /t 

Stacey commented  it was άŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 

policy of every Canadian ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ мфорέΦ ό{ǘŀŎŜy, 32)  

 Despite tough finances, the North Vancouver Rifle Range formally opened and was given the 

Ψ.ƭŀƛǊΩ ƳƻƴƛƪŜǊ ƛƴ мфолΣ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ aŀƧƻǊ wΦaΦ .ƭŀƛǊΣ ŀ ǇǊƛȊŜ ǿƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǎƘŀǊǇ ǎƘƻƻǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {ŜŀŦƻǊǘƘ 

Highlanders in Vancouver. (Roy, 29)  

In June 1931 British Columbia had 28% unemployment.  Single unemployed men were more 

severely impacted by the Depression than any other group.  They could not find employment and were 

ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ όǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǊǳƴƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜύ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ŀfter the age of 

16. Not wanting to be a burden on their families, thousands of young men congregated in Vancouver 

from across /ŀƴŀŘŀΣ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ άƘƻōƻ ƧǳƴƎƭŜǎέ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ǘǊŀŎƪǎΦ  ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƳ 

ineligible for relief.  They joined other men who were veterans of the First World War and seasonal 

workers.  Single unemployed men were the lowest priority of local and provincial governments dealing 

with a long list of those needing help to survive the Depression. As their numbers grew, the homeless 

men were courted by left-leaning radical organizations, and this compelled action from government.  

When local governments and provincially run relief programs failed, DND became responsible 

for managing a national scheme of Unemployed Relief Camps in 1933.   The military saw an opportunity 

ǘƻ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ άŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜέ through the use of unemployment relief funds. 
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(Stacey, 33) The Camp scheme was drawn up and overseen by  General Andrew McNaughton from 

Defence Headquarters in Ottawa. 

A total of 162 DND Relief Projects were established in Canada; 73 of them in British Columbia. 

Over the course of the Unemployed Relief Camp program 62,000 men were placed in Camps in British 

Columbia (Gorman, 119, Lefresne, 177).  Most projects involved road and airfield construction. Four 

were tasked with building or expanding Rifle Ranges for the military.   

The Blair Rifle Range Camp was the largest of the 5b5Ωǎ wƛŦƭŜ Range projects. (LeFresne, 37)  

Other DND Relief Projects in the Vancouver area were located at White Rock (highway construction) and 

Point Grey (for unemployed members of the militia only).  The remainder were much further away from 

population centres such as the Fraser Valley and the Interior. 

 Under the terms of the DND Camps, the men were provided with bunkhouse accommodation, 

military issued clothing, military rations, medical and dental care.  The clothing provided included army 

garments  άƴŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŘŜƳƴŀǘƛƻƴέ that had been in storage since 1918.  The Seaforth 

Highlanders saw the donation of their worn out coats and trousers to unemployment relief projects as a 

ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ άƴŜǿŜǊέ ǎǘƻŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ όwƻȅΣ осύ  

 Work at the DND Camps was 8 hours a day, five and one half days per week.  Labourers were 

given an allowance of twenty cents a day, and the total cost per worker was to be kept at less than 

$1.00 per day.  Camp Superintendants and other supervisory personnel were drawn from the ranks of 

the unemployed, and paid up to $150 per month.  The government said registration in the Camps was 

voluntary, but the men had no other choice because if they refused to go, they would not receive relief.  

¢ƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ άǎƭŀǾŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊέ, abandoned by government. 

 The assignment of single unemployed men to isolated camps did little to quell their radicalism.  

In fact, it provided them with more grievances and made them easy targets for political and worker 

organizations. 
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1950-1960 era drawing of Blair Rifle Range, showing buildings, firing berms, roads, targets.  Taken 

from Vaughan (1972) report. 
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2009 Google Earth image. 
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The Blair Rifle Range Unemployment Relief Project 

 The Blair Rifle Range Unemployment Relief Camp (Project No. 134) was opened on January 4, 

1934 and closed on June 25, 1936.   It housed about 75 labourers and 15 civilians at a time, but like all of 

the other camps, the roster of men was constantly changing.  Some camp residents were transferred, 

others left on their own accord and others were evicted for various reasons, including union organizing.  

The final tally for the Blair Camp showed its occupants performed 55,083 man-days of work over a two 

and one-half year period. (ά¦ƴŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ wŜƭƛŜŦ ²ƻǊƪǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜέΣ 

illustration reproduced in LeFresne)   

 Reports and detailed statistics on the work performed at Blair were submitted monthly to 

Ottawa, with great attention to detail.  Two files have supplied the bulk of the detail about what 

happened at Blair during those years, and these are listed in the bibliography.  The Works Progress 

Reports included a large number of maps to which photographs had been attached.  Names of 

individuals who were present at the Camp between March and June 1936 are taken from these files. 

 The monthly reports contained statistics and brief written summaries of the work accomplished 

and were submitted to DND Headquarters in Ottawa over the signature of the Military District 

Commanding Officer. Everything from the number of linear feet of roadway graded to the amount of 

dirt excavated was recorded and sent to Ottawa each month. This precise record-keeping has proven to 

be a rich source of information about the workings of the Camp and the men who lived there.  The 

archived plans from 1934 indicate that a good part of the military rifle range was already in existence 

when the Relief Camp was established.   Seven firing berms, each at 100 yard intervals, plus two target 

areas were in place.   ! /ŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ YŜƛǘƘ wƻŀŘ όƴƻǿ aǘ {ŜȅƳƻǳǊ tŀǊƪǿŀȅύ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊΩǎ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǊƻŀŘΦ   

 The Blair Rifle Range Unemployment Relief Project was tasked with clearing, excavating and 

grading a new 16 foot wide road east of the old road to allow extension of the existing firing berms.  The 
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areas between each firing berm were to be 

filled and flattened with soil taken from other 

parts of the site. The relief workers were also 

to construct their own Camp for 

accommodation.  Thirteen buildings and 

perimeter fences were completed by October 

1935. The buildings were located in the 

southeast corner of the property.  

 Project No. 134 was administered by 

ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 5ŜŦŜƴŎŜΩǎ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 

District 11 based in Esquimalt. General E.C. 

Ashton was commanding officer of the District.  

Ashton later became Chief of the General Staff 

at Ottawa Headquarters in 1935.     

 The Project Superintendent at the Blair 

Rifle Range was Clare Everard Sherwood, who 

remained at the project for the full two and 

one-half years. Two other civilians were also at 

the project for the entire period:   

W. Hutchinson and C Waddup.  {ƘŜǊǿƻƻŘΩǎ 

biography is listed at left.  The identities of 

Hutchinson and Waddup are more tenuous and 

are described later. The Superintendant 

(Foreman) supervised four Gangbosses, 1 First Aid Attendant, 3 Machine Operators and Drivers (after 

Clare Sherwood, Camp Foreman 

Clare Everard Sherwood was a civil engineer who was 

47 years old when he became the Foreman of  Project 

134 in January 1934.     Born in New Brunswick, 

Sherwood worked for the District of North Vancouver 

between 1923 and 1932 as the Superintendant of 

Works  He was married with three sons and lived in the 

central Lonsdale area.  

In an Archives photo taken in 1924 or 1925 he is 

standing on  a new Keith Road Bridge with North 

Vancouver City Reeve Jack Loutet and City Engineer 

George Hanes. 

On December 16, 1932 the District entered bankruptcy 

and a Commissioner was appointed to manage its 

affairs.  One week after assuming the job, 

Commissioner Charles Tisdall Ŏǳǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΩǎ 

5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ²ƻǊƪǎ ǘƻ ŀ άǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƻŦ ǎƛȄ ƳŜƴέΦ 

(Davis, 70) Sherwood may have lost his District 

Engineering job as the municipality faced its own 

financial crisis. 

Relief Camp Foremen were unemployed civilians 

nominated by the Engineering Institute of Canada.   

{ƘŜǊǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ background would have been 

useful at Blair where road construction was a major 

component of the work performed. 

Sherwood must have made some friends in 

government, because a memo placed on the project 

files from the Deputy Minister of Labour on April 24, 

1936 dirŜŎǘŜŘ 5b5Ωǎ /ƘƛŜŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ {ǘŀŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ 

{ƘŜǊǿƻƻŘ ƛǎ άǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘέ ŀǎ 

Foreman of the Blair Rifle Range Project. 

Sherwood moved to Lethbridge Alberta in the 1940s 

where he worked for the Ministry of Transport. 

-compiled from historic records including 
City Directories, 1921 census,  
ǾƻǘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƛǘǳŀǊƛŜǎΦ 

 

 

 


