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The Second Narrows Ship Canal Proposal 
 

Researched and written by: Ralph Drew, Belcarra, BC, March 2022. 

 
It was 91 years ago that the ‘Dominion Government of Canada’ received a report prepared by 
the ‘Côté Commission’ appointed to inquire into the matter of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’. (1) 
The commission was to investigate and report as to the best manner to safeguard navigation as 
well as of providing for suitable connection between Vancouver and North Vancouver at the 
Second Narrows, Burrard Inlet, B.C.   
 

The original ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ was built by the ‘Burrard Inlet Tunnel and Bridge 
Company’ and opened on November 7th, 1925 (2)(3) — see 1925 photographs below. The railway 
tracks were located along the center of the steel truss spans, one of which was a bascule lift-
span to allow ships to pass. The bridge also included single-vehicle one-way lanes cantilevered 
on the outsides of the truss spans. Unfortunately, within five years of the bridge opening, there 
were six vessel collisions with the bridge, of which the following four incidents caused heavy 
damage: 

• 1927 – On Thursday, March 10th, 1927, the steamship ‘S.S. Eurana’ crashed under the 
300-foot (91 m) center span of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ and damaged the vehicle 
driveway lane on the east side of the bridge — see 1927 photograph below. (4)(5)  

• 1928 – On Tuesday, April 24th, 1928, the steamship ‘S.S. Norwich City’ crashed under 
the 300-foot (91 m) center span of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ and damaged the 
vehicle driveway lane on the east side of the bridge. The vessel’s main mast, derricks, 
funnel and ventilators were also seriously damaged — see 1928 photograph below. (6)(7)  

• 1930 – On Thursday, April 24th, 1930, the steamship ‘S.S. Losmar’ tore away the south 
span of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ — see 1930 photographs below. (8)(9)  

• 1930 – On Saturday, September 13th, 1930, the barge (hulk) ‘Pacific Gatherer’ in tow of 
tug ‘Lorne’ knocked-out and seriously damaged the 300-foot (91 m) center span of the 
‘Second Narrows Bridge’ — see 1930 photograph below. (10)(11)  

 

The damage caused by the ‘Pacific Gatherer’ was the demise of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’. 
The potential for salvaging the damaged span was considered, but the engineers reported that 
the effort would be inadvisable and a waste of money. (12)  
 

In September 1930, tenders for a new bridge were called by the ‘Burrard Inlet Tunnel and 
Bridge Company’, but the ‘Dominion Government’ decided to undertake a thorough analysis of 
the situation and dispatched Mr. L. E. Côté, Chief Engineer for the Department of Marine, to 
make a survey of the bridge situation and its bearing on navigation in Vancouver Harbour. (13)  
 

In October 1930, the ‘Deputy Minister of Marine’ advised the ‘Burrard Inlet Tunnel and Bridge 
Company’ that the ‘Dominion Wreck Commissioner’ was to immediately conduct an inquiry into 
the accident involving the log carrier ‘Pacific Gatherer’. (14)(15)  
 

In December 1930, engineers Albert Bickell and Ernest Bissett proposed a scheme to solve the 
‘Second Narrows Bridge’ problem. (16)(17) Their proposal was to keep the bridge unaltered and 
build a shipping canal at the north end of the bridge. Their proposal was to dredge the tideflats 
and use the material for the walls of the canal, riprapping it with rock. Locks at each end would 
eliminate all currents. Over the canal would be a double bascule bridge, capable of being lifted 
and replaced in a few minutes, and the roadway and trackage over it would be double the width 
of the existing bridge. Seymour Creek would be diverted through an aqueduct. Shipping would 
be sure of safe passage where necessary through the canal, while small shipping could still use 
the existing channel when tides were favourable. The canal was to be 1800 to 2000 feet long 
(550 to 610 meters).  
 

In January 1931, the ‘Côté Commission’ held public hearings in Vancouver. (1) During the inquiry 
a great many and widely different proposals were submitted by engineers and others to either 
improve the existing structure or to scrap it altogether, and were grouped as follows: (18)(19)(20)(21)  
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• Proposals for the construction of a dam or causeway across the Second Narrows, with locks 
to take care of navigation and with scrapping of the existing structure. (22)(23)(24)(25) 

• Proposal for the construction of a short canal with light-lock gates for locking ships that did 
not involve damming the Second Narrows or eliminating the existing structure. (17)(26) 

• Proposals for changes to the existing structure by additions of bascule or vertical lifts. (26) 

• Proposals for tunnels. (27)(28)  

• Proposals to dam the North Arm of Burrard Inlet. (29)(30)(31) 

• Miscellaneous proposals. (32)  
 

The report prepared by the ‘Côté Commission’ was completed by late February 1931, (1) 
although it was not submitted to the ‘House of Commons’ until three months later on May 29th. 
(33)(34) The recommendation was construction of a canal, without locks, and utilization of the 
existing bridge — see plan drawings below: (35)(36)(37)(38)  
 

1. Construction of a canal, without looks, with dimensions — 200 feet (61 m) wide and 30 feet 
(9.1 m) deep — sufficient for the largest ships in the upper basin of Burrard Inlet; that is, 
east of the Second Narrows. The canal was to be of sufficient length — 2.5 miles (4.0 km) 
— to reduce the gradient between the quiet waters of the upper and lower basins of Burrard 
Inlet so that the maximum velocity of current at any time through the canal would not 
interfere with the safe passage of ships. The proposed plan was to be part of a $6,260,000 
development scheme (about $110 million today) with the canal alone estimated to cost 
$3,110,000 (about $55 million today). 

 

2. Construction of a new channel for the diversion of Seymour and Lynn Creeks, directing their 
waters to the west of the Second Narrows. 

 

3. Relocation of the railway and highway north of the existing ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ to cross 
the proposed canal and creek diversion at right angles with a swing-bridge over the canal 
and fixed-spans over the Seymour Creek diversion and Lynn Creek. 

 

4. Utilization of the existing bridge across the Second Narrows, after reconstruction of the 
wrecked center span, without change other than that of discontinuing use of the bascule 
span for passage of ships. 

 

5. Creation of valuable industrial sites and harbour facilities by the reclamation of the tidal flats 
along the North Shore. The reclamation was to be made by utilizing the material dredged 
from the canal and the north side of the Second Narrows. The reclamation would create an 
800-acre (324 ha) industrial area with a four-mile (6.4 km) water frontage. 

 

An interesting footnote to release of the ‘Côté Commission’ report was that development of the 
canal scheme was not expected for some considerable time — possibly a period of years — 
and that reconstruction of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ would, in the near term, provide the 
necessary accommodation for vehicle traffic between Vancouver and North Vancouver. (33)  
 

The municipalities surrounding Burrard Inlet were facing a significant unemployment situation in 
1931 that the politicians wanted addressed before the next winter set-in, and to the politicians it 
seemed that the ship canal project would go a long way toward solving the problem. (39) There 
was a united drive to speed the project (40) and four municipal councils officially endorsed the 
project as an unemployment relief measure. (41) Unfortunately, the project encountered a series 
of delays and set-backs involving the financing and management of the project. (42)  
 

In January 1932, shipping regulations governing navigation at Second Narrows were approved 
by Order-in-Council by the ‘Dominion Government’. (43) Approval of the regulations was a 
prerequisite for financing repairs to the ‘Second narrows Bridge’.  
 

In November 1932, the ‘Burrard Inlet Tunnel and Bridge Company’ proposed to construct a 
$900,000 (about $16 million today) vertical lift section to replace the 300-foot (91 m) center span 
in the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ that was knocked-out in September 1930. (44)(45)(46) The existing 
bascule lift-span would be converted into a fixed-span. Part of the proposal was that the 
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‘Vancouver Harbour Commission’ would take over ownership of the bridge and oversee the 
repair work. 
 

In December 1932, the ‘Dominion Government’ passed an Order-in-Council authorizing the 
‘Vancouver Harbour Commission’ to take over ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ and make the 
necessary repairs. (47)(48)  
 

In January 1933, it was announced that an agreement had been reached between the 
Vancouver Harbour Commissioners and the ‘Dominion Bridge Company Ltd.’ for construction of 
a lift-span to replace the missing fixed center span of the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’. The contract 
called for a payment of $840,000 (about $17 million today) to the contractors and engineers who 
would be in charge of the construction. (49)  
 

In February 1933, it was reported that work on the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ was being rushed 
with work proceeding 24-hours-per-day in three shifts. (50) However, it was also reported that 
protests were flooding Ottawa regarding the lack of government action on the project, (51) and it 
was subsequently reported that the government was calling for new tenders for the work. (52)(53)  
 

In May 1933, it was finally announced that a contract for construction of the sub-structure of the 
‘Second Narrows Bridge’ had been awarded to the ‘Foundation Company of Canada’ to the 
great relief of the community: (54)(55)  
 

“There have been so many unexplained delays, so many exacerbating disappointments. 
That forlorn and half-dismantled structure, standing there useless in the Upper Harbour 
for two years and a half, had become a veritable symbol of the depression in this 
community, and it had become a reproach as well.” – Vancouver Province, 9 May 1933. 

 

However, the euphoria was short-lived. At the end of May, it was reported that transfer of the 
assets of the ‘Burrard Inlet and Tunnel Company’ to the ‘Vancouver Harbour Commission’ was 
halted due to protest by the company’s debenture holders. (56)  
 

In June 1933, there was yet another delay in reconstruction of the bridge when the Federal 
Government withheld the awarding of a contract for the bridge superstructure. (57)  

 

Finally, in July 1933, Chief Justice Morrison of the Supreme Court approved the deal to transfer 
the ‘Burrard Inlet and Tunnel Company’ assets and to permit immediate start on the work of 
reconstruction: (58)(59)  
 

“…reconstruction of the Second Narrows Bridge is a pressing public necessity…” 
 – Chief Justice Morrison, Vancouver Province, 8 July 1933. 
 

In August 1933, the contract for the construction of the superstructure for the ‘Second Narrows 
Bridge’ was awarded to the ‘Dominion Bridge Company’ in the amount of $445,500 (about 
$10.8 million today). The ‘Foundation Company of Montreal’ was awarded the contract for the 
foundation work in the amount of $333,700 (about $8.1 million today). (60)  
 

Work on the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ continued (61)(62) until November 1933 when the caisson 
workers employed on the No.1 compressed air caisson walked off the job, on strike for higher 
wages. (63)(64) The strike was settled after eleven days. (65)   
 

By May 1934, the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ was nearing completion (66) and the replacement for 
the missing fixed center span was floated into place. (67) It was also announced that there 
would be a toll to cross the bridge of 15₵ per car with driver (about $3.00 today) and 5₵ per 
passenger (about $1.00 today). (68)  
 

Finally, on June 18th, 1934, the ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ was opened to the public — see 1934 
photographs below. (69)(70)(71)(72)  
 

At the height of the 1930s ‘Great Depression’, opening of the rebuilt ‘Second Narrows Bridge’ 
became the “achieved objective”. The recommendation to construct of a ship canal at the 
‘Second Narrows’ was not pursued and the ‘Dominion Government’ did not provide a reason.  
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https://www.bchistory.ca/awards/historical-writing/
http://ralphdrew.ca/forestandfjord.htm
http://www.bchistory.ca/
http://ralphdrew.ca/ferriesandfjord.htm
http://www.ralphdrew.ca/TownsiteTales.htm
http://ralphdrew.ca/CoquitlamChronicles.htm
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Source: Vancouver Province, Sunday, November 11th, 1930, page 51. 

Concept drawing of the dam and causeway proposed for the ‘Second Narrows’, Nov. 1930 (24)(26) 
— note the 810-foot-long, 90-foot-wide, ship lock and bascule lift span (center right). 
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Source: Vancouver Province, Sunday, December 28th, 1930, page 3.                Drawing annotated by Ralph Drew. 

Concept drawing of the ‘Second Narrows Ship Canal’ proposed by Albert Bickell and 
Ernest Bissett, engineers and originators of the scheme, December 1930. (17)(26) 














