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Abstract

The project examines the river - city relationship at a place

near the Alexander Dock in Winnipeg, Manitoba. This is

paralleled by the larger theme of humanity's relationship to

nature, which is explored throughout the history and rede-

sign of the site. The project looks at the current shift in

planning and culture in Western societies. After trying to

separate ourselves from nature for the last three hundred

years,'Western culture is currently seeking to re-participate

with the natural world.

A rail line that previously separated the city from the river

has been recently removed from the site. There is an oppor-

tunity here to provide a connecting link between the city and

the river, between society and nature. The project uses a

number of strategies to establish the connection to the

natural riverbank. These involve the use of natural species

planting, as well as a number of perceptual techniques, in

order to 'open up' the space of the riverbank and amplify the

natural diversity of views and space at the river's edge.

Early in the document, the identification of the author's

attraction to the riverbank space is revealed. It is the plural-

ity and the subtleness of the space at the river's edge. The

light here is filtered in myriad ways through the riverside

vegetation; it fluctuates between light, dark, and shades of
gray. It is this idea of 'emergence and secrecy,' like the

flooding of the site, and like the power of the river to destroy

and fragment built form, that animates the transformation of
this post-industrial wasteland.



1.

Contents

Introduction

The City of Murky Waters

1. Introduction
2. The Curving Path

3. High Water

4. Fear of the River

5. Wild in the Streets

6. The Feeling of Space

at the River's Edge

a The Cultural Landscape

l. Introduction
2. The Persistence of Settlement

3. The Mechanistic View of Nature

4. Native Religion

5. NaturalSupernaturaism

6. The Rise of Ecology and the Greens

7. Concepts of Time in Western and

Native Culture

Site llistory
L. Introduction
2. Geology

3. Vegetation since the Ice Age

4. Ecology of the River

Bottom Forest

Plant Communities

Fauna

5. Native Inhabitants

6. The European Influence

7. City Building

8. Victoria Park
9. Transportation on the River

L0. Recent Bvents

11. Study Area Characterization

12. Contemporary Ecology

of the Core Area

Ilydrology

Plant communities

Fauna

1

2

3

4

6

7

7

9

T4

15

1,5

17

t9
,,'

29

31

3. 33

34

34

35

35

35

37

38

4l
43

44

46

47

48

48

48

49

50



L3. Ecological Issues

14. Urban Issues

4. Strategies of Transformation

1. The Wasteland

2. CulturalTransformation
3. Threshold

4. Strata

5. Layering of Space

6. Temporal Space

7. Flux

8. Flooded like a Kiss

9. Planting Plan

10. Transformation of a

Post-Industrial Wasteland

5. List of Native Species

6. Endnotes

7. Figures

8. Bibliography

53

54

56

57

58

59

61.

63

64

65

66

72

75

79

81

84

84



Introduction

The intent of this project is to understand and respond to the

sense of place of a particular, yet representative site in V/in-

nipeg, Manitoba. The site includes an abandoned rail line

just west of Stephen Juba Park and an area immediately

surrounding and including the Alexander Dock. Through the

understanding of this site, many of the general concerns and

qualities of Winnipeg, as a twentieth century city built

amongst two major rivers in the Red River Valley, will
emerge. The name Winnipeg is derived fromwin-nipy

which means 'murþ water' in the Cree language and the

city has its origin at the junction of the Red and the

Assiniboine Rivers. The confluence of the two rivers was a

natural locus for development and the city grew out along the

rivers from the meeting of two trails near this junction. The

city of V/innipeg is a dialogue with the natural characteristics

and spatial qualities of this river-edge environment. It is the

prairie meeting this riparian zone, usually as a wet meadow

or swamp condition, that informs the sense of place of the

chosen site as well as the city as a whole.

The study is about various ways of imagining place and what

these interactions with place mean. It is a reaction to the

dislocation of people and nature in 'Western thought and

culture, which has, in turn, led to the current ecological

crisis. The project examines some of the reasons for this

dislocation and offers ways of reconnection. Pragmatically,

this intention is embodied in the desire for the chosen site to

act as a connecting piece between the city and the river.

The notion of transformation is important to the project on

many levels. Currently, there are great shifts taking place in

Western culture. New paradigms and technologies are

changing the way people understand and perceive the envi-

ronment. The design strategy will account for these changes

by addressing both memories that have animated the site and

desires that may direct its future. The site itself is a place of
spatial transformations within the city. It will be examined

as a place between the nature of the city and the nature of the

river. It is an interval between the built-up edge of the city

and the fluctuating edge of the river. This is the in-between

realm, the traditional place of the garden, where nafural

elements are filtered through cultural concerns and where a

people's relationship to the natural world is expressed.

1



Part One

The City of Murky Waters

2



L. Introduction

April is the cruellest month, breeding

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain.

T.S. Eliot, from The Wasteland

April is a time of vivid transformation in Winnipeg. The

surface of the city is gradually revealed as the snow melts,

and the dirty and chaotic landscape of spring emerges. High

above the frost damaged streets, geese are flying in V-

formations, following the Red River northward. On the

river, ice is breaking up and the water is beginning to flow.

As meltwaters begin to fill the Red and Assiniboine Rivers,

the water levels rise and the rivers widen and take over their

banks. While flooding threatens, the people of Winnipeg

seem to give more attention than usual to the dark waters and

their forested edges that wind through the city. Flood dam-

age is a grave concern and, although extensive precautions

have been taken to prevent flood damage, sandbagging is

often still needed in many areas. It seems that spring is one

of the few times people really take notice of the rivers. But

spring floods are just one part of the dramatic cycle of activ-

ity that takes place along the riverbanks.

As spring continues, the high water recedes and the trees and

shrubs along the Red and the Assiniboine Rivers begin to

leaf out with the waûner temperatures. Viewed from the

sky, the rivers seem to snake across the prairies of Southern

Manitoba like strings of emerald and jade. As summer

unfolds, the dense riverboffom forest (where it still exists)

gradually obscures much of the dark rivers in their midst. As

winter nears, the yellow leaves of elm and oak trees fall and

gradually reveal again the cold waters and later, the bright

snow-covered ice among the black trunks.

Although this resplendent and ever-recurring cycle occurs

throughout the city of V/innipeg, it is not widely experienced

directly. The city has turned its back on the rivers. Pedes-

trian access to the waterways is extremely restricted and

most development that borders the rivers is oriented to

roadways that avoid the river. The only major exception to

this practice is at the Forks where development emphasizes

river access with a marina, amphitheaters, and a 'riverwalk'.

Here, the popular rediscovery of the river may be a begin-

ning to a greater awareness of this precious and endangered

phenomenon.
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However, the overdevelopment of the Forks site and the

insensitivity to the river-edge landscape here reveals the

ignorance of current attifudes towards this unique landscape.

The park features two large amphitheater-type spaces cut

into the riverbank which are connected by a walkway di-

rectly adjacent to the river. Most of the other landscape

design at the park occurs at the top ofthe riverbank and

extends into the site. The area where natural riverbank

species can occur has been drastically reduced, and pro-

grammed activities occur around the natural riverbank and

make little attempt to integrate with these more natural areas

The natural character of this riverbank landscape has been

encroached upon by more generic, 'parklike' functions, and

this strategy serves to suppress rather than express the natu-

ral character of the site. In short, the Forks site is a land-

scape whose raw, wild expressiveness has been overly

controlled to make it more palatable to the general public.

The wider appeal of the site is a very positive aspect of the

current design but this treatment is carried out to such a

degree that it destroys or ignores most of the natural charac-

ter of this place.

The following section begins to examine the rivers of V/inni-

peg and the present day river - city relationship. Why have

we turned our back on the rivers? How is the river per-

ceived? What are the qualities of this characteristic yet

forgotten landscape?

2. The Curving Path

The Red, Assiniboine, and Seine Rivers, are all of a mean-

dering nature. This is typical of waterways that cross level

plains with little gradient, and the Red River Valley is one of
the flattest regions on earth. The city of V/innipeg lies

between the U.S. border and Lake Winnipeg, and the average

slope between these two locations is near 2Vo. This nearly

level grade maintains low current velocities in the river and

this enables it to follow a sinuous course. The slow current

and unconstricted valley allow streams to wander back and

forth across the floodplain over time. 'When the current is

deflected by some obstruction it swings first to one bank and

is deflected again towards the other bank. The pattern is

repeated throughout the river's course. Meanders start to

form and become elongated as the current erodes the first
bank, while the slower moving water deposits sediment on

the inside of the curve. Point bars are built up on this inside

curve, while the outside curve erodes and expands. It is this

4



continual erosion and

deposition that are respon-

sible for the chaotic twists

and curves of the Red

River. The effects of this

ongoing process can be

seen today at Point Doug-

las. Point bars are building

up the shoreline around the

Point, while the opposite

bank of the river (in

Elmwood) is being worn

away. Eventually, the Red

River channel would move

east through Watt Street if
lowed to follow a natural path.

Because of the sinuous quality of these rivets, they make up

a relatively large part of the surface area of V/innipeg. A1-

though it is not always apparent in the city, looking at a map

of the region reveals how extensively the rivers thread them-

selves through most areas of Winnipeg. From the air, Win-

nipeg is highly integrated with the rivers and the numerous

Fig. 1: Map of Winnipeg

peninsulas within the city are surprising. While the rivers

are a dominant characteristic in the plan of 'Winnipeg, they

are conspicuously absent when compared to the actual expe-

rience of the city. The main reason for this disparity is

discussed over the next two sections.

5



3. High Water

An extremely important natural feature of Winnipeg's prairie

rivers is their tendency to flood. The natural vegetation of

the area in pre-settlement times was well-adapted and even

dependent upon these frequent floods. During springs of

high rainfall and snowmelt, the rivers are prone to overflow

and thé excess water spreads out from the banks relatively

quickly because of the extremely level terrain adjacent to the

rivers. Obviously, this situation is potentially disastrous to

any pennanent settlement. With the benefit of hindsight, we

can see how foolish it was to establish a city in the

floodplain of two major rivers. In terms of land drainage, it
is hard to imagine a worse physical site for a large urban

centre. Even after serious floods, why did settlers persist

here instead of moving to higher ground? Ever since the

earliest settlement, inhabitants of this area have had to spend

incredible amounts of energy in order to 'stay their ground'.

In contrast to the European immigrants, most Native inhabit-

ants of this area were nomadic and were able to move

quickly from place to place, living respectfully with natural

cycles like flooding.

Fig.2: TheFloodof1950

Although Winnipeg has taken extensive precautions against

flooding, even the current flood control strategies do not

completely secure the riverbanks and much of the Core Area

from the ravages of the Red River. The flood of 1826 was

more than twice the magnitude of either those in 1950 or

1919. Areturn of the 1826 conditions that so overwhelmed

the Selkirk settlers would overtop existing dikes and over-

flow the Floodway. For the most part, though, the threat of
flooding to most buildings in Winnipeg is (statistically)

minimal.
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4. f,'ear of the River

It is important to understand the risk of building in a

floodplain and consequently to take precautions to safeguard

settlement. But, throughout Winnipeg City's history, the

river has often been looked upon as an adversary to be

subdued and not as a place unto itself. Settlement has tradi-

tionally aimed at defending itself against this immensely

powerful force and has rarely sought ways to bulldwithitor
within its immediate domain. The city has completed exten-

sive dike-ing, built the Assiniboine River Diversion and even

carried out the largest earth moving project in the world; the

Red River Floodway (1967), in order to prevent flooded

property. 'We 
have tried to wall ourselves off from the river

as if the land and water on the other side of this wall have to

be put out of mind completely, all but the 'magnificent' view

(except when flooding threatens). The lack of regard shown

towards this unique environment has resulted in the removal

of an estimated 80Vo of the bank's floodplain forest (1985

estimate). The vast majority of development along the

rvater's edge include wholesale clearing of the riverbottom

forest. This has caused "extensive riverbank erosion,

siltation, wildlife habitat loss, and a decline in property

values.",

Why has such a division occurred? 'Why haven't we sought

ways to live with the river and its cycles? And once meas-

ures are taken to prevent flooding, why have we then forgot-

ten about the rivers and their banks again? In Winnipeg's

planning policies, the river is still predominantly seen as a

threat. Even though the tfueat of flood damage has been

greatly reduced since the fifties, the riverbanks are still not

part of the consciousness of most of V/innipeg's populace.

The legacy of destruction that is associated with flooding and

the orientation of most of the city away from the rivers has

probably contributed significantly to the lack of regard (until

recently) of this important area. Currently, the popularity of
the Forks development seems to indicate a great amount of
potential public interest in the city's rivers and riverbanks.

5. Wild in the Streets

Although there is little public planning that actively encour-

ages people to experience the riverbank landscape in Winni-

peg, the form of the city is profoundly shaped by the rivers

that flow through it. The first permanent settlement of the

area was laid out in long n¿urow river lots which were gener-

ally oriented perpendicularly to the rivers. They were based

on the French River Lot System that provided the farmer

7



with access to water for irrigation and transportation. Culti-

vated fields stretched as far back as two miles into the prai-

rie. Today, these river lot boundaries are marked by city

streets that trace, perpendicularly, the curving lines of the

two rivers. Much of Winnipeg's transportation system owes

its shape to this riverlot pattern that was oriented perpendicu-

lar to the river as well as to trails that ran parallel to the river

(like Main Street). This is one of the reasons for the diver-

sity of street grids that collide and conflict, often forming

unique non-rectilinear lots at the grid meetings. The Winni-

peg Art Gallery is a building that expresses a pie-shaped lot

at a grid meeting. The sinuous waterways of the city are

abstracted by the conflicting street grids throughout the city,

which were created by the riverlot boundaries and trails

turned into streets. The grids continually shift orientation in

response to the curves of the river. This makes for wonder-

fully chaotic lot boundaries at the city's perimeter where

these grids clash with the rectilinear survey grid, which is

based on the square section unit overlaid across the land-

scape without regard for natural features.

What else reveals the river's presence in the city? Besides

the buildings that look onto the rivers and the bridges that

cross it, there are not many obvious clues that Winnipeg has

Fig. 3: Allee of elms on George St.

two major rivers flowing within it. The river cannot be seen

from many Winnipeg streets because of the large dike berms

that separate (and protect) the city from the river.

Many of Winnipeg's streets are connected to the river in a

much more subtle way. The American Elm is a typical

riverbottom forest species and its presence along the many

streets is due to the abundance of this tree along the rivers.

Winnipeg is famous for the long allees of Elm trees along its

streets. The tall umbrella-like branches of these trees often

touch over a street and these gently arching branches pro-

duce a cathedral-like space. The rows of Elms produce a

wonderful filtered quality of sunlight not unlike the way light

8



is filtered down into the riverbank forest. The riverbank and

the city on the flat prairie land are connected by the numer-

ous presence of the Elm tree and the unique quality of light

and space it creates with its spreading branches.

6. The Feeling of Space at the River's Edge

Although the natural river-edge landscape is one of Winni-

peg's most characteristic and unique places, it's distinctive

spatial qualities are often ignored by environmental design-

ers and planners. Some of these qualities

will be discussed in this section, includ-

ing the elaborate play of light in this

space, the riverbank topography, and the seasonal inundation

of the space by the river.

In general, light, colour, and shadow all connect to illumi-
nate and express particular aspects of a place's constituent

spaces. It is these varying qualities of light that are often

associated with the changing moods and feelings of an

individual space and contribute to the overall atmosphere of
a place. On Winnipeg's riverbanks, there are a number of
unique spatial qualities that are produced by the way light is

reflected and absorbed by the natural elements of this space.

The light and space here at the riverbank

create a spatial feeling that is immediately

Fig. 4: February,1996
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recognizable as being distinct within the landscape of the

city. The profusion of Elms and other large trees of the

riverbank produce light effects year round that are particular

to the spaces along the riverbank. These medium to large

trees mediate the intense brightness of 'prairie light' that

permeates the city, softening and colouring this light as it
penetrates the river bank through the forest. The quality of

light is completely transformed as one approaches the river

through it's forested edges from the horizontal plain of the

city streets.

From a distance, the river can sometimes

be identified at the end of a street by a

concentration of Elm and Oak and as

one nears the river, the top branches are often seen first from

the higher elevation of the street. The trees pull light down

these complex branches into the riverbank forest where a

chaotic and tightly proportioned space is revealed with

patches of light and dark. Sometimes the river can be seen

through the trees and bushes and its reflective surfaces create

a glimmering counterpoint to the dark branches.

At the river's edge

the light soaked water puises through the trees

Space moves subtlely, mysteriously

seduced by the flickering liquid

On the water the sky is broken up and dances

Fig.5: April, 1996
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At the water's edge, the sky from above comes back stronger

after its filtration by the forest and its colours are doubled by

the river. The immense prairie sky is often marveled at and

even in the city its shelter is unequaled but, here, at the

river's edge, there is a fundamental shift as the sky is dra-

matically doubled after glimpses through the riverbank

forest.

The abundance of clear skies in the Winnipeg climate gives

the sunlight here a strong and vigorous quality. Glowing

colours and deep shadows are common here, and

serve to heighten and express the parts of the land-

scape. When this light pours through the river-

edge forest landscapes, and reflects offthe diverse

array of

trees,

shrubs,

forbs,

and the

river, it

creates a unique space in the landscape of Winnipeg. It is a

place that contrasts and compliments the 'prairie light' and

the great open spaces it reveals.

Another remarkable quality that distinguishes the riverbank

from the level plain surrounding the waterways is the dra-

matic change in elevation along the rivers. The relatively

steep slopes that occur on the riverbank create a unique space

distinct from the rest of the city. Upon descending the

banks, one can no longer see the broad horizons of the prairie

city or the endless perspectives of
streets. The city rises above the top

of the bank and its abundant vegeta-

Fig. 6: May,1996
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tion when viewed from the river's edge. This contraction of

the horizon has the effect of compressing space and giving a

sense of enclosure. One also feels dislocated and isolated

from the city because most of the buildings along the river

fail to acknowledge this space. There is a strong sense of

being 'beneath' the city. The river-edge landscape is a long,

linear, and tightly-proportioned space that seems to be com-

pletely separate from the rest of the city due to this elevation

difference.

This sloping quality has necessarily

been recognized by designers of the

parks along the riverbank and has been

engaged in numerous amphitheater

designs and sculptural staircases. However, the natural

variations of this slope are seldom directly felt in most

designs. The transition from city street down the natural

riverbank to the river is an extremely disjunctive situation.

There are extensive opportunities here to create spaces that

discuss a range of issues including notions of descension,

fluid and stepped movement, the shifting of horizon, and the

contraction of space.

The riverbank is a place where the act of going down to the

water can take on many associations but it is also a place

where the water rises up to meet the predominantly

flat landscape of the city. It is a space of transi-

tion, flux,

movement,

and varia-

tion over

time. The
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actual space changes in extreme ways, as the river's flucfua-

tions vary the amount of riverbank uncovered by water.

Often, during the spring, the riverbank is inaccessible by foot

for months at a time. During this time, the riverbank be-

comes an austere aquatic landscape punctured only by the

large trees of the riverbank. This sense of impermanence

and flux is an important quality of the riverbank space. It is

a place that is physically and psychically connected to the

river and the land at the same time, a place that is covered,

slightly transformed and then revealed every spring.

As mentioned earlier, the landscape of Winnipeg is defined

by the riparian river environment that channels through the

unintemrpted plain of the prairie landscape. The meeting of

these two situations is a complex, enchanting, and character-

istic experience of the city. The response by settlement to

this situation, of the river's edge, has provoked many of the

complex spatial patterns that shape this city. But, this 'fun-

damental Winnipeg experience' is hardly recognized directly

or complemented by the forms and planning of this city.
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Part Two

The Cultural Landscape
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L. Introduction

Erazim Kohak states, "there has never been a culture whose

life and society were not deduced from its vision of nature"2

Although this statement is a brief generalization, it serves to

show the importance of the place 'nature' has in the life of a

culture. And conversely, it is culture, made of paradigmatic

worldviews, that conditions and defines the variety of rela-

tions a society has with nature. In this section, the discussion

follows three distinct relationships to nature that have had

direct consequences to the study area. To begin with, the

culfural, political, and economic circumstances surrounding

the genesis of the settlement of Winnipeg in the early 1800's

will be described. Why was the Forks such a desirable place

for settlement? Secondly, the contrasting view of the Native

inhabitants at the time of contact will be examined. Lastly,

the roots and evolution of the 'green' movement that cur-

rently relates to the site will be explored.

2. The Persistence of Settlement

It is an ignorance of the local landscape and not the land-

scape itself that has threatened colonial settlement in this

area for the last two hundred years . The first European

settlers to arrive at this area, not including explorers or fur

traders, were Scottish and Irish peasant farmers. These

people had not set foot in North America before they were

organized and led here by Thomas Douglas, Fifth Earl of
Selkirk. With the help of these farmers, who had recently

been displaced by their landlords, Selkirk planned to open

this territory which had just been transferred to him by the

Hudson's Bay Company (HBC) for these purposes. By

bringing in the colonists, Selkirk, a Hudson's Bay Company

(IIBC) shareholder, wished to give his company the upper

hand in its fierce competition with the North West Company

(NWCo) for control of the fur trade in this region. It also

allowed him to rcalize his ambition to provide new homes

within the British Empire for the many dispossessed farmers

¡.;-tÐ

Fig. 8: View of Point Douglas, c. L825
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of Scotland and keland. In 1812, he provided the first

colonists with forty hectare river lots, which were laid out

north of Point Douglas.

It is assumed that Lord Selkirk selected this site for the

settlement because of its close proximity to the Forks, at the

junction of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers. The Forks,

which had been an important meeting place for thousands of

years, was a key point in the distribution network of the fur

trade, as the rivers were the main transportation routes at this

time. Between 1738 and 1834, no less than five forts had

been built at this strategic location site by the rival fur trad-

ing companies. In 1821, when the two large fur companies,

the NWCo and the HBC merged, each occupied forts situ-

ated in the vicinity of the Forks. The NV/Co had built Fott

Garry at the Forks junction and the IIBC had built Fort

Douglas, just north of the Forks, between the NV/Co fort and

the new Selkirk settlement. Both forts had been necessary

protection from fur trade rivals as well as the Assiniboine,
'Western Cree, and Ojibwa tribes, all who considered the

Forks area as their territory.

The Selkirk settlers had little or no choice in the selection of
'their' settlement and knew very little about their new land.

Their unfamiliarity with the landscape caused numerous

setbacks and disasters, including flood damage, fire, and

crop failures. The settler's ignorance of their landscape and

their unsuccessful attempt to control it characterizedthe

settlement at Red River. The first settlers were unaware of
just how extreme the fluctuations in water level of the

stream and river channels were in the Red River area, and

this was the source of much suffering. Iî 1826, the spring

rise in river water was greater than any other the settlers had

experienced before. Virtually every structure, including Fort

Douglas and Fort Garry, was wiped out and the settlers

retreated to higher ground, near Bird's Hill, until the water

receded. About 300 of the settlers abandoned the colony

with the blessing and assistance of George Simpson, the

governor of the colony at this time.

I think the decision of the remaining settlers and the IIBC to

stay and rebuild at the Forks and along the Red River was a

turning point in the history of Winnipeg. The IIBC did make

a failed attempt to relocate the fort twenty miles downstream

at Lower Fort Garry, but later decided to rebuild at the Forks.

Once the fort was completed in 1836, it attracted a steady

stream of people who settled in the area and small communi-

ties began to be established around the fort. These conìmu-

nities were all dependent on Fort Garry and it became'the

centre of a slowly but steadily growing town. After the
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disastrous 1826 flood, which had practically wiped out the

entire settlement, the settlers that chose to stay at Red River

rebuilt and strengthened their community in spite of the

threat of future catastrophes. By the 1840's, Upper Fort

Garry at the Forks had become the nucleus for the future

settlement of Winnipeg as the population of the area had

dramatically increased.

V/hy did they rebuild at the Forks when they were aware of

the constant danger of flooding? In economic terms, the

Forks was an immensely important place. It had become the

centre of trade and commerce in the region with its adja-

cency to the Red and Assiniboine rivers and to the meeting

of the Pembina and Portage trails. The spring floods that

threatened settlement here were seen as merely ari obstacle to

overcome. Why did the settlers think they could dominate

the workings of nature and impose their own ways of life on

the land? Why did they have such an anthropocentric view

of their place in the natural world and such a confidence in

their own technology to 'overcome' nature? Their actions

are bound up in the general 'pioneering spirit' of their age

and the next section begins to examine some of the prevalent

attitudes of this era toward 'nature'.

3. The Mechanistic View of Nature

In the early 1800's, as the settlement of the area around the

Forks was taking place, and the city of V/innipeg began to

take shape, the predominant view of nature in the'Western

world was based on a mechanistic model. In general, nature

was seen as a complex machine that could be freely manipu-

lated or 'engineered' with few negative consequences. At
the same time, the seemingly infinite 'wilds' of North

America and the lack of ecological knowledge that the

settlers possessed led to a perception of nature as an end-

lessly rich resource that was 'theirs for the taking'. The

Forks was chosen as a place for settlement simply because it
was well-established as a strategic place to control the busi-

ness of the fur trade and this eclipsed all other concerns

about the nature of the site.

Although it was the predominant view of nature as an inani-

mate resource that led to the settlement of the Forks site by

business interests, there was a different but related view that

attracted many of the immigrants to the area. Settlers who

began to arrive at this area after the initial settlement were

often enticed with visions of an idealized and pristine version

of 'wilderness'; a ripe and robust landscape waiting to be

civilized and tamed. This perception of a 'land of milk and
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honey' or 'new Eden' was a little more kind than the idea of

nature as a mere 'resource', but both versions maintained a

general perception of an inanimate and passive nature that

made up a mechanized world ready to be 'improved' by

humanity.

The dramatic changes in Western thought that led to this

anthropocentric view of nature began to develop at least

three centuries ago. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-

ries, as the Americas were being 'discovered' and conquered,

there was a major paradigm shift taking place in'Western

societies. Until that time, it was generally taken for granted

that the world of nature was alive and sacred in all of its

diverse forms.3 But during the last three centuries, the

mechanistic view of nature as a mere lifeless 'resource' has

come to dominate. This approach has provided us with

technological and industrial progress; it has given us better

means of fighting diseases; it has transformed traditional

agriculture into agribusiness; it has given us weapons of

unimaginable power; and it has led to the current ecological

crisis that now threatens our very survival.

The historical shift away from a general conception of nature

as animate began in the sixteenth century with the Protestant

Reformation and its emphasis on the desacralization of the

natural world. The Protestants wanted to purify religion, and

this involved the disenchantment of the world and a contrac-

tion of the spirit from the operations of nature. They in-

tended to eradicate the traditional idea that spiritual power

pervades the natural world and is particularly present in

sacred places and in spiritually charged objects. The spir-

itual realm was to be confined to the human soul, and nature

was a mere backdrop to the human spiritual drama. The

separation of God and the human soul from the material

world of sin and suffering that was initiated by the Protestant

Reformation is a dualism that has had profound effects on

the 'Western perception of the natural world.

This revolution prepared the ground for the development of
the mechanistic views of modern science in the seventeenth

century. With nature and the material world separated from

the life of the spirit, the idea that the universe was merely a

vast machine was a second revolution that completely sepa-

rated science from religion and its moral and spiritual do-

main. The mathematical laws that were derived from nature

were proof of God's perfection but the natural world itself
considered devoid of any sort of spirituality. The previous

integrated worldview that kept scientific inquiry within the

moral framework of religion was fragmented and produced

the separate, and often opposed, disciplines of science and
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religion. This mechanistic view of the natural world allowed

people to treat nature as a mere 'resource' and to freely

manipulate her to suit human needs.

This 'license' to manipulate the natural world was relatively

benign to the functioning of the planet's complex ecosystems

until the radical increase in technological power that oc-

curred in the twentieth century. The technological impulse

and the urge to transform our environment is an age-old

phenomenon, as cornmon to human beings as language and

the use of tools and fire. All living organisms effect their

environment to varying degrees, but the human will to domi-

nate and master the environment has drastically increased in

the present age. This attitude cannot simply be explained by

the Judeo-Christian belief in man's right to subdue the earth

and have dominion over other living creatures (Genesis,

1:28). The "relatively recent acceleration in technological

mastery is rooted in the scientific revolution of the seven-

teenth century, which itself grew out of the ferment of the

Renaissance and the Reformation. What made the difference

was a vast inflation of the ambition to dominate and control

nature, a way of treating the natural world as if it had no

inherent value or life of its own, and an overthrow of tradi-

tional restraints on human knowledge and power."o

It was this mechanistic view of the natural world, involving a

man-nature dualism, that coloured the perception of the first

explorers, entrepreneurs, and settlers who came to the Cana-

dian'West in the nineteenth century. They sought to domi-

nate and tame the land, unconcerned with understanding the

land for itself in order to live within its cycles like the native

inhabitants. The individual elements of nature were recog-

nized according to their inherent characteristics but they

existed as part of a generalized, mechanized, and often

idealized 'Nature' that was on the other side of the line of
being human. These beliefs were fundamentally different to

the ones held by native peoples of this region and engen-

dered intentions of taming 'naturel rather than seeking

harmonious relationships with'natural' beings.

4. Native Religion

The Native societies with whom the first European explorers

came in contact with were diverse and well established in

their respective territories. It is believed that their ancestors

had entered North America from Siberia by way of the

Bering Strait in search of game perhaps as long as 40,000

years ago. In the subsequent millennia they made there way

southward, diffusing throughout the continent. But, it was
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only after the final retreat of the glaciers, around 7,000 years

ago, that Native inhabitants began to occupy the lands

around the Red River Valley. Around the early 1800's,

when the fur traders became established in the area, various

Native bands lived within this landscape, including the Cree,

Ojibwa, and Salteaux. In striking contrast to the European's

desire to 'settle' and reshape the land, the native peoples of

the area had successfully lived 'lightly' on these lands,

within the cycles of nature, for thousands of years.

In general, although there were many different tribes and

each possessed its own form of worship and worldview, the

native peoples participated in a variation of 'nature religion',

that held everything about the world to be part of the 'Great

Spirit.' In contrast to the abstract and generalized 'nature' of

the European worldview, the Native peoples of North

America saw a world that was alive with other-than-human

persons, often of mysterious powers or dispositions.

Black Elk, a Native spiritual leader, summarized the Native

religion and its relation to the natural world: "We regard all

created beings as sacred and important, for everything has a

wochangi, or influence, which can be given to us, through

which we may gain a little more understanding if we are

attentive. We should understand well that all things are the

works of the Great Spirit. We should know that He is within

all things; the trees, the grasses, the rivers, the mountains and

all the fourJegged animals, and the winged peoples; and

even more important, we should understand that He is also

above all these things and peoples."s

The Native religions have an 'integrated worldview', where

there is no sharp division between divinity, humans, animals,

or other parts of nature. In this conception of the world, all

forms under creation are understood to be mysteriously

interrelated. Everything is relative to every other being or

thing; nothing exists in isolation. For Native Americans,

'nature' did not exist but rather dissolved into a universe of
persons and personal relations. However, the 'sacredness' of
individual natural elements differ among Native groups.

There are particular beings in each tribe's (and each indi-

vidual's) mythology that are perceived to possess certain

powers or spirits. This is why Natives point out only certain

stones, mountains, lakes, etc. to be individually sacred

among the sacred unity of the Supreme Being. These indi-

vidual elements of nature or 'powers' interact freely with

humans, and are communicated with in dreams and visions.

Different tribes often considered different phenomenon to be

sacred, and thereforÒ no generalizations can be made con-

cerning the sacred quality for an overall 'native religion'. In
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each mythology, everything has a unity in the sacredness of

the Supreme Being, but there is a distinction between beings

that actually communicate this sacredness and beings that

'merely' have this potential.

Native Americans aÍe not ecologists tending all of nature,

but they have traditionally paid more attention to nature than

other peoples. Native hunters were given to protect nature,

or parts of nature, as a manifestation of the Great Spirit. As

described above, traditional Natives "care about trees, be-

cause they give evidence of the supernatural; they care about

animals, because they may represent spirits, they care about

the vast lands because they may reveal God. Nature is

potentially sacred, or rather, it turns into sacred matter when

humans experience the supernatural in vision, meditation, or

rifual."6

The'Western religious dichotomy between spiritual plenitude

and material imperfection, a dualism important to Christian,

Hebrew, and Gnostic doctrines, has no counterpart in Native

thinking. The Native American traditions generally do not

fragment experience into mutually exclusive dichotomies,

but tend to stress modes of inter-relatedness across categories

of meaning, never losing sight of an ultimate wholeness. The

man-nature dichotomy, for example, has no meaning within

the Native cosmology, where all is animate, each form in its

own special way. Creatures who Western peoples categorize

as 'animal' or 'bird' are seen as 'peoples', who, in a sense,

have a recognized superiority over humans. It is generally

believed by Natives that these non-human peoples are more

closely related to God because they precede humans in the

order of creation.

From this brief sketch of Native Religion, it is clear that the

sense of the sacred in Native culture is radically different in

comparison to Western culture. We can easily see how each

worldview provokes an extremely contrasting relationship to

nature, and therefore completely different consequences to

the natural world. While Christianity traditionally recog-

nized a duty of stewardship in the use and exploitation of the

non-human things 'that God had put on earth for Christian's

advantage', it also confirmed that human beings were on a

different level of existence than the rest of the natural world.

After the Protestant Reformation, Christian's saw themselves

as the more important part of a man-nature duality. This

worldview has fueleà Western society's development of
science and the subjugation of nature by means of technol-

ogy ever since the Renaissance. It was an interpretation of
reality and the place of human beings in creation that dif-

fered fundamentally from that of the indigenous populations
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of North America. The Native view values highly all life on

earth, and Native religion supports their existence in this

world. Their religion is about the harmony, vitality, and

appreciation of the world. They have traditionally lived

'lightly' on the earth, within the seasonal cycles of nature,

with a minimal yet sophisticated technology adapted directly

from nature and dependent on natural processes.

5. Natural Supernaturalism

Native American cultures developed a profound 'metaphys-

ics of nature' specific to the North American continent; a

rich spiritual relationship with natural beings; a 'nature

religion' with particular values born by forms and symbols

that were all drawn from the details of a particular geo-

graphic environment. In the Western tradition, the belief in

the sacredness of nature has a long history that was only

relatively recently displaced by the humanism of the Renais-

sance. For the last three hundred years, the majority of

Western culture has lived in a world of desacrilized nature.

However, a multitude of diverse relationships to natural

elements have thrived alongside this larger desacrilized view

One of these alternate views of nature that has existed within

'Western culture for at least two hundred years is an intellec-

tual tendency named 'Natural Supernaturalism.'7 This

stream of thought has been identified as an essentially reli-

gious sensibility, although it has manifested itself in the

work of various artists over the last two hundred years or so.

It can be traced back at least as far as William Wordsworth,

writing in the 1800's, and has been interpreted by some to

culminate with the crisis of art in the 1960's, the rise of

ecology and the development of environmental art.

In the early 1800's, Wordsworth was intent on re-orienting

humanity's devotion from the next world to this one.

Wordsworth believed that Paradise, or spiritual perfection,

was to be found in the 'simple produce of the common day.'

In 1814, when these words were written, the 'simple things

of everyday' referred to the world of Nature.8 However, by

time of Wordsworth's death in 1852 in England, Nature was

no longer the world, but an escape from the world, which

was now the typified by the city. Since l'750, with the

invention of the steam engine, industrialization had begun to

replace human labour with the work of machines and this

increase in production had dramatically increased the 'ur-

banization' of the landscape. Wordsworth's vision of a

spiritual connection to the natural world was threatened by
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the explosion of industrialization that was changing the face

of England at this time.

Meanwhile, in the verdant lands of North America, a number

of artists were creating their own theologies of nature in this

same tradition. Ralph V/aldo Emerson formulated for his

contemporaries an appropriate theology in 1836. Nature's

serene order, he said, is "the present expositor of the divine

mind."s In visual art, landscape painting was a popular style

of the times, but religious themes were still rendered with a

biblical or allegorical narrative. It was not until 1856, that

A.B. Durand first identified landscape painting with a theol-

ogy of nature; nature as an apparition of God. By the end of

the 1800's, religious symbolism was no longer confined to

traditional sacred stories, but was found by some artists in

landscape and nature images.

Wordsworth and Emerson had a sacramental view of nature

and they looked to the natural world for 'spiritual experi-

ence', as opposed to the traditional Christian understanding

of nature as 'spiritual evidence.' Wordsworth's spiritual

experiences with nature provoked him to seek an end to the

production of art, in order that all mere things could be

reverentially appreciated in art's stead. 'Wordsworth was

uneasy with elite objects that were superior to the common-

place - whose appreciation was their goal. He tolerated art's

objects as unavoidable, but temporary, training aids, while

yearning for the hour when the arts would die. V/ordsworth

began the Natural Supernaturalist tradition by predicting the

climax and transfiguration of the traditional concept of art.

Later in the centur!, Carlyle confirms the Natural Supernatu-

ral view, and describes the 'poet' as one who sees God or the

godlike in the commonplace. Carlyle fears that in our effort

to control and contain the world we can lose our most valu-

able experience of it, and sees the artist functioning to wor-

ship earthly existence. Following Carlyle, it was John

Ruskin who continued with these concepts concerning the

sacramental experience of nature. Ruskin believed that a

change without precedent occurred in the history of art with

the writing of 'Wordsworth; there was a reversal in rank

between art objects and mere real things. Ruskin rcalized

that painting was increasingly being done for the sake of

nature and not the picture - there was a more just and full
rendering of material things, a recognition of the spiritual life

of the material world.

Natural Supernaturalism was a form of religion, played out
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in the realm of art, that stressed spiritual relationships to the

earth and a desire to experience, unmediated, the sacred

essence of the day to day existence of the world. As art

progressed through the twentieth century,'Wordsworth' s

prediction of a complete transformation in the conception of
art seemed more and more likely. Throughout the avant-

garde movements of this century, there was a gradual expan-

sion in the materials used to compose art. The art object no

longer needed to be made with the traditional elect materials,

like paint or stone, that had an abstract relation to the every-

day world. In the I92O's, Kurt Schwitters produced collage

pieces composed from various commonplace objects, includ-

ing string, cotton, a baby carrtage wheel, etc. His process

recontextualized disparate objects so that their formal quali-

ties leapt out. The observer would be aware of the shape,

contrast of black and white, hardness or softness, etc., of the

objects before they were recognized. The formal concerns of
composition were maintained, but were accomplished with

the aid of 'non-elect'; materials. In the 1950's, Robert

Rauschenburg stressed the relationship of art to everyday life
even more strongly by using 'non-elect' objects without

disguise. There is no chance to think of the formal qualities

of the elements before we realize we are confronting a goat

in a tire in his 1955-59'Monogram' piece.

Fig 9: Monogram

However, artistic composition still reigned in these pieces.

Throughout his musical career (1930's-1970's), John Cage

aimed to find a way to abandon composition so that any

elements of a piece, even those encountered without selec-

tion or intervention from a so-called artist, were the equal of
art. At the turn of the century, Claude DeBussy had ex-

tended the range of sounds available to musicians, when he

said, "Any sound in any combination and in any succession

is henceforth free to be used in musical continuity."lo But,
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Cage wanted to find a way to let the "noises and tones be just

noises and tones,"ll and not compositional materials subser-

vient to someone's imagination. He wanted to show the

audience that they no longer needed the artist or his/her

special objects.

Cage went further than found object collage in the Natural

Supernaturalist tradition; he reasoned that as long as one kept

embellishing mere real things with one's personality, they

would not be shown to be marvelous all on their own. What-

ever 'mere thing' that an artist may choose to elect for ex-

hibit was connected to the artist's personality and trans-

formed by this association. Even Duchamp's 'mere' urinal,

at a 1919 exhibition, was not just a simple object; it was

intended as a reduction of art to the absurd and an eternal

"'Who cares?" Election, Cage thought, like composition,

inevitably tampered with the objects chosen. Cage feared

that listeners wouldn't "listen to the sound itself but try to

listen throughthe sound"12 to the composer's intentions;

missing the sounds while trying to detect the ideas behind

the music. The sounds would become the mere vehicle for

the composer's ideas. 
'We learn one human's thoughts or

emotions and nothing of the whole world around us. We

experience an individual but have no experience of 'reality.'

Cage wanted the composer to stop creating and enable

audiences to "simply hear what is there, to relish the audial

feast we miss because conventional music has ruined it for

us.t'tg

Cage was searching for a way to bring an art audience into

contemplative contact with pure objects or sounds without

electing them through selection. He experimented with a

number of chance techniques that effaced himself and pro-

duced noise with no artistic intervention, to show that noise

was wonderful. Cage believed, with his radio pieces, where

dials were being continually tuned according to chance

patterns dictated by the I Ching, that it was possible to make

a musical composition free of "individual taste and memory

(psychology) and also of literature and the 'traditions' of

art."r4 Cage's sounds had been invited but not elected: the

artist's shadow was supposedly removed from real things.

Cage was creating not music but new definitions which

would enable people to turn from artworks and hear mere

real sounds as music.rs His pieces were "not objects, but

processes," through which "everyone...becomes a listener."

The "purpose of this purposeless music would be achieved if
people learned to listen," for if they "listened they might

discover that they preferred the sounds of everyday life" to

those that Cage himself had produced that evening. "My

composing is actually unnecessary. Music never stops. It is
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we who turn away."to John Cage believed that all sounds

could be perceived as beautiful and full of wonder. He said,

" All that is needed is a frame, a change of mental attifude."l?

Cage's compositions were only methods to frame sound in

an attempt to change one's mental attitude toward the objects

within. 'We waken to the wonder of mere real sounds, mere

real things. "Waiting for a bus, we're present at a concert.

Suddenly we stand on a work of art, the pavement."ta

The composition named 4'33" was Cage's most elegant

strategy to avoid the elect object of art. 4'33" is a silent

piece that relies only on the Western audience's habit of

obeying the conventions of art appreciation. The performer

walks to the piano on the stage and merely opens and closes

the keyboard cover for each of the three movements of the

piece. The piece was first performed on an outdoor stage

and the audience listened intently for four minutes and thirty

three seconds to the sounds of clouds rolling in for a thunder-

storm. Cage manipulated the audience's desire to contem-

plate an elite object, so as to force the audience to contem-

plate mere real things. "Cage had finally denuded Natural

Supernaturalism of art's clothes, baring the thing itself - a

religious exercise, which had long worn the clothing of art

because it coveted art's conventions, above all the way art

could make the audience stop their daily concerns and pay

attention, contemplate, meditate. In4'33" Cage now re-

tained, from the musical artworld, no instruments, no sounds,

not even noises, only that previous convention of sitting and

awakening to the sounds around one."ts

George Leonard believes that the moment of transfiguration

of Western Art that Wordsworth had predicted was the29

August, 1952,premiere of 4'33". Cage had worked out a

way to show that, as'Wordsworth put it, "Beauty - a living
presence of the Earth / Surpassing the most fair Ideal Forms"

that any artist had ever with his "craft...composed" waited all

around us, the "simple produce of the common day." Or, as

Cage put his ambition, "I have felt and hoped to have led

other people to feel that the sounds of their environment

constitute a music which is more interesting than the music

which they would hear if they went into a concert hall."

That, he said, was the reason fot 4'33", "the piece I like

most.t'20

The cultural acceptance of this radical breakdown of art's

traditional separation from the 'real' world, and the recogni-

tion of the wonder of the 'everyday', occurred twelve years

later when Andy'Warhol exhibited his 'Brillo Boxes.' Al-
though Cage's 4'33" piece was far more sophisticated, in

that it discusses the artlife barrier with only the expectations
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of the audience, 'Warhol's popular success disseminated

these ideas to a wider context. Arthur Danto claims that

Warhol's 'Brillo Boxes', whose audience was prepared by

Cage's piece, brought Western art history to a close. "Once

art had ended, you could be an abstractionist, a realist, an

allegorist...Everything was permitted, since nothing any

longer was historically mandated. I call this the Post-His-

torical Period of Art, and there is no reason for it ever to

come to an end. Art can be externally dictated to, in terms of

fashion or politics, but internal dictation by the pulse of its

own history is now a thing of the pas¡."2t

Once anything said, done, or thought could be perceived as

art, many artists found the task was no longer to make good

art but to avoid making art of any kind. Art was in crisis,

and there was widespread abandonment of artistic production

at this time. Pop culture, the culture of the everyday, was

inaugurated. Warhol said, "I don't ever want to live

anyplace where you couldn't drive down the road and see

drive-ins and giant ice cream cones and walk-in hot dogs and

motel signs fl ashiflg!"zz

Although, it was'Warhol who popularizedan art of the

commonplace, it was Cage who was the single artist most

responsible for convincing the artworld that every mundane

object was worth our wondering contemplation. With

Cage's 4'33" of silence, he gave people ears for the everyday

and brought the Natural Supematuralist tradition to a climax.

Cage described his philosophy: "Our intention is to affirm

this life, not to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest im-

provements in creation, but simply to wake up to the very

life we're living, which is so excellent once one get one's

mind and one's desires out of its way and lets it act on its

own accord."23 Cage's theology had brought to youth culture

a needed emphasis on incarnation, the presence of the spirit

in the flesh. However, such a stance faces dangers of degen-

erating into a docile acceptance of the world as it is; a quest

for 'sensate euphoria' that overlooks the gross injustices of
the present. Such an accepting and uncritical philosophy did

not address the need for a disciplined pursuit of social

change or the need to awaken to the ways in which we have

been led to believe that this life is so 'excellent, just and

right' - while extreme social injustice and environmental

destruction continue to plague the world.

Cage himself was the first to recognize the paradox in his

giving people new ears, new eyes, and then sending them out

to experience global pollution. He changed his attitude:

"You might say we wonder whether we have ruined the

silence."'o From art, Cage journeyed into the ecology move-
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ment. In his long poem, How to Improve the World (You

Witt Only Make Matters Worse), of 1967, he discussed his

concern about the global environmental crisis and wrote25:

Having this realization, we gather

energies, ours and the ones of

nature, in order to make this intolerable

world endurable

His tone had changed entirely since the 1950's, from a

jubilant affirmation of life's beauty, to arepulsion of hu-

manity's unjustness and a grave fear for the very life of the

planet. Though life was 'excellent', the 'world' had grown

'intolerable.' However, Cage still believed that art's purpose

was to awaken us to life, for there we recharge ourselves,

and gain the natural energies needed to improve the intoler-

able world.

As these ideas and concerns grew among artists, a whole

new branch of artistic production ensued. In the 1960' and

early 1970' s, a number of artists concerned with environ-

mental health and perception began to make art addressing

'quality of life' issues. Newton and Helen Harrison initiated

community awareness projects that advocated the reclama-

tion of neglected and polluted waterways. 
'Walter de Maria

placed a grid of steel poles in a remote plateau in the Nevada

mountains in order to attract lightning, in a piece called,

Lightning Field. Many other artists were discussing the

myriad questions of environmental quality that were arising

in the wake of the modern age, including Robert kwin,

Robert Smithson, Christo, Nancy Holt, Buster Simpson, and

James Turrel who started the Symposium of Habitability in

Los Angeles.

This brief history of Natural Supernaturalism traces the

notion of the 'sacramental vision of nature'from its birth in

the Romantic movement of industrialized England to its

eventual transformation of the nature of 'Western art and

thought. The idea of incarnation, of 'spirit in the flesh', has

become more and more popular as the secularized'West

searches desperately for spiritual grounding. The transfor-

mation of art is indicative of a larger change in Western

culture as a whole. The history of the twentieth century is a

narrative of the breakdown of dualistic and hierarchical

structures, established in the Renaissance, to views that are

more pluralistic yet at the same time more integrated and

unified. Many people identify aspects of this paradigm shift

with the 'green movement.' The following section briefly

describes the 'greening' of the West.
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6. The Rise of Ecology and The Greens

By the late 60's, there was a growing consciousness in the

West of the massive destruction of complex ecosystems by

the escalating processes of agriculture, urbanizatíon, environ-

mental contamination, and climate change. The importance

of the ecological perspective began to be clear. Much has

been written since concerning ecology, and the widespread

anxiety over environmental degradation has even spawned

the 'greening' of a myriad of consumer products, some

legitimate, many just cashing in on a trend. The seriousness

of the environmental crisis is growing, however, and the

imbalance in the world's ecology (ecology is the study of

balance) in favor of humanity is resulting in grave conse-

quences for all life on earth. The losses are numerous. For

humankind, the pollution of soil, water and air have direct

consequences to the health of the human species. The loss of

natural habitat also means the loss of wildlife, and the de-

crease in the genetic diversity that is necessary to the long

term survival of the planet. Green attitudes are increasing,

though, and there is some very definite changes in modes of

understanding that are helping to alleviate the environmental

collapse.

The 'greening' of politics, science, and religion is remark-

ably extensive, although for the most part considered 'alter-

native', in contemporary'Westem culture. Green politics

was popularizedin the 1960's as the proportions of the

environmental crisis were fully grasped. Charlene Spretnak26

speaks of Green politics as an embodiment of posthumanist,

postmodern, and postpatriarchical values. The basic stance

rejects the dangerous self-deception contained in both reli-

gious and secular humanism with its anthropocentric orienta-

tion. At the core of Green politics is a religious vision of the

deep-ecological interconnectedness of the entire planet, a

radical leveling of humans with other species, and a repudia-

tion of human dominance over the environment.

Although the movement of Green politics has gained wide-

spread acceptance throughout Europe, it is still a relatively

young idea in North America. The organizationalbegin-

nings of Green politics in the United States were just becom-

ing apparent in 1984. The first major conference concerning

Green politics occurred at an invitational meeting of sixty-

two concerned individuals at Macalester College in St. Paul,

Minnesota. They named themselves the Committees of

Correspondence and hammered out a collective agreement, a

statement they called 'Ten Key Values'. The document asks,

"How can we operate human societies with the understand-
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ing that we are part of nature, not on top of it?" and "How

can we replace the cultural ethics of dominance and control

with more cooperative ways of intencting?"n

Over this century, massive paradigm shifts have occurred in

the field of science that corroborate with the work of ecology

and the belief that all of nature is alive and the earth itself is

a living self-regulating organism (the Gaia Hypotheses). The

deterministic, mechanical description of the universe has

been re-animated by the 'new science.' From the time of

Descartes, in the seventeenth century, until the early part of

this century, the universe was thought to be fully determinate

and to behave according to predictable laws. Around 1927,

as quantum theory developed, it became clear that at the

micro and macro-scopic level, physical processes were

essentially indeterminate. New mathematical approaches,

like "chaos theory" were required to model reality. The

inherent spontaneity in the life of nature was once again

recognized by science. Modern physics has shown that all

forms of existence are made up, not of inert matter, but of

structures of activity, patterns of energetic activity within

fields that seem to be continuously 'dancing.'28 These devel-

opments have returned many of the features of animate

nature denied in the mechanistic revolution; indeterminism,

spontaneity, and interconnectedness have reemerged in our

view of the natural world - a kind of postmechanistic re-

animation of nature.

The deep interconnectedness of all life is the basis of the

Green 'revolution.' This attitude is essentially a spiritual one

and is the foundation for the recent profusion of earth-based

religions and beliefs, like paganism, neo-paganism, shaman-

ism, goddess religion, native religion, and a host of New Age

versions. For many'Western worshipers, the remote judg-

mental sky gods of the traditional Western religions do not

pay adequate reverence to the mysteries and wonders of
creation, because they seek transcendence above temporal

existence to unearthly realms. The traditional'Western

religions have paid little attention to human bodies or the

environment. A number of people in the 
'West feel that

religion that sets itself in opposition to Nature and vehe-

mently resists the resacrilizing of the natural world on the

grounds that it would be 'pagan' is not sustainable over time,

and they reject traditional religion in favour of one of the

many earth-based religions. 2e

The diversity of Nature religions serves to express the es-

sence of the 'Green' attitudes: the simultaneous unity and

diversity of all life. All Nature religions believe in the unity

of existence, but each sect has their own particular rites and
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beliefs in order to honor the earth and its many manifesta-

tions. The recognition of the interconnectedness and the

diversity of earthly beings is basic to the politics, science,

and religions that embody Green attitudes, as well as to the

balance of living things sought by deep ecology.

7. Concepts of Time in Western and Native Culture

This chapter is a kind of conclusion to the discussion about

cultural ''elationships 
to nature. It describes one of the

fundamental differences between a society separated from

nature and one in which nature is the central reality. The two

models of time described below are entirely different, but I
think that a pluralistic culture may be able to unite these

visions, though not without extraordinary social transforma-

tion.

In contrast to the linear conception of time in Western cul-

tures, it is believed that Native Americans have traditionally

conceived of time in a cyclical form. Natives understood

time as an eternally recurring cycle of events and years.

Some Aboriginal languages are not even comprised of terms

for the past and the future; everything is resting on the

present. Around the turn of the century, the'Western notion

of linear time subdued the world with the establishment and

subsequent popularity of a global clock, with its center in

England. Linear time has profound implications towards our

relationship to the natural world. It has effectively wired us

with a basic alienation from the natural cycles of nature.

Concepts of time that may be termed linear tend to be of
relatively recent origin; they emerged with certain Judaic

perspectives, became pervasive in the Western world with

the beginnings of the European Renaissance, and were

intensified through the rapidly changing ideologies of the

Reformation. The popularity of linear time grew with the

mechanistic paradigm and is concomitant with the progres-

sive de-traditionalization of the Western world, a process

rapidly occurring to once traditionai societies around the

world. Our current language forms, in association with and

supporting a wide range of patterns of behavior, suggests the

high degree to which such linear perspectives have come to

dominate the structure of our everyday thinking, evaluating,

and acting.

Process is now identified with linear progress, moving

onward with ups and downs but inevitably inclining upward.

Such value-laden concepts of time and process have com-

pletely reversed the traditional cyclical beliefs. This has led
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to the belief that Native peoples and cultures of America

were innately inferior in their humanity and lifeways to

people of modern civilization. This belief fed into all those

injustices and injuries perpetuated against Native Americans

and their natural environment all accomplished under the

banners of progress and 'manifest destiny'- the residues of

which continue to plague us.

One of the serious problems that is inherent in the concept of

linear time and process is the loss of the centre. The line of

indefinite extension does not support the situation or the

experiencing of a center. The linear form suggests, rather, a

continuity of movement and change from or toward indefi-

nite ends, thus denying one of the possibility of establishing,

or being able to relate to, a true center of permanence that

can give meaning and direction to change. Joseph Brown

believes that to forget the truth of cyclical time is to experi-

ence a pervasive and ever-increasing alienation from nature.

Brown continues: "\Vith the possible exception of certain

Judaic perspectives, the historical religious traditions of the

world, where they have not been compromised by modernist

influences, reflect through their rich diversity of means the

presiding belief that cyclical, not linear, processes of change

are inherent in all of nature in her appearances and modes of

operation. Cyclical change, it is further affirmed, can only

be possible and meaningful where it proceeds from, and is

ever in relation to, the unchanging and immutable, by what-

ever name this be called." V/ith the traditions of cyclical

change in religious thought came celebration of the mysteries

of nature through seasonal rites and ceremonies supported by

rich and varied forms of art, architecture, music, and drama.

Brown goes on to show that religions centered on the cycli-
cal change of the seasons tend to hold the forms and beings

of nature sacred and treat them with respect. "Where this

sense of the sacred is lost there is little else that has the

necessary force to control our accelerating waste of re-

sources, unless it is the desperate and ultimate threat, the

question of our very survival. For it is always nature who

will have the last word."3o

It is not that this concept of mythic time is in real contrast to

the concepts of the historical religions. Generally, the con-

trast is rather between traditional people and the modern

people who attempt to live in a desacralized world and who

govern their lives through the artificial segments of clock-

time, through the linear rather than circular projections.

32



Part Three

Site History
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1. Introduction

This section is intended as a brief survey of the natural and

cultural history of the site. It is not an exhaustive inventory

of these complex events - its purpose is to sketch the charac-

ter of this site as it has changed over time and to flesh out

some of the relationships that people have had to the site.

Present day issues and concerns for the ecology ofthe site

and its place within the urban context will be also be re-

viewed to provide background for the proposed design in the

next section.

million years ago. It was about this time that the earliest

vertebrate animals (fish) evolved and the invertebrates like

corals and trilobites were the dominant animals.

Cephalopods, which include the modern day squid and

octopi, flourished during this time. The Red River Forma-

tion nears the surface east of Winnipeg at Tyndall and

Garson where tyndall stone is quarried. This stone is rich in

fossils; the remains of wildlife of an ancient tropical sea, and

is used in many of the buildings still existing in the Core

Area.

2. Geology

In the central business district of Winnipeg, an area that

includes the project site, the ground is made up of heavy

clay, combined with a small amount of silt and sand, a

mixture dubbed 'Manitoba gumbo,' to a depth of about 50

feet. Below this gumbo lies about 10 feet of dense silt, sand

and gravel (glacial till), and below this till, at about 60 feet

beneath the surface, bedrock begins.

The dolomite and limestone bedrock, of the 'Red River

Formation,' were laid down by ocean deposits during the

Ordovician Period of the Paleozoic Era some 440 to 500

The layer of glacial till that lies over the bedrock was a result

of the many advances and retreats of Pleistocene era glaciers

V/ith the retreat northward of the glaciers, about 13,500

years ago, the world's largest freshwater body, Lake

Agassiz, was formed by meltwaters along the glacier's

southern edge. It extended south to Minnesota, west to the

Manitoba escarpment and east to the heights of land in north-

western Ontario. This lake was about 700 feet deep (213 m.)

over Winnipeg. As the glacier made a number of advances

south and retreats north (near lVinnipeg much of the time)

before finally moving north, waterlaid tills were deposited

directly on the bedrock surface or over dense basal tills. This

till was covered by thousands of years of clay deposits that

settled out of the waters of the glacial Lake Agassiz.
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3. Vegetation since the Ice Age

About 8,000 years ago, the Winnipeg area was uncovered as

the lake retreated northward with the glacier. The first plants

to colonize the newly exposed lake bed here were a mixture

of evergreens and deciduous tree species composed of aspen,

ash, elm, pine, and oak. About 6,000 years ago, prairie

expanded in from the southwest in a drier climatic interval.

Dominant plants over the next 3,000 years included grasses,

legumes, and composite family flowers. The area began to

be re-colonizedby aspen parkland and deciduous forest

about 3,000 years ago. Since then, the area has occupied a

transition area, called the Aspen Parkland biome, between

the prairies to the south and the deciduous forest to the north.

This biome has fluctuated about 200 miles (322 km) north

and south over time. Cycles of wet weather favoured the

expansion of aspen over the prairie, at the expense of the

grassland. Dry periods with numerous wildfires and

overgrazing by bison pushed the aspen back and encouraged

the prairie. Thus, the Winnipeg arca occupies the 'war zone'

where prairie meets forest.

Throughout this period before historic records, the path of

the rivers would have fluctuated greatly due to reasons

described in an earlier section (p.4). There is archeological

evidence that suggests the present confluence of the Red and

Assiniboine Rivers may be a relatively recent event and a

series of as many as six earlier confluences may exist up the

Red River.

4. Ecology of the Riverbottom Forest

Plant Communities

Within this zone of Aspen Parkland, the river valleys have a

much different ecology than the surrounding prairies due to

the better moisture supply and more moderate microclimate.

They exhibit a characteristic plant community called the

riverbottom or floodplain forest. This community is domi-

nated by Manitoba maple, with green and black ash, Ameri-

can elm, plains cottonwood, basswood, peach-leaved willow,

and sandbar willow. Undergrowth includes ostrich fems and

wood nettle. At the upper edges of the floodplain forest, it
merges with the bur oak - aspen and tall grass prairie com-

munities. Here are found bur oak, trembling aspen, balsam

poplar, hazel, stinging nettle, mint, goldenrods, cord grass,

asters, big bluestem, prairie clovers, and anemones. Along

the waterline, the riverbottom forest merges with the bank

willow community, dominated by various species of willow.
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One of the most striking characteristics of the riverbottom

forest, in its natural state, is the series of shelves and slopes

that exhibit varying ranges of vegetation depending on

differences in elevation and proximity to the river. The

typical riverbottom forest is made up of four basic sections:

the channel bed of the river, channel shelves, floodplains and

terraces. "Channel shelves are often submerged during the

spring when the water is high. The floodplains are usually

above water, but are subject to frequent flooding in natural

conditions. Terraces are former floodplains that are occa-

sionally subjected to flooding in extreme conditions-"3r

Because of the meandering nature of the Red River, the land

in the floodplain is routinely eroded by the river and depos-

ited downstream. The riverbottom forest along the banks is

at different stages of succession (development) depending on

how recentþ the river has deposited new soil or changed

course. On newly deposited land, Salix interior is usually

the first species to appear. It can survive mostly submerged

in the spring when the water levels are high, and its presence

causes more sediment to be deposited Populus deltoides

(cottonwood) and a variety of willows (Salíx spp.) appear

next, with the more shade tolerant cottonwoods eventually

achieving dominance. P. deltoides is less tolerant of pro-

longed submerging in water, and has deeper roots than S.

interior to combat drops in the water table as flooding be-

comes less frequent and,S. interior disappears. The

cottonwood canopy is fairly open, allowing a dense shrub

stratum, including Rosa spp. and Ribes spp., to ensue.

Quercus
macrccatpa

Fraxinus
pennsylvanica

Ulmus
amerícana

Acer negundo

Populus deltoides

Salix spp.

Tenace

Floodplain

Channel
shelf

Channel bed

Fig. 10: Proñle of a Representative Riverbottom Forest along Red River

As the forest matures, organic debris and humus accumulate

on its floor and the seeds of other plants are brought in by

wind and flooding of the river. As the P. deltoides stop

producing root sprouts, Acer negundo lmanitoba maple),

Fraxinus pennsylvanica (green ash) and Ulmus americana
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(Americacn elm) saplings begin to establish themselves in

the shrub stratum. The seeds of these plants, as well as those

of Tilia americana (basswood) and Quercus macrocarpa

(bur oak), actually germinate in greater numbers if subjected

to a period of inundation, and are thus well adapted for

propagation in the floodplain. A. negundo and F.

pennsylvanica are the first to reach tree height, with U.

americana maturing a little later in the succession of the

forest. Urtuca dioica, laportea scandens and Smilacina

stellata dominate the forest understory as flooding becomes

less frequent and the willows die out from the increased

shade. As the deposition of sediment and changes in the

river's course decrease the frequency of flooding, the

floodplain becomes aferrace, and the forest approaches a

climax sere. 'When the forest reaches its climax stage and

bur oak is dominant, the tree canopy is very dense, and the

understory vegetation generally grows less dense.32

Fauna

The diversity of vegetation and the sheltered microclimate

provide a wide variety of animal life with suitable habitats

among the riverbottom forest. These various species are

vital to the health of the entire ecosystem in myriad ways.

Among other things, animals help to transport the seeds of

certain plant species. Also, all species contribute nutrients to

the earth when the die, as the dead organic matter is broken

down by decomposers into soil.

The muddy waters of the Red River support many species

(over 60) of fish as it is one of the main spawning areas and

migration routes for fish north and south of the city. The

populations are mainly omnivorous and include minnows,

white suckers, bullheads, and channel catfish. Carnivorous

fish like the northern pike and walleye prefer clearer water

and so their populations are small. Vegetation near the

water's edge provides shade for fish and submerged branches

become hiding and feeding places for fish.

These plants are also habitat for an extremely large and

diverse list of invertebrate species that provide food for fish,

reptiles, amphibians, and birds. These include aquatic spe-

cies like diving beetles and water boatmen, mosquitoes,

dragonflies, clams, and crayfish as well as terrestrial species

like spiders, mites, crickets, grasshoppers, flies, bees, and

wasps. Amphibians found along the river include various

species of frogs and toads. Reptiles commonly found here

include garter snakes and painted turtles.
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The Red River lies on the northern end of the Mississippi

flyway, one of the important migration routes of the conti-

nent. Nearly every species of bird that migrates into or

through this part of Manitoba follows the Red River Valley.

This means that most of Manitoba's 200 plus species of birds

travel this route. The area is especially important as migra-

tion habitat for waterfowl and woodland warblers, thrushes,

and sparrows. Raptors - hawks, eagles and ospreys are well-

known in the Red River Valley corridor as well, especially

during their peak migration periods in May and September,

when hundreds can be seen flying daily along the river.

In the natural riverbottom forests of southern Manitoba,

mammals such as bison, plains grizzly bear, elk, and mule

deer were common two hundred years ago but settlement has

driven these animals out. Still common are white-tailed

deer, raccoon, beaver, muskrat, eastern cottontail (rabbit),

gray squirrel, red-backed and meadow voles, mink, and

striped skunk.

were grouped into small kin-related nomadic bands that

subsisted by hunting and/or gathering seasonally available

plants and animals. These early bands appear to have relied

mainly on spears to kill the large animals they hunted. They

adapted to their environments with simple tools made out of
stone, bone, or wood and may have built shelters made of
bark or skin.33 Three major technological innovations trans-

formed hunting prior to the advent of the European: "the

spear thrower, the bow and arrow, and the buffalo pound.

Each brought new efficiencies to the hunt and in turn af-

fected the life of the people."sa Adjusting to major shifts in

climate and environment, to altering frequencies of game

population and species extinction (e.g.; mammoth,

mastedon), and to new technologies that demanded new

skills and forms of social co-operation, the people of this

region were characterized by dynamic change and develop-

ment. This ever-changing profile is in opposition to the

stereo-typical Native image; that of the Plains Indian of
about 1850.

5. Native Inhabitants

Human occupation of the site of V/innipeg began at some

time between 7,000 to 2,500 years ago. At this time, people

Differences in Native groups were greatly influenced by

regional and local ecology. Native economies were based on

available natural resources. The study area is part of the

forested edge of the Red River, located in the prairie/aspen

parkland mix between the eastern edge of the plains and the
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western edge of the woodlands. In such a mixed ecological

zone, between regional ecological zones, it is not surprising

that Native groups who once occupied this area had great

similarities to Native Plains culture, and, to a lesser extent, to

Native Woodland culture.

The groups that were encountered by the Europeans were, in

general, people with a mix of Plains and/or Woodland cul-

tural background that had adapted to this region of mixed

prairieþarkland/forest. The Assiniboine, Salteaux, and Cree

were the principal Native residents of the area at the time of
European contact.35 The Assiniboine (Stoney) people had

broken off from the Yankton Sioux and thereafter associate

largely with the Cree. Three hundred years ago they lived in

Minnesota at the edge of the parklands and plains, hunting

both deer and buffalo, and engaging in some horticulture.

The Saulteaux could also be referred to as the Plains Ojibwa.

It has been postulated, due to the similarities of language,

that the Ojibwa and Cree peoples separated from the North-

ern Algonquians (a V/oodland culture) about 3,000 years

ago. The Ojibwa may have moved into this region as recent

as historic times. There is evidence to suggest that Cree

people lived in the parkland regions of the West well before

historic times (possibly dwelling at the study area) but that

the Plains Cree moved into this area through involvement

with the fur trade.

In order to describe the style of life of the Native groups who

occupied this area, it is important to understand aspects of
Plains and'Woodlands culture. In the late 1700's, the peo-

ples of the Plains were nomadic, exploiting the seasonal

diversity of their environment by moving from place to

place. "411 aspects of life hinged on this mobility; their tipis,

for example, were easily taken apart and moved, and their

other property was kept to a strict minimum so that they

Fig 11: Birch Bark Tents, West Bank of Red River
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could be unencumbered."36 The buffalo was the foundation

of the Plains economy, providing not only food but many

other necessities, including shelter, clothing, containers, and

tools. But Plains people did not rely only on this one staple

resource. They also harvested native fruits and vegetables,

fished, snared small game, caught prairie chickens and

migratory birds, and gathered eggs.

As the buffalo herds began to dwindle, some Plains people,

particularly the Cree and Plains Salteaux, began to raise

small crops and to keep cattle to make up for the scarcity.

They combined agriculture with hunting and gathering, due

to the unpredictable yields of dry-land farming, until tradi-

tional Native ways were shattered by restriction on reserves

in the 1870's. Agriculture was a more ancient and indig-

enous tradition on the Plains than the horse culture, which

was a much more fleeting episode. These people had learned

agricultural techniques through several of their contacts,

most notably the Mandan. Over the years, the Plains culture

has been necessarily nomadic, yet has had phases that have

incorporated agriculture in varying degrees in order to aug-

ment hunting and gathering as well as phases, like most

recently, that were much more mobile and dependent on

large animal migrations.

Because of the more plentiful resources of the forest, Wood-

land cultures were able to rely more on local environments

than larger regions and were therefore less nomadic than

Plains cultures. Like the Plains cultures, Woodland econo-

mies were also based on a mixture of hunting, fishing, gath-

ering, and agriculture, but they could carry all this out in a

smaller territory. They were able to hunt and trap deer, beat,

moose, rabbit, beaver, otter, muskrat, fox, wolf, raccoon,

skunk, bobcat, and numerous fowl. Edible fruits, nuts, and

roots were harvested. Agricultural techniques had developed

strong cultivars ofcorn, beans, squash and other vegetables.

Freshwater fish, crustaceans, eels, and turtles, were also of

major importance to most peoples in this region. Clothing,

shelter, and utensils were created from animal skins and

bones, wood and bark, clay and other such items.

Until the early 1800's, the study area was occupied by a

variety of Native groups. The relatively careful management

of resources took place as these gtoups inherentþ lived

'lightly' on this land in the manner of Plains and Woodlands

cultures. The site was probably never occupied by any one

band for long, due to the nomadic nature of the Plains cul-

ture, and the knowledge of the flooding of the river that they

must have possessed. Early European explorers often found
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the Natives to be an indispensable ally, as they too lived a

nomadic life within nature. However, with the establishment

of Fort Garry, Fort Douglas and the Selkirk Settlement by

the early 1800's, the Native bands were understandably

hostile to foreign advance in their territory. It was not until

Lord Selkirk made a treaty , ín 1823 , that a relative peace

between Natives and settled Europeans came to pass. From

then on, the history of this site is dominated by the politics of

settlement and the growth of the city of Winnipeg. From

then on, the harmony of people and nature at this site began

to fall out of balance.

6. The European Influence

The first Europeans to occupy the Winnipeg arca were the

LaVerendrye brothers who arrived at the Forks in 1736 and

subsequently established Fort Rouge there in 1738. Their

stay lasted several years after which fort Rouge was aban-

doned. Archeological evidence suggests that Winnipeg's

first English visitor was William Tomison (1768-69). In the

years that followed, numerous traders representing both the

Northwest and Hudson's Bay Companies established many

small posts in the vicinity of the Forks.37

The settlement of the Winnipeg area by the Europeans began

with the arrival of the Selkirk Settlers. Between 1812, when

the first settlers arrived at Red River, and the growth of the

city at the end of the nineteenth century, the study area saw

great changes. Like many other sites along the river, the

entire ecology of the area was effectively destroyed by

development during this period and only began to grow back

after the riverbank came to be perceived as an unfavorable

building site during the twentieth century. Although most

archeological evidence and traces of buildings or land use

along the riverbank have been swept away by high water,

there is a rich history of settlement by the Europeans at this

site. This particular riverbank was the site of buildings and

events that are significant in terms of the history of the city

of Winnipeg. The early ecology and cultural history of the

site are reviewed in the following section.

In 1800, Alexander Henry wrote the following description

of this area along the Red River area as it existed as mature

river bottom forest. "The banks are covered on both sides

with willows, which grow so thick and close as scarcely to

admit going through; adjoining these is commonly a second

bank of no great height. This is covered with very large

wood such as liard, bois de blanc, elm, ash, and oak; some of
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these trees are of enonnous size." A description of the

prairie to the west of the Red River flood plain was written

by Miles Macdonnel in 1812: "After leaving the river bank

(we) entered fine plain as level as a bowling green covered

with a fine sward of grass, knee high, here and there a clump

of wood as if planted for ornament by the hand of man... The

plain extended close to the Forks...",'

As noted above, in the early 1800's the natural vegetation

and topography of the region was still relatively undisturbed

by people. Two major plant communities existed juxtaposed

as the river and its bank community ran through the prairie

lands. The native vegetation of the Red River plain in the

Winnipeg region "consisted of tall prairie grass (up to 3

metres in wet years), meadow-prairie grass, wet meadow

grass, and marsh grass associations, which corresponded

with the various degrees of natural drainage. Extensive

riverbottom forests lined the flood plains of the rivers and

streams; oak communities occupied the higher locations

adjacent to the flood plains and aspen parkland communities

occupied the better drained sites of the clay plain."¡s

This natural landscape was gradually destroyed as settlement

of the area increased. Settlement began with Fort Douglas

which provided shelter for the first Selkirk settlers. The

exact location of Fort Douglas is unconfirmed as it was

completely destroyed by the great flood of 1826. It is
thought to be very close to the present day site of the Alexan-

der Docks, and would have stood within the study area. In
1812, it was the main depot of the HBC and the official
headquarters and residence of the Governor of the Selkirk

Colony. An earþ painting (c.1825) of Point Douglas depicts

Fort Douglas and some settlers cabins located at the top of
the riverbank which has been stripped bare of vegetation,

while the opposite bank still seems to possess a healthy

riverbottom forest. The forest near the fort had probably

been absent for years, as wood was needed by the settlers for
fuel and construction.

The settlement grew as farmers, traders, an other immigrants

settled in the vicinity of Fort Garry, which was situated at the

Forks. Since its inception in 1836, the fort was the nucleus

of the Red River community. It was the most important link
between this isolated community and the rest of the world as

the newly arriving settlers depended on it almost exclusively

for supplies. At this time the study area was occupied by

farmland and afew structures that served as residences. In
1855, a house built at the foot of James Street (the 'Ross

House') was converted into the Colony's first post office.

By 1859 the IIBC found that the general trade of its store

42



had become more lucrative than the fur trade- It had grown

from a fur trade outpost to the town center of a fast-growing

community.

In 1862, there were 12 businesses surrounding Fort Garry

and it was in this year that a man named Henry McKenney

decided to build a general store at a new location.

"McKenney's store was built'Just where the fur-runners'

trail coming down the Assiniboine to Fort Garry crossed the

trail running down the Red River" - the present-day corner

of Portage and Main. The choice of the site caused much

amusement and even jeers from the traders at Fort Garry and

the settlers at Point Douglas and points further down the Red

River."4 The site was thought to be much too far from the

river, and was considered nothing but a swamp it was so low

However, the site had the advantage of being adjacent to the

well traveled road along the Red River between Point Doug-

las and Fort Garry, as well as being located at the point

where the trail along the Assiniboine River intersected this

Red River trail.

It was not long before "McKenny's lead was followed by

others, until by 1869 no fewer than thirty houses and com-

mercial structures were grouped around the intersection of

the two trails. The population of the settlement numbered

215 by the end of 1869, and in spite of its very isolated

position this number more than doubled every year in the

following three years."¿t By 1872, development had en-

croached further toward the study area. Just south of the

previously mentioned post office, across Brown's Creek

(which ran into the Red at the foot of Bannatyne Ave.), a

number of buildings had been established, including a wind-

mill, a warehouse with a steamboat landing, and a fire hall.

The town that began to grow around Portage and Main

quickly rose as a commercial centre and served as a gateway

to the expanding migration to and development in western

Canada. The community soon swallowed up Fort Garry and

incorporated as the City of Winnipeg in 1873. There were

over nine hundred buildings and about three thousand people

at this time. In less than a century the site of Winnipeg and

the study area had been effectively transformed from a

natural to an urban setting.

7. City Building

After incorporation, the leaders of Winnipeg, who were all

prominent businessmen, were intent on one thing: the growth

of the city. They lobbied frantically to attract the continental
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railway through Winnipeg in order to facilitate immigration.

They built the Louise Bridge in 1880, before the actual rail

route had been confirmed, to allow the CPR mainline to

enter'Winnipeg through Point Douglas. In 1881, after much

debate and scandal in government, it was decided that the

main route of the CPR would pass through Winnipeg. In the

years following,'Winnipeg became the most populous and

prosperous community in'Western Canada. "The upsurge in
'Winnipeg's fortunes that followed the coming of the CPR

reaffirmed the conviction that railways were the key to rapid

and sustained growth. Thereafter city council did everything

to encourage railway development and nothing to control it.

This attitude had serious long-range consequences for Win-

nipeg's physical appearance and social fabric."Ð

The city's unrestricted development and population explo-

sion had serious consequences to the fragile ecology of the

study area. The.re were two major creeks that ran through the

site" Brown's Creek entered the Red River near the end of
Bannatyne Avenue. Logan's Creek flowed just north of
Brown's Creek and entered the Red River around the end of
George Avenue. Both of these creeks flowed intermittently

and were fed by extensive wetlands northwest of the city.

They undoubtedly provided habitat for numerous wildlife

species. By 1877 these creeks had been filled in or culverted

at some point and the surrounding landscape was largely

obliterated, profoundly altering the natural drainage regime

of the area.

The consequences for ignoring the natural drainage pattern

were severe. It was in this year that Winnipeg's first major

flood disaster occurred. In 1882, another disaster occurred,

flooding much of downtown'Winnipeg by as much as three

feet of water. By manipulating the drainage regime so that

development could take place, the city had not allowed

adequate outlets for a heavy spring runoff. The study area,

with its unique landscape destroyed, was'Winnipeg's first

locus of antagonism between the wants of urbanization, and

the larger scale ecology of the natural world.

8. Victoria Park

A short time later, the relationship of the city to its natural

surroundings took a more conciliatory form at this same site.

The south end of the study area is part of the site of Winni-

peg's first civic park. By the early 1890's , Point Douglas,

and the area to its south, became the city's most popular

residential district and gave rise to Victoria Park.
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FigI2:. VictoriaPark, c. 1900

Formerly known as "Colony Garden" by the settlers, and

then "Victoria Gardens," Victoria Park was originally the

Alexander Ross farm. In the 1890's, the area was character-

izedby small bungalows with low brick terraces. The park

was created in 1893, the year the city's Park Board was

established. It was bounded by Amy Street on the west, the

Red River to the east, Pacific Avenue on the north and James

Avenue on the south. In 1895, it was developed into a

'formal' park in accordance with the dominant style of park at

the time. A shady walkway, flower beds, wooden benches,

a-nd a bandstand for summer concerts were added at this

time. Although considered 'the most beautiful in the city,'

with its mature trees and views, the park was soon compro-

mised by the pressures of commercial development.

As the city grew, commercial and industrial structures began

to disrupt the residential character of the area. In 1906, a

high pressure pumping station and adjacent coal and gas

producing plant were constructed on James Avenue, cutting

off Victoria Park's southeast corner. A railway spur line was

built at this time to bring coal to the plant. In order to serv-

ice the pumping station as well as the growing warehouse

district to the south, the line ran parallel to the river, effec-

tively cutting off the riverside portion of Victoria Park. The

warehouse district slowly crept into the residential area

causing many residents to move to more pleasant surround-

ings.

At the turn of the century, Winnipeg was in the middle of an

explosive boomtown phase. "In spite of poor labour-manage-

ment relations, 'Winnipeg 
reached the height of its power and

influence in the years 1886-1913. It controlled wholesaling

from the Great Lakes to the Rockies, the grain trade for the

entire prairie region, its financial institutions operated

throughout Canada, and manufacturing and retailing flour-

ished."a3 It was here, at Winnipeg's most central outdoor

public space, that rallies and labour demonstrations took
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place immediately before the General Strike of 1919. It has

been speculated that the destruction of the park in l926by
the City of V/innipeg was due to this citizen's revolt.

In 1924, the park and residential area were further en-

croached upon by a steam plant that provided emergency

electricity, in case of power failure at the two generating

plants outside the city. It was decided by City Council that

this complex would also include a central steam heat distri-

bution system for downtown Winnipeg, in order to reduce

costs of the standby plant. \Vith the decision to construct

this large building at Victoria Park, the fate of the park was

sealed. With the earlier incursion into the park by the pump-

ing station and rail line, the site no longer was attractive as a

residential area. The area quickly evolved into an industriaV

manufacturing district and any connection to the river was

strictly in the service of industry. Victoria Park's short lived

but colourful history reveals a dark aspect to'Winnipeg's

planning that is summarized by Artibise: "rather than work

for a humane environment of all citizens, the most notewor-

thy aspect of V/innipeg's history in this period was the

systematic, organized, and expensive promotion of economic

enterprise by public and private groups within the city."r+

9. Transport¿tion on the River

The rivers of Winnipeg have a long history of transportation

use, first by Native and then European and Canadian peo-

ples. The Natives had vessels that were highly sophisticated,

like the birch-bark canoe that was both extremely light and

durable. The first explorers, fur traders, and coureur de bois

all used canoes of Native design at one time or another. By

the end of the 1800's, as the settlement of Winnipeg became

established, the Euro-Canadians had numerous steam ships

and flatboats running to transport people and goods through-

out the river systems.

The first steamer to navigate the shallow, snaggy, Red was

the Anson Northrup in 1859. As mentioned in an earlier

section, by 1872, a steamboat landing had been constructed

at the study site. It was either this dock, or a subsequent

rebuilding of it, that eventually became known as the Alex-

ander Dock. At this time, numerous boats plied the water-

ways, and there was at least four steamers that ran between

V/innipeg and St. Paul, Minnesota. However, some compa-

nies did become impatient with the navigation problems of
the more shallow prairie waterways and steamer use did

decline somewhat after the coming of the railway in 1882.

Although, in 1910, some 2,000,000 dollars was spent to
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construct the St. Andrews locks which connected the Red

River to Lake Winnipeg and beyond with a navigable water-

way. From then on, at least until the late 1950's, river traffic

to Lake Winnipeg was steady. Many boats were involved

with the fishing trade, for besides hauling fish into V/inni-

peg, they also took gas, oil, food supplies and even hay for

settlements upriver, as well as mining equipment for north-

ern gold mines. In 1953, the heavy traffic even necessitated

a 44,000 dollar extension to the Alexander Docks.as As the

century wore on, though, the increasing use of highway and

rail transportation soon displaced this once thriving mode of

transfer.

L0. Recent Events

The loss of Victoria Park to industrial use in 1924had turned

this part of the city into an industrial and warehouse area,

and it has stayed this way for a good part of the century;

preventing much public awareness of the riverbanks of this

area. Although, the Alexander Dock provided the riverbank

site with a strong functioning presence in the city, as it
became less and less active, the site was soon relatively

forgotten and abandoned like most of Winnipeg's

riverbanks. Also, the railway spur line, built in 1906, iso-

lated the study area from the workings of the city, and prob-

ably served as a barrier in most people's cognitive map of
'Winnipeg' 

s urban space.

For years, the site was used by construction firms to dump

till and rubble, and this area probably received heavy loads

in the 1960's as this section of the city went through a major

'urban renewal' - which entailed the building of the large

' centennial projects' (Manitoba Theatre Centre, V/innipeg

Concert Hall, and the Museum of Man and Nature). By
1986-87, the entire area had slumped, and as large cracks

appeared across the site, there was a massive slope move-

ment toward the river, and a drop in land of up to I metre at

the 230 metre elevation (about 6m above the summer water

level). A geotechnical survey at this time revealed 42,000

cubic metres of fill that had accumulated from uncontrolled

dumping. In 1988, the site was completely regraded at

approximately a4:1 slope and sodded throughout.

Over the 1990's, the area has slowly been changing in char-

acter; the pumping station and steam plant have been closed,

a couple of residential projects have occurred not far from

the site, and the spur line that once separated the street

system and the riverbank has been removed.
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11,. Study Area Characterization

The study area is situated in a neighborhood named by the

city as the Alexander Waterfront District and extends north

along the river between James Avenue and May Avenue.

The Alexander Waterfront District "is characteúzed now by

large turn-of-the-century warehouse structures interspersed

with a number of newer cultural facilities and several broad

tracts of surface parking."a6 The presence of residential uses

in the area is minimal, although there are a few older resi-

dences west of the site and north of GaIt Street. There are

also at least two recently converted warehouses with multiple

units in the area. There has been much talk recently of

additional residential use, especially involving warehouse

converslons

Directly south of the study area, the riverfront has been

transformed into parkland; Stephen Juba Park. This extends

south of the pump house from the end of James Street until

the CPR train bridge. There is a walking/bike path connec-

tion all along the river to the Forks and beyond.

The study area includes the old train right of way that is now

a gravel road as well as the space between this road and the

Red River. Most of this space had been re-graded in 1988

and sodded/seeded with grass. Few trees are found on the

site, but a stand of poplars and some remnant cottonwoods

do exist. South of May Street the site is little else but the

grass slope, but near Galt Avenue there is a monument to the

first Scottish settlers of the area. The monuments includes a

giant stainless steel thistle with attendant plaques as well as a

partial outline of Fort Douglas, made up of a series of half-

submerged telephone poles. South of this monument there is

a small knoll closer to the river with a stone cairn mounted

on it, entitled, 'Cairn of Tears.' The Alexander Dock runs

along side this monument extending south and the width of
the dock extends out from the riverbank about fifteen feet

into the river. The dock has an access road that continues

down the riverbank east of Alexander Avenue. South of the

docks, at an elevation equal to the gravel road, is the brick

pump house that currently houses the Harbour Master.

Docking facilities for the Harbour Patrol speedboat are

situated beneath this building along the river.
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12. Contemporary Ecology of the Core Area

Hydrology

As previously mentioned, the hydrology of the area has been

radically changed over the last century. The floodplain

forest, adapted as it was to frequent inundation and ice

scouring, is slowly changing in nature now that the floods

within the study area have been controlled by the Red River

Floodway and the Assiniboine Diversion. Undergrowth that

once found it difficult to gain a foothold now can grow more

easily and is changing the area's ecology. Many species

normally removed by flooding are allowed to flourish,

choking out other plants. Also, research has indicated that

riverbottom trees species exhibit decreased growth rates

when over-bank flooding is eliminated.aT

Ice scouring, once important in removing the bark off the

larger trees providing entry ways for insects, disease and

woodpeckers, is no longer as big a factor as it once was.

Scouring led to the demise of many of the largest trees, and

provided habitat for cavity nesting species such as wood

ducks, screech owls, and squirrels.

Runoff from higher areas through creeks and streams has

been rerouted through ditches, pipes, and sewers. As previ-

ously mentioned, two creeks have been filled in at the site to

prevent flooding. This means that all the associated plant

and animal species have been removed as well.

Plant Communities

Although the study area contains little remnant riverbottom

forest, the riverbanks to the north and south exhibit many of
the riverbottom forest species. It is important to examine the

current condition of these existing communities in order to

envision possibilities for the study site.

The riverbottom forest within the Core Area have been

extensively modified by human activities. As mentioned

earlier, during early settlement, the trees were quickly

cleared for lumber and fuel. Early photographs from the late

1800's of the junction of the Red and Assiniboine show the

banks almost completely devoid of trees due to deforestation

by settlers. Much of that area has come back to a semblance

of its former self since that time although it is still often

cleared for commercial, residential, and landscape develop-

ment.

49



The spread of Dutch Elm disease has meant the rapid decline

of the many American elms within the riverbank forest and

the city. The disease is caused by a fungus, which is often

spread by the elm bark beetle. Manitoba's efforts to combat

the disease have been relatively successful to date; mature,

healthy elms still dominate most parts of the province's

riverbottom forests and streets. A conversation with the city

forester, Mike Allen, revealed that promising new techniques

to prevent disease and to help restore dying elms are becom-

ing available. The city still plants thousands of young elms

every year with confidence, and Allen encourages the contin-

ued use of this unique and irreplaceable species.

Construction and refuse dumping activities, as well as the

introduction of many aggressive non-native weedy plant

species by humans have also changed the character of the

riverbanks, mostly to their detriment. As mentioned earlier,

the study area has been the recipient of vast amounts of fill.

Field work conducted in 1989 and reported by the Winnipeg

Core Area Riverbank Natural History Surve]¡ (J.P. Morgan)

identified 55 species of plants. By far the dominant tree was

the Manitoba maple, followed by willow, American elm,

cottonwood, honeysuckle, and redosier dogwood. The most

abundant grass was quack grass, followed by brome,

bluegrass, wild barley, and green foxtail. Forbs included

burdock, wormwood, Canada thistle, sow thistle, purple

loosestrife, ragweed, stinging nettle, and goldenrod. The

river had no emergent vegetation, due to the strong currents,

Submergent vegetation was noted along much of the

riverbanks, extending as far as 30 ft.(10m) out into the open

water on the quieter inside curves of the river where the

current is slower. The main species were sago pondweed

and filamentous green algae. A small stand of water milfoil
was recorded in the quiet waters at the mouth of the Seine

River. Coliform bacteria is an extremely common micro-
scopic species in Red River Water. River waters support

rich populations of algae.

The upland grass and forb communities' species composition

is indicative of a large amount of human disturbance. Nearly

all of these species are introduced weeds from Europe and

Asia, and tend to grow on disturbed sites. Most of them

have only limited value for wildlife as food or cover, and

crowd out more desirable native species. This is particularly

true of purple loosestrife which has been introduced to the

riverbanks and is spreading rapidly along them. When it
enters a wetland, it chokes out other plants, leaving the

marsh a very poor wildlife habitat.¿s
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Fauna

The riparian zone along the Red River in parts of the Core

Area is a lush and diverse remnant of riverbottom forest and

introduced species that contrasts with the hard surfaces of the

built-up area. The river 'edge' habitat is a juxtaposition of

water, forest, aspen, and prairie communities. 'Edge' habi-

tats that contain more than one kind of plant community

contain more species of wildlife than pure stands of single

communities. This is due to the greater diversity of potential

habitats provided by these transition zones, technically called

ecotones. Also, because the river edge is always changing

with flooding every year, there are new environmental

opportunities for wildlife all the time

Historically, the Core Area riverbanks provided habitat for a

number of species no longer present-:

One of the more conspicuous and interesting insects in the

Core Are is the butterfly. Relatively undisturbed riverbanks

with their wide variety of plants and constant water supply

are ideal butterfly habitat. One study of the Red River in the

Core revealed34 species of butterflies there, with as many as

13 species observed in an hour. V/ith 93 species of butter-

flies recorded in the Winnipeg area as a whole, it is likely

that additional ones occur in the study area.so

The Red River has the largest number of fish of any Mani-

toba waterbody. The species mentioned in section four of
this chapter are all here, and are said to be safe to eat. In a

recent article about fishing in the Red River, the water

quality of the Red River is described as higher than it has

been in the last hundred years - although the river was con-

sidered polluted prior to 1970.s1 The Red River is still one of
the main spawning areas and migration routes for fish north

and south of the city. Fish tagged in Winnipeg have been

recorded as far away as Halstad, Minnesota, Rabbit Point in

Lake V/innipeg, and Portage la Prairie.

Most if not all of the native amphibians, reptiles, and inverte-

brates of the riverbanks can still be found along the Red

River, although many have smaller populations than pre-

1819

1850

1870

1870

1960

Bison eliminated by overhunting

Plains Mzzly bear disappeared

Elk, mule deer, and pronghorn wiped out

Lynx, wolverine, black bear and timber

wolves eliminated.

Prairie chicken common but disappeared

due to habitat loss and overhunting.
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settlement times. These include the leopard frog, the

mudpuppy, Snapping turtles, and a variety of snakes.

Also, most species of birds native to the riverbank still exist

and these as well as all other birds of Manitoba (200+) use

the Red River as a migration route. However, because of the

lack of remnant prairies, grassland birds are not as cofitmon.

Waterfowl are less common along the riverbank as well

because their nests are destroyed by power boat wakes. The

peregrine falcon was close to extinction due to pesticides

until recently when the Manitoba V/ildlife Branch release

program succeeded in nesting two previously released birds

in 1989, the first such nesting in many years. The falcon's

main feeding was along the Red and Assiniboine Rivers at

the Forks where sora rails were a coÍrmon prey item.s'?

By far, the most abundant resident birds are two European

imports, the domestic pigeon and the house sparrow.53 These

species thrive year-round in the downtown urban area where

no others could due to the lack of natural habitats. Other

year-round native residents are the ruffed grouse, great

horned owl, screech owl, blue jay, black-capped chickadee,

white-breasted nuthatch, hairy woodpecker, and downy

woodpecker. Prominent summer nesting species include the

mallard, wood duck, least flycatcher, American kestrel,

cofirmon flicker, sora rail, northern oriole, eastem and west-

ern kingbird, mouming dove, red-eyed vireo, gray catbird,

cedar waxwing, tree swallow, belted kingfisher, herring gull,

coÍrmon crow, spotted sandpiper, American goldfinch, and

song spanow. Winter visitors include evening and pine

grosbeak, Bohemian waxwing, common and hoary redpoll,

pine siskin, white-winged crossbill, snow buntins, and an

occasional gyrfalcon.

Mammals are also abundant along Winnipeg's rivers. The

relatively 'quiet' situation of these areas within the city, and

their lineal extension out of the urban area provide excellent

habitat corridors for resident and migratory mammals.

Moose have been recorded along the Seine River just outside

the downtown area, white-tailed deer have been observed

feeding on trees and flowers at the Legislative Grounds, and

their tracks have been noted at the Forks.5a

"Raccoons are a pennanent riverbank resident, well known

to people with buildings and gardens in the area. This spe-

cies was rare in Manitoba until settlement opened up new

opportunities for it. The presence of old buildings for winter

den sites as well as gardens and garbage for supplemental

food supplies has meant a large increase in its population in

urban Winnipeg. Raccoon tracks and piles of clam shells
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from foraging activities are frequent along city riverbanks."ss

Among the most coÍrmon riverbank mammals are two

aquatic ones; beaver and muskrat. Beaver lodges and musk-

rat burrows are a frequent sight along the banks. The river

otter, another aquatic animal, which usually occurs in wilder

areas, is an occasional Core Area riverbank resident. Other

study area residents include the short-tailed shrew, eastern

cottontail, Franklin's ground squirrell, red squirrell, red-

backed vole, meadow vole, house mouse, mink, and striped

skunk.

13. Ecological Issues

On Winnipeg's riverbanks, the reforestation of native species

where appropriate, is a high priority in future management.

Although it its extremely difficult to restore a whole commu-

nity, reforestation of riverbottom forest species would pro-

vide a number of specific benefits to the riverbank:

1. It greatly enhances an area's habitat quality for wildlife

and fish. This is the closest natural habitat for urban dwell-

ers to experience wildlife.

2. It acts as a buffer between potential toxic runoff from the

nearby city. This helps to improve riverwater quality and

reduces algae blooms.

3. It slows flood waters, minimizes shoreline erosion and

reduces sedimentation downstream, which in turn reduces

waterway maintenance and water treatment costs. Excess

sediment can also destroy fish spawning habitat.

4. It lends considerable aesthetic appeal and adds to property

values.

5. It increases species diversity and resistance to disease

(e.g., American Elm)

At the study area, reforestation of riverbottom forest would

enhance the ecology of the site in at least two particular

ways. Reforestation here would connect two remnant forests

and provide a continuous wildlife corridor. Also, there are

major problems with erosion at the site that native shoreline

species could help remedy.

One of the main restrictions to better wildlife production

along the riverbank is the problem of power boat wakes.

These waves can reach heights of one to two feet (30 to

60cm). They destroy waterfowl nests, create bank erosion,

and eliminate many plants form the wake zone. Curtailing

this problem would involve speed limits on power boats or

their complete elimination from certain areas.
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Sport fishing is a major activity on the Red River from

Winnipeg downstream. In 1985, anglers spent $85.4 million

on activities related to sport fishing in Manitoba and a good

portion of that would be on the Red River. Fishing pressure

on the river recentþ has necessitated the development of a

special management plan to conserve the fishery resource-

Few anglers, however, have a good knowledge of even basic

species identification. Interpretive signs along the riverbank

would assist anglers in the proper treatment and identifica-

tion of fish.56

14. Urban Issues

In terms of urban design, there are two distinct yet inter-

related aspects of the site that this project will address. The

first concerns the relationship of the site its urban context

and the second concerns the 'body' of the site, between the

ex-rail line and the river. There is an opportunity, I think, to

use the long, linear space of the ex-rail line as a connecting

piece in order to bridge the space between the adjacent city

streets and the riverbank. This rail right-of-way is currentþ

an abandoned space that is absent of any mature vegetation

or built elements. It could be used simultaneously as a

'threshold' that welcomes the visitor from the built up area

of the city into the greenspace along the river, as a 'slow'

single-lane vehicular street to further integrate the city and

the riverbank, and finally as part of the pedestrian/bike path

system that connects to the Riverwalk.

The 'threshold' should address the ex-rail site as a built-up

urban condition and at the same time retain the tranquil

quality of the site. It marks a transformation from a space

based around an active vehicular street system into a space

that is oriented around the calming effect of the river. The

slow street along the top of the riverbank is a difficult prob-

lem. It must be ensured that the street serves to make the

space accessible and does not act as a barrier like the rail line

did. I chose to work with a street placed here in the design,

but I could have just as easily reconìmended that there not be

one. The design of the street could be influenced by the

curves of the river and might not be much more than a gravel

access road along the site. The connection to the Riverwalk

maintains a public pedestrian/bike path link that runs along

the Red River to the Forks and continues along the

Assiniboine River to Mostyn Park near Osborne Street and

the Legislative Grounds. It is important that this path run

along the top of the bank, so as not to cut off wildlife from

the river and to allow natural plant species along the river's

edge. There are also stability problems at the water's edge
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for a construction like the Riverwalk. Another connection,

beyond the scope of this project, would be to initiate pedes-

trian access and park areas that could meander into the city

from the riverbank and connect to Old Market Square in the

heart of the Exchange District. In this regard, there is a clear

opportunity to connect at least as far as Steinkopf Gardens

through the old Victoria Park site.

The 'body' of the site is intended as a greenspace along the

river that could act as a community park for adjacent resi-

dences as the area becomes more residential in character.

The residential character of the park is not intended to con-

flict with the very public location and therefore character of
this place, but just means that the spaces of the park will be

extremely varied and relatively intimately scaled to provide a

sense ofpersonal space (and relation to nature) as opposed to

being oriented to mass gatherings of people. Also, the

functions in the park will include public gardens for nearby

residents, relatively small grassed open spaces, and walks

through the forest, in order to reduce the noise and crowds

that more public functions can generate. This space is in-

tended to be designed around water features that appear as

natural streams in order to reference the natural history of the

site, to break up the space into smaller 'rooms', and to pro-

vide the calming presence of running water.

The paradox of creating a garden at the study area seems to

involve the contrast of retaining the peaceful and minimal

qualities that give this place an 'oasis' feeling

(complimenting the more 'urban' condition to the west), and

of providing the more public connections that would inte-

grate the river and bank space with the street and pedestrian

system of the city.
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Part Four

Strategies of Transformation
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1. The Wasteland

Journal entry, March 1993:

On my morning walk from my loft space on King

Street to my car, parked near the Alexander Dock, I

saw railway tracks slowly being removed from a space

between Stephen Juba Park and the end of James

Street. I hadn't really noticed this in-between area

before, and now a whole new place appeared from

nowhere - transformed from mere 'space' around a

railway track into a kind of 'wasteland' or gap in the

city. It seemed to divide the more 'natural' park and

river area from the domain of cars, pavement, and

'urban life.' All at once, there were two very different

versions of a contiguous space separated by a scar

which articulated this division.

This 'division' that the railway right-of-way marks off can

be seen as dividing a number of things. Presently, it does

mark a strange transition in the landscape from hard surfaced

urban fabric to park area and river. It is located at a place

where a less disturbed landscape of this nafirre would change

from the riverbottom forest near the river to an oak/aspen

forest or, alternatively, a prairie or wet meadow condition. It
is also a metaphorical space, representing the neglect of the

river and riverbank and the attempts to waII off this land-

scape. It could also be seen as a more general symbol for

Western culture's traditional separation between human and

natural worlds.

It is significant that this space has become open to new

possibilities. There is an opportunity to heal this rift between

the river and the city and to symbolically establish, and

examine more closely, relationships between people and

their environment, especially the 'nafural' environment.

Fig. 13: Looking north along the ex-rail line
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2. Cultural Transformation

The 'post-dualist' condition of pluralism that characterizes

the contemporary intellectual climate is part of a cultural

paradigm shift that began a century ago. History has often

been divided up into periods, eras and the like, but many

writers seem to be able to divided Western civilization into

three major dispensations, consicousnesses, or paradigms. A

paradigm is defined as a set of identifiable principles that

undergirds and reveal the limits of thought that occurs in any

one period. Gerald Holton and Jeremy Rifkin each speak of

three distinct stages of history. In the realm of science,

HoltonsT talks about the relation of the observer and the

observed through history. The ancients, he says, believed

that the observer and observed are closely bound and recip-

rocally influential. Rifkinss, who talks about stages of con-

sciousness, would say that at the first stage, that of hunting

and gathering, there was no sense of self, and consciousness

was very intimate with nature, very participatory, that there

was no sense of volition or choice. The next stage, says

Holton, came as Kepler showed how lenses really work; how

they separated subject and object. Rifkin's stage two began

with agriculture, where we separate ourselves from nature,

where we make nature work for us, losing intimacy. This

second stage extends into the Renaissance and through to the

Industrial Revolution, and at this stage we gain a sense of
perspective, of volition, of choice, the consciousness of the

'I.' Rifkin's third stage of consciousness is a self-aware

choice out of volition, not fear, to re-participate with nature;

crossing the bridge from subject to object. Holton's third

dispensation was precipitated by the realization that the

subject and object are tightly coupled, that they are part of a

single system, and that the subject cannot observe the object

without changing and distorting it. According to Holton, the

inseparability of subject and object is the distinctive assump-

tion of most of the great theories of modern physics, includ-

ing Einstein's relativity theory, and Heisenberg's uncertainty

theories.5e It is these assumptions about the universe of the

third stage, in which everything is tightly connected and

reciprocal, where humanity and nature are one, that

characenze most of the relevant thought of the twentieth

century.

The impetus for this project came with the realization that

the wasteland of the ex-rail site, with its awkward connection

between the city and the riverbank, was paralleled by this

contemporary transition from second stage to third stage

paradigms in'Western culture. Today, the conceptual break-

down between people and nature that began with the new

paradigm at the turn of the century (discussed above), has
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obviously come into a gîeater popular awareness (see The

Rise of Ecology and the Greens, Part Two, Section Six), but

this re-connection to nature is seldom (or just beginning to

be) realized in terms of actual space and form; especially in

the urban context. The ex-rail site is a place where the steel

rail barrier of linear-dualistic thought has been torn away, but

the current state of this place is characterized by pollution

and abandonment. This site is a space of absence, full of the

marks of erasure.

This project engages three basic strategies to express this

new paradigm; the intimate connection with nature. The

strategies of Threshold, Strata, and Flux will be explained in

the following sections.

3. Threshold

The first strategy of transformation is a gesture of re-connection

that is intended to turn the righrof-w ay of the former rail barrier

into a threshold for the river/bank. The form of the threshold, at

the western edge of the site, acknowledges the linear shape of

the rail barrier, and acts as a moment of connection rather than

separation. The form proposed is a 1 metre high wall of falling

water that is penetrated by openings that serve as doorways into

the site. The water flows from a 1.5 metre wide reflecting pool

just west of this water wall. 6 metre long ramps bring one into

the sitefromthe elevation of thereflecting pool(the same height

as the sidewalk and roads of the city) and as one passes the pool,

falling water on either side of the rampushers youpastthe long,

linear, water wall that is perpendicular to the ramps.

The reflecting pool, seen just as you approach the site, would

predominately reflect the sky, due to its high elevation at the

edge of the site. This effectively transforms this former barrier

into a space of possibility, taking a linear form and infusing it
with a pluralistic, yet bounded, infinity:

The other blue in its depth of sky

That at times gleams back the illusory flight
Of the inverted bird, or that ripples60

This'broken line' references the rail and trains, the linear view,

and makes it disappear into a thousand reflected views. The

memory and desire is important to the sense of transformation

that I wish to convey at this point at the site. Conceptually, the

linear view is important, too, it ls valid (of course technology

can be friendly), yet it is extremely dangerous if this is the only

view. The linear water wall, which would be lit by coloured

lights behind the water at night, together with the reflecting
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pool, allow a simultaneous hard/soft threshold to the site,

acknowledging the hard space of the city, and retaining the

tranquil the space near the river. The fixed path of the linear

pool is contrasted by its reflection of infinite paths, in the sky.

The site is entered by a perceptual 'walking into the sky' and

introduces the theme of multiple views and of the connection to

the river through qualities of light. This passage into a space

defined to the east and west by water is intended to establish a

dream-like yet tranquil atmosphere.

I imagined that once you passed through this water wall you

crossed into the dream space-time of the river. The water wall

creates an interval between city and river where one could

recollect or disperse oneself amidst the filtered light from the

river. This strategy repositions the rail division limit as a

threshold to the riverbank space and river that is punctuated by

the ramps that welcome one into the site, simultaneously

defining the river's space within the city and drawing the

pedestrian into this river space.

A few metres west of the pool, a curving one-way street

meanders along the rail right-of-way, allowing vehicular access

and a greateî exposure for the site. The reflecting pool would

hopefully act, over time, as a sign/symbol of the river and reveal

the river's presence to the city. The Riverwalk connection, the

pedestrian/bike path, would be located 1 metre below the pool,

bordering the water wall. This would also be another sign of the

river, due to the view, looking east, down the adjacent streets,

of people andbikes passingby, half obscureddueto theirlower

elevation.

..ã---\_

a---. '*

Fig 14: Threshold

-Õ-
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4. Strata

The water wall, abroken line across the western edge of the site,

is a symbol of the transformation of the dualistic separation of

city and riverbank, and of humanity and nature, to the connec-

tion of city and riverbank; humanity and nature. It is ambigu-

ous, addressing both the need for separation and connection.

The structure of the 'body' of the site is conceived around two

basic configurations that penetrate the water wall, connecting

the city and river zones. The first 'technique' involves the lines

of elm trees that would form allees along the adjacent streets.

The elm allees are openedup and spread apart as they cross the

water wall, the lines of dispersed trees disintegrating into the

riverbottom forest further down the bank, with its numerous

species of trees and shrubs. The second river-city connection

uses water features that appear as natural streams. They would

be artificially fed by filtered river water but would also tie in to

the existing drainage regime by acting as run-off channels for

the streets and upper bank. These streams wind back into the

city, bringing native species along its edges.

The spatial qualify of the riverbank that completely fascinates

me is tbe: light of the water through the trees. As metioned

earlier, it is a spatial situation that characterizes the riverbank

space, animating it and compelling it almost to'breathe.' The

stream - tree assemblage also illustrates a transformation in

perception that parallels the recent transformations in culture ,

and the rise of the new paradigm, that is being discussed

throughout this project. To reiterate, and frame this view in

terms of perception and representation, the following:

From the seventeenth century until the early twentieth,

the Western world assumed that the knower and the

known could be sharply separated and that the subject

could observe, understand, and describe the object.

This pervasive epistemology is everywhere evident in

art. Most painters, for example, assumed that there is a

real world "out there" and thatthey as artists (subjects)

can stand apart from it and without significant distortion

represent it on canvas. In the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, scientists, philosophers, and other

specialists came to believe that the subject and object

are tightþ coupled and that the subject cannot see

(much less, describe and transmit) an object without

changing it in fundamental ways. These disquieting

views involved disorientation about space and time, and
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even before the turn of the century these views were

being popularizedinmagazines and in science fiction.

Artists of thefirstdecades of this centuryrespondedby

trying to find new ways of seeing, new models of

knowing. These new ways have incommon an assump-

tion that the subject and object cannot be arbitrarily

separated, that the artist is a part of the world that he

sees. In the visual arts, experiments included abandon-

ing rules of perspective, and literature, abandoning a

fixedpoint of view.6r

The desired effect of the combination of trees and streams is to

transform the one point perspective of the elm allees into a

series of horizons (sky in water) that wind down through the

riverbank, and aplurality of views, that are perceived amidst the

vertical lines of tree trunks. This configuration is intended to

open up the riverbank space, literally creat-

ing space. The one-point perspective is a

Renaissance device for establishing the scale

ofobjects in space, and the series ofhorizons

and multiple lines of elms would establish a

series of multiple perspectives, and a diver-

sity of space - unfolding the once-exiled

space of the riverbank.

In an article entitled, "Art and Architecture," Allan Kaprow

describes a progression in painting:

'When next a horizon line was drawn under a cow, the

separation of image from environment occurred like a

logical thunderbolt, and thereafter painting (and man)

could never be the same. Painting had become symbol

rather than power, i.e., something which stood for
experience rather than acting directþ upon i1.62

Kaprow presents an equation between figure-ground, or object

and horizon line, and the humanity-nature separation. At the

site, the intention is to explode the figure ground, with a series

of horizons so that one perceptually penetrates into the riverbank

space . I think this situation is appropriate for a river that winds

Fig. 15: Prairie space/riverbank space
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its way across the prairie, in order to reveal the difference

between river edge space and prairie space. On the prairie, you

cannot help being placed in a giant figure-ground situation,

while on the riverbank, the sky reflecting off of the river through

the trees opens up a variety of space and perspective. My

intention was to further amplify this existing natural diversity.

The river through the trees situation animates the riverbank

with such a beautiful play of light. This wonderful effect of
'emergence and secrecy' is expounded upon by Jean B audrillard

in relation to vision:

views to the river. The streets that run into the site from the

Exchange Area emphasíze a one point perspective of the

riverbank as you approach the river from the west. The water

pool is intended to be a threshold of re-orientation where this

singular viewpoint is fractured into multiple view points. The

view as you approach the end of the elm allee ranges from the

water pool, just behind street trees planted parallel to the river,

down through the increasingly dense elms and then through the

forest to the river. This view and the experience of the riverbank

includes includes at least two horizontal reflective strips pro-

duced by a stream, followed by the forest filtered river strip,

Looking implies thatthe object viewed covers and

uncovers itself, that it disappears at every instant, for

looking involves a kind of oscillation... In an image

certain parts are visible, while others are not; visible

parts render the others invisible, and a rþthm of emer-

gency and secrecy sets in, a kind of water mark of the

imaginary.63

5. Layering of Space

The site of the riverbank is divided into a series of layers that

articulate this river-edge space with various slopes and multiple Fig. 16: Horizontal strips marking space
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bracketed above by the forest across the river and by the sky

above this. You penetrate these reflective horizon strips as you

move through the space. A sloped walkway leads to a sloping

grassed area and then to a level grassed and garden area.

Beyond this 'room' is a strip of natural floodplain forest that is

sloped at2o%o and snakes along parallel to the river. This strip

could be punctuated by ramps or stairs that provide another

series of views of the river through the trees of the floodplain

forest. Alternating with this strip across the site (horizontally)

are a number of public gardens encircled by the streams at an

elevation halfway between the city and the river. Upon entering

the relatively level area of the floodplain forest near the dver,

there is an option of following paths that run parallel to the river

or moving closer to the river through the brush. Directly

adjacent to the river is the willow community that would

naturally occur here.

6. Temporal Space

The 'rooms' directly below the pedestrian/bike path are in-

tended as a fluctuating mix of grass, garden, and a series of

sculptural installations that further express the relational views

to the river. These sculptures are intended to act as an interpre-

tation of previous cultural relationships to the site, to function

as pavilions, and to serve as expressions of 'temporal space'.

Any structure built before the 1961 Red River Floodway

installation, was subjected to complete dismemberment (which

happened time and time again) due to the power of the rising

floodwaters in high water years. The pavilion structures that

would occupy the grassed rooms respond to this issue of
impermanence by bein g movable, pos sibly with locking wheels

that would allow these pieces to be placed about the site in

different confi gurations.

Fig. 17: Pavilion Structures

64

ffi
%



7. Flux

The destruction, gentleness, and pure

movement, inherent in the rusty loops of

the prairie rivers are qualities that are

essential to the unique chatacter of the

river's edge, and the site of V/innipeg in

general. It was important in the design

process to activate these qualities in the

form of the site. A period of research was

spent dragging old photographs of Win-

nipeg's riverside structures across apho-

tocopy machine in an attempt to work

with the sleek destruction andmovement

that are associated with the river. The

resulting images reveal structures that

disintegrate into blurs and fragments. This

turned out to be another way of overcom-

ing dualism: the indeterminate gesture of

the partially erased building, linking in a

single state what appears and what disap-

pears, not Eros or Thanatos but Life-

Death in a single thought, a single ges-

ture.
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flooded like a kiss

violent and full of grace

out of the blue

a welling up of emotion

i
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9. Planting Plan

The preceding images were further cut into fragments and the

resulting scraps that were produced created an effect very

similar to the li ghting effects of the river refl ectin g light throu gh

the trees. These rhythmic plays of light and shade were almost

three-dimensional in nature. The pieces were used todesign

and assemble the plan of the site. This was the turning point of

the project: I realized that the experience of the riverbank, with

all the beauty of lighting and diverse situations, was embodied,

in some way, by this collage-ing together of these fragments of

pure light and shade. The variety of lighting that one experi-

ences on the riverbank was easy to visualize with the juxtapo-

sitions of textural strips of light that were used in this design

process. The collage technique allowed an expression of mood

that is usually absent from plan drawings. The collaged frag-

ments produced an assemblage that could really give a feeling

of light and space. I was able to make decisions aboutthe design

of the site rather quickly, and get direct feedback from the plan.

The individual fragments of the collage consisted predomt-

nantly of alternating lines of black, white, and shades of gray.

During the collage process, they were thought of as various

natural planting combinations, and these were assembled so

that the lines were all oriented, at slightly different angles, to the

river. This orientation was intended to further express the

relationship of the riverbank to the river, creating a labyrinth of

channeledviews. This planting couldbe considered as acut-up

of linearity, a bit like random words used to make up a sentence.

Later, a planting plan was abstracted from the multitude of

lines, and each section was defined in terms of a natural

ecological zone and plant height. It is assumed that these plants

will survive and spread, or die off, according to more subtle

determinants, gradually obscuring the planted order. There

may always be some relation to the variety of planted rows,

maintaining some feeling of the riverbank orientation, but it is

intended that a more natural order of complexity will soon

overcome the sight.
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1-0. Transformation of a Post-Industrial Wasteland

This project has explored the river-city relationship of 'Winnr-

peg, attempting to describe and explain various cultural beliefs

and their manifestation in the landscape. From the Native

immersion with place, to the mechanistic model, and finally to

the change in paradigm and plurality of the contemporary age,

the relation of people to nature has, in a way, come full circle.

After probing the background of today' s thought, it is unsettling

to see the current disparity between ideas and actions, espe-

cially as the ecological and spiritual impoverishment of the

environment continues.

I have used a range of strategies, at a specific site, that seek to

integrate humanity and nature through a number of perceptual

techniques fleshed out within the parameters of the native

landscape. The ideas I was attempting to express, are paralleled

somewhat in T.S. Eliot's, The Wasteland. Inhis long poem of

1922, there is a continuous instability in which, images dis-

solve, re-form, melt and overlap. "The relation between subject

and object goes from fixity to fluidity... Related to the multipli-

cation and the destabilization of perspectives is an assumption

the any glimpse of the object is partial."ø While Eliot's poem

succinctly characterized his age by evoking a'frustrated plural-

ism', a vain search for some kind of wholeness,Ibegan with the

wholeness and connectedness of nature, and then assembled a

pluralistic interpretation of this unifying element. I think that

contemporary landscape design can be an extremely expres-

sive, pluralistic and diverse exercise, when balanced by the

desperate need today for ecologically sound design .
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List of Native Species

Top ofBank

Trees:

Balsam Poplar
Bur Oak
Trembling Aspen

Tall Srubs:

Hawthorn
V/ild Plum
Cokecherry
Pincherry

Medium Shrubs:
American Hazelnut
Beaked Hazelnut
Saskatoon
Red Osier Dogwood
Nannyberry
Highbush Cranberry

Low Shrubs:
Wood's Rose
Raspberry

Pooulusbalsamifera
Ouercu macrocama
Populus tremuloides

Crataequs succulenta
Prunus americana
Prunus virginiana
Prunus oensvlvanica

Corylus americana
Crylus cornuta
Amelanchier alnifolia
Cornus stolonifera
Viburnum lentago
Viburnum opulus

Rosa woodsi
Rubus idaeus

TaIl Trees:
Cottonwood
American Elm

Trees

Peachleaf 
'Willow

Manitoba Maple
Green Ash
Basswood

Tall Shrubs:
Hawthorn

Medium Shrubs:
Downy Anowwood
American Hazelnut
Beaked Hazelnut

Populus deltoides
Ulmus americana

Salix amygdaloides
Acer negundo
Fraxinus pennsvlvanica

Tilia americana

Crataequs succulenta

Viburnum rafinsouianum
Corvlus americana
Corylus cornuta

Three leaved False Solomon's Seal

Smilacina trifolia
Downy Yellow Violet Viola pubescens
Sweet Scented Bedstraw Galium trifolium
Nodding Trilliu Trillium cernum
Tall Meadowrue Thalictrum dasycarpum
V/ild Sarsaparilla Aralia nudicaulis
CanadaWild Rye El)¡mus canadensis
Prairie Cord Grass Soectina oectinata

Floodplain

Hebaceous Understory:
Wild Lily of the Valley Maianthemum canadense

Starry False Solomon's Seal
Smilacina stellata

t9



Low Shrubs:
Wild Black Currant
Gooseberry
Indigo Bush

Ribes americanum
Ribes oxyacanthoides
Amorpha fruticosa

Water's Edge

Peachleaf Willow Salix am)¡gdaloides

High Species

Common Reed Grass Phragmites communis

Hebaceous Understory:
Carrion-flower Smilac herbacea

Common Hoo Humulus lupulus
Clematis Clematis verticellaris
Moonseed Menispemum canadense

Riverbank Grape Vitus riparia
'Wild Cucumber Echinocystis lobata
Ostrich Fern Matteuccia struthiopteris
Wild Mint Mentha arvensis

Downy Yellow Violet Viola pubescens

Sweet Scented Bedstraw Galium trifolium

Medium Species

Bullrush
Cattail

Low Species
Sedges
'Water Plantain

Scimus soo.

Tvoha latifolia

Carex spp.
Alisma olantaeo-aouatica
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