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by ROSEMARY . FOX

Until recently few people, even British Columbians,
had heard of the Spuisizi, The area first came o my
attention in late 1971 when my husband and I were con-
sidering taking a backpacking trip in northern British
Columbia. We had read a newspaper article about
efforts to preserve the rich wildlife of the Spatsizi Pla-
teau region of the northwest part of the province, which
described the area as follows: “This high couniry has
gently sloping mountains, wide valleys, subalpine
meadows, abundant wildlife and is the source of the
Stikine, Nass, Skeena and Finlay rivers. It is open, park-
like country, unique amidst the densely forested wilder-
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ness of the rest of northern B.CY

Qur destinauon was
settled.

Infornmation on the Spatsial was hard to lind, We cone
tacted Tommy Walker®, a well-known conservationist
and retired game outlitter, who told us 1t was good walk-
ing country for much of it was above timbetline, and
also because many of the valley bottoms are untimbered
and dry 1o a large extent,

*rditor's note: T A (Tommyi Walker, o registered guide in
the Spatsizve from 948N, hax padidiched g book entilied
Hpatsm: Dntonson Prulihshiing Lid., Jonnerty Niaga Publod
iy Clonefiany fod., 1976
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We read the diary of Samuel Black, the Hudson Bay
Company Factor who, in 1824, travelled up the Finlay
and across to the Turnagain River in search of fur coun-
ry and passed close to the Stikine a little to the north-
east of the Spatsizi Plateau. His account indicated that
travel was diflicult owing to the ruggedness of the ter-
rain. Describing the efforts of his party 1o follow one of
the tributaries of the Stikine, he wrote that his voya-
geurs, normally vigorous, were “slowly, sullen striving
along” through the bogs and underbrush of the boreal
forest.

We also read Valerius Geist's account of his study of
mountiin sheep on the edge of the Spatsizi Plateau in
the Eaglenest Range in the 1960s. What stood out there,
i contrast to the impression we had been given, was the
abundance of moisture: rain and 1oaring wrrents, One
August he experienced 21 suraight days of rain! Dry
country? Good walking? We wondered. Even maps
fuiled 1o give us a clear picture of what o expect, as
there are noune of that region of a scale Lurger than four
miles to the inch with 500 foot contours.

The Spatsizi, as we learned, is a 3,000 square mile
arca lving between the Stikine and Kiappan Rivers from
their source to confluence, Ranging in aliitude from
below 3,000 feet along the Stikine and Klappan Rivers
to more than 7,700 {eet ar its highest peak, it falls with-
in the boreal forest, spruce-willow-birch subalpine and
alpine tundra zones. Much of the region is gently sloping
along the undulating contours of the Spatsizi Plateau,
while the Faglenest Range and adjoining area, where
the plateau gives way to the Skeena Mountains, are
correspondingly steep and rugged. The Spatsizi River
mitersects the region.

The fiight from Smithers in July 1975, in a Trans-
Provincial Airlines Beaver was unforgettable, The day
was heavily overcast, forcing us 1o take a roundubout
route which enhanced our impression of the vastness
of the rugged mountain wilderness of novthern B.C. For
over two hours we {ollowed densely forested valleys,
skirting tundra-coated mountain ridges and by-passing
icefields and glaciers. Four of us landed on Klahowya
Lake, where we mude base camp. The ground was wet
and uneven, but we managed o find tent sites and soon
had our {ood supply {160 pounds [or 26 days) dangling
out of reach of grizely bears and wolverines,

Our camp looked across to the green slopes of Cres-
cent Mountain which rose sweeply 1o a fringe of blulls
along the crest. Stands of fairly large firs, interspersed
with meadows at the lower elevations, gave way (o
brush and then to tundra higher up the mountain, Behind
oul camp was an extensive and thick, almost impenetra-
ble, {urest of alpine fir.

It rained intermittendy that first day. The second day
it rained practically all day. The third day we awoke to
two inches of snow on the ground. It rained, hailed or
snowed on 18 davs out of 220 We later learned thae 1975
was the wettest summer on record. There were few
evenings when we did not eat our dinner huddled under
the two smaill nvlon {lies, which were our only shelter
aside from our tents. However, as we were adequately
equipped we did not mind the wet and cool conditions.

Hardly o day went by without our seeing wildlife.

Among the four of us we saw more than 40 caribou,
about 20 mountain goats, 10 moose, one grizzly, and
beaver, marmots, ground squirrels and chipmunks, Al-
though. to our regret, we neither saw nor heard wolves,
we saw tracks almost daily. We also saw many signs
of grizzlies. Perhaps even more impressive than the
wildlife were the flowers, which provided a display of
coiour that the greyest of days could not dim: purple
monkshood, larkspur, vellow ragwort, arnica, cingue-
foil, pink epilobium, salmon-coloured columbine, count-
less saxifrages and others.

We identified few species of birds, due no doubt o
the poor weather which made viewing with binoculars
difficult, However, we did see several not recorded in
the area previously: Arctic loon, Canada goose, wander-
ing tatder, northern phalarope, Bonaparte's gull, pine
grosbeak and snow bunting. The most common birds
during our brief experiences were tree sparrows, golden-
cowned spartows  and  spotted  sandpipers  around
Klahowya Lake, The golden eagle was the only raptor,
and, surprisingly, we saw only one raven.

We spent five days at Klahowya Lake, exploring the
area and hoping for the weather 1o clear. We made our
way through muskeg and dense thickets of birch and
willow, and waiked along low dry ridges in the valley
Hloor and up the mountainsides into the tndra region.

O the sixth day we left on an eight-day backpacking
trip, The first day out was through almaost continuous
marsh, possibly made wetter by the rain. On the second
day we crossed some dense forest and understood what
Samuel Black meant by “slowly, sullen siriving along".
On our third day we made base camp at the foot of the
maountains to the north of Crescent Mountain and spent
a couple of days hiking and exploring that area, Far
from being “gently sloping” the mountainsides were
extremely steep. We moved camp on up the valley on
the north side of Crescent Mountain, passing a salt
lick much frequented by goats, judging {rom the clumps
of white wool hanging from the bushes. The lck itself
was a4 mire of mud, vampled by hundreds of hoofs, On
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Spatsizi {“Spat-zee-zee’) is an Indian word meaning
red goat, and it is the name of a river in northern British
Columbia which winds through the Eaglenest Mountains
and eddies at the {oot of a red slashed peak. High up on
the rubble slides of this moumtain goats roll, and their
hair becomes tinted by red sandstone. Spatsizi — the
Land of the Red Goat. . .

Spatsizd, T.A. (Tommy) Walker,
Amionson Publishing Lid,, 1976
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the north side of Crescent Mountain, perhaps giving
it its name, is a broad crescent-shaped bowl, mostly
above dmberline, and here we made our last camp
belore crossing the mountain back to Klahowya Lake,

It was a spectacular area, ringed by mountaing with
some steep clifis and large patches of snow. This was
the Tand of the hoary marmot which filled the air with
its piercing whistles at our approach.
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After a day of rest and reorganizing back at Klahowya,
we set off on another wip. This time we crossed the val-
ley of the Ross and made base camp in an alpine bowl
in the mountains between the Ross and Stikine. From
there we watched mountain goais on the cliffs around
our camp. Once halt a dozen caribou came into camp,
looked at us in mute surprise and vanished as silently as
they had appeared. One night there was a spectacular
display of aurora borealis. The shafts of light in the
northern sky, the brilliant canopy of stars, the nearby
mountain cliffs sithouetted starkly agamnst the sky
remain unforgettable.

Crossing into the headwaters of the Stikine we finally
found a valley that epitomized the dry valley floors we
had expected. Qur stay in the Stikine valley had the best
weather of the trip: the sun shone, mosquitoes hummed
and the temperature went up o a record 20°C. How-
ever, mares' tails drifting across the sky indicated that
fine weather would be shori-lived. Back at Klahowya
two days later, our scheduled day of departure dawned
grey and ominous. Qur aircrafl came on the second day
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Origingl map prepared by Dr. Viadimur J. Krajina, University of British Columbia.

Cartography Earl Maahs.

of waiting, just as we had begun to think of rationing
our five extra days’ supply of food.

Flving back to Smithers we noticed with a new under-
standing how densely forested those unending Skeena
Mountains are, right down 1o the banks of the streams
in their boggy V-shaped valleys. We realized with fresh
appteciation what an exceptional area the Spatsial s,
with its broad valleys, largely open and walkable if not
always dry, its limited forest belt which, while it may
hinder, does not prevent access 1o the untimbered high
country, and s abundance of wildlife and wildflowers.

Lois Crisler wrote: “Wilderness without animals is
mere scenery’ . The Spatsizi has scenery, but it 15 more:
it is true wilderness,

Wilderress, as the termn is used in North America,
generally means a roadless area unafiected by human
developmental activities, True wilderness might be
further defined as o region suffliciently exiensive 1o em-
hrace o naturatly sustainable ecosystem comtaining s
historic complerent of lTarge mammals, wiach has not
beenr modified by human activities, True wilderness as



such has disappeared [rom most of North America and
is found only in northern Canada and Aluska.

The Spatsizi provides for a rich variety of wildlife,
including two mammals found onlyv in northern B.C.
and the Yukon: the Stone sheep and Oshorn caribou.
Because of their bluck or grey bodies and suiking white
rumyp petiches, belly and leg timuimings, Stone sheep
have been described by Geist as “sheep in evening
dress”. The Osborn caribou is the lregest race of the
mounian caribow, only slightly smaller than the elk,
The Spatsizst reputedly supports not only the larpest
herd of Oshorn caribou but the largest animals as well,
While Dr. Geist has made an overall assessment of
Oshorn caribou no thorough stdy of this magnificent
animal has ever been done,

Can the Spatsizi be retuned as a pure wilderness, a
natural ecosvstemn sustaining the Oshorn cantbou, Stone
sheep and other wildlife and the ecological base upon
which they depend? Events since the summer of 1975
provide grounds {or cautious optimism.

Creation in November 1975 of the 2,600 square mile
Spatsiai Plateau Wilderness Provincial Park, containing
within it the 82,000-acre Gladys Lake Ecological
Reserve, was the culminaton of many vears of effort by
a number of people o have the Spatsizl preserved. In
ammouncing the new park and ecological reserve, then
Resources Minister i the B.C. provincial govermment,
Bob Willuuns, referred o it as a wilderness-wildlife
preserve and Dikened it to the great game parks of East
Alrica. The Order-in-Council which established the
Park acknowledges its special values, recognizing that
“such unique wildlife areas require exceptional protee-

tion and management to ensure that the values associ-
ated with the wildlife are retained and not permited
degenerate in quality.” The Order-in-Council further
states that: ""Phe area will be maintained as a wilderness
Lindscape in which natural communities are preserved
intact and the progressions of the nawiral systems may
proveed without alieration”,

Uil @ decade ago the Spatsizi ecosystem was pro-
tected from undue disturbance by its remoteness. The
major violation that has occurved has been the intersec-
ting of the arca by the Dease Lake extension of the B.C.
Railway, which comes up the Skeena and follows the
Little Khappan and Klappan Rivers. The railroad now
forms the western boundary of the park and the head-
waters of the Klappan, once the natural boundary of the
Spatsizi, have been cut off. The Stewart-Cassiar high-
way at Eddontnajon passes within about 15 miles. The
ratlread, whichh as yet has no tracks, can he reached
from the highway via a construction road, thereby pro-
vidding vehidles with access, Furthermore, aireralt, from
no larther wdield than Eddontenajon, are able to land on
all but the smallest lukes, bringing not only hunters but
backpackers like ourselves into the heart of the wilder-
ness,

Ircreased hunting in the Spawsizd in recent years has
resuhted, according o reliable accounts, in a severe
depletion of the Stone sheep and mountain goat popula-
tiones in the area that is now the Gladys Lake Ecological
Reserve. In 1975 before establishment of the park the
registered guide In the Spatsizi area ook out 154 animals
— including caribow, moose, wolves, bear, sheep and
goits. This was twice as many as were ever killed before

The Usborn caribow is a race of the mountam caribou. The Spatsizi may sup-

Bristol Foster

port the largest herd of iese magnifieent enimals.
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The author’s parly fording an alpine stream. Rosemary Fox

Bristol Foster

W

2% Decrmated by fnomiters a few years ago, Spat-
sizi's Stone Sheep ave now protected in the
Gladys Lake Ecological Reserve.

{foary marmot, Patricia Halligan
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in any one season by guided hunters. Fhe combined kil
by resident and non-resident hunters was reported 1o he
well over 200 animals.

While the damage caused by overhuniing mav be
readily evident, it is not always realized that the so-
called non-consumptive outdoor recreationists — hikers,
horseback riders, boaters, mountam chimbers, ete. — may
also have a detrnmenwal eflect on a wilderness ecosys-
tem, partucularly when in large numbers. Horses already
pose a particular problem, through erosion of trails and
grazing. In the Spatsizt their grazing has apparently
almost eliminated one species of wheagrass, The gath-
ering by campers of limited supplies of dead wood is
another problem, and potenually a serious one in the
Spatsizi where so much of the country is close to, or above
timberline. One of the more subtle and least appreciated
problems is the effect of disturbance on wild animals.
When an animal is alarmed it uses up needed stores of
energy, which it must then try to replace by eating more.
In a rigorous northern environment, such an increase
in the animal's cost of living can be serious.

One conservation group (The Sierra Club of Western
Canada) has made the following recommendadons w
the B.C. government:
® :hat ecological studies be carried out that will provide

a sound basis for management so that the park’s

ecological systetns can be preserved and its wildlite

values retammed {or future generations;

® that hunting be systematically regulated to avoid un-
natural disturbunce of the ecosystem, and should be
suspended until the necessary studies have beeny com-
pleted;

® that other forms of recreation — hiking and backpack-
ing, hoating. horseback riding, ete, be suictly regu-
lated 1o avoid disturbance of the wildlife and impair-
ment of the wilderness charactey of the park, and that
this step should be wken before overuse occurs,
posstbly through instituting a permit system, as has
heen adopted 1n many of the U8, parks and wilder-
HESS 4reas,
There has been considerable disagreement on whether
a suspension of hunting is necessary to achieve the aims
of preserving the park’s ecological values. The B.C. Fish
and Wildlife Branch has maimtamed that a suspension
of hunting s unwarranted in the absence of concrete
evidence that overhunting has occurred, although it did
place a closure on grizely bears in 1976 on the basis of
possible overhunting. The GLudvs Lake area, where 1t is
acknowledged that overhunting of sheep and goats wok
place, was alrcady closed to hunting in 1975 and now
lies within the ecologica] reserve where no hunting is
permitied. The Sterra Club and others have waken the
position that this 5 a vigue wildlife park: et us stop
atl hunung rnow before us wildiife values are impaired,
and study the area wo lind out how much use it can stand.
It may be asked why hunting shoudd be allowed at all
i a wildiife park. Hunting is not allowed i the wildlife
parks of Africa. In B.C., hunting 15 permitted in provin-
cial parks under the Parks Aot and the Spatsizi’s Order-
in-Council expressly includes hunting as one of the
forms of recreation 1w be permitted in the park. While
there are those who think that hunung should be banned
completely, the Sierra Club takes the view that low
intensity hunting need not be meompatible with a prime-
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Above: Stands of firs are interspersed with meadous at
higher elevations of the Plateau.

Below: Can the Spalsizi be protected as pure wilderness?
Unless regulated, outdoor recreatron will have a detrimental
effect on the Spatsizt’s ecosystems.

S v ke B

Bristol Foster

val wilderness, since primitive man was part of the
wilderness scene. The trouble with applying this notion
to wilderness in the 20th cenury 1s thag, while man may
be part of nature, his technology is pot. Theretore, if
hunting is to be allowed in a park like the Spasiai, it
must be managed with exceptional care so that it does
not exceed the tolerance Hmits of the patk’s ecosystem,
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It s obviows thar, i preservation of ecological integrity
is one of the park’s major objectives, an understanding
of the park’s ccosystem is necessary before appropriate
hunung regulations can be established,

Preliminuary studies of the park’s fishand game popula-
tions began in 1976 by biologists working lor the Fish
and Wildhife and Parks Branches, Aerial surveys were
carried out o assess the range and populaton of the
cartbou herd. More than 1,100 caribou wore sighted
within the park boundaries in early fall, with several
hundred more outside the boundaries. It is evident that
the herd ranges well beyvond the park’s boundaries,
which indicates that seriows consideration should he
given to adapting the boundaries accordingly, If these
cannot be changed o conform more realistically to the
ecosystem, special management zones adjacent to the
park will need w be established and agreed vpon with
other government agencies to provide the necessary
protection,

An example of the dingers facing the park’s coosys-
tem through habicn destructon is a proposed hyvdro-
elecirie project on the Sukine, 58 miles upstreaun from
Telegraph Creek, which would create a 50 mile long
reservolr extending halbway between the Klappan and
Spatsize Rivers along the northern boundary of the park.
This would destroy ritical wintering habian for the
park’s cartbou, moose and wolves and interfere with
seaseral movements of wildlife, Incidentally, the Grand
Canyon of the Stikine, which is one of northern B.Cs
most spectacular scenic wonders would also be inan-
dated. The possibility of mining olose by is another
potental tineat.



While the farge number of caribou sighted in and close
to the park in the fall of 1976 gives hope that the Spat-
sizi herd is alive and well, the fact that calves made up

-

only 7% of the number observed and adult females out-
numbered males by four to one, may be a warning, ac-
cording to scientists, of an unbalanced and potentially
unstable population. Swudies of predator-prey relation-
ships in Alaska show that heavy hunting pressure
besides natural predation can lead to major long-term
population declines with other ecological repercussions.

During aerial surveys in the fall and spring of 1976 a
pack of 29 wolves was sighted. A pack of this size is
exceptional and the question arises of there really being
a pack this size in the Spatsizi or whether two or more
packs had temporarily joined forces on both occasions
when seen. Although no one knows how many wolves
are in the park, government biologists believe the num-
ber is high. They also now believe the grizzly popala-
tion 1o he a healthy one, although there was concern
earlier that grizzlies had become scarce. Summer ground
surveys indicated mearly 300 sheep and more than 500
goats in the park.

Hunting continued in 1976 for all game species ex-
cept grizzlies as mentioned earlier and mule deer of
which there is a small marginal population on the edge
of its range. Some yestrictions on hunting, including
curtailment of seasons, were mposed, and officials
undertook to monitor hunting activity, ‘The kill of
animals by hunters in 1976 was greatly reduced from the
previous year. This may have been due at lease partly
1o bad weather.

The Parks Branch is now developing a management
plan for the park based on conservation of the park’s
resources and has met with special interest groups to
exchange views on different management options.

Meanwhile, university and government biologists are
setting up a research program that would provide an
understanding of the park’s ecosystem and lay an effective
basis for sound management practices. Its realization
however, will depend on the availability of funding,
much of which will apparently have to be found outside
govermment sources, To raise money the Spatsizi Asso-
clation for Biological Research, a non-profit, charitable
organization based in Vancouver, has recently been
fonmed.

These developments give some hope that ways will
be found 10 give the park the exceptional protection
and management it needs. In this way and with strict
controls imposed an access and use, preservation of
the park’s wildlife may yet be assured [or {uture genera-
tons to enjoy.

In North Ametica, wildlife has oddly enough been
viewed as something apart from the wilderness heritage,
with the result that in the United States (which has a
large system of wilderness areas} preservation of natural
ecosysterns that include the large mammals is not a cen-
tral consideration. Canada has not yet initiated a strong
eflort to preserve its wilderness areas. The Spatsizi
could become the prototype for a system of primeval
wilderness purks which would keep part of Canada’s
unspoiled natural herttage for the future, and also ensure
the perpetuation of large-mammal ecosystems that are
an intrinsic part of the web of life on our planet.0
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