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Woss Fire Lookout
Established 1948, constructed 1950
Lookout Mountain, Woss, BC
Elevation: 640 metres

Introduction
Since its creation in 1912, the Wildfire Management Branch has been responding to wildfires 
around the province. In 2012 the Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations 
- Heritage Branch and Recreation Sites and Trails Branch, Wildfire Management Branch and 
GeoBC launched the inventory and assessment of the fire lookouts as part of a long-term 
vision is to create an appropriate network of restored lookouts around the province. 

The Woss lookout is seen as an important lookout site in the area of northern Vancouver 
Island, forming part of this network of lookouts, and is to be included on the BC Register of 
Historic Places. It is also important to see how Woss lookout fits into the overall typology of 
lookouts around the province and its role in the general history of forestry in the region. The 
lookout is appreciated by the local community, seen in the recent initiative to conserve and 
rehabilitate the lookout, improve access for recreation purposes and provide interpretation 
for the lookout and the area.

Background
The Woss fire lookout is located in the traditional territory of the ‘Namgis First Nation. 
According to their creation story, the ‘Namgis are the people of Gwa’ni (Nimpkish River).1

Geographical location, recreation, and nearby parks

The Woss fire lookout is located at the summit of land known as Lookout Mountain 
(sometimes incorrectly referred to as Woss Mountain) in the Bonanza Range of the Vancouver 
Island Ranges. Lookout Mountain is northeast of the community of Woss, within the Nimpkish 
Provincial Forest. Nearby mountain peaks include Mount Markusen, Bonanza Peak, Mount 
Elliott, Kalakama Peak and Ashwood SW5.

Woss lookout is in the heart of the Nimpkish Valley’s valuable forested lands and recreational 
wilderness. Boating, wilderness camping, mountaineering and hiking are popular at nearby 
Woss Lake Provincial Park and Schoen Lake Provincial Park. The lookout is located in the 
Nimpkish Provincial Forest, Port McNeill Forest District.

Biogeoclimatic zone

The forests around Woss and Lookout Mountain are distributed between the Coastal 
Western Hemlock (CWH) and Mountain Hemlock (MH) biogeoclimatic zones. The area 
supports a variety of tree species including western and mountain hemlock, Douglas fir, 
western red cedar, yellow-cypress, balsam and minor components of sitka spruce, lodgepole 
pine, and deciduous species.2

The Woss Lookout has a unique ecosystem due to various influences at the peak of the 
mountain. The peak has been classified as CWH vm1 (submontane very wet maritime) but 
with a strong  influence of montane vegetation and climate.  The site series classification has 
been identified as an 02 site.  Two stand types exist due the warmer and cooler aspects.  The 
warmer aspect has more Coastal lodgepole pine as a leading stand with a mixture of Coastal 
Douglas fir and Western red cedar.  The cooler aspect has a Mountain hemlock leading 

1 http://www.firstnations.de/fisheries/kwakwakawakw-namgis.htm
2 BC Ministry of Forests. Tree Farm Licence 37, Canadian Forest Products Ltd, Rationale for Allowable Annual Cut.
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Time Frame Concurrent Events
1917 A pulp mill, sawmill and shingle mill are constructed at Beaver Cove by 

Beaver Cove Lumber & Pulp Ltd., the beginning of large-scale logging 
operations in the lower Nimpkish Valley. Logging company Wood & 
English establish a logging camp and logging railway at the head of 
Nimpkish Lake, with timber destined for processing at Beaver Cove.

1925 Wood & English build another sawmill across the bay from the pulp mill, 
renaming the community Englewood.

1938  John Prentice and Poldi Bentley form a furniture and paneling veneer 
company called Pacific Veneer. They build a small mill employing 28 
people on the Fraser River in New Westminster, B.C

1941 The sawmill at Englewood ceases operation.
1944 Prentice and Bentley seek to establish a stable log supply with the 

purchase of timber rights and logging operations in the Nimpkish Valley 
on Vancouver Island which becomes the Englewood Logging Division.

1947 Included in the Nimpkish purchase is a small firm called Canadian Forest 
Products Ltd. and Prentice and Bentley reorganize their operations 
under that name.

1948 Canfor extends the original logging railway at Beaver Cove south 
of Nimpkish. A new logging camp is established near Woss Lake and 
becomes the headquarters and maintenance centre for the railway. 

Plans are made to operate the Woss lookout either independently by 
the Forest Service or jointly with Canadian Forest Products. Canfor 
erects a 20-25 foot tower with a plywood cupola and develops trail 
access and other improvements to increase the efficiency of the lookout 
site.

The BC Forest Service annual report notes that panoramic lookout 
photography for forest fire detection is suspended due to the lack of 
trained personnel.

stand with a mixture of  Yellow cedar and Coastal lodgepole pine.  A distinctive variety of 
ground vegetation exists on this peak ecosystem with species like reindeer and lipstick lichen, 
Davison’s penstemon, Vancouver groundcone and carpets of salal and hair-cap moss.3

Lookout type

Woss lookout was constructed as a Primary lookout, those established as part of the main 
detection system and manned by an appointed lookoutman on a continuing basis from the 
beginning of fire season until fall. Originally a timber lookout tower with cupola and tent, the 
current lookout design is a pre-fabricated hip-roof fire lookout with cupola.

3 Jeanne Matthews, Western Forest Products.

Historical Chronology

(Western Forest Products)
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Time Frame Concurrent Events
1948 Tom Wright, a forester for Canfor stationed at Camp Nimpkish, 

Englewood, sends a request to the BC Forest Service for the use of 
their photo-recording transit to photograph the areas visible from the 
Camp Woss lookout in the Nimpkish Valley.  The BC Forest Service 
stipulates that training in the operation of the transit is required, 
because of the need to ensure accurate photographs by orienting the 
lookout point with the north star.  A request for binoculars is also made 
at this time for use by the BC Forest Service lookoutman, currently 
stationed at the Woss lookout.

Tom Wright borrows panoramic photographs of Old Glory lookout for 
a proposed exhibit on forest fire management at the Pacific National 
Exhibition.

The BC Forest Service provides photo sets and grid overlay for the 
Woss lookout from Wright’s photographs. Sets are prepared for the 
lookoutman, ranger and district office.

1949 The Woss lookout is taken over from Canfor by the BC Forest Service 
and10 acres of land are set aside as an administrative site, along with 
a trail right-of-way. The lookout is located in the Nimpkish Provincial 
Forest.

Assistant District Forester for Woss determines that more suitable 
accommodation for the lookoutman than a tent is necessary for Woss 
given its exposed location. It is suggested that the Forest Service in 
Victoria provide a prefabricated building design to be assembled at the 
Marine Station. Weight and ease of transportation are factors in the 
design of the lookout, so a loxtave structure (used elsewhere) is ruled 
out.

The BC Forest Service suggests that the District allocate from its 
prescribed allotment “one of the sectional huts that are to be pre-
fabricated at the Forest Service Marine Station” this year.

Canfor initiates the practice of voluntary fire closures in its Englewood 
Division.

1950 A standard Forest Service cupola-type sectional lookout structure 
measuring 14’ x 14’ is erected on the Woss site on a 6 foot base. A 300 
gallon water tank is installed.

The site is operated co-operatively between the Forest Service and 
Canfor.

1951 Touch up and interior painting of lookout conducted by lookoutman.
1952 The logging railway is extended further and the Vernon Lake logging 

camp and reload facility is established.

“This structure is a vast 
improvement from the old tower 
and cupola in use in previous 
years, and no doubt will improve 
the efficiency of this lookout.”

BC Forest Service
Improvement Progess Report

November 1950

Original tower and tent 
configuration at Woss, 1949

(BCFS)
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Time Frame Concurrent Events
1953 The area east and south of the lookout is burned by the Kay fire, with 

no damage to the lookout building.

The exterior of the lookout and the interior of the main living quarters 
painted, the roof is stained.

Mr. W.B. Osborne commends Canfor for its fire-fighting equipment, 
personnel and adherence to rules and regulations at both Woss and 
Vernon camps.

1954 Improvements and some relocation work are carried out on the foot 
trail by the lookoutman and assistant Ranger.

1955

Interior and exterior of the lookout completely painted, included floors 
and roof, by the lookoutman and assistant Ranger.

1956 Interior and exterior of lookout painted, repairs made to leaking roof. 
Trail repairs are made and a metal water tank installed at a seepage site 
on the trail to aid drinking water supply.

1957 Canfor extends a final rail link along the east side of Nimpkish Lake 
creating a 90-kilometre main line between Beaver Cove and Vernon, 
with reload sites at Vernon, Maquilla, Woss, and Camp A. 

At Woss, paint is renewed where required, antenna relocated by 
lookoutman, broken windows replaced, trail and water supply 
maintained.

Forest Service recommends an area be prepared for a helicopter 
landing site.

1959 Hearings are held into the application for a tree farm licence by Canfor 
in the Nimpkish Valley. The Forest Counsel recommends access clauses 
in the tree farm licence over the company’s roads, trails, and via the 
railway as required.

1960 Tree Farm Licence 37 is awarded to Canadian Forest Products.
1961-69 General maintenance of the lookout and trail, including painting, 

roof repair, rock blasting, trail maintenance, construction of privy, 
installation of antenna poles, and tile laid on floors.

1970 A new metal roof is installed on the lookout.
1987 The Woss lookout is deleted from the fire protection system.
2006 Canfor’s Englewood division is sold to Western Forest Products Ltd. 

The forestry railway is renamed Englewood Railway of Western Forest 
Products.

2012 The Woss Residents’ Association proposes the rehabilitation of the 
Woss fire lookout and construction of an access trail to the site. The 
proposal is supported by ‘Namgis First Nation, Western Forest Products 
Inc. and BC Recreation Sites and Trails Branch.  
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Lookout type and description Dates Representative examples

Fire Lookout Tent with Tower

These lookouts consisted of temporary 
or semi-permanent canvas tent lookouts.  
Depending on the location, they may or may 
not have had a tower associated with them. 

Freestanding and towers associated with 
tents were the earliest vernacular lookouts, 
generally a wooden frame, post or trees with 
a wooden ladder and platform or small cabin, 
constructed from materials at hand.

Tents were often (but not always) replaced 
with structures over time.  

1910s - 
1950s

Hip-Roof Fire Lookout with Cupola

This lookout type is a square or rectangular 
building with cupola and hip roof, generally 
prefabricated. Baldy Mountain lookout is sited 
at grade, while Woss lookout has a crawl 
space. Crawl spaces could be used to gain 
height, and were used to store water cisterns, 
batteries and other supplies.

The cupola accommodated a lower fire 
finder which resulted in a better and less 
interrupted view of the territory, and for the 
psychology of getting the lookoutmen away 
from living quarters and into a separate, less 
distracting observation area. Casey shows 
the window shutters that were standard on 
most lookouts. Watson lookout illustrates 
alternative log construction.

1920s 
onward

Typology of the Woss Fire Lookout

The collection of fire lookouts across the province has important commonalities as well as 
diversity in material and form within those commonalities. Two of the most important factors 
influencing the siting and design of the lookouts were utility as a place of surveillance and 
ease of access. The variety of assemblages of cabin and supporting structure are the result 
of integrating standardized cabin design with the technology of the time, local physical and 
geographic conditions and the local supply of materials. The Woss lookout illustrates two 
identified types of fire lookout: the Tent with Tower (1948) and Hip-Roof with Cupola (1950). 

Gerry lookout, established 
c.1955. (BCFS)

Old Glory lookout, established 
c.1927. (BCAR na-05680)

Woss lookout, established 
1948. (BCFS)

Woss lookout construction date 
1950. (BCFS)

Casey lookout, 1926. (BCAR 
na-15537)

Baldy Mountain lookout 
constructed 1926. (BCFS)

Watson lookout 1939. (BCFS)
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Statement of Significance
Woss Fire Lookout
Established 1948, constructed 1950
Lookout Mountain, Woss, BC
Elevation: 640 metres
Description

The Woss fire lookout is located in Electoral Area D of the Regional District of Mount 
Waddington, in the Nimpkish Valley and at the top of Lookout Mountain near the community 
of Woss on northern Vancouver Island. The lookout is a wood-framed, two-story structure 
with a hip roof and cupola, and bands of windows on all four sides. The historic place consists 
of the lookout structure and any remaining artifacts associated with the lookout and its use.

Values

One of few remaining fire lookouts on Vancouver Island, Woss fire lookout is valued for its 
commanding location, its blend of typical and site specific detailing, its representation of a 
particular lookout type, and for its emerging value as an accessible recreational destination 
high above the Nimpkish River. The rocky outcrop atop Lookout Mountain, the open ground 
around the lookout and the vistas from the lookout are key to understanding the historical 
use of the structure, and contribute to the powerful experience of the site. 

Constructed in 1950 by the BC Forest Service, the Woss lookout site was originally 
developed in 1948 by Canadian Forest Products Ltd. (Canfor). It is valuable for its use as a 
lookout that provided excellent coverage of the central area of Canfor’s Nimpkish Valley 
logging operations, as well as maintaining a commanding view of large areas of Crown timber. 
The high level of cooperation that existed between Canfor and the BC Forest Service, and 
the ongoing involvement of Canadian (later Western) Forest Products in the construction and 
maintenance of the lookout that began in the late 1940s still exists to this day.

The cabin form, and interior and exterior details of this primary lookout are scientifically 
important for displaying the specialized use and practicality of the building for surveillance 
of the surrounding forested country by a solitary lookoutman during the fire season. A 
particular design feature of this lookout type is the lowered floor in the cupola, a design detail 
that allowed a lower fire finder which resulted in a better and less interrupted view of the 
territory. 

Equally important is the illustration of a particular building typology, an example of a pre-
fabricated hip-roof cabin and cupola, one of several predominant standard cabin forms 
constructed by the BC Forest Service. The standardized design is important evidence of the 
centralized planning of the provincial program to safeguard the forest resource from wildfires: 
the cabin design was reproduced a number of times, and is currently found in a number of 
regions around the province. 

While the typological design of the lookout originated earlier, the particular materials such 
of plywood and the construction design of dual plywood panels for increased insulation were 
adopted beginning around the mid-1940s. This was the result of new designs that were lighter 
and easier to pack and provided better insulation. Woss lookout includes a crawl space, an 
addition used to gain valuable height for the lookout and to hold essential equipment such as 
water cisterns, tools, materials and other items.

Woss Mountain 
Fire Lookout

(Canadian Forest Products)
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The lookout is important for its construction history, which demonstrates two common 
phases of lookout construction - first, a tent and tower and then a replacement permanent 
lookout structure with living quarters and viewing cupola, evolving as new standards were 
adopted and materials and transportation methods changed. Throughout its tenure, the 
lookout was repaired, repainted and improved as circumstances required, leaving a record of 
its use in fire detection and management. 

Woss lookout is valued as being a visual sign of home and a symbol of the Woss community 
for residents of Woss, and as a landmark for other residents of northern Vancouver Island 
journeying north on their way to their local communities.  With recent logging activity by 
Western Forest Products leading to improved site access, the lookout is important for its 
planned conservation work to both retain the character and value of the place and to meet 
current building safety requirements, and for its recent emerging value as a recreational 
destination, illustrating the changing value of the place, as its original use has declined due to 
the modernizing of fire detection in the province.

Character-defining Elements

Site:

• Location on a rocky outcrop at the summit of Lookout Mountain
• Views in all directions
• View of the Nimpkish Valley and surrounding mountains of the Bonanza Range
• Relatively accessible path from road access
• The sudden view of the lookout at the top of the trail
• Site elements such as telephone cable and telegraph pole

Building:

• Elements that illustrate the nature of the structure part of a typology, such as:
• Standard hip-roof cabin form
• Second story hip-roof cupola
• Continuous band of windows on all four sides of the cabin, in standard pattern of 

divisions
• Elements that illustrate the prefabricated nature of the building, such as:

• Plywood wall panels, six per side
• Structural support system (beams and joists)
• Door opening in corner panel

• Dual plywood building construction
• Construction of the dropped floor in the cupola
• Concrete block tower base
• Enclosed crawl space
• Ship’s ladder access
• Building elements and details such as:

• Interior perimeter wire rope at the top of the walls
• Exterior remains of lightning arrestor system
• Cistern in the crawl space
• Remains of carved wooden gutters

• Typical 1940s white and green colour scheme
• Patina acquired through continuous use, repainting and repair

Woss Mountain 
Fire Lookout

“The one thing that always stood 
out for me about the Woss lookout 
was that it was the sign of home. 

We went back down island quite 
often through the year when it 
was the long haul through Gold 
River, and the road down the 
east side of Upper Campbell still 
hadn’t been paved.  After that long 
often 4 hour drive from Courtenay 
there was always a sense of 
both relief and more importantly 
comfort when you finally saw the 
silhouette of Lookout Mountain on 
the horizon as you came in from 
the Croman bridge. 

For road-weary Woss-ites it was 
akin to a familiar lighthouse for a 
sailor returning to port. I still get 
the same sense when I come back 
up there. Lookout Mountain to me 
says Woss.”

Woss resident, 2013
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Administrative site

Commencing at a point on the 
north boundary of the Lot 1354, 
37 chains east more or less from 
the northwest corner thereof, 
situated near Nimpkish River, 
Rupert Land District, thence north 
9 chains, thence east 10 chains, 
thence south 10 chains, thence 
west 10 chains thence north 1 
chain to point of commencement.

Right-of-way for trail

Commencing at a point on the 
west boundary of Lot 1354, 3 
chains more or less south from the 
northwest corner thereof, situated 
near Nimpkish river, Rupert 
Land District, thence in a general 
easterly direction 45 chains more 
or less to Woss Lookout, and 
shown more particularly on the 
attached sketch.

Woss Lookout
Forest Service project #3942

June 1949

Fire lookouts near Woss (Recreation Sites and Trails Branch)

Sketch plan of Woss lookout location and trail access 1949 (BCFS)
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1959 Photo Set from Woss Fire Lookout

The photographs below have been included as an example of the photo sets that were an 
essential component of each lookout’s fire detection system. Eight photographs were taken 
around the azimuth (horizon), precisely located on the cardinal directions, with a five-degree 
overlap at the ends of each photo.  A transit was used to record an accurate bearing for a 
reference point in each photograph. Both the lookoutman and the Ranger were supplied with 
identical copies of the photos. Accuracy was critical, as a two-degree error in reporting a fire 
location could result in a ground location error of half a mile at a distance of 15 miles from 
the lookout.1 The photo sets were updated every five years. These photo sets are an excellent 
opportunity for landscape and technology interpretation. 

1 BC Forest Service, Forest Protection Division. 1971. Handbook for Lookoutmen p.17.

Woss north shot 1 1959.
(BCAR i-74183)

Example of photograph with scale and geographic features; photo-recording transit.
(Western Fire Fighters’ Manual Chapter V: the Lookout System 1934)

Woss northeast shot 2 1959.
(BCAR i-74184)
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Woss east shot 3 1959.
(BCAR i-74185)

Woss south shot 5 1959
(BCAR i-74187)

Woss southeast shot 4 1959.
(BCAR i-74186)

Woss southwest shot 6 1959
(BCAR i-74188)
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Woss west shot 7 1959
(BCAR i-74189)

Woss northwest shot 8 1959
(BCAR i-74190)
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3.1 Fire Lookout Conservation

An earlier study has recommended that a consistent approach be taken for the conservation 
of fire lookouts, taking into consideration their location, the local community and available 
resources in order to properly conserve their character-defining elements, patina, context 
(current and/or original) and other physical and intangible aspects of the place.

This should be done through a values-based conservation planning based on sound 
conservation planning principles (BC Heritage Branch process, The Conservation Plan by J.S. 
Kerr, etc.) and with reference to the Standards and Guidelines for Historic Places in Canada.

In this regard, the following aspects of lookout conservation are presented for consideration:

1. The typology of the lookout (its demonstration of a particular type) is a key aspect of its 
value. Therefore, it is important that whatever structure is built on the site incorporates 
the character-defining qualities of the typology.  This includes the character-defining 
elements of its design that speak to the place of this lookout within the evolution of 
lookouts in general.

2. Where possible, the original elements of the building and site that are character-defining 
should be retained in their original configurations. This can be an important part of the 
interpretation of the site, the idea of seeing something that is original and real.

3. Character-defining physical elements of the place that can’t be retained in-situ should 
be salvaged and reused within the new structure as much as possible. Ensure that key 
elements that tell the story, such as representative examples of each character-defining 
element (eg. the pre-fabricated panels, ship’s ladder, etc.) are incorporated into the new 
structure.

4. The idea of time-depth, or the importance of being able to experience the lookout in the 
same way the lookoutman, ranger, fire fighter, forester or visitor would have experienced it.

This might include such things as: 

• Retention of features that show the use and evolution of the building over time
• Being able to look through the same glass and window openings that the lookoutmen 

looked through
• Re-use of elements of the current building in any new construction that will allow 

people to see and experience this sense of time depth in a new building (windows, 
floor boards, etc.)

• Being able to see the wear marks/patina of use in the building
• Having the experience of climbing up the exterior ladder to access the lookout
• Visually understanding the dual-plywood construction of the panels 
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Appendix A:  Sources

Personal Communication

Bev Webber, Planning Administrator, Western Forest Products Inc., Englewood Forest 
Operation.

Jeanne Matthews, Western Forest Products Inc., Englewood Forest Operation.

John Parminter, Researcher Emeritus, BC Forest Service.

Documents

Benwell, George. Fire Lookout History Stories. British Columbia Forest Service.

British Columbia Forest Protection Division. 1969. A Handbook on Forest Fire Suppression.

British Columbia Forest Service. c.1982. Forest Protection: A Theme Paper. Working Paper No. 4, 
Project 87.

British Columbia Forest Service. c.1957. Fire Lookout Maintenance Manual.

British Columbia Ministry of Forests, Larry Pederson, Chief Forester. 1999. Tree Farm Licence 
37, Canadian Forest Products Ltd, Rationale for Allowable Annual Cut.

Canadian Forest Products Inc. accessed at http://www.canfor.com/our-company/our-rich-
history

Canadian Forest Products Ltd. 1955. Submission to the Royal Commission on Forestry.

Department of Lands and Forests. Report of the Forest Service 1948 - 1955.

Forest Tenures Branch. Woss Lookout and Access File. Offsite 91-2289 Box 18.

McElhanney Surveyors and Engineers. 2012. Woss Fire Lookout Structural Assessment.

Meidinger, Del and Jim Pojar. Ecosystems of British Columbia. Province of British Columbia, 
Ministry of Forests.

Namgish First Nation accessed at http://www.firstnations.de/fisheries/kwakwakawakw-namgis.
htm

Nimpkish River Valley accessed at http://www.geog.uvic.ca/viwilds/ul-nimkishvalley.html

Parminter, John V. 1978. An Historical Review of Forest Fire Management in British Columbia. 
Department of Forestry, University of British Columbia.

Powell River Forestry Museum accessed at http://www.prforestrymuseum.org/

Regional District Of Mount Waddington. 2003. Regional Plan for Mount Waddington, Bylaw No. 674.

Western Forest Products Inc. accessed at http://www.westernforest.com/

Woss, Mount Cain and the Nimpkish Valley accessed at http://www.vancouverislandnorth.ca/
communities/woss/
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Appendix B:  Woss Heritage Register Record

IDENTIFICATION
Unique F/T/P Identifier n/a
Name of Historic Place Woss Fire Lookout
Other Name(s)
Formal Recognition Type BC Register of Historic Places
Formal Recognition Enactment
Formal Recognition Date

LOCATION
Province, Territory British Columbia
Street and Street Number n/a
Other Street and Street Number n/a
Economic Region Vancouver Island / Coast
District Regional District of Mount Waddington
Sub-District Mount Waddington Electoral Area D
Local area n/a
Community Woss
Cadastral Reference/Land Unit (PID) n/a
Cartographic Identifier (Lat/Long)

DESCRIPTION
Description of Boundaries
Area (in square metres)
Number and Type of Contributing Resources 1 Building, 1 Associated Landscape
Functional Category (Original) Government
Functional Type (Original) Fire Station
Functional Category (Current) Government
Functional Type (Current) Recreation Site
Construction Date Range (from - to) 1948-1950
Source of Construction Date BC Forest Service
Significant Dates (from - to) n/a
Associated Architect/Builder BC Forest Service/Canadian Forest Products
Theme Category Developing Economies
Theme Type Extraction and Production
Ownership Public (Provincial)
Website Link

Location of Supporting Documentation BC Heritage Branch



Woss Fire Lookout Statement of Significance 16

DRAFT July 2013

Cross-reference to collection

IMAGES
Image(s) Current photograph
Image Description
Misc. Info (Image) n/a
Image Type Exterior photograph

ADMINISTRATION
Name of F/P/T Registrar n/a
Administration - Owner Response n/a


