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Howe Sound

Situated immediately north of Burrard Inlet, Howe
Sound is an estuarine-type body of water that cuts 43 km
northward into the Coast Mountains to the mouth of the
Squamish River (Fig. 10.38). Topographically, it can be
subdivided into two separate basins. The island-strewn
outer basin is a true “sound,” which narrows from 20 km
at the entrance between Point Atkinson and Gower Point
to about 3.5 km at the Defense Islands, 26 km inland.
From this point, the sound gives way to a narrow fiord-
like inner basin with steep precipitous cliffs, a large river at
its head, and a sill at its entrance (P 2).

Though most visitors to Howe Sound are impressed
by its rugged countenance and beauty, the first white men
to enter the area were not overly enthusiastic about what
they saw. Captain George Vancouver’s remarks in June
1792 were anything but flattering:

“Quitting Point Atkinson and proceeding up the
Sound . . . we made a rapid progress, by the assistance of a
fresh southerly gale, attended with dark gloomy weather that

catly added to the dreary prospect of the surrounding coun-
try. The low fertile shores we had been accustomed to see,
though lately with some interruption, here no longer existed:
their place was now occupied by the base of the stupendous
snowy barrier, thinly wooded and rising from the sea abruptly
to the clouds; from whose frigid summit, the dissolving snow
in foaming torrents rushed down the sides and chasms of its
rugged surface, exhibiting altogether a sublime, though
gloomy spectacle, which animated naturc seemed to have
deserted . . "

For many people today, the “gloomy spectacle™ that
Vancouver so poetically described 1s equated to the thick
grayish smoke from the Woodfibre pulp mill which, when
atmospheric conditions arc right, covers much of the
Sound with a shroud of unpleasant chemical air.
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basin is scanty, and probably will remain so for some time
yet, the very nature of the convoluted shoreline assures a
complex circulation pattern. Backeddies, for instance, un-
doubtedly prevail downstream of the smaller islands and
in the lee of points of land that project into the main
channels where nearshore counterflows will be produced,
but in the larger embayments such as along the southern
end of Gambier Island, currents will be insignificant.
Confused and variable currents are also to be expected
where the flows from different channels converge, for
example north or south of Anvil Island where, depending
on the stage of the tide, water moving through Ramilles
Channel contacts that moving through Montagu
Channel.

Waves
Strong winds can come up suddenly in Howe Sound
and, despite the comparatively short fetches, can soon
enerate short, steep, choppy seas that are particularly
azardous to small craft. Greatest wave heights of 1.5 m
are generally produced over the longer fetches available to

southerly winds that blow inland from the Strait of
Georgia, though waves to 2.5 m have been reported dur-
ing storm-forced Squamishes. Swell-like waves that origi-
nate in the Strait can also penetrate a short distance into
the Sound before being dispersed by the topography.
Smallest waves at any given time will be found within the
sheltered areas between the numerous islands in the outer
basin and largest waves will be gencrated along the ex-
posed eastern channels leading into the northern basin.
Especially vigorous seas can be expected to form over the
main core of the seaward flowing river jet in the inner
basin, following the onset of a southerly gale.

Squamish winds often create an expanse of turbulent
breaking waves adjacent to the outside entrance of the
Sound. Wave heights diminish rapidly away from the
outer islands as the arctic air fans out to the south; nev-
ertheless, the effect is disconcerting to a boater who ap-
proaches the region from otherwise flat calm conditions
in the Strait. At other times the presence of Squamish
winds is not felt until the boater is well within Queen
Charlotte Channel.
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