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One of the most enduring myths of our area is the one surrounding the
"ghost town" of Walhachin about 60 kilometers west of Kamloops. on the
highway overlooking the old site of the orchards and town the B.C.
government has erected a Stop of Interest sign entitled "The Ghost of
Watlhachin".

The sign perpetuates the story that in the period from 1907 to 1914
English settlers founded the town and established flourishing orchards
watered by irrigation. This "Garden of Eden", the sign relates, was
destroyed because all the men left to fight and die in World War One. The
impression is left that none of them returned from the war and so ended
the community of Walhachin.

However, more recent scholarship by Nelson Riis in 1973 and Joan
Weir's book in 1984 tell a more complex story of hard work, ignorance
about climate and conditions, poor planning and financing and plain bad
luck. Even without the War it is likely that the experiment at Walhachin
would have failed.

The major problem was the climate and geography. The area is very dry
with sources of water too far distant to make irrigation economic at the
turn of the century. The bench land is 1100 feet above the Thompson River
making all that water unusable back then. The summers of course are hot,
too hot for many fruits, and extreme winter temperatures can make fruit
growing very risky.
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The other major problem is the soil itself. Only the occasional spot
has much decent top soil and studies have shown that the area is really
only suitable as grazing land. That is exactly what it was used for since
various cattle ranches were established in the region in the 1860's and
1870's.

In 1862 A. S. Bates took up land on the flats on the north side of the
Thompson River at what is now Walhachin. In 1870 Charles Pennie began his
successful ranch on the south side of the river. Like most ranchers and
farmers, Pennie had a large vegetable garden and small apply orchard for
the family's use. The location was chosen very carefully for fertility
and protection from the elements.

As a result, when Charles Barnes, an American surveyor based in
Ashcroft, visited Pennie's ranch early in this century, he found a fine
apple orchard. Barnes was a visionary who dreamed of developing an
orchard industry in the region. Fruit orchards were very successful in
the Okanagan and here was evidence that they could do well in the Thompson
Valley as well.

The period prior to World War One was a time of prosperity and
optimism in British Columbia and the west generally. Anything seemed
possible and Barnes believed there was a fortune to be made here.
Speculators and governments alike promoted every valley in British
Columbia as suitable for agriculture, often without any scientific basis.

In 1907, Charles Barnes persuaded the British owned B. C. Development
Association, which had other investments in British Columbia, to consider
a development scheme for the Pennie Ranch and Bates Flats. Two subsidiary
companies were formed, one to develop the irrigation system and crop lands
and another to build a townsite.






