Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours on the Fraser River!
A Company History

Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours is a full-service tour boat company operating on the Fraser River from their
dock in historic New Westminster, B.C. Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours operates two vessels, the 40
passenger catamaran Beta Star and their 100-passenger flagship sternwheeler the Native. The two boats do
a combination of regularly scheduled cruises to places like Fort Langley, Steveston and the spectacular back
country wilderness of Pitt Lake, plus dinner cruises, narrated buffet lunch cruises and special events. The
paddlewheeler Native is also available for charter as an unforgettable wedding venue or for family or
company celebrations, corporate events and more. 2014 marked the 25th anniversary of Paddlewheeler
Riverboat Tours and in celebration of this we have put together this history of a unique family-owned
company that has over the years introduced thousands of people to the beauty, excitement and mystery of
the Fraser River.

Doug and Helga Leaney started Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours back in May of 1989. For Doug, who grew
up in Penticton on Okanagan Lake, boating came naturally, and he and Helga had been exploring the Gulf
Islands, Howe Sound, Puget Sound and the Lower Fraser River in their powerboat for over ten years
whenever they could take a little time off from running their Langley jewelry store. As they spent more and
more time travelling on the Fraser River and exploring nearby Pitt Lake they kept finding fascinating places
and surprising historical connections.
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Doug and Helga’s love affair with the river grew rapidly. “We started saying to each other-wouldn’t it be
nice to show other people how the river really looks?” says Doug. The idea began to take hold in their minds
and resulted in the sale of the jewelry store and the purchase of a 13m (42 foot) 40-passenger launch, the
Inlet Cruiser. They originally called the company Frazer Connection Cruises and operated out of a dock in
Bedford Channel in Fort Langley. A veteran captain was hired so that Doug, an experienced yachtsman and
former City of Calgary firefighter, could build up enough sea-time to acquire his own Transport Canada
vessel master’s license. With a grueling schedule of three round trips a day between Fort Langley and New
Westminster operating seven days a week- this didn’t take long!
Running the Inlet Cruiser on this ambitious schedule was a challenge at first. The fledgling company had no
office, so in those early days before universal cell-phone coverage contact was through an Autotel, a VHF
radio-telephone system. “It was a great big clunky thing,” reminisces Helga, “it cost $200 a month just for
the lease- calls were extra- and we were locked in for five years!” Not having an office also presented other
problems that Helga remembers. “We had people selling tickets for us in Fort Langley, where the boat was
based, and in New Westminster, but they weren’t in touch with each other so sometimes we would be
overbooked. On other occasions I would be travelling by myself as we raced from one dock to the other just
in case somebody had bought a ticket.

The Inlet Cruiser was a modest start, but the boat worked well for several years.
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Helga soon realized that the combination of empty trips and overbooking needed to be resolved. The Inlet
Cruiser’s three big Volvo diesel engines were sucking back far too much fuel to run with the boat empty, so
they decided to cut back on the schedule-just a little. From three round trips a day, seven days a week to
two trips a day six days a week! But they also moved the operation’s home port to New Westminster and
started experimenting with offering more kinds of experiences which made it possible to keep the company
going. The Inlet Cruiser had only minimal galley equipment so little could be offered on board beyond
coffee and snacks, but for a while a salmon bar-b-que was offered during the Fort Langley stop-over. “We
had a fellow working for us who would drive up there with a bar-b-que and set up in the area next to the
antique mall for when the passengers got there in order to feed everybody.”
Another early improvement was the addition of narration. Helga Leaney remembers- “One of the first
trips we did, the woman who booked the party told me, ‘You guys really should have a narrator.’ so I started
to do some research. Back in those days there wasn’t internet of course, and there were surprisingly few
books available that dealt with the Fraser River. But between general B.C. history books and the stories I
was getting from people who were travelling with us, I was able to write a basic narrative script that covered
the places and events on our part of the river.” For the first few months Helga did the narrative on the boat,
but in August of 1989 she and Doug persuaded Helga’s brother, Frank Froebel, an Edmonton-based radio
broadcaster, to come out to B.C. and join the team. Frank’s suave baritone was perfect for the task of onboard narration and he also took on the job of Sales Manager for the company.

Newspaper clippings from the early days show Doug and Helga’s idea really caught
on.

The first couple of years were a hectic round of experiments, setbacks and surprising successes as Doug,
Helga and Frank coped with the learning curve and growing pains of the young operation. They teamed up
with New Westminster-based historian and curator Archie Miller for added depth to the historical narrative
on the Fort Langley trips and the crew would dress in period costume as the passengers were whisked up3

river and back in time to the birthplace of the colony of British Columbia. This soon evolved into interactive
melodrama theatre performances on board. As the company entered its third year of operation its success
began to attract attention as other communities along the river sought opportunities to have the Inlet
Cruiser dock at their wharves.
The Fraser Connection’s success also attracted competition. By the spring of 1991 Steveston-based
Starline Cruises was operating out of New Westminster with three boats and another group was operating
the ancient former Vancouver harbour ferry Scenic, offering “high tea” as they worked their 92-year-old
boat up to Port Haney and back.
The competition did not faze the Leaneys, but it did get them thinking seriously about what the next step
would be. The Inlet Cruiser was a fast boat, but it began to become clear that more passenger capacity was
what they were going to need if the company was to thrive. As they discussed the idea of a bigger boat and
the experience they wanted to offer the public they knew right away that a paddlewheeler would be ideal
for the job.
Sternwheelers made their appearance on the Fraser River in the heyday of the 1858 Gold Rush. They were
the perfect boat for their environment. Their relatively wide, flat-bottomed hulls gave good carrying
capacity, but most importantly allowed for a shallow-draught boat that could get over the sandbars of the
Fraser River or pull up on the riverbanks for passengers. The same conditions on the river still appliedBedford Channel, for instance, the river access to Fort Langley- is seldom dredged and at low water can be
very difficult to get in and out of.
The historical connection was important too, there were once hundreds of sternwheeler running in BC
before the days of expanded road and rail transportation, and the historical experience of the river was a big
part of what Doug and Helga had always sought to provide for their passengers. But another advantage of a
simple, rugged and shallow-draughted sternwheeler was that the practical realities of running a passenger
boat on a river like the Fraser meant that even a century after the heyday of the paddlewheeler this kind of
technology hadn’t really become obsolete. The problem was- where could you find a sternwheeler?
Since nothing seemed to be available in B.C., Doug started searching for a suitable boat in the United
States. But of 15 boats advertised only two were authentic paddlewheelers, the rest were propeller- driven
vessels that dragged a decorative paddlewheel freewheeling in their wake. And the two boats he found that
actually were paddlewheelers didn’t look at all like the type that once plied the Fraser River. But as Doug
searched for a possible vessel he discovered a much bigger problem that had to do with regulatory
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jurisdiction. Canadian and American construction and safety standards for passenger vessels are similar, but
Transport Canada and the American Department of Transport each maintain their own rigorous regulatory
and inspection criteria. Could a Canadian Coast guard inspector be induced to travel to the U.S. to inspect a
boat? If not, they would have to purchase one on spec and hope they could get it through the various
hurdles of Coast Guard Safety Inspection and Transport Canada regulations. It quickly became clear that
even if a suitable boat could be found the costs of bringing an American boat into Canadian commercial
service would likely be prohibitive. Just when it seemed like they would have to give up on this idea they
saw the paddlewheeler Native advertised for sale in a local marine magazine. “It’s as though it were meant
to be,” said Doug.
The steel-hulled sternwheeler Native was built in 1985 by Celtic Shipyard on the North Arm of the Fraser
as a retirement home for veteran tow boater Thor Larsen and his wife Eleanor. The 92-foot paddlewheeler
was designed by naval architect William Brown who had previously designed several workboats for Thor.
The Native was named after a 75 foot wooden steam tug that Thor’s father, Louie Larsen, had owned back in
the 1930s. “The reason I went to a sternwheeler,” said Thor in a 1992 article for Westcoast Mariner “was to
give the most space internally.” And the Native was definitely a spacious boat with over 1200 square feet of
living area in her accommodations.

The Paddlewheeler Native as originally converted, published in Westcoast Mariner Magazine, 1992.

5

The layout and look of the Native is very similar to the steam-powered wooden riverboats of a century
ago, but despite being a replica of the old-time steamboats in other respects she is a modern and practical
vessel. Instead of a cumbersome smoke- belching boiler and steam engines, the Native’s paddlewheel s are
driven by a diesel- hydraulic system. Two turbocharged, 6 cylinder, 165 horsepower Isuzu diesels drive
Sunstrand hydraulic pumps, which in turn power a pair of high-torque Hagland hydraulic motors driving the
twin paddlewheels at the stern. Having twin paddlewheels at the stern was an innovation as well- this
allows for two completely independent drive systems for safety and the added steering ability of being able
to run one paddlewheel forward and the other astern to supplement the turning power of the Native’s four
hydraulically –actuated rudders.
The two eighteen-foot diameter paddlewheels each have twenty four paddles which push the Native
through the water and give a very smooth vibration-free ride. The paddles and rudder s only draw about 18
inches of water, while the Native’s rugged steel hull draws about 3’6”. This is a proven design feature
carried over from the traditional Fraser River steamers of the 19th century and it means that in the event of
grounding the propulsion and steering systems can’t be damaged. Hitting bottom in the era of depth
sounders and accurate charts is an extremely uncommon occurrence, but in a river like the Fraser where
channels are constantly filling up with silt and sandbars can shift position from day to day, this was an extra
margin of safety that Doug, Helga and Frank felt was essential to their operation.
The tall smokestack fitted to the Native looks the same as those fitted to the old-time sternwheelers to
provide the draught needed for the fires in their locomotive-style boilers, but the exhaust pipes from the
Native’s engines actually run back between the paddlewheels and are directed down to make the boat’s
operation whisper-quiet.
The Native as built for the Larsens had the right size, and Thor’s specification of simple, reliable machinery
and equipment in a practical layout, coupled with a rugged steel hull with multiple watertight compartments
meant that she was a boat that was mechanically and structurally perfect for the job that Doug and Helga
had in mind. And she looked right, too. Her superstructure with the wheelhouse far forward to give
excellent visibility over the bow made her look like she had just paddled her way out of a picture form the
late 1800s.
But the interior layout was another matter. The live-aboard household accommodations were completely
unsuited to passenger carrying and all had to be reconfigured. Bedrooms, kitchen, laundry-room and living
room had to be gutted out. The spare bedroom used by Thor and Eleanor’s granddaughter when she was
visiting became the women’s washroom.
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As the Native was built as a private residence, the wiring was all originally done to household standards.
Doug and Helga had to have the entire boat rewired with Transport Canada approved multi-strand marinegrade wiring. The living room woodstove that had used the smokestack for a chimney had to go, and all the
interior paneling had to be treated in special fire-retardant coatings.
Down in the hull, the Native’s watertight compartments were loaded with special non-flammable flotation
blocks to allow the vessel to float even if it were flooded. An open central staircase to the mid-deck was
removed and replaced with a steel stairwell enclosed in a fireproof, steel-clad compartment that opened
directly onto outside decks. Steel firewalls were introduced to separate the wheelhouse from the upstairs
lounge. An automatic fire suppression system for the engine room and three high-volume fire hydrants and
hose assemblies were installed. The ship was fitted with a full set of fire alarm systems and a pair of
Beaufort inflatable life rafts rounded out the lifesaving equipment.
Doug, Helga and Frank had hoped to get the boat in service for the beginning of the 1991 season, but the
delays brought about in certifying and preparing the Native mounted and the summer passed. Finally, after
the last stability tests were completed, the Native was licensed by Transport Canada as a passenger vessel.
The refit had taken over five months and it hadn’t come cheap- all told, by the time the paddlewheeler was
ready to sail the Leaneys had spent close to a million dollars on their new boat!
It was a terrific gamble. Doug and Helga had sunk everything they had into the venture, but at last all was
ready. In September of 1991 the Native departed the New Westminster waterfront on her first trip. There
was little fanfare on this inaugural voyage, but it was actually a huge historic event. New Westminster had
been home to Canada’s last steam-powered sternwheeler, the federal government snagboat Samson V
which was now moored on the waterfront as a museum, but the last time a passenger carrying
paddlewheeler had run on the Fraser River from New Westminster was when the old SS Skeena was retired
in 1923. So after an almost 70 year hiatus passengers once again boarded a sternwheeler to make the trip
from New Westminster to Fort Langley!

The CPR Fraser River sternwheeler Beaver at left circa 1895, with the Native, at right, showing a common heritage.
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The Native being converted from a liveaboard cruiser to a passenger ship

Helga applying fireproof varnish to
the new decking

Frank takes a break during the conversion. The job was amazingly
complex and involved months of back-breaking work.

Under way at last!

The Native was a huge step up for Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours. At last there was a proper galley so
Helga could provide snacks, light meals or full buffet lunches and dinners as needed. Helga’s brother Frank,
in his capacity as sales manager, had negotiated the various bureaucratic hurdles and managed to get the
Native a liquor license, so at last passengers could enjoy a beverage on the river from the boat’s wellappointed bar.
The downstairs lounge could comfortably seat 60 and the smaller upstairs lounge and sheltered deck areas
could seat another 40 to bring the passenger capacity up to 100. And while the Native was a much bigger
boat and not as fast as the old Inlet Cruiser, the thrifty Isuzu diesels merely sipped fuel where the old boat
had guzzled it, so she was much more economical to operate.
The operation of the Native started too late in the 1991 season to provide much more than proof of the
concept, but in the spring of 1992 novelty and the excitement of having the option of travelling the Fraser
River on a paddlewheeler caught on right away. Newspapers and magazines sent correspondents out on
the boat and there is a flurry of press clippings from this period. It had been seventy years since you could
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travel as a passenger on a Fraser River sternwheeler and it seemed like the public was jumping at the chance
to do this.

Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours took the river by storm with their new sternwheeler the Native

Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours responded to the demand by offering a huge variety of experiences.
New Westminster –based historian Archie Miller continued to portray historic sternwheeler Captain William
Irving on the Fort Langley Trips and the company was now was also offering a number of other cruises, from
short one- hour harbour tours to dinner cruises, Murder Mystery Theatre nights and a variety of special
events cruises. Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s Day, Mother’s Day, Victoria Day, Father’s Day, Canada Day, B.C.
Day, Labour Day, Oktoberfest and Halloween all provided a great excuse for fun on the Fraser River. In
addition to these special events, individuals and organizations were also beginning to charter the Native.
The paddlewheeler Native also became a popular wedding venue in the late 1990s. By 1998 the company
could boast carrying 15,000 passengers in that year alone!

The Native in 1996

The Native in 2003

The ‘90s also saw the paddlewheeler Native’s debut as a film star. The Native features in Disney’s notquite box-office-smash film of 1997 “Mr. Magoo” and in 2005 The Native starred as the armoured gunboat
9

“Not for Hire” in the sci-fi epic “Riverworld”. While Mr Magoo may not have been an Oscar winner, the
boat’s usefulness as a unique movie prop or setting brought the film industry back again in 2010 when the
paddlewheeler featured in Hallmark Channel’s “Goodnight for Justice II”.

The Native during the filming of Mr. Magoo, 1997
the man climbing the paddlewheel is the stunt
double for Leslie Neilsen in the title role.

The Native starring as the gunboat “Not for Hire” in 2005’s
Riverworld

Frank, the late Leslie Neilsen, Helga and Doug
during the filming of Mr. Magoo

The Native during the filming of Riverworld

Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours continued to work from strength to strength in the early 2000s.
Improvements in accommodation were made and a clear transom splash-guard was installed to shield
passengers from the spray of the paddlewheel. The aft deck was covered over to provide great outside
accommodation even in the rain and the sound system was improved.

Collaboration with bus tour companies meant that they could also undertake voyages further afield and
even offered multi-day trips upriver to Harrison Hot springs and Harrison Lake. When the Native nosed into
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Port Douglas, once a gold rush steamer port at the north end of Harrison Lake she became the first
sternwheeler to pull in there in generations.

Festivities were in order as the Native
became the first sternwheeler on
Harrison Lake in decades

In 2006 Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours became a two-boat fleet as they took on operation of the 40
passenger catamaran Beta Star. Now they could offer trips up into Pitt Lake or down to Steveston, plus
simultaneously running the ever popular Fraser River Discovery lunch cruises on the Native. Having the
speedy and nimble Beta Star also meant they could take passengers down the North Arm of the Fraser River
and around to English Bay in Vancouver to watch the Celebration of Lights Fireworks show in August.

The addition of the Beta Star made Paddlewheeler
Riverboat Tours a two-boat fleet

In 2010 the Vancouver Winter Olympics were a huge tourist draw for B.C. Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours
participated in the festivities with the Olympic Torch carried aboard the Native from Queensborough to New
Westminster as it made its journey through the lower mainland.
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Proud moments during the Olympics

Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours Carol Cruises and Christmas Dinner cruises have been popular since the
company’s first season on the river and each year the Native is chartered by many different companies as a
one-of-a-kind holiday staff party venue. But the 2012 and 2013 seasons started a new tradition of giving
back to the community with the Cruise for Food sailings. These fun daytime harbour cruises feature live
music and admission is by donation of cash and non-perishable food items to the greater Vancouver Food
Bank. The 2012 Cruise for Food raised over $450 for the food bank and collected 14 boxes of food. The 2013
cruises raised over $1600 and a huge amount of canned goods. In 2014 and 2015 Paddlewheeler Riverboat
Tours tried something new, offering a free cruise for children with special needs and their families in
partnership with Abbotsford Special Adventures

The Cruise for Food was a chance to do a good deed while having a great time!

27 years after starting out Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours is still a family owned company. Doug Leaney is
still the principal captain and Helga is both manager and professional cook on board. Frank has recently
retired, but still pops down to the office to check up on us from time to time and there is a sense of
closeness among the staff that you get in an organization where everybody’s input counts.
For 2016 the company started offering new destinations and more adventure on the Fraser River. With
the ups and downs of the economy hitting the tourist industry, things haven’t always been easy for a small
tour company like ours, but Paddlewheeler Riverboat Tours’ modest size works to its and our customers’
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advantage as we are keenly aware of how costs impact families. Prices for children have been extended to
cover youth from 13-17 and a new “sliding-scale” of discounts has been applied to our fares. Booking in
greater numbers means you get a bigger discount- up to 20% off the regular single-ticket price for groups of
8 or more*.
If you haven’t experienced the Fraser River aboard the sternwheeler Native or explored beautiful Pitt Lake in
the Bata Star maybe 2016 should be your year to try it! And if you have been on one of our cruises in the
past, check out our website at www.vancouverpaddlewheeler.com to find out more about our great special
events and the new cruises we will be offering!

*Not valid for special events or with other discounts. Does not include food or drink costs except where
already included in ticket price.
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