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The Sumas Prairie farms that suffered 
greatly from the November 2021 flooding 
continue to push forward – a year later - 
with tired determination. Phil Graham of 
Graham Farms was among the hardest hit, 
and as we speak, it is apparent that the 
trauma of those days remains close to the 
surface. Phil and his wife Trina had four 
young children and about 450 head (230 
milking) last November when the days of 
unrelenting rains overwhelmed the rivers 
and caused a section of the dike to fail on 
November 16.

One Farm Family’s Story
When the atmospheric river of rain finally 
wrung out on Sunday, November 14, the 
first wave of farms was under 4-5 feet of 
water. The Nooksack in Washington State 
continued spilling water that flowed through 
Sumas Prairie on the 15th. But the calamity 
was about to take out a whole new group 
of farms to the east when the dike holding 
back the engorged Sumas River proved 
inadequate to contain the historic amounts 
of water on Tuesday the 16th.

Phil and Trina had little time to contemplate 
a plan when the Abbotsford Police knocked 
on their door at 7am Tuesday and told them 
to evacuate – water was flowing over the 
dike and the risk of failure was great. In a 
half hour, Trina had packed a few things and 
the four littles and headed for Chilliwack to 
safer ground. The sun was shining and the 
weather calm as Phil, his neighbours Ben 
and Kevin, stood on the road contemplating 
the situation. Phones began ringing as 
others were coordinating the evacuation 
of neighbouring herds. “The water didn’t 
look bad that early in the morning, so I 
thought I should finish feeding the cows 
and re-evaluate then,” Phil remembers how 
it started. With his employee stranded in 
Abbotsford, Phil was alone to milk and do 
chores.

But the water continued flowing steadily, 
quietly and soon Phil knew, “We had to go!” 
First came sourcing trucks and locations for 
his 200 plus milking cows. By noon, his cows 
were on their way to three farms initially in 
Chilliwack, with about 50 diverted to Delta 
several days later when the westbound 
highway was opened. “We got the milk cows 
and dry cows out that day,” Phil says. As the 
water level continued to climb, they moved 
all the baby calves to the highest barn. But 
the water just kept coming. Water was filling 
their home’s crawl space when Phil called 
Trina in Chilliwack to tell her he was staying 
the night, until a warning was issued that 
the pump station was at risk of failing and 
that could be catastrophic.

“Three of us had been using Theo’s truck and 
trailer to move cattle but the water got high 

and took out a bridge, so we all got stranded 
at our place,” Phil recalls.

Late that night, he made the difficult 
decision to accept an evacuation offer and 
hope for the best – flooded roads were being 
closed in all directions due to the unsafe 
conditions.

But the water just would not stop rising, 
and they returned the following day with 
watercraft across the flooded fields to 
evacuate his youngest calves. The older 
heifers were okay standing in brisket 
deep water, and they were fed hay from 
the boats. “Sietsma’s JCB and trailer were 
parked at #4 Road waiting to load the babies 
from the boats. We moved 60 calves and 
every single one survived,” Phil says with 
appreciation for the people who made this 
possible. “Dicklands took the oldest and 
Gracemar took the ones on milk. Everyone 
did a fantastic job,” Phil’s voice tapers off 
emotionally. He acknowledges the terrible 
reality of the big heifers who could not be 
evacuated and were humanely euthanized.

Phil returned almost daily, at first wading 
a half kilometer through deep water to 
monitor the water level and checking on 
the hay – at risk of heating and catching 
fire. As the water slowly receded, he and 
volunteers could start on recovery tasks 
like hauling out equipment. December 4 
marked the official day they could go full 
bore on clean-up and recovery.

The Return
Without a willing army of volunteers, the 
clean-up would have been overwhelming. 
“I don’t even know how many days Matt 
DeJong was here, organizing the volunteers 
and taking care of the clean-up. He took 
away my tractors to get repaired, he brought 
water in…” he pauses again. “Without all 
those volunteers, I don’t know how we could 
have got back on our feet.” All the hay was 
ruined but most of the silage was ok. “There 
were three loaders moving the hay out of the 
barn – it was really hot – and we didn’t need 
a fire on top of everything else.”

The dairy and parlour equipment were 
checked and refurbed, thanks to Pacific 
Dairy. “The DeLeeuws had a grain vac, which 
we used to salvage about 3/4 of the grain 
from the big bins. Just a few days before 
the flood, we got a delivery of mineral and 
salt blocks. The salt blocks disappeared and 
the mineral was a solid rock.” West Coast 
Robotics took care of returning the alley 
scraper motors to function. All the free stall 
mattresses were layered with muck. “People 
pressure washed for days. Tony Meier was 
here with his loader helping to clean up. 
There were volunteers everywhere – they 
gutted our house so it could start to dry 
out,” Phil recalls with disbelief and deep 

appreciation. “The semen tank was laying on 
its side for days. We had the semen tested 
and it was good, so we used it through the 
year.”

For three weeks, volunteers kept coming. 
“One group was from the Cheam Christian 
School. Man, those kids worked hard,” he 
smiles his admiration.

The cows finally returned home a month 
after they were first evacuated.

What a Year
An additional layer to the Grahams’ story 
is that they were over half-way into the 
construction of a brand new milking drive-
through for 280 head. Many thousands of 
dollars of supplies were sitting, waiting for 
installation. The big ventilation fans were 
swamped by the high water. But it could 
have been worse. “We had recently finished 
putting the roof on the barn – all that metal 
roofing and plywood, lumber…it could have 
all been lost.”

Phil brought a mobile trailer in for his family. 
While he was thankful for some heifer 
donations from kind dairy people, he had 
to pick-up heifers and cows to keep up with 
regular herd turnover.

In time, the crews returned to work on their 
new dairy barn and their house. The trailer 
was not ideal for a family of six, so they 
happily moved into their repaired house 
over Easter while continuing the remaining 
repairs after. On July 19, the cows happily 
moved into the new drive-through barn with 
generous light, ventilation and fans. Less 
than a week later, Phil and Trina happily 
welcomed their fifth child – a girl, Piper.

About 150 acres of winter wheat/rye grass 
cover crop was lost, leaving them without 
a very important source of forage for 
their year. Buying forage, as many others 
experienced, was very expensive and 
difficult to find dairy quality. “We struggled 
with production all year, but it’s finally 
getting back where it should be.”

It’s been a tough year. And the consequences, 
especially financial, will take a very long 
time to overcome. Insurance, government 
and other funding can never completely 
compensate the losses. But through this 
terrible crisis…what also stands out is the 
caring of so many others to ensure farmers 
like Phil were not in this alone. “It’s been 
hard. But my family is here - safe and happy.”
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Phil and Trina are grateful for all the help they received to help them get 
back on track. (L-R) Hunter, Kassie, Layla in Trina’s arms, Piper with Phil, 
Stella in the back tire

Matt DeJong wades through flood water, directing the recovery of 
equipment.

The new drive-through barn was over half-way complete when the flood 
rolled though.


