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photograph while in Waterton to make a publicity film for the Parks Branch.  It shows the 9 x 9
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[Glenbow Archives NA-4868-145]
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INTRODUCTION

Automobile campgrounds have both a long and an important association with the history of Canada’s
national parks.  Almost from the inception of the parks through to the present day, campgrounds have

been considered to be important components of the visitor experience.  Because of this belief,

campgrounds have been designed and continuously maintained by the parks service, in contrast to other

facilities such as hotels, bungalow camps and golf courses.  This administrative continuity gives the

national parks campgrounds a coherence not found with other facilities.  National parks campgrounds

throughout the system share characteristics from the various building programs that created them and

retain a distinctive appearance to this day.

Automobile campgrounds are especially important as components of the cultural heritage of the

mountain parks. Within the national park system, the mountain parks -Banff, Jasper, Yoho, Kootenay,

Waterton, Glacier and Mt. Revelstoke- have gone a long way to defining the culture of the whole

system.  The four mountain park block of Banff, Yoho, Kootenay and Jasper are the oldest and largest

parks in the country.  Heavily advertised by the railways which established the first resorts and later by
the Canadian tourist agencies, they were promoted not only for their fabulous scenery but for the varied

opportunites they presented for outdoor wilderness pursuits.  It was here that the first autocamps were

developed in the national parks and it was here, too, that campgrounds became so closely identified

with the national park experience.  The seven mountain parks collectively contain around 5,800

camping sites in 37 campgrounds, comprising more than 50 per cent of the capacity of the entire

national park system.  The mountain parks contain examples of campgrounds dating from the various

periods of development, from the 1920s through the 1970s.  They therefore contain a range of types,

from the small primitive campgrounds like those found along the Icefields Parkway to fully-serviced

facilities such as Tunnel Mountain Campground in Banff and Whistlers in Jasper which are among the

largest in North America.  Collectively, these facilities established the idea of what a Candian national

park campground should look like. They introduced particular forms of visitor services such as the

kitchen shelter, campfire circle and amphitheatre, features which still distinguish these places.  These
campgrounds, then, are important cultural resources within the history of national parks. They comprise

cultural landscapes that exemplify the development of the campground model within the national parks. 

As well, they contain a collection of buildings that characterize the various building programs that

evolved in the parks organization.

Automobile campgrounds developed within four well-defined building programs, each with its own set

of ideals, objectives and organizational structure.  The first period, beginning at the end of World War I

and lasting through the 1920s, saw the introduction of the automobile campground to the national parks
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as a result of the emergence of automobile touring and the massive highway building program initiated in

the parks.  The second period saw the development of infrastructures in these campgrounds through

Depression-relief spending in the 1930s.  The third period is characterized by local initiatives towards
maintaining existing facilities and developing new ones during the period of restraint of the late 1930s

and 1940s.  The fourth period is defined by the large spending programs that endeavoured to build new

facilities to meet the demands of the large tourist boom of the 1950s and 1960s.

Campgrounds have evolved through various forms through these periods.  At the turn of the century it

was a field in town devoted to the poorer travelers or a back country clearing with tepees and a central

campfire circle.  As autocamping became more popular in the teens, campgrounds were informal

camping spots beside the highway or lake with room for one or two tents.  By 1918 the idea of a

collective campground had taken hold, typically in the form of designated spots throughout the park for

the use of autocampers.  Although campsites were free, one needed to register for an approved site.

From this time the rudiments of the basic campground became established: a prescribed area with

kitchen shelters, purpose built toilets and spots for cars and tents.  Compared with the American

prototypes, national park campgrounds in Canada were informal affairs, generally allowing cars and
tents wherever there was space.  Only in the 1950s did the idea of the campground with defined spaces

for cars, tents and a fire become the norm.  By this time it was accepted that campers preferred

individual sites with fireplaces and tables, rather than the shared facilities in the kitchen shelters. 

Whereas campgrounds of the 1930s had favoured a grid system of access roads, by the 1950s

campground planners preferred circular access roads and loops of camp sites.  The 1950s also saw a

trend toward more services in the campgrounds: hot and cold running water, showers and laundry

facilities.  The post war era witnessed the increased popularity of the trailer and the motor home and the

government went to lengths to accommodate this type of tourist, providing individual electrical and

water hookups.  In the 1960s there was a move away from such luxury with the introduction of the

semi-serviced campground.  This category of campground provided flush toilets and cold running water

but no special trailer hookups and no showers.  

The history of campgrounds contains numerous sub-themes: landscape, traffic, garbage and sewage

disposal.  As unromantic and pedestrian as sewage disposal may seem, it became a major problem for

both planners and administrators of campgrounds in the mountain parks.  Sewage disposal at a place

like Tunnel Mountain in Banff where there might be 3000 people staying on a summer weekend, is a

sophisticated and costly undertaking.  The installation and management of pit privies in a mountain

setting such as along the Icefields Parkway where the soil is rocky and shallow presents another kind of

challenge.  Sewage is a problem that has continued throughout the history of campgrounds.  Garbage
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disposal also challenged campground administrators although with the development of the bear-proof

containers in the 1980s this has ceased to be the issue that it once was.  Other issues have perplexed

national park officials for briefer periods.  There are files in the national office records, for example on
esoterica such as the anti-fouling toilet seat and the sanitary napkin container. All these concerns big

and small were discussed at length, in Ottawa, in the park superintendent’s office and out at the

campgrounds themselves.  Washrooms and garbage disposal are at the back end of campground

management.  At the front end is the visitor experience.  By the late 1950s,emerging park interpretive

programs were closely tied to campgrounds, centred on purpose built amphitheatres and campfire

circles. 

This study is part of a series of reports that survey and evaluate heritage buildings in the western

national parks.  Although most of these studies have focussed on the buildings of particular areas such

as Waterton townsite, Riding Mountain, and Lake Louise, in some cases we have focussed on

particular building types such as in the Built Heritage Resource Description and Analysis of Yoho Fire

Lookouts (1998).  Campground buildings form a distinct architectural type within the national parks

and so merit separate treatment.  As with the Yoho study, this report begins with an overview of the
history of campground development in the national parks, delineating the main building programs and

identifying the particular building types associated with campgrounds.  This is followed by a synopsis

and evaluation of historically significant examples of campgrounds in the mountain parks, highlighting

representative surviving examples of campground architecture.

Thanks are extended to Don Mickle who posed the original question, who supported the expansion of

the study to cover the mountain parks and who patiently waited through its many delays.  Don also

helped with the field work at the Banff end as did Shannon Angell who pulled together useful

documents and photographs.  Thanks, too, to Rod Wallace in Jasper and Rob Watt in Waterton who

also supported the study and who provided useful advice.  Rod made available the extremely useful

photographic collection from Jasper which in itself is an important cultural resource.  Kathy Blake-

Deipenveen of the Technical Documents Section of the Heritage Conservation Program in Hull helped
locate many of the standard plans prepared by the old Engineering Services Division.  Patricia Myers

and Sean Moir of the Alberta Historic Sites Service shared their research on early motoring history in

Alberta.  Ted Mills read the manuscript in draft form and provided many useful suggestions on the

organization of the text.  Greg Eamon of the National Archives of Canada provided much helpful advice

and encouragement.  And lastly, K.J. Kinnear provided her usual superb research and editorial

support.  The mistakes, omissions and lapses in concentration, however, remain the fault of the author.
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1John Muir, Our National Parks (New York: Houghton, Mifflin and Co.,1901), p.1. Canada. Department of the
Interior, Report of the Commissioner of Dominion Parks, 1912-13 (Ottawa: King’s Printer, 1913), 3. 

AUTOMOBILE CAMPING IN THE MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARKS: 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Origins
The tremendous popularity of autocamping in the 1920s was based on two trends of the early 20th

century: a fascination with wilderness experience and the North American love affair with the

automobile.  From the perspective of the 21st century, these two trends may seem contradictory.  But

back then they supported a desire for individuals and families to explore the outdoors in a random and

self-directed way.  In this context, national parks provided an ideal destination for this growing form of

tourism.

As a means of obtaining shelter in the backcountry, camping is as old as backcountry travel.  The

tepees of Plains Indians and lean-to shelters of explorers and fur traders predate the establishment of

towns and cities.  And yet camping as a pastime is really an urban phenomenon, an escape from city

life.  True, the backwoodsman continued the tradition of bivouacking in the bush into the 20th century as

did the increasing numbers of surveyors, geologists, etc., who charted the empty spots on the map. 

Mountain climbing expeditions into the Rockies packed lightweight tents or used tepees set up by their
guides.  But, generally speaking, most 19th -century people did not consider living in a tent in the woods

to be fun.  This began to change around the turn of the century with writers such as John Muir

trumpeting the virtues of the wilderness experience and camping as an important component of this

experience.  For Muir, a wilderness experience in a national park was a perfect antidote to urban life. 

Muir talked about being “overcivilized,” a condition leading to bad nerves, disease, and general

unhappiness.  Although his book, National Parks, was first published in the United States in 1901, his

words were cited in many sources including in the Annual Report of the Commissioner of Dominion

Parks in 1912-13:

Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that

going to the mountains is going home; that wilderness is a necessity and that mountain

parks and reservations are useful, not only as fountains of timber, and irrigating rivers,

but as fountains of life.1

And for Muir, the best way to experience nature was to camp out in it.  Only in that way could a

person stop and get acquainted with the trees.

Through the 1910s, American writers increasingly wrote about the virtues of camping as a recreational

activity.  One of the most popular of these authors was Horace Kephart, whose book Camping and
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2Horace Kephart, Camping and Woodcraft: A handbook for vacation campers and for travelers in the
wilderness (New York: Macmillan Co., 1917) p. 20.
3Loc cit.

Figure 1 - The backcountry camper as the archetype for the autocamper.  Warden Bruce
Mitchell on patrol, ca. 1932. [Bruce Mitchell Collection, Parks Canada, WCSC]

Woodcraft: a handbook for vacation travelers in the wilderness first appeared in 1917 although it

was based on a series of articles that had appeared earlier in Field and Stream.  Like John Muir,

Kephart believed that a wilderness vacation was the best cure for the “over-civilized man” for it took
him back to his roots as primitive man, reintroducing balance, well-being and self-reliance.  “The self-

dependent life of the wilderness nomad,” wrote Kephart, “brings bodily habits and mental processes

back to normal, by exercising muscles and lobes that otherwise might atrophy from want of use.”2 

And, for Kephart, as for Muir before him, the best way to experience the wilderness was to camp: “If

one would realize in its perfection his dream of peace and freedom from every worldly care, let him

keep away from summer resorts and even from farms; let him camp out; and let it be the real thing.”3

(Fig. 1)
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Figure 2 - Alpine Club of Canada members gathered around the campfire, 1920s. The
campfire facilitated the communal atmosphere of camping. 
[Glenbow Archives NA-3506-14]

Although Kephart’s book and others like it offered a detailed guide to backcountry living, experiencing

the wilderness was still daunting to many who were otherwise attracted to the romance of the primitive

life.  To these people Kephart offered two suggestions: hire an experienced guide and outfitter or begin
in semi-developed areas such as parks.  Until the 1920s,  camping did not yet attract mass tourism. 

Well-to-do tourists wanting backcountry adventure, traveled as part of organized groups led by

outfitters such  as John Brewster and Jimmy Simpson or with organizations like the Trail Riders of the

Canadian Rockies or the Alpine Club of Canada.  The practice of these organized tours was to have

semi-permanent camps set up where groups would be taken on foot or on horseback.  Typically, these

camps consisted of tepees or canvas wall tents set up in circles around a central campfire. (Fig.2)  A

communal dining tent would be set up close by. (Fig. 3) 
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Figure 3 - The origin of the kitchen shelter - a service
tent at an Alpine Club Camp, Consolation Valley,
Alberta, July 1910. 
[Glenbow Archives, NA-2622-52]
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4National Archives of Canada [hereafter NAC], RG 84, vol. 103, file U2-14, vol/ 1, pt. 4, J.B. Harkin to W.W. Cory,
3 Dec. 1913.

Another group that took to camping in the early 20th century were the less affluent, who chose tents as

a cheap alternative to cottages.   Increasingly after the war, families tented on public ground by the

Banff train station.  The Banff camping ground, established sometime in the 1890s, was the embryo of a
form of tourist activity that would soon become closely identified with the national parks.  Situated at

the junction of the Bow River and Fortymile Creek, it was mostly used by tourists arriving by train who

pitched their tents for a week or two to enjoy a cheap vacation.  As late as 1913 the parks branch

associated camping with the poor vacationer.  In that year the Commissioner of National Parks

reported that the parks planned camp grounds “where the extremely poor might summer”4 in contrast

to cottage areas for the middle classes.

So long as tourists came by train, camping remained a fairly minor activity, confined to organized

groups venturing into the back country with their professional guides or poor families looking for a

cheap vacation in the town of Banff.  The appearance of the automobile tourist changed all that.  It is

difficult to appreciate how quickly the automobile took over the national parks.  Cars appeared like

televisions in the 1950s or computers in the 1990s.  The popularity of auto tourism increased as cars

became more affordable, faster and more dependable and as good roads were built to provide tourist
routes.  Although the Ford Model T was introduced in 1903, its cruising speed was only about 30 miles

per hour and the road from Calgary to Banff was not opened until 1911.  Following the end of World

War I, automobiles improved in quality and performance and the Ford Model A introduced in 1923

was capable of cruising at 50 miles per hour.  As a result of this demand, the Parks Branch embarked

on an ambitious program of road building that would open up its mountain parks to tourist traffic from

both Canada and the 

United States.  In 1921 the highway from Banff to Lake Louise was opened.  In 1923 the Banff-

Windermere highway opened.  In 1926 the road from Lake Louise to Field was completed.  The

massive highway building program continued to be a priority for the Parks Branch through the 1920s

and 1930s. 

Auto campgrounds appeared as a result of this road building program.  When the road building
program was announced in the Annual Report of the Parks Branch in 1920-21, mention was also made

of campgrounds.

It is to the motor that we must look for the greatest development in so far as tourist

travel is concerned and this consideration has a definite bearing on the development of

park policy.  It means that the construction of good roads within and linking up with the
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5 Department of the Interior, Annual Report, 1920-21, “Report of the Commissioner of Dominion Parks,” 3.
6 “Automobile Camping Trip Becoming Popular Sport,” Edmonton Journal, 4 June 1921, 10.
7 “When on a Motor Camping Trip Do Not Overload Your Car,” Edmonton Journal, 16 Aug. 1924, 22.
8 Warren James Belasco, Americans on the Road (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1979), 56-68.

parks and great highways of the country becomes of paramount importance and it also

means the provision of campsites and other conveniences suited to this form of travel.5

The provision of roads and campgrounds in the parks coupled with the increasing popularity of
automobiles provided a destination for a new tourist market.  The Annual Report for 1924-25 said: 

“The coming of the motor and the establishment of motor camp sites and small bungalow hotels in

practically every one of the parks has brought the national playgrounds within reach of thousands.”

Automobile tourists of the 1920s had a profound influence on the development of camping.  They

provided an enormous market segment for what had previously been a fairly esoteric activity. With the

sharp rise in demand for camping outfits, the equipment quickly evolved to meet the particular demands

of car campers.  A 1921 article on autocamping in the Edmonton Journal spoke approvingly of

patented arrangements where tents were fastened over or to the side of the car, allowing the seats to be

used as beds.6  An article published in the same newspaper in 1924 mentioned the virtues of a

refrigerator basket.7  The lean-to tent attached to the car continued to be used through the 1920s as

was the ‘A’ tent and latterly the umbrella tent.  Gasoline stoves, air mattresses and camp cots were also

standard equipment in the 1920s although sleeping bags still seemed fairly exotic.

In his book Americans on the Road, historian Warren James Belasco examines a cluster of changing

social attitudes that favoured autocamping.8  A key trend was the growth of middle class tourism

favouring family holidays.  Belasco argues that traditional 19th-century hotels, either resorts or

commercial hotels, were not set up to attract average tourist families.  Moreover, resorts booked in

advance too often proved undependable for sights, cleanliness and other amenities.  The automobile

offered families complete freedom for short and long term getaways.  Camping offered the ultimate

freedom, allowing the traveler to pick up and leave at will with little commitment of money.  Camping

also offered control over domestic arrangements such as meals.  And lastly, far from being considered

socially unacceptable, camping was considered to be respectable because of its roots as a traditional

North American activity.  Undesirable types were more likely to be encountered at fashionable or

marginal resorts, it was felt, than in the out-of-doors inhabited by wholesome individuals of various but
genuine American backgrounds.
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9“Hundreds of Motorists En Route North; Are Looking for Camps,”Vancouver World, 26 April 1922.
10NAC, RG 84, vol. 103, U36, pt. 1. 

Through the 1920s autocamping experienced phenomenal growth.  With this growth, campers became

increasingly organized, both in regard to equipment and the kinds of facilities being offered.  Large

numbers of American autotourists influenced campground design in Canada because tourists from the
more developed areas in the south demanded similar facilities north of the border.  In April 1922 the

Parks Branch in Ottawa clipped an item from a Vancouver newspaper describing the attitude of

American tourists to places without campgrounds.  The newspaper quoted one tourist who said: “that

the tourists, in motoring from place to place are now avoiding those cities not possessing an auto camp

ground.”9  The implications of this report were not lost on the Ottawa officials -‘if we build it, they will

come’- and the assistant commissioner pencilled a note at the bottom of the clipping: “We should

prepare a comprehensive scheme for motor camping.”10  Later in that year the branch was receiving

advice from the U.S. Parks Service on the design of campgrounds in Yellowstone.   Establishing auto

campgrounds in the western national parks was a significant undertaking for the national park service

during the 1920s.
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11 National Archives of Canada [hereafter NAC], RG 84, vol. 135, B36-5, pt.1, 13 April 1923.

ESTABLISHING THE FORM: THE FIRST GENERATION OF CAMPGROUNDS

Before 1917 there were no camping areas specifically designed for automobile tourists.  This all
changed in 1917 with the establishment of the Rundle Campground in Banff, and as highways were

developed through the mountain parks in the 1920s a system of automobile campgrounds was soon in

place.  The period was distinguished by a notable amount of headquarters control as the Architectural

Division of the National Parks Branch sought to establish a distinctive and appropriate image for

national parks.  It was in the mountain parks of Alberta and British Columbia that the concept of the

auto campground was first established in the national parks. The network of campgrounds was

established in most of the parks served by highways and the nascent form of the present-day

campground was established. This period came to an end with the onset of the Depression and the

scaling back of the highway construction program.  Thus, the period 1917 to 1930 exists as a distinct

and pioneering period in the history of campgrounds.

Campgrounds in the 1920s

The first auto campgrounds fell into two categories, larger destination campgrounds at centres such as
Banff, Field, Waterton and Radium Hot Springs, and smaller wayside stopping places along principal

routes through the parks.  All were tied to the huge highway building program that began at the end of

the First World War and came to fruition in the early 1920s.  The Banff-Lake Louise, Castle Junction-

Radium highways and the Kickinghorse Trail to Golden were four ambitious projects completed during

this period.  Highways were also begun to link Waterton and Mount Revelstoke to the outside world. 

This highway building program inspired a campground building program.  As J.B. Harkin, the

Commissioner of the National Parks Branch, remarked to the Superintendent of Rocky Mountains

Park in 1923: “It is considered that with the opening up of motor roads attention should be given to the

development of some motor camps throughout Rocky Mountains Park.”11

A great number of small campgrounds were consequently established in the 1920s in every mountain

park except Jasper.
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12  NAC, RG 84, vol. 103, U36, pt. 1, S. Maynard Rogers to J.B. Harkin, 17 July 1933.

Mountain Park Campgrounds Established in the 1920s.

Rocky Mountains Park (Banff)

          Rundle

          Castle Mountain

          Johnston Creek

          Baker Creek

          Moraine Lake
          Lake Minnewanka

          Lake Louise

          Tunnel Mountain

Kootenay National Park

       Vermilion Summit (Boundary)

        Marble Canyon

        Hawk Creek

        Vermilion Crossing

         Dolly Varden
         McLeod Meadows

         Sinclair Summit  (Olive Lake)

         Radium Hot Springs (Red Rock)
Yoho National Park 

          Kickinghorse
          Chancellor Peak

          Field

          Wapta

          

Mt Revelstoke National Park

         Balsam Lake

Waterton Lakes National Park

          Waterton Townsite

         

There were no organized automobile campgrounds in Jasper in the 1920s.  A tent city existed at what is

now Jasper Park Lodge but this catered to organized tourists arriving by train, not automobile tourists

who made individual arrangements.  As late as 1933, the Superintendent reported: “As a matter of fact

there is very little camping in the ordinary sense within the Park and it is almost altogether confined to

Lake Annette, used as a temporary auto camp.”12  Motor tourists to Jasper had to come from

Edmonton, along roads that were still difficult until the mid-1930s, so the numbers were small.

The pre-eminent campground in the early 1920s was Camp Rundle.  It was developed in the town of

Banff, on the banks of the Spray River, on land now occupied by the Banff Springs Golf Course.  The

facility was proposed in 1916 and the land cleared in the spring of 1917.  Rundle introduced the idea of

having individual sites for campers.  J.B. Harkin explained the layout to the Superintendent: 

In regard to the camping site, it would appear desirable that some should be laid out in small plots
so that when a Camper’s permit is issued a certain plot can be assigned to the camper.
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Figure 4 - Caretaker’s residence, Rundle Campground, Banff. [Jasper National Park
Collection]

It is not desired to have an elaborate or costly layout, but the layout should be such that a camper

could easily locate the plot covered by his permit by means of a number marked on a stake at the

corner of the plot or by measuring a certain distance from fixed points.
Auto campers were issued a permit for a nominal fee of $1.00 that allowed a vehicle 30 days camping

privileges.
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13 Crag and Canyon, 5 May 1923.

Wartime constraints did not permit elaborate building construction and the first toilet facilities were

military style latrines enclosed in tents.  This was not a serious liability so long as the number of campers

was small -and there were only 73 registered campers in 1917- but it became more of an issue as
numbers grew; there were 527 campers in 1923.  Permanent facilities were finally completed in 1923

with the construction of a caretaker’s cottage, three washroom buildings and 19 kitchen shelters. (Figs.

4,5,&6) The washrooms had cold running water and flush toilets connected to a septic field.  Two of

the washroom buildings had laundry tubs.  Ten pit toilets dispersed throughout the grounds augmented

the washrooms.  The community kitchen shelters, considered desirable in the Canadian mountain parks,

had wood burning stoves, tables, benches, and stand pipes for water.  In addition, in 1923, the grounds

were enlarged to provide for more sites.

The grounds were attractively laid out by the Architecture and Town Planning Division of the National

Parks Branch in Ottawa. (Fig. 7)  They were favourably described in the Banff Crag and Canyon:

“Near the entrance the grounds have been laid out in the form of a gigantic horseshoe with lots 30 x 40

around the curve, a roadway at the rear and Playgrounds inside.”13  A street led from the horseshoe to
the main road leading to the golf course.  Cross streets were established and the kitchen shelters

located in each block.  The buildings were also designed by the Ottawa architectural unit.  The

caretaker’s cottage cum office was constructed of saddle-notched logs with a wood shingle roof.  A

large rubble stone fireplace completed the Rustic appearance of the cottage.  Protecting the doorway

was a distinctive eyebrow eave which became a hallmark of staff architect W.D. Cromarty.  The

washroom buildings were large structures, ten metres long by four metres wide and incorporated

separate facilities for men and women.  They were also built of saddle-notched logs and had wood

shingle roofs.  The kitchen shelters were rectangular open-sided structures with six log posts supporting

a gable-ended roof.  A single concrete and cast iron stove sat in the middle.

The Waterton Campground was laid out in 1924 and, after Rundle, was the second of the larger

campgrounds to be established in the mountain parks.  Planning for both the landscaping of the grounds

and the design of the buildings was supervised by W.D. Cromarty who had a special interest in the
town as he spent his summers there during the 1920s as seasonal superintendent of the park.

Rudimentary washroom facilities were built at the outset but the most significant early structure was the

Community Building, erected in 1926.  This building was designed as a social centre for campers with

attached living quarters for the campground attendant.  The original 1926 building featured an
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Figure 5 - Rundle Campground Service Building. [Jasper National Park Collection]

Figure 6 - One of 19 kitchen shelters at Rundle Campground.  September 1924.
[Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, V488, 32(3)]
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Figure 7 - Rundle Mountain Campground. Although individual sites were provided, tents and
cars were randomly located on the grounds.The photograph shows the variety of tents common
in the 1920s. [National Archives of Canada, hereafter NAC, PA116430]
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Figure 8 - Red Rock (Radium Hot Springs) Campground, Kootenay National Park, late
1920s. This photo shows how tents and cars were squeezed alongside the highway. [Glenbow
Archives NA-3460-14]

‘L’-shaped plan with an off-centre main entrance.  It had log slab siding, and a stone chimney, giving

it a rustic appearance. In 1929-30 the grounds were extended and new sites added while the

Community Building was enlarged.14

Radium Hot Springs Campground began as a small roadside stopping place but was quickly

redeveloped as the principal destination campground of Kootenay National Park when it was tripled in

size in 1925.15  With the completion of the new bathing facilities at the hot springs in 1928, visitation

climbed to new heights and the campground was consequently further enlarged. Piped water, flush

toilets and kitchen shelters were in place by the end of the 1920s.  Space was limited, however, as the

site was squeezed along a strip between the highway and the cliffs which gave the campground one of

its names, Red Rock.  Cramped in space, it was filled to capacity every night of the season. (Fig.8)
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Figure 9 - Chancellor Campground, Yoho National Park, 1932. [Bruce Mitchell Collection,
Parks Canada, WCSC]

Two new campgrounds were established in Yoho in 1928 following the completion of the Kickinghorse

Trail which connected Lake Louise to Golden.  The Kickinghorse Campground located on the road to

Emerald Lake a few kilometres from the town of Field was meant to be the main campground of the
park.  Chancellor Peak was established as a small campground near the West Gate. (Fig. 9) In 1929,

both the Waterton and Kickinghorse campgrounds were improved by the introduction of water,

sewage and electrical systems and the construction of washrooms and kitchen shelters.
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Although the Rundle Campground in Banff remained the leading facility of its kind in the national parks,

in 1927 other circumstances convinced Ottawa that it had to be replaced.  Not only was current use by

campers in conflict with golfers on the adjacent golf course, but also the CPR, which had recently
acquired the course from the government, wished to expand it using land occupied by the campground. 

A deal was struck whereby the parks service agreed to relocate the campground if the CPR would

move the old buildings or build new ones to replace them.  After considerable discussion, a site for the

new campground was selected on Tunnel Mountain.  

The new campground design was a collaborative effort between the park service architects in Ottawa,

then called the Architectural Division under the direction of W.D. Cromarty, the Banff Engineering

Office under C.G. Childe and the CPR hotel engineering branch based in Banff under the direction of

Basil Gardom.  It was laid out in the spring of 1928 on 28 acres of land and accessed by two new

roads leading up from the town.  It was planned to be bigger than its predecessor, being organized on

blocks of land intersected by a grid like pattern of streets. (Fig.10 & 11) The streets were named for

the provinces and their capitals.  Although space was calculated in each block to allow for an optimum
number of campers, upon the urging of the park, it was agreed not to survey individual campsites and

instead allow for a degree of freedom where tents could be pitched.  As a park official explained at the

time:

In our old camp ground each allotment was staked but our experience has been that

campers do not remain on their own allotments; there may be two or three parties on

one allotment while the adjoining two or three allotments have no campers.  For this

reason we are not laying out the individual lots on the new camp grounds, merely

marking out the block corners.16

This system was to remain in place at Tunnel Mountain until the 1960s.
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Figure 11 - Tunnel Mountain Campground, ca. 1940. Although a grid system of roads 
was established, cars and tents were parked randomly on the campground. 
[NAC, C144418]



23

17 EFRC, C-2-1, pt. 1, R.L. Stronach to J.B. Harkin, 4 Nov. 1927.
18 Ibid. R.L. Stronach to J.B. Harkin, 25 Nov. 1927.
19 Calgary Herald, 23 April 1928.
20 Report of the Commissioner for National Parks of Canada for the year ended March 31, 1930, 13.

Neither Basil Gardom nor C.G. Childe favoured relocating the log buildings from the Rundle

Campground.  The buildings would have had to be dismantled and rebuilt again; a time consuming

exercise.  From Childe’s perspective the log buildings would be costly to replicate, hindering expansion
in the future.17  In addition, the park preferred a larger caretaker’s building.  As Ottawa agreed with the

suggestion that the building be replaced, Childe was directed to prepare plans for the new washroom

facilities while the Architectural Division prepared plans for the new caretaker’s building.  The CPR

undertook to build four washroom buildings on the new campground, two with laundry facilities and

two without.18  The washrooms were austere, plain rectangular log slab buildings with doors at either

end. (Fig. 12)  Like their Rundle predecessors, they were connected to a septic field and had cold

running water.  The park built three more service buildings without laundry tubs in 1928.  The existing

kitchen shelters were relocated and more were built to bring the total to 20.  The most elegant building

was the caretaker’s house, originally intended as a kind of gatehouse where campers could purchase

their permits.  It was almost square, with a pyramid roof.  The off-centre door was surrounded by stone

trim and had a tripartite window to the right. (Fig. 13) Like its predecessor, it had the distinctive

Cromarty eyebrow over the door.  A larger building designed along similar lines by the Architectural
Division was subsequently built across from the caretaker’s house for a milk depot and store.

Despite initial grumbling from the locals, the new campground received a generally enthusiastic public

response.  The Calgary Herald referred to it as a “Campers Paradise.”

Twenty dining shelters, including those from the old camp ground, have been erected,

and cement cooking stoves have been installed.  All will be electrically lit, and one

shelter will be sheeted all round for spring and fall use.  More service stations are

provided than were on the old camp ground, and only two of these will be provided

with laundry tubs, thus gaining an increased toilet service.19

Tunnel Mountain became popular by virtue of the sheer numbers it accommodated as well as being

located beside Banff townsite, which early established itself as a major tourist destination in western

Canada.  It was, and remains, the single largest campground in the national park system and so

occupies a category by itself.  In the summer of 1929, it accommodated 7,309 vehicles and 26,861
people.20
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Figure 12 - Washroom Building, Tunnel Mountain Campground, ca. 1930. [NAC,
C144437]

Figure 13 - Caretaker’s residence, Tunnel Mountain Campground, ca. 1935. This
building shows the influence of the Rundle Caretaker’s Residence. [NAC, C144429]
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Whereas Tunnel Mountain, Radium, Waterton and Kickinghorse campgrounds were developed as

destination campgrounds, capable of accommodating hundreds of cars a night, and having amenities

such as running water and flush toilets, the other campgrounds established in the 1920s were intended
as roadside stopping places, comprising a strip of grassy land beside the highway, accommodating a

dozen or so picnickers or short-term campers. The campgrounds established along the Banff-Lake

Louise Highway -Johnston Canyon and Castle Mountain- and those along the Castle-Radium Highway

-Marble Canyon, McLeod Meadows and Vermilion Crossing- were classic roadside camps of the

period.  Other small camps were established to provide access to natural attractions such as Summit,

Lake Minnewanka and Moraine Lake, which attracted anglers.  Also in this category  was the original

Lake Louise Campground which became a destination campground but because of its physical

constraints was left relatively underdeveloped although it could accommodate by necessity larger

numbers than other campgrounds in this category.  The Lake Louise Campground became a popular

destination because of its proximity to the famous lake.  It was resolutely a highway campground,

however, located at Fairview Junction just a few kilometres down the road from the lake.  The policy

established by the Parks Branch was to resist developing campgrounds as lakeside resorts.  In the
context of discussing the feasibility of establishing a campground at Emerald Lake, Harkin explained to

the Superintendent of Yoho that “scenic points such as Emerald Lake, Lake Louise, Moraine Lake,

Cavell Lake, etc., should be kept as far as possible in their natural state of beauty and that motor tourist

camps on the shores of such lakes would be most objectionable.”21

There was a wide range of services offered by the end of the 1920s, from large, well-developed

campgrounds such as Tunnel Mountain, through smaller developing destination campgrounds as

Radium, Waterton and Kickinghorse to cozy wayside stopping places such as Vermilion Summit and

Moraine Lake. Whereas Tunnel Mountain had a rated capacity of about 600 vehicles, a number that

must have been regularly exceeded to obtain the numbers cited above, other destination campgrounds

such as Radium Hot Springs, Waterton Townsite and Lake Louise could only accommodate from 75 to

100 vehicles while roadside campgrounds such as Johnston Canyon and Castle Junction were designed

to accommodate from 10 to 20 vehicles a night.  The appearance of these early campgrounds was
generally similar.  A road led to an open, more or less grassy area interspersed with trees.  Cars could

be parked randomly with tents pitched nearby.  One or two kitchen shelters would be situated at the

edge of the campground and, outside of Tunnel Mountain, two to four pit toilets would have been

situated around the grounds.  At Radium, Lake Louise and Waterton there were taps but elsewhere

water was usually obtained from a stream or the lake.  Garbage disposal was a problem that was not
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effectively dealt with until the 1980s.  In the 1920s it was common to dig pits that were then filled with

refuse.  Large scale campgrounds like Tunnel Mountain had domestic garbage cans but these, like the

pits, became animal feeding places.  Still, the ambience of  the smaller lakeside stopping places was
dramatically different from the large open campgrounds of Tunnel, Waterton and Radium.

Campgrounds of the 1920s were usually informal affairs, with open field served by a loop road.  Only

Rundle and later Tunnel Mountain had a grid system of roads serving campsites and even these

resembled open fields.  A distinguishing feature of these early campgrounds that carried through into the

next phase of development was the degree to which they reflected as well as encouraged community

spirit.  Campgrounds were organized around community kitchen shelters with shared cooking stoves,

not as individual camp sites with ‘private’ tables and camp fires as today.  In part this may have been a

carry over from the organized back country camps which featured communal cooking facilities and a

central campfire.  It also reflected the pioneering phase of motor tourism where meeting people on the

open road was considered an enjoyable part of the experience.  This community spirit fostered the

introduction of the kitchen shelter, found in most national park campgrounds from the 1920s through the
1960s.  By the mid-1960s different attitudes about privacy along with recreational vehicles and other

more self-contained camping units made things like kitchen shelters and community buildings redundant. 

Most of the campgrounds established in this period still survive to this day although in a much altered

form.  Rundle Campground, the first purpose designed automobile campground in the national parks,

unfortunately has not survived.  Much of it was lost in the Banff Springs golf course expansion.  But the

Kickinghorse, Waterton, Tunnel Mountain, and Chancellor Peak campgrounds still flourish.  Along the

Castle-Windermere Highway, road rebuilding in the 1950s destroyed the Marble Canyon and Red

Rock campgrounds.  Vestiges of the old highway campgrounds can be found at Dolly Varden and

Olive Lake picnic grounds.  Few buildings survive from this era.  At Waterton, the 1926 community

building survives, although it has been added on to and is now known as the Interpretive building. A

washroom building from the Rundle campground survived in altered form as a concession on the
seventh tee of the golf course.  It was recently moved to a recreational ground in the town of Banff. 

Otherwise only the foundations of a washroom building and the caretaker’s residence survive from this

pioneering site.  The caretaker’s residence at Tunnel Mountain survives. Although it has been moved

from its original location, it is nevertheless a rare survivor from the first period of campground

construction.
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Figure 14 - Former Rundle Campground washroom building, now relocated to the
recreation grounds in Banff. 

Figure 14a - Old sewer pipe in foundation of former service building  near Banff
Springs Golf Course. 
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DEVELOPING THE FORM: THE SECOND GENERATION OF CAMPGROUNDS

Campgrounds in the 1930s

Campground development in the 1930s was dominated by Depression-relief projects that focussed on

improving infrastructure in the national parks.  The big campground projects of the 1930s centred on

the development and improvement of the Waterton Townsite and Yoho’s Kickinghorse campgrounds,

the development of subsidiary campgrounds in Waterton Park at Crandell Mountain (Red Rock

Canyon) and Cameron Lake, and the development of large new campgrounds in Jasper at

Cottonwood Creek, Patricia Lake and Miette Hotsprings.  These new developments were encouraged

by increasing auto tourism in the decade and the rising popularity of camping as an affordable family

vacation.   Because these new projects were initiated as Depression-relief projects, they received a

degree of Ottawa control that smaller park initiated projects would not have had, resulting in the

Architectural Division being involved in the design of buildings such as washrooms and kitchen shelters
that normally would have been left to the field.

 

Given the emphasis on developing Tunnel Mountain and the Banff-Windermere Highway campgrounds

in the 1920s, Banff and Kootenay campgrounds  received comparatively little attention in the 1930s.

Some of the pressure was taken off the campgrounds at Tunnel Mountain, Johnston Canyon, Marble

Canyon and Vermilion Crossing by the establishment of adjacent bungalow camps.  Encouraged as a

policy by the parks service in the 1930s, bungalow camps were intended as an upscale alternative to

tenting.  The bungalow camps were similar to the campgrounds in that they offered common washroom

and dining facilities but instead of tents they provided one-room sleeping cabins.  They usually came

with a restaurant and store that proved to be a boon for tenters as well as the cabin dwellers.

The first of the 1930s projects to get started was the refurbishment of the Waterton Townsite

campground in 1931-32.  This was an ambitious project, both in the number of buildings constructed
and the quality of the individual designs.  Five washroom buildings, referred to at the time as comfort

stations,  were built to a standard design.  This design, first implemented at Waterton, was used in

modified form at Jasper, Prince Albert and Riding Mountain national parks until 1936.  Although the

dimensions resemble the large rectangular buildings constructed in Banff in the 1920s, combining

separate washroom facilities for men and women, the plan was made more aesthetically pleasing and

better lit with more usable space by the adoption of a cross gable roof plan.  Other design elements

included the use of stone along the bottom portion of the projecting bays, log slab siding with vertical

end boards, exposed purlins and rafters and fascias. The design of the nine contemporaneous kitchen

shelters also showed a sophistication of design usually absent from park designed structures.  Whereas 



29

22NAC, RG 84, vol. 2202, W36, pt. 2, H.A. de Veber to Controller, 2 Dec. 1943.

typical kitchen shelters of the 1920s and 1930s consisted of six log posts supporting a gable roof, these
Waterton Townsite kitchen shelters were of balloon frame construction on three walls with slab siding

and glassed windows.  Only the one open side retained the traditional log or timber supporting posts

but even these were dressed up with decorative brackets. 

All the Waterton Townsite kitchen shelters were walled in to provide shelter from the wind.  The

exposed landscape of the campground, mostly devoid of trees and open to winds blowing down the

lake can make cooking and eating in the open difficult and unpleasant.  It was to further mitigate this

problem that the Parks Branch constructed a large community kitchen building in 1935-36 on the shore

of the lake bordering the campground.  The construction of this building was further encouraged by

funds made available through the Public Works Construction Act of 1934 which provided money for

Depression-relief building projects.  The design was produced by the Architectural Division under the

direction of W.D. Cromarty and was one of the last projects of this office as it was disbanded in a
departmental reorganization that occurred later in 1936.  The building is a large rectangular structure

with a hipped roof and large hipped roof dormer on the front elevation.  Inside, the attic area is left

open, making the interior spacious and airy and allowing the dormer to provide added light and

ventilation. Two large stone fireplaces dominate either end of the building while stoves are situated in

the middle.  Log slab siding, vertical log posts, exposed log rafters and large stone chimneys provide

rustic details that create visual links to other important buildings in the townsite.

Also in 1936, two new campgrounds were built in Waterton Lakes National Park, both facilitated by

new highway building of the 1930s supplementary Depression-relief funding.  The Akamina Highway

provided convenient access to Cameron Lake and a small campground was located there with room

for about a dozen tents.  It was provided with a washroom building and kitchen shelter.  The latter

structure probably served the larger demand from day trippers.   Like other campgrounds elsewhere in

the system, the Cameron Lake Campground was augmented by a privately-run bungalow camp. 
Another campground, also established in 1936, was built along another newly-constructed road leading

up Crandell Mountain.  It was also small, possibly containing only one kitchen shelters of the same

design as that built at Cameron Lake.22

In Yoho National Park, the Kickinghorse Campground was continually being improved and expanded

through the 1930s to further develop its status as the premier campground of the park.  Three new

kitchen shelters were built during the 1930s and in 1935 a 40 foot square shelter, 
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termed a community building was completed using funding from the Public Works Construction Act. 
Unfortunately there is little information available concerning the origins of the designs for these facilities

but the uniformity of the design and the attribution of one to the Architectural Division suggests that the

Ottawa office had a hand in their design.23  The kitchen shelters have steeply pitched hipped roofs

supported on log posts. The bottom two-thirds of the four walls are enclosed by vertical log walls

except for the community building which has horizontal log walls.  Wood shingles on pole rafters on the

roofs complete the rustic character of these buildings.  The community building is similar to the kitchen

shelters except that it is larger, square and has a steeply pitched pyramid roof with a stone chimney in

the middle.   

A combined caretaker’s residence and registration booth was commenced in1936 and completed in

the spring of 1937.24  Probably designed by the Architectural Division, it is rectangular in plan with a

slightly truncated pyramid roof.  The entrance side has the paired windows typical of the work of
Cromarty’s group and the otherwise plain exterior is enhanced by the addition of a gablet over the front

door.  The building is well constructed of saddle-notched logs.  An adjacent bungalow camp was also

completed in 1937, offering cabins for those preferring something more substantial than tents and having

a small store, selling food and ice to campers.

Campgrounds throughout the national park system benefited generally from the Public Works

Construction Act but none more so than in Jasper where four new campgrounds were built in the mid-

1930s.  This attention was merited by the fact that the park had previously had no established

campgrounds and road improvements completed earlier in the decade brought increasing numbers of

tourists by car.  The first campground to be opened was Cottonwood Creek, which was completed in

1934.  Situated on the Athabasca River in front of the town of Jasper, it contained “two standard

kitchen shelters,” washrooms and a temporary water supply.25  The washroom buildings were almost

identical to those built at the Waterton Townsite, having a cross gable plan and log slab siding with
stone facing beneath the windows on the projecting bays.  The kitchen shelters were open, consisting of

a low pitched hip roof supported by eight log posts. (Fig. 15) The Cottonwood Campground was

largely an open field, allowing random access for cars and tents.  As with other campgrounds in the

system, an adjacent bungalow camp was established that provided services to campers and renters

alike.
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Figure 15 - Kitchen Shelter at Cottonwood Creek Campground, Jasper National Park, 1948.
[Jasper National Park Collection, H 401]
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The Patricia Lake Campground, located a few kilometres from the town, was by contrast more
carefully landscaped.  Construction was carried out by relief workers who occupied a nearby camp. 

The annual report for the department described the work being done on the grounds in 1933.

The main street was graded for a length of 2,500 feet.  Four blocks were surveyed and

staked, and five cross streets were laid out.  Five kitchen shelters of standard park

design were constructed.  Five hundred conifers were planted along the west side of the

entrance road, and on the bench near Patricia Lake, to enhance the natural beauty of

the campsite.26

Patricia Lake seems to have been intended to be the premier campground of the park for its

development received more attention than elsewhere.  Although the washroom buildings were of the

same plan as Cottonwood Creek, they were built of log.  The kitchen shelters were similar, being open

and supported on eight log posts but had a medium pitched gable end roof.  The new kitchen shelters

were accompanied by large garbage cans with lids.

The Miette Campground was opened in 1938 as one component of a large project that involved

building a highway, swimming pool and related facilities to develop the Miette Hotsprings as a major

tourist destination at the east end of the park.  Washroom buildings and kitchen shelters were similar to

those built at Cottonwood.  A bungalow camp was established nearby which, for a time operated an

intermediary service of renting tents as well as cabins. A fourth, small campground was established at

Medicine Lake, along the road to Maligne Lake.  Little is known about this campground and it likely

had few facilities in the form of two pit privies.

Despite the attention paid to the buildings, all four campgrounds proved less than ideal.  Cottonwood

had problems because it was immediately downstream from the main sewer outfall from the town.  This

made bathing in the area unpleasant, if not dangerous to health, and although the drinking water was

taken from nearby Cottonwood Creek, this source was laden with sediment.  The campground was
therefore closed for lengthy renovations soon after it opened.  Despite the problems of Cottonwood, it

was still preferable to Patricia Lake.  As one report noted in 1939:

Owing to the fact that observations have shown that the camp is exposed to many wind

storms which cause it to be cold and uncomfortable, the camp has been practically

abandoned in favour of the Cottonwood Creek Camp and is being held in reserve for

use only when the other camp becomes full.27
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The Miette Campground did not really get going in the 1930s because of its late completion date. 
Subsequent visitor data reveals that it never really caught on, however, because of its remoteness from

the centre of the park.  And by nature of its size and lack of facilities, Medicine Lake could not attract

many campers.  For these reasons the new Superintendent of Jasper in 1938 recommended

abandoning both the Cottonwood and Patricia Lake campgrounds and establishing a major new

campground near the town on the Athabasca River.28  But the department had invested too heavily to

change its mind so soon and several years were spent in trying to improve the campgrounds before they

were both eventually disposed of.

Campground attendance in the mountain parks grew steadily through the 1930s.  Tunnel Mountain

remained in a category of its own attracting over 4,000 vehicles and 17,500 people during the summer

of 1937.  During the same summer Kickinghorse had 100 vehicles and 4300 people. Radium had 1300

vehicles and 4700 people in the summer of 1934 and Waterton Townsite had 387 vehicles and 1700
people in the summer of 1935.  The Jasper numbers were considerably lower than these.  Cottonwood

Creek only had 236 vehicles and 827 people during the summer of 1934 and the numbers declined in

subsequent years. Miette attracted 140 vehicles and 732 people in the summer of 1938.

New campgrounds developed in the 1930s such as Cottonwood, Patricia and Miette in Jasper, still

tended to be open grassy fields although at Patricia and Miette at least, an attempt was made to grade

strips of camping area between parallel access roads.  In general, campground architecture tended to

be more substantial and carefully designed than in the 1920s although the rustic building tradition was

still adhered to.  Large community buildings, such as the community kitchen at Waterton, incorporated

balloon frame construction, slab siding and stone chimneys.  The kitchen shelters of the 1930s were

similar to those of the 1920s although they tended to be built of milled lumber and at Waterton and

Cottonwood had walls on three sides.  Washroom buildings of the 1930s frequently used a cruciform

plan, with stone and log or log slab siding.  Waterton Townsite Campground has the finest surviving
collection of 1930s buildings of any campground in Canada and many of these have been recognized

by the Federal Heritage Building Review Office.
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Figure 16 - Former washroom building at the defunct Patricia Lake Campground
(Jasper), converted to use as accommodation. 

Depression relief funding and the availability of cheap labour allowed for some fine log buildings.  The
best surviving examples of 1930s log campground buildings are the caretakers cottage at Kickinghorse

and the former washroom buildings at the old Patricia Lake Campground since converted into a

bungalow camp (Fig. 16).  Patricia Lake also retains a rare surviving 1930s kitchen shelter.
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PERFECTING THE FORM: THE THIRD GENERATION OF CAMPGROUNDS
Campgrounds from 1937-1954

The period from 1937 until 1954 was, in the west at least, defined by park-centred building programs. 

In contrast with the earlier period, there was less central direction in the planning and development of

campgrounds in the national parks from the late 1930s until the mid-1950s.  Several reasons account

for the loss of strong central leadership: the reorganization of the parks service into a new department,

the loss of its architectural division, the retirement of J.B. Harkin, spending cuts because of the war and

postwar reconstruction, and the demands of new parks in eastern Canada.  It was not until the mid-

1950s that headquarters gave serious attention to re-capitalizing the western parks and then, with the

formation of the Trans-Canada Highway and the re-building of the Banff-Jasper Highway and the

Banff-Windermere Highway, it spent considerable sums planning and developing new automobile

campgrounds.  By this time central direction was further strengthened by the formation of the
Engineering Services and Planning divisions within the national parks service.

Of course, all government departments in the early 1950s were subject to a degree of central control. 

Park superintendents were not free to make decisions concerning capital expenditures beyond the

smallest amount without requesting Ottawa’s approval.  And it was left to the chief of the National

Parks division to set priorities for park development.  One of Ottawa’s priorities in the post-war era

was to improve the campgrounds in the national parks.  There were two reasons for this initiative. 

First, headquarters had been reading U.S. National Park Service bulletins which cautioned against

letting campgrounds get too worn down. From the early 1930s, the U.S. Parks Service had advocated

careful planning of its campgrounds to mitigate the effects of human use on the surrounding vegetation. 

These policies and procedures were outlined in a series of publications beginning with A Camp

Ground Policy, first issued in 1932.29  Second, headquarters wanted to prepare national park facilities

for the expected influx of post-war tourism.  Early in October of 1945, the branch director asked
James Smart to canvas the parks to find out about their campgrounds.  This was, in R.A. Gibson’s

words, “In connection with the plans we are considering for encouraging the use of camp grounds in

National Parks. . .”  Consequently James Smart polled his superintendents seeking substance for his

general policy.  In 1945 he wrote:

It is our intention possibly to enlarge the campgrounds and add new features to them for

the comfort of tourists and it might be well for you to give me your 
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views as to any extension needed or establishment of new campgrounds and the
facilities that you think are absolutely necessary for the comfort of campers.30

 Only Banff replied that Tunnel Mountain showed signs of overuse.  Smart encouraged the

superintendent to enlarge and modernize this facility.

I fully agree that the time has come for some action to be taken on our part to, on the

one hand, bring up-to-date or replace the facilities for the convenience of campers in

the Tunnel Mountain Campground, and on the other hand, be in a position where we

can arrange rest periods for certain sections of the old Campground so there will be a

chance for the natural growth conditions on the area to be restored to a more

satisfactory condition: furthermore, with the great increase in camping and especially

additional facilities for trailers, new areas should be prepared.31

But though headquarters provided general direction for campground construction, it did not provide

specific instructions on how to go about recapitalizing them nor was it particularly forthcoming with
lavish budgets. 

Despite the constraints in the second period of campground development,  the western parks made

some significant advances in developing and expanding their facilities. The parks were able to make

considerable advances in rebuilding their campground infrastructure because, in most instances,  they

were not big ticket items requiring large capital expenditures.  For the most part even new development

could be easily handled by the engineering, general works and warden services within the individual

park organizations.  So, while headquarters direction may have diminished in the period from 1937 to

1955, the parks were still able to develop and re-furbish their campground systems to meet the growing

demands of the automobile tourist traffic.  While all the parks experienced campground development

during this period,  the focus of activity was in Banff which attracted far more campers than any other

park in the system.  In 1952, for example, Banff issued a total of just under 8,700 camping permits,

well over a third of the national total of just under 23,000 permits.  By contrast, Jasper, the next most
popular camping destination issued just under 2,900 permits.32  Banff contained two internationally-

renowned destinations -the town of Banff and Lake Louise- as well as being situated on a major auto

route into the Rockies and, since 1939 part of a popular highway connecting Lake Louise with Jasper. 

The park was able to meet the challenges of the day through an able and creative engineering office

based in the town of Banff and a well-organized warden service headed in the 1940s by a keen
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Figure 17 - Tunnel Mountain Trailer Facility, 1952. [Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies,
455 (26)]
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and ambitious chief named Bruce Mitchell.  Work in the war years was further assisted by the proximity
of alternate service workers, or conscientious objectors, whose camps were based in the park.  Thus,

while campgrounds of the 1920s and early 1930s bore the hallmarks of the Ottawa-based Architectural

Division, campground development in the period 1937-1954 showed the influences of Banff National

Park.

Banff had five areas of concern in this period besides the general re-furbishment of all of its facilities: 

Tunnel Mountain, Lake Louise, Minnewanka/Two Jack, Johnston Canyon and the Banff-Jasper

Highway.  While Tunnel Mountain was large and could accommodate 600 vehicles, as a campground it

was fairly rudimentary, even by the standards of the 1930s.  While it provided flush toilets and laundry

facilities, kitchen shelters and stoves, it was basically an open field that became a dust bowl in the height

of the summer season.  Nonetheless, it was the flagship of Banff, if not the entire national park

campground system, and the park officials were conscious of having to keep it looking up-to-date.  By
the late 1930s a more affluent form of autocamper was beginning to appear in greater numbers from the

United States mostly but also from Canada pulling their own accommodation called at first caravans or

trailer cabins and then simply trailers.  As this new tourist group became better organized through clubs

and with the appearance of trade journals aimed at this new market, new standards appeared for the

design of campgrounds.  This new group demanded and was in turn accorded separate sites with

water, electrical and sometimes even sewage hookups.  Tunnel Mountain became the first national park

campground to offer special services for trailers in 1937.  The Banff Crag and Canyon that year noted:

“The Department has just competed an exceptionally good ‘Trailer Park’ at the east end of the camp

ground, and is the first one of its kind in Canadian Parks.  The park will be serviced with electricity for

which a minimum charge will be made.”33 (Fig. 17)

Lake Louise posed a chronic problem because, although it had been designed as a roadside

campground aimed at providing overnight accommodation to small numbers of autocampers, the
proximity to the world-famous lake made it a destination where many people came to spend more than

a night.  While the campground was expanded to accommodate more vehicles, the grounds remained

uneven and rocky and there were only a few pit toilets.  By 1940 the park was receiving complaints, as

one travel writer explained:  “It just seems too bad to stand before an audience and describe the

wonderful scenery around Lake Louise and then have to say that we found the most miserable camp

ground in all our travels.”34  Bruce Mitchell inspected the site later that year and provided the following

bleak description:
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Figure 18 - ‘H’ -plan Kitchen Shelter, Lake Louise Campground, 1941. [Whyte Museum of
the Canadian Rockies, 453 (6)]

This campground is equipped with running water and has three camp shelters.  On the
whole, however, it is in poor condition.  The grounds are very rough and rocky, there

being few places to pitch a tent or park a trailer.  The shelters are very dilapidated,

being among the first built and they should be entirely rebuilt to conform with the

standards of our newer campgrounds.35

Large new shelters were erected in the 1940s by alternate service workers.  The new Lake Louise

shelters marked a departure from the small gable roofed structures that had been the hallmark of the

earlier period.  The new shelters were large, with hipped roofs and a sturdier construction.  Banff was

to experiment with variations of this new design before finally standardizing it in 1952. (Fig. 18) 
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Despite the renovations of the 1940s, the superintendent remained convinced that a whole new facility
was required.  But without headquarters sponsorship such a bold move was beyond the means of the

superintendent and it would not be until the 1960s that a new campground would be established at

Lake Louise.  By 1949 the campground was totally inadequate, having space for only 40 vehicles,

having no electricity and only three shelters and dry privies.  This was expanded to accommodate 100

vehicles by 195436 but the basic problems remained, only on a larger scale now.  Meanwhile the old

campground grew in notoriety among the camping public and the complaints kept coming in.

The most up-to-date campground of the early post-war era was the Two Jack Campground, designed

in 1947 and largely completed in 1948.  Two Jack was initially intended to replace the old Lake

Minnewanka campground that had largely disappeared with the flooding of the lake as a result of the

war-time hydroelectric development there.  There were also ambitions for Two Jack to take over some

of the load from Tunnel Mountain which was clearly being overworked.  Two Jack was therefore
designed as a fully-serviced facility, with flush toilets and other amenities.  While the luxury and

innovations in the amenities it provided -trailer hookups, playground, outdoor theatre- indicated

headquarters involvement and approval, the design seems to have been left up to the park.  The

campground consisted of six acres of land on a relatively flat area covered with small lodgepole pine. 

A circular road was built through the site and the undergrowth brushed out.  Parking areas for cars

were defined by timber barriers but, as at Tunnel Mountain, random camping was allowed.  In order to

discourage individual cooking fires, three kitchen shelters with six stoves were constructed as well as a

large central fire pit and associated fireplace.  The fireplace and campfire circle were distinguished by

the use of Rundle limestone. (Fig. 19) This was a 1940s variant of the community kitchen where

campers were expected to interact in cooking, dining and socializing.  In contrast with this approach, a

separate facility for 12 trailers was constructed with utility hookups for electricity so the campers could

remain in their separate family units.  The hookups were stylishly contained in stone clad pillars marking

each site. (Fig. 20) 

The buildings at Two Jack had an elegance of finish that was new to campground architecture.  The

kitchen shelters were large, along the lines of those built at Lake Louise, with 14 posts and steeply

pitched hipped roofs.  Unlike earlier shelters, which stood on the ground, these were built on concrete

slabs. They were neatly finished with tapered cedar siding. (Fig. 21) The service buildings were also

distinguished by hipped roofs and tapered cedar siding.  Separate entrances 
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Figure 19 - Open air fireplace and campfire circle, Two Jack Lake, 1955. The tradition of the
community fire was continued by the Banff campground designers. [NAC, C144423]
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Figure 20 - Two Jack Lake trailer facilities, 1955. The more self-contained camper of the
post-war era had no need for campfire circles and community kitchens. [NAC, C144421]
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Figure 21 - Two Jack Kitchen Shelter, 1952. [Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, 457
(5)]
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Figure 22 - Two Jack Washroom Building, 1955. [NAC, C144420]

for men and women at either end of the building were protected by small gables projecting from the
eaves. A small gable on the long side protected the door to the laundry room. (Fig. 22)  The

caretaker’s dwelling and office situated at the entrance was a fairly plain rectangular structure with a

gable roof.  It featured the tapered cedar siding along the bottom half of the walls and wooden shingles

above.  A small gable roof supported by simple brackets sheltered the off-centre door. (Fig. 23)



45

Figure 23 - Two Jack caretaker’s residence and office, 1955. [NAC, C144419]
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The basic outline of Tunnel Mountain Campground remained unchanged through this period.  An
attempt was made in the early 1940s to improve the grounds by planting trees.  Following the war, part

of the campground was taken over as a soldier re-settlement camp.  Buildings that had formerly been

used in a large prisoner of war camp at Seebe, just outside the park boundary, were moved to Tunnel

Mountain where they remained until 1947.  The following year the campground reverted to its former

use and the entrance was reconfigured to better separate the campground from the adjacent bungalow

camp.  By this time it was recognized that many of the buildings at the campground had become worn

and were due to be replaced.  A report written for the park superintendent that year noted: “The

greater number of existing shelters have outlived their usefulness and should now be replaced with more

modern ones of a design similar or the same as the ones erected by the warden service in recent

years.”37  Action on this report was held up, likely because of spending restraints, but also because the

park was considering relocating its premier campground.  By 1951 the decision had been made to

keep Tunnel Mountain in operation and plans were made to refurbish the site.  This project called for
the replacement of the 25 shelters and 36 washroom buildings.  In preparation for this project, the Banff

Engineering office prepared plans of a campground shelter built on a concrete slab foundation with log

posts, cedar siding and a hipped roof.  (Fig. 24) This kitchen shelter was built at Tunnel over the next

few years.  The plan was adapted for use at many other national park campgrounds throughout western

Canada and in fact became a standard plan for kitchen shelters throughout the national park system

until the mid-1960s.  It was able to be adapted to local circumstances, having a half wall or  full wall

with windows.   In Banff these shelters appeared at a number of campgrounds being developed or

refurbished in the early 1950s including Johnston Canyon, Bow Summit and Lake Louise.

While Two Jack Campground was being established, Johnston Canyon was being upgraded to meet

the new standards.  Like Two Jack, it was situated near the town of Banff and park officials hoped that

it would help alleviate some of the load on Tunnel Mountain.  In 1948 a new large kitchen shelter was

constructed to replace two dilapidated shelters dating to the 1920s. The following year a second new
style kitchen shelter was built, a service building constructed and a water  tower begun.  Improvements

continued into 1950 with the construction of a third kitchen shelter and a caretaker’s residence.  The

service building was almost identical to the one built at Two Jack, with a hipped roof and tapered cedar

siding.  Separate entrances for men’s and women’s facilities were at either end while a door to the

laundry room was in the middle of the long facade. While there was just the one building with flush

toilets, there was an additional sprinkling of dry privies.
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Figure 24 - Plan of a campground shelter, Banff Engineering office, 1952. [NAC, C146577]
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As in other medium-sized campgrounds of the period, Johnston Canyon campground was accessed by
means of a loop road.  Cars parked along the edge of the road and tents were pitched in the trees

beyond.  Like Two Jack, Johnston Canyon also featured an outdoor theatre and stone fireplace.

The opening of the Banff-Jasper Highway in 1940 called for the establishment of camp and picnic

grounds along that route.  Banff National Park established campgrounds at Bow Summit, Waterfowl

Lakes and Mosquito Creek and picnic sites at Hillside and Baker Creek.  Jasper established

campgrounds at Jonas Creek and the Columbia Icefields and picnic sites at Honeymoon Lake and

Athabasca Falls.  Initial work was carried out in the 1940s while more substantial development was

completed in 1950-51.  The Icefields shelter was among the earliest of those built.  Although it was

small, containing only one stove, it was enclosed on three sides by shingle clad walls with large multi-

paned windows, a concession to the more extreme weather at that high elevation.  By contrast, the

Bow Summit shelter was more crudely sheathed with vertical boards ending three-quarters of the way
up the sides. (Fig. 25) 

The Banff warden service also established other highway picnic sites at Corral Creek, Sundance and

Fireplace during the 1940s.  The fireplaces built at these places invited the favourable comments of

James Smart:  “I was very interested in the photographs of the new fireplace picnic grounds built by the

warden staff .  . . .  It strikes me that an adaptation of this layout should be part of every campground

with the added facility for giving entertainments and lectures; including motion and still pictures on a

screen, with more log benches of course.”38  While theatres were subsequently introduced to the full

service campgrounds like Two Jack and Johnston, roadside campgrounds and picnic sites remained

comparatively simple with one or two kitchen shelters and privies.

In this period, Jasper National Park focussed most of its attention on developing and expanding its

Cottonwood Campground as a fully-serviced facility.  Although the park took its direction from Ottawa
in providing up-to-date camping accommodation, like Banff it carried out its own designs in

implementing a park-centred strategic plan.    In 1950 new kitchen shelters and service buildings were

added to the grounds as well as a trailer camp with electrical hook-ups for 10 units. Like the fully-

serviced campgrounds of Banff, it got an outdoor theatre for film and slide presentations.    Unlike

Banff, Jasper shifted to having designated sites within its campgrounds and Cottonwood was given

numbered lots.  By 1954, 225 tent and 44 trailer sites had been established making Cottonwood the

second largest campground in the system after Tunnel Mountain.
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Figure 25 - Shelter at Bow Summit, 1939. [Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, 
452 (2)]
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Patricia Lake Campground was phased out in 1953 when the land was leased to a new bungalow
camp.  Miette then became the second serviced campground in the park with space for 50 tents. (Fig.

26) A secondary campground was established in 1949-50 near Jasper’s east gate  at the junction of the

road to Miette Hotsprings.  Fiddle River could accommodate 20 tents and was considered an

unserviced campground.   By 1951 the Medicine Lake Campground had been closed down but by

1954 a picnic site had been established at Maligne Canyon providing a minimum of tourist facilities in

that part of the park.

In Yoho, the park steadily improved its existing facilities throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, adding

to its inventory of kitchen shelters and service buildings.  By 1954 a picnic site and small unserviced

campground had been established at Takakkaw Falls, in the Yoho Valley.  Takakkaw was considered

as a possible overflow site for Kickinghorse although in 1952 a major expansion was planned for

Kickinghorse Campground.  In this case the park received more help from headquarters than similar
projects in Banff and Jasper.  The project manager was Gordon Scott, an engineer who was assigned

to the National Parks Division at headquarters.  He reported to the new division chief, J.A. Hutchison

who had replaced James Smart since that person’s promotion to branch director in 1951.  Scott

proposed a complete make-over for the campground as outlined in a memo to Hutchison in February

1952.

I have purposely avoided the existing campground area as much as possible, and

opened up the bushed areas to the east and north.  I thought we could use the major

portion of the old layout for a playground as illustrated in brown.  The new layout

provides for eighty camping lots 25' x 50' and fourteen trailer stalls.  The new toilet

building shown shaded full red can still be used without moving it, and we should provide

for two additional toilet buildings in the approximate locations shown.  Five kitchen

shelters would appear to be sufficient and some of the old buildings could possibly be

moved and used to build the new ones.39

The project does not seem to have gotten off the ground, however, as by 1955 Kickinghorse

Campground still only had capacity for 100 tents although it now offered hook-ups for 10 trailers. 

Serving the campers were five shelters and two service buildings.40  In 1952 Yoho only issued 662

camping permits, making it the smallest destination of the mountain parks.  By comparison, Kootenay

issued almost 2,000 permits and Waterton 1,500.
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Figure 26 - Miette Campground, 1963. This view shows the open grid pattern for campsites
favoured in the 1950s. [Jasper National Park Collection, V 58]
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Kootenay National Park planned only modest renovations to its roadside campgrounds, replacing six
shelters at its Dolly Varden and McLeod Meadows campgrounds.  It submitted a design for approval

to Ottawa which was criticized for being too small and in turn was encouraged to use a standard plan. 

This plan, designated NP-9-23 and dated December 1953, was one of the first to come out of the

emerging design function of the national parks branch.  Although it shows the influence of the Banff

1952 standard plan, in its dimensions and hipped roof, its existence demonstrates the swing back

toward the more centralized control of national park architecture.  By 1954 other plans had been

prepared by the Engineering and Water Resources Branch for the national parks service such as that

for a “Standard Laundry and Comfort Station.”  It accommodated three or four toilets, three sinks and

one shower on each side and had clapboard siding.  Although this design was used in the three maritime

parks and Point Pelee, there is no evidence that it was employed by any of the mountain parks.41

The biggest influence of headquarters in this period was its decision to charge fees for the use of
serviced campgrounds in the national parks.  In 1938 the director declared that persons using these

facilities would be charged $1.00 for every two-week period with trailers having to pay $2.00. Banff

urged Ottawa to allow for the imposition of a shorter term fee and in the summer of 1942 a fee of 50

cents a night was introduced, with the $1.00 fee for two weeks still an option.  This fee schedule

remained in effect until 1952 when a weekly rate of $1.50 for tents and $2.00 for trailers was

introduced.

Campgrounds of the late 1940s and early 1950s continued to be landscaped as open fields much as

they had been in the earlier period except that greater emphasis was placed on delineating individual

camping spots.  Campground development in this period was led by Banff which undertook a number

of innovative initiatives.  Tunnel Mountain got the first trailer court in the national park system, and Two

Jack Lake and Johnston Canyon campgrounds were developed as showcase campgrounds.  Two

Jack, in particular, received careful treatment from park staff.  It featured specially designed washroom
and caretakers buildings and a large stone fireplace and campfire circle. (Fig.27)  Two Jack was also

distinguished by having a purpose built space for trailers and an outdoor theatre.  Although the advent

of trailers indicated the popularity of a more individual and self-contained form of camping, park

designers still encouraged community facilities such as campfire circles and kitchen shelters.  The 1952

Banff kitchen shelter design with its distinctive hipped roof was adopted in parks across the country and

has become emblematic of national park campgrounds.  Two Jack Lakeside, as it is known today, still

contains many fine pieces from the 1940s and early 1950s building program.
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Figure 27 - A Rundlestone fireplace, built at Two Jack Lakeside by Banff park staff. 
(See also figure 19.)
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EXPANDING THE FORM: THE FOURTH GENERATION OF CAMPGROUNDS
Campgrounds: 1955 - 1967

The period 1955 to 1967 marked the busiest period of campground development in the history of the

national parks.  It was also characterized by a degree of centralized planning and design that had been

lacking in the preceding period where the parks had been largely left to their own devices and the

period after 1967 when the regional office began to take greater control.  In 1955 the National Parks

Branch acquired an Engineering Services Division.  Until this time, engineering and architectural

expertise had been provided to parks headquarters by a separate branch within the department which

was not always attuned to the special needs and identity of national parks.  Since 1952, engineer

Gordon Scott had been acting as a special advisor to branch headquarters and there were the well-

established park engineering offices at Banff and Halifax.  Now the arrangement was formalized under

the direction of Scott who managed a small Ottawa office as well as the district engineering offices and
resident engineers in some of the larger parks.42  From 1955 the Engineering Services Division began to

formulate standard plans for national park buildings that helped give a distinct look to new facilities

including campgrounds.  In 1957 a landscaping section was added to the Engineering Services Division,

with Roman Fodchuk as head.  This office became heavily involved in designing new campgrounds and

picnic sites and introducing more sophisticated theories of treating public places in parks.  This further

contributed to a homogeneous look for national park campgrounds.  Also in 1957  “a special planning

section was established within the National Parks Branch to make studies and recommendations on

park use and development in accordance with present and future needs.”43  This was headed by Lloyd

Brooks, who reported to the Chief of the National Park Division.

The development of park infrastructure in the western national parks was delayed in the mid-1950s

because of the attention being focussed on highway construction and building facilities in newer

campgrounds in eastern national parks.  Most projects did not get going until after 1959 and the bulk of
work was carried out in the early 1960s. Projects in this period were further encouraged by the Winter

Works Program which got going in 1958 and continued into the early 1970s. Spurred by these

incentives coupled with pent up demand, this campground building program was the single most

important episode in the history of national park campgrounds.

This campground program was initially directed by a policy statement approved by the minister in 1958 
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that called for the development of two kinds of standard campgrounds in the national parks.44  The first,
called a serviced campground, would be located near the townsites and would provide modern

conveniences. The second, located away from centres, would provide minimal services.  At least one

serviced campground was to be established in each national park with the exception of Terra Nova,

Glacier and Mt. Revelstoke.  These facilities were to be designed by headquarters’ Engineering

Services.  The standards for a serviced campground were quite opulent and included toilets and laundry

facilities, hot and cold running water, showers, and the latest design kitchen shelters.45  The smaller,

unserviced campgrounds were largely left to the individual parks to develop and were usually equipped

with a cold water tap, a couple of pit privies and a kitchen shelter with stove.  

Although the campground building program really got started in 1959, a key early project was the

creation of the large new trailer park at Tunnel Mountain in 1956.  This project had been discussed

since at least the beginning of the decade and the 1937 trailer court was intended as a stop gap until a
more lavish facility could be completed.  It was given the green light at a meeting held at Banff with the

minister and deputy minister in July 1954.46  They agreed to a state-of-the-art facility providing full

hook-ups to water, sewer and electricity.  The minister described it in the following words:

You will be interested to know that we are now constructing a new ultra modern trailer

park at Tunnel Mountain campgrounds in Banff National Park which will include three

blocks, each to provide accommodation for eighty-eight house trailers.  . . .Each block

will have three service buildings in which a laundry, toilets and showers will be

provided.47

Construction got underway in 1956 and by 1959 two loops had been completed, providing six service

buildings and 125 hook-ups.  Because trailers were expected to be reasonably self-contained, no

kitchen shelters were built at the new facility. (Fig. 28) 

Although the minister had claimed that the service buildings would include showers, in fact none were
provided.  The design selected was based upon NP-23, one that had been developed for Point Pelee

National Park.48  It provided bright and modern facilities in a relatively stylish and well-constructed

shell.  Instead of being situated at either end, the facilities for men and women were situated side by

side with doors at the same end. The entrances were inset at the corners and screened with vertical
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Figure 28 - Washroom Building, New Tunnel Mountain Trailer Facility, 1958. [Whyte
Museum of the Canadian Rockies 456 (1)]
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louvres.  The entrance to the laundry was at the opposite end, while a service door was on the long
side.  The greatly increased capacity of the campground called for a  re-building of the sewer and water

systems.  As a part of this rebuilding, a new water tower was constructed by Horton Engineering of

Calgary.

Kootenay National Park had been arguing since the early 1950s for a new premier campground to

replace its Red Rock facility but a new campground became a necessity in 1956 when reconstruction

of the highway from Banff to Radium further encroached the already inadequate site.  In 1958 park and

headquarters officials agreed on a new site on the west side of the park to be accessed by a new road

from Radium.  The objective was to build a large campground, containing 250 sites.  The prevailing

opinion was that large open campgrounds such as Tunnel Mountain were inappropriate in a national

park.  “The proposed campgrounds should not be of the lot and block regimented type,” wrote the

superintendent,  “[i]t should be the dispersed or casual layout that preserves the wilderness atmosphere
yet allows the modern facilities necessary for comfortable camping.”  In response, the supervising

engineer laid out a series of five tenting loops in 1959.  This was redrawn the following year by Roman

Fodchuk the landscape architect to have more but smaller loops.  There was some redesign carried out

as the park engineers applied the plan to the terrain.  Aspen Loop (now called ‘C’), the first to be laid

out went according to plan, but Pine Loop was found to be on a small hill and so had to be

reconfigured and merged with Juniper, now called ‘D’ loop.  Three large trailer loops were laid out to

accommodate the larger turning radius of the vehicles.  Two of these, Squirrel and Chipmunk (now ‘F’

and ‘H’) were provided with hookups.  Subsequently two smaller loops were laid out at the south end

of the grounds, one for campers or small trailers and one for tents. The trailer loops were characterized

by having sites located between parallel roads, allowing the vehicle to pull through the site from one

road to another, therefore avoiding having to back up. The campground was called Redstreak, after the

mountain, on the recommendation of the park superintendent Bruce Mitchell. 

The initial plan called for the construction of large, well-appointed service buildings in each of the

camping loops.  The design selected was called NP-40 and was the biggest in the system, containing

separate facilities for men and women that each included four showers, six sinks and four toilets.  Two

of these were erected on tenting loops ‘C’ and ‘D’ before the planners and park officials had second

thoughts.

When Mr. Brooks of the Planning Section was here this summer he looked over our

campground and intimated that the NP 40 buildings are too large and that any future

buildings should be smaller.  I believe he was working on a basis of six camping sites to

one fixture (toilet, basins, etc.).  We are rather inclined to agree 
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with Mr. Brooks as, if we constructed additional NP 40 buildings and use the above
basis, campers will have a considerable distance to walk in order to reach the

buildings.49

This situation may have been aggravated by the decision to make smaller loops.  Whereas on the

original plan, one service building would have accommodated the sites of one loop, on the new plan,

keeping the ratio of service units to sites the same, loops would have had to share service buildings. 

The park therefore suggested using a smaller service building, without showers, that would cost half as

much to build as the NP-40.

To complement the NP-40 service buildings, the Ottawa architects designed a large kitchen shelter to

serve each of the tenting loops.  It was a modified form of the Banff 1952 kitchen shelter, with hipped

roof and log uprights, but larger, measuring over 16 metres long and accommodating four stoves and

eight tables. As with the NP-40 service building, this design was soon discarded as being too big and
only one was built.  The other loops were furnished with a smaller version of the same kitchen shelter,

nine metres in length and containing only two stoves.  In external appearance, the kitchen shelters

carried over many of the rustic details of the Banff 1952 design, with their log supporting posts, vertical

slab siding and wood shingle roofs.  Inside, however, the shelters incorporated more modern building

techniques, with stud walls and standard roofing rafters and tie beams.  An entrance kiosk completed

the architecture of the campground.  Originally styled after the modern-looking structure at Tunnel

Mountain, it was modified by having a gable roof and stone facade.

Redstreak was the pre-eminent serviced campground of this 1959 building program.  Other

campgrounds such as Kickinghorse, Waterton Townsite and Johnston Canyon borrowed elements

such as service buildings but Redstreak was the most fully realized expression of the Ottawa design

unit’s vision until the inauguration of Whistler’s Campground at Jasper in 1964.  After this date the

standard for fully service campgrounds changed perceptibly and later campgrounds such as the new
Lake Louise facility built in 1965 and the new Tunnel Mountain facility built in 1967 incorporated

different design principles.

Meanwhile, the parks continued to expand their network of unserviced campgrounds.  These were a

continuation of the small highway stopping places that had been around since the 1920s.  Traditionally

they comprised a circular driveway off the highway with a kitchen shelter, two pit privies and room for

around a dozen tents, sited randomly along the grassy verge.  Kitchen shelters at unserviced

campgrounds tended to use the Banff 1952 design. The form of the unserviced campground was
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followed into the 1960s.  It was applied in 1959 with the establishment of the Belly River Campground
in Waterton Lakes National Park.  It was typical of the numerous small campgrounds situated along the

Banff-Jasper Highway.  The Banff staff sought to improve this basic design by trying to preserve as

much of the original ground cover as possible.  To do this they tried to avoid bulldozing the driveway

and instead imported gravel.  And instead of permitting random camping, they built wooden platforms

as fixed camping sites.  The purpose of both of these techniques was to preserve the forest floor cover

as the park officials were aware that widespread traffic damaged tree roots and ultimately degraded the

ground cover.50  The epitome of the new unserviced campground in this period was Waterfowl Lake,

developed by Banff in 1960.

By 1960 park headquarters was beginning to question the existing campground models, especially the

idea of the serviced campground.  The trigger for the discussion seems to have been a reaction to a

memo from Gordon Scott on the possibility of providing electric stoves in kitchen shelters.  The idea
was a logical progression from the current precepts of what campgrounds were for.  Service buildings

were already provided with electricity and the idea had been approved of furnishing the old laundry

rooms with coin operated washers and driers.  The new kitchen shelters had electric lights and electric

stoves were considered more efficient than wood stoves.  So why not?  Lloyd Brooks, chief of

planning, was appalled and his response spurred a snowballing reaction within the program.  “Are we

not gradually destroying the whole concept of camping through introducing automatic washers, electric

stoves etc.?”51  Tied in with this reaction was a feeling that camping was an integral part of the national

park experience and that it should be kept as “natural” as possible.  By the fall of 1960 the planning

section was promoting the idea of a semi-serviced campground which attempted to re-cast the idea of

a larger campground with a more natural feel to it.  They were seen as being in size between the

serviced and the unserviced campgrounds, having between 50 and 60 units.  Although they would have

running water and flush toilets, they would not provide hot water and certainly not showers.  The

proponents of the semi-serviced campground argued that the semi-serviced campground was more
aesthetically pleasing.  There were criticisms of the recently built fully serviced campgrounds in the

maritime national parks that the public “do not like the formal, residential-type of urban development

with straight streets, street lighting, crowded lots and no trees or shrubbery to screen the tent lots from

each other.”52  The appeal of the British Columbia provincial campgrounds within naturally landscaped

settings was certainly well-known by 1960.  
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And a final argument in favour of the semi-serviced campground was that it was considerably cheaper
to build than the serviced campground.

Between 1961 and 1964 four fully-articulated examples of this semi-serviced campground were built in

the mountain parks: Wapiti at Jasper, Hoodoo in Yoho, Marble Canyon in Kootenay and Crandell

Mountain in Waterton.  Although initially sceptical, Engineering Services quickly got behind the idea and

produced radically new designs for kitchen shelters and washroom buildings that would become the

hallmark of the semi-serviced campground.  Although scaled back from service buildings designed for

the fully-serviced campgrounds, the designs were nevertheless substantial.  As originally presented, they

called for modern-looking flat roofed buildings, with masonry walls.  The Director of the National Parks

Branch requested rustic details and the designs were altered to provide wooden exteriors and sloping

roofs.53  As built, the NP-55 and NP 56 were dramatically different from earlier buildings in the national

park campgrounds.  The kitchen shelters were large, measuring 12 and a half by eight metres.  They
used post and beam construction, and well-finished plywood panelling on the interior.  The front facade

was largely open, screened with two decorative panels.  The sides were sheathed with coloured

plywood panels and tapered cedar siding. Large windows provided more light through the rear wall. 

The boxed fascia on the low-pitched roof emphasizes the horizontal line of the building.  The

accompanying toilet building was also relatively substantial, measuring 16 by seven metres.  The earliest

versions of this building as at Wapiti had glazed brick interiors. The parks complained that the brick

finish was too “dark and dingy” as well as requiring skilled tradesmen to install.54  Subsequent toilet

buildings of this design in the mountain parks substituted asbestos board called “eternite.” 

Although the Planning Division had initially described the semi-serviced campgrounds as being of

medium size, containing about 60 sites, Wapiti was designed to accommodate 180 sites and Crandell

Mountain 120.  The layout of the sites incorporated the new pinwheel design developed by Roman

Fodchuk’s landscape unit.  (Fig. 29) Where large sites like Redstreak were laid out as a series of large
loops, each containing a dozen or more sites, the pinwheel layout had a series of stems or cul-de-sacs

from a main campground artery.  Each stem contained two small circles of four to six sites.  This design

had the advantage of providing a more natural setting and after a few months Jasper reported that the

design was “quite popular with the public.”55
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Although Wapiti and Crandell Mountain campgrounds were immensely popular and remain so to this
day, the parks themselves were not completely sold on the design.  The buildings were large and

required skilled tradesmen to complete.  In part their cost was offset by the Winter Works program

which subsidized the labour but they cost more than the parks wanted to pay.  It seems, too, given the

resistance shown to the brick finish, that the park officials still clung to simpler ideals of park buildings. 

The parks were also not completely sold on the pinwheel design.  A regional committee established in

1961 to examine campground design found that the pinwheel design had short turning radii which

restricted larger trailer units, that the sites were located too close together and believed that it would

lead to excessive wear patterns.56  In the case of Hoodoo, there was also some feeling within the park

that the campground had been laid out without respect to local conditions and tourist destinations.  In

fact, Hoodoo remains one of the least used campgrounds in the area.

While the semi-serviced campgrounds were being introduced into the national parks system, there was
an urgent requirement to alleviate the camping pressure in the mountain parks.  The initial response in

1960 was to plan for the expansion of campgrounds outside the town of Banff.  That year Johnston

Canyon was expanded to 82 units and new washroom buildings were constructed.  Further expansions

were planned for later years.  The new washroom buildings were a variant of the smaller Redstreak

buildings.  They were well-finished with glazed tiles and were equipped with showers.  A large semi-

serviced addition to Two Jack Campground was planned, adding a further 332 units.  Built between

1963 and 1965, Two Jack Main as it was called to distinguish it from the older Two Jack Lakeside,

was designed by Roman Fodchuk in the national office.  Fodchuk laid out the campsite in 44 clusters,

which was a variant of his pinwheel design.  Development work was carried out partly by the park

service, partly by contract.  In order to expedite construction and save costs, the kitchen shelters were

combined with the washroom buildings.  The kitchen shelters were smaller than others but were

intended for use only in inclement weather.  The washrooms were supplied with cold water only.  

Planning for a major new campground at Lake Louise was underway in 1962.  The new facility formed

part of the redevelopment of lower Lake Louise village which in turn was part of the highway upgrading

through that part of Banff National Park.  Preliminary site drawings prepared by the Landscape

Planning Section in Ottawa called for a circular access road with pinwheel clusters in the interior of the

circle, similar to the layout for Two Jack Main.  Work on the new campground was begun in 1963 and

the facility was opened the following year although the buildings were not completed until 1965.
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It contained 221 tenting sites.  An  adjacent trailer facility, with sites for 189 units was opened in 1965. 
This facility reflected a new policy of the parks service to provide no frills service to trailers.  In 1965,

the branch announced its policy regarding trailer services: “that apart from a slightly longer parking spur

and a central sewage dumping pond, the service provided be precisely the same as those for tenting

areas.”57  The buildings designed for this project were spare in size and seemed to be plain in

appearance, although still more stylish than the stripped-down functional designs of the 1990s.

Although the lack of campsites around the town of Banff was identified as a looming crisis by the late

1950s, it was another decade before Tunnel Mountain was redeveloped and expanded.  This delay can

be explained partly by the plan to expand Two Jack and Johnston Canyon campgrounds to alleviate the

problem of crowding at the Banff campground, partly by the belief that it would be difficult to expand

the already large Tunnel Mountain campground without making it even worse as a camping

environment.  In short, the approach taken before the early 1960s was that Tunnel Mountain would
eventually be replaced by a series of medium-sized attractively landscaped campgrounds ringing the

town.  To this end, a third campground called Cascade View was proposed for a location in the Lake

Minnewanka area.  Park officials also hoped that the long-awaited new campground at Lake Louise

would further relieve some of the pressure on Tunnel Mountain. This policy drew mounting criticism

from the camping public.  Once the flagship of the national park campgrounds, by 1960 it was an

embarrassment, drawing numerous complaints.  One man wrote: “Owing to the late hour we camped

with our tent side by side with others jam-packed into a filthy, dusty area over which autos could

proceed without any traffic control.”58  Another wrote that: “The crowded, squalid, and unsanitary

conditions of the camp are truly beyond belief.”59

A study conducted by Hank Eidsvik of the Ottawa planning unit in the summer of 1962 helped to focus

attention on the redevelopment of Tunnel Mountain.  Eidsvik believed that Tunnel Mountain would

always be popular because it appealed to people who wished to be close to town.  The grossness of
the large open area that characterized the existing campground could be mitigated by designing a series

of connected campgrounds that he termed “villages.”  This approach would allow the facility to be built

on a huge scale while still retaining some of the ambiance normally associated with campgrounds.
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We now contemplate a series of related camping “villages” on Tunnel Mountain, with

an eventual total population of probably 1,200 persons.  This group of “villages” would

have its own service core consisting of possibly a grocery store, Laundromat, snack

bar, enclosed recreation hall and an amphitheatre.60

Although the plan was endorsed by senior officials, it took a while to get off the ground because of the

large price tag, the infrastructure necessary to support it such as water, electricity and sewer lines, and

the public consultation necessary for a project with such an impact on the town.

When the project got underway in 1967 it was reduced in scale from the original proposal.  Many of

the amenities that had been considered standard in 1962 were omitted from the 1967 design.  There

were no kitchen shelters, no amphitheatre and no recreation facility.  Although the service buildings had

showers and hot running water, there were no laundry facilities.  There were no special hookups for
trailers and instead each site was described as “a combination unit suitable for either tents or trailers.”   

Village I, with 622 campsites was constructed first by contract.  This was followed by Village II with

189 sites.  Both villages were situated in trees, with loop roads providing access to secluded individual

camping spots.  Although reduced in scale, more room was created by redesigning the original Tunnel

Mountain campground as a trailer court.  This was  a large grassy field with parallel roads and pull

throughs that made it easier for large units to manoeuvre than the sites in the Village complexes.  This

provided space for a further 322 units, giving the Tunnel Mountain complex a total capacity of just

under 1,200 units.

While Lower Lake Louise and the Tunnel Mountain villages represented the new streamlined approach

to large serviced campgrounds in Banff, Whistlers Campground was a companion project in Jasper

National Park.  Initial planning commenced in 1961 to develop a serviced facility at the east end of the

townsite.61  Initially termed Marmot, it was renamed Whistlers after the nearby mountain.  This caused
confusion because the semi-serviced campground then being constructed was called Whistlers Creek. 

But the problem was resolved when the semi-serviced campground was renamed Wapiti, leaving the

name Whistlers for the new campground.  At first, Whistlers was planned as a supplement to the

heavily loaded Cottonwood Creek. Plans for the construction of an east-west highway south of the

town of Jasper made Cottonwood untenable, however, and it was abandoned.   By 1964 plans for

Whistlers were accordingly expanded.  The strategic importance of Whistlers grew with the opening of

the Yellowhead Highway to Prince George in the mid-1960s.  
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Whistlers was built in a series of phases beginning in 1965.  It made use of prefabricated washroom
buildings and kitchen shelters that had been designed by Engineering Services Division in Ottawa. 

These buildings had the low pitched roofs of the semi-serviced campground buildings but were

considerably cheaper to build, having aluminum siding and utilitarian interior finishes.  Although

designated a fully-serviced site, which implied showers,  the original washroom buildings did not include

this feature. It was only in the 1980s that a single shower facility was added near a main service centre

in the campground which included a firewood cache and a recycling depot.  Like Tunnel Mountain,

Whistlers had a small proportion of sites designated as trailer sites with electrical hook-ups.  The

majority of the sites were designated as multi-purpose, able to accommodate both tents and small

recreational vehicles.  The layout of the campground had a circular access road with stem roads leading

to pinwheel clusters on the inside of this circle.  Like other campgrounds of the period it was situated in

a forested area, although the predominant poplar forest cover caused problems for campers when

rotted limbs fell on tents and trailers.  Eventually Whistlers came to include 781 sites, making it the
second largest campground in the system after Tunnel Mountain.

In the early 1960s the newly-formed interpretive service in the national parks organization prompted

outdoor theatres to be built in the larger campgrounds.  It is an indication of how highly camping was

regarded as an appropriate national park activity that campgrounds were targeted as venues for evening

slide and motion picture presentations.  Although the interpretive service was inaugurated in 1959, its

staff grew slowly and it was not until 1965 that Jasper had a full-time interpretive officer.62  Once

ensconced, this man worked diligently to establish adequate facilities for public education including the

development of a large outdoor amphitheatre at Whistlers Campground.  Similar facilities were

developed at Marble Canyon in Kootenay and Lake Louise.

In all of the campgrounds constructed in this period, whether serviced, semi-serviced or unserviced,

there was an attempt to have consistent treatment of the ground plane.  Earlier campgrounds were
distinguished by allowing fairly random parking of cars and pitching of tents.  In this period there were

clearly allocated spots for vehicles and tents, with gravel cover for the individual camp sites and log

posts and boulder boundary walls delimiting vehicle access.63  These landscape techniques showed the

influence of both the U.S. Parks Service and the B.C. Parks Service, the B.C. provincial campgrounds

being particularly admired.  In the early 1960s there was an attempt to have wooden tent pads in each
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camp site.  This was a feature of the original Wapiti design. The difficulty in pegging tents on these
platforms as well as maintenance problems led to their replacement by gravel pads.

 

The development of the large semi-serviced and serviced campgrounds of the 1960s had an effect  on

the local ecology of the parks.  They became magnets for scavenging animals, most notably bear, but

also ground squirrels and birds and other rodents.  Campgrounds such as Lake Louise, Tunnel

Mountain, Whistlers and even Crandell Mountain were big enough to have resident bears.  These

became a problem when they became mixed up in camp sites and destroyed tents and drove campers

up into trees.  The parks countered this by trying to devise bear proof garbage containers.  In the early

1960s the hanging garbage can, either a galvanized domestic variety or a 45-gallon drum, suspended on

a chain from a post, was the most popular solution.  Unfortunately they did not work very well as noted

in a report on the Crandell Mountain campground written in 1968: “The bears gave the garbage tins a

very bad time every night and the so-called bear proof hanging tins at Crandell Mountain were
completely ineffective.”64  In the 1970s two or three bears a night were being removed from Whistlers

Campground in Jasper.65  In Tunnel Mountain, garbage was consolidated in large dumpsters which

were believed to be resistant to the depredations of bears but the animals learned to rock the large steel

bins over, a disconcerting noise in the middle of the night.  It was not until the 1980s that a truly

effective bear-proof garbage receptacle was invented.  This eliminated the need for small garbage cans

distributed at every site which contributed to the problem.

Campgrounds of the 1960s are distinguished from those of the earlier period by their more careful siting

of individual campsites in treed landscapes.  Greater intimacy was achieved through the use of loop and

pinwheel cluster layouts that reduced the volume of traffic going by each campsite.  Important

campgrounds established in this period include Redstreak at Kootenay, Wapiti and Whistlers at Jasper

and Tunnel Mountain villages and Lake Louise in Banff.  Campground architecture in this period

continued the styles established earlier in the 1950s including the washroom facilities designed by
Engineering Services Division and the Banff 1952 kitchen shelter.  A distinctive style introduced in the

early 1960s is reflected in the kitchen shelters and washroom buildings designed for the semi-serviced

campgrounds.  These buildings displayed the low pitched heavily massed roof, post and beam

construction and brightly coloured plywood panels typical of domestic architecture of the period.
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The completion of Lower Lake Louise, Tunnel Mountain Village I and II and Whistlers Campground at
the end of the 1960s marked the end of new campground development in national parks for the rest of

the century.  By 1971 there was concern that increasing demand for camp sites within national parks

was alienating valuable wild land and creating infrastructures that were increasingly costly to maintain. 

The Western Regional Office was also receiving complaints from private operators who were

complaining about unfair competition from the subsidized national park campgrounds.  “In view of this,”

national park planners noted, “the Regional Director, Western Region, submitted a proposal in July

1971 recommending that a partial and selective moratorium on the construction of campgrounds be

approved in principle.”66  This was accepted by parks headquarters and a task force struck to study the

problem in 1972 recommended that the moratorium be extended for a further five years.

The campground task force made recommendations on proposed and existing campgrounds throughout

the national park system.  It made few recommendations for expanding facilities in the mountain parks. 
In Jasper, planned expansion of Wilcox Creek, Wabasso and Snaring would go ahead but Fiddle River

and Rock River campgrounds were to be removed.  In Banff, Waterfowl Lakes, Johnston Canyon and

Protection Mountain were to be expanded but Mosquito Creek, Cirrus Mountain and Two Jack

Lakeside would be reduced.  In Kootenay, McLeod Meadows would be expanded.67  As a result,

there was little new building in the mountain park campgrounds until the next decade.

Campground buildings of the late 1970s through the 1990s tended to be small, utilitarian and plain in

appearance.  The washroom buildings at Mt. Kerkeslin campground built in 1978 exemplify this trend. 

Subsequent buildings became even plainer so that new buildings built for Wabasso resembled industrial

trailers. In the 1980s studies carried out for the Western Regional Office for Parks Canada in Calgary

indicated the need to upgrade and expand campground facilities in the mountain parks.  This led to

further development although no new campgrounds were opened.  The new developments were

characterized by utilitarian buildings and the provision of modern but basic services.  This approach to
services was dictated by economy but also by the notion that campers were largely self-contained, that

they kept to themselves in small, isolated units and did not require community buildings such as kitchen

shelters. The period from 1920 through to 1970, therefore, marks a distinctive period in campground

architecture, one dominated by rustic building tradition and ideals of community outdoor living.  It was

also the period during which most of the present day campgrounds in the mountain national parks were

established.
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SELECTED CAMPGROUNDS IN THE MOUNTAIN NATIONAL PARKS

The following pages describe some of the historical campgrounds as they exist today, providing capsule

histories, heritage character statements and contemporary photographs of extant resources.  The

campgrounds have been selected to represent the various periods of development as well as to provide

a cross-section of the different park styles. 
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Remains of the foundation of Rundle Campground caretaker’s cottage.

Former Rundle Campground washroom building, Banff Springs  Golf Course, since
relocated to Recreation Grounds, Banff.
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RUNDLE CAMPGROUND 
Banff National Park

In the spring of 1917 the camping ground was surveyed into 50 foot lots in keeping with the parks
service’s novel plan of allocating camping sites for each family. Further work was curtailed because of

wartime spending restraint but the campground was opened to the public in the summer of 1917. 

As early as 1920 the department was questioning the location of the campground because of the

conflict with the adjacent golf course.  A new site was located about 400 yards west of the original

campground on the bench overlooking the Spray River.68 But increasing visitation meant that instead of

relocating the campground, it was simply extended.  The number of campground permits increased

from 73 in 1917 to 233 in 1920 and 527 in 1923.69 In 1923 the campground was enlarged and

completed with the construction of a caretaker’s cottage, two washroom buildings and 19 kitchen

shelters.  Design work was carried out by the recently established Architecture and Town Planning

division of the National Parks Branch in Ottawa.

Only three years later the parks service decided that Rundle Campground was unworkable.  Not only
was current use by campers in conflict with the golfers, but the CPR, which had recently acquired the

golf course from the park, wished to expand it using land occupied by the campground.  A deal was

struck whereby the parks service agreed to relocate the camp ground if the CPR would move the old

buildings or build new ones.  After considerable discussion, a site for a new campground was selected

on Tunnel Mountain.

The Rundle Campground was taken over by the Banff Springs Golf Course and the buildings either

demolished or removed.  The foundations of the caretaker’s building and the washroom buildings are

still extant on the perimeter of the golf course.  One of the washroom buildings was converted for use

as a refreshment building near the seventh tee.  In 1999 it was moved to the town recreation grounds. 

Although out of context, this building is the oldest campground building in the national park system.

Heritage Character Statement

Only fragments represent the long gone site.
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Former entrance road, Tunnel Mountain Campground.

Former 1927 caretaker’s residence, now staff cottage, Tunnel Mountain Campground.
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TUNNEL MOUNTAIN CAMPGROUND

Banff National Park

This campground has three principal historical phases: the 1927 campground which was in use until the

1960s when it was converted into a trailer court; the original trailer court, built in 1937 and rebuilt in

1955-1959; and the village complex (I and II) which was built between 1967 and 1969 to replace the

original tenting facility.  Tunnel Mountain Campground is significant as it is the largest and one of the

oldest campgrounds in the country.

Despite having been extensively remodelled in the 1960s and later, the old Tunnel Mountain

Campground (now the trailer facility) contains significant resources from the first and second building

phases.  Although it has been re-landscaped, the old access road through the site is still visible.  The

1927 caretaker’s residence survives in good condition, although it has been moved from its original

position beside the original entrance at the west end of the site.  There are several kitchen shelters of the

1952 Banff standard plan that were built on the site during the 1950s.

The old Tunnel Mountain Trailer Court, now forming an annex to the main trailer facility, preserves the

layout of the 1956 plan.  It has a standard plan washroom building, plan NP-23 dating from 1956.

The village complexes, while not containing any buildings of note, are significant as a large campground

development of the late 1960s.

Heritage Character Statement

The heritage character of Tunnel Mountain Campground derives from its long standing position as the

largest campground in the national park system.  The 1927 caretaker’s building, the 1952 kitchen

shelters, the 1956 washroom building, are important representative examples of campground

architecture. 
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1952 Kitchen Shelter, Tunnel Mountain Campground.

1957 Washroom Building, Old Tunnel Mountain Trailer Court.
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1969 Tunnel Mountain Village 1 complex - campsite.

1969 Tunnel Mountain Village 1 complex - washroom building.
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Caretaker’s Residence, Johnston Canyon Campground.

1952 Kitchen Shelter, Johnston Canyon Campground.
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JOHNSTON CANYON  
Banff National Park

This is one of the oldest campgrounds in the system, established in 1924 as a roadside stopping place
along what was then the main highway through the park.  As originally conceived, this campground

would have been fairly simple, a cleared area beside the creek with perhaps a log privy or two.  By

1934 there was at least one kitchen shelter.  This would have been fairly small, with a gable roof and a

half wall formed of vertical logs.   The typicality of the roadside campground was enhanced by the

addition of a neighbouring bungalow camp that provided a restaurant and store to the area.

 In 1948 the campground was expanded and redeveloped to make it a more useful supplement to

Tunnel Mountain along the lines  of Two Jack Lakeside.  A report prepared in October, 1948,

described the campground at that time.

The existing facilities consist of the following: two old dilapidated shelters close
together, each shelter containing one stove.  Two new large shelters each containing
two stoves.  Campers must carry their water from the creek and privies are of the dry
type. 
. . .
This summer construction was started on one new large shelter to replace the two old
shelters.  . . . In addition construction was started on a service building containing
facilities for men and women together with a laundry room.  . . . In next year’s estimates
we have included funds to complete the new shelter, complete the service building and
install water and sewage systems.  In addition a fourth shelter is proposed for next year
together with a recreational area to consist of a motion picture amphitheatre and a
fireplace unit.70

This same construction program provided the caretaker’s residence and the water tower.   By 1955 the

campground was described as occupying five acres having no individual sites, five kitchen shelters, one

service building, and four outhouses.71

During 1959-60 the Johnston’s Canyon Campground was further expanded to provide an additional

service building and two more kitchen shelters.  It seems that a total of five new washroom buildings

may have been added at this time.  A new staff house was also built.  The landscape was completely

rehabilitated in the early 1980s.
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1948 Water Tower, Johnston Canyon Campground.

Heritage Character Statement

One of the earliest campgrounds in the national parks, Johnston Canyon has been extensively

landscaped in recent years.  The heritage character derives from the fine collection of buildings from the

1940s and early 1950s including the caretaker’s residence, the water tower and the kitchen shelters. 
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1960 service building, Johnston Canyon Campground.
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1926 Community Building, Waterton Townsite Campground.

Rear View of the Community Building, with later addition.
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72Edward Mills, “16 Buildings Townsite Campground and Playground Area, Waterton Lakes National Park,
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WATERTON TOWNSITE CAMPGROUND

Waterton Lakes National Park

This is one of the oldest surviving campgrounds in the national park system and has a number of fine

buildings dating from various phases of the history of campground development.  It was laid out in

1924.  It is unique in the mountain parks in being integrated into the townsite.  In this aspect it

resembles the original Clear Lake campground at Riding Mountain and the original Waskesiu

campground at Prince Albert National Park.

A community building was constructed in 1926.   An addition carried out in 1928-29 provided

accommodation for the caretaker.  The addition created a gabled rear wing and an additional bay on

the right side.  In 1961 the building was converted for use as an Interpretive Centre and Museum.  The

original log slab siding was replaced by tapered sheathing and the interior largely rebuilt.72  This building

is significant as the oldest campground building still extant in the national parks.  Further significance

derives from its early association with the national parks interpretive service which was inaugurated in
1959.  This building has been accorded “Recognized” status by the Federal Heritage Building Review

Office in 1991.

In 1931-32 five comfort stations (building numbers 1, 2, 6, 8, and 9) and nine kitchen shelters (numbers

1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13, and 14) were built.   These structures are the oldest buildings of their kind in the

national park system and are good examples of the second phase of campground development.  They

have been accorded Recognized status by FHBRO.  The comfort stations employ the cruciform plan

utilized at the Patricia Lake campground and were sheathed in slab siding and river rock.  These

buildings have been subsequently re-sided with tapered sheathing with the exception of comfort station

number six which retains its original slab siding.  They originally had cedar shingles which have all been

replaced with duroid with the exception of building number eight.  The kitchen shelters are rectangular,

gable roofed structures with stud walls and slab siding.  Originally the roofs had cedar shingles; now
some of these have been re-roofed with duroid asphalt shingles.

The community kitchen building, designed by the Architectural Division of the National Parks Branch,

was constructed in 1935-36. It has also been declared to be a Recognized FHBRO building.  The

FHBRO Heritage Character Statement for this building reads in part:

The heritage character of the Community Kitchen Building resides in its form and 
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proportions, picturesque Rustic style, architectural details and materials, surviving

interior layout and relationship to the site and setting.

The building is a single-storey hipped-roofed structure of symmetrical massing, with a

blind cross-gable dormer and massive fieldstone chimneys at each end.  The simple

symmetrical facades and the building profile and details reflect the Picturesque Rustic

style.  The rectangular footprint, roof profile, and simple form should be maintained.

In describing the heritage character of these buildings, FHBRO noted that their significance went

beyond their individual merits but derived, at least in part from their collective contribution to an

important cultural landscape.

The FHBRO recognized this group of buildings because the Waterton Lakes

Campground represents a significant component of the history of the Canadian Parks

Service.  As an example of an early (pre 1940's) automobile campground, the

Waterton Lakes Campground stands out for its size and diversity of function, as well as
for the integrity of both its layout and its built components.  Of the early campgrounds,

this is one of the very few that retains much of its original configuration and early

structures.73

The Waterton Lake Townsite Campground has the best collection of vintage campground structures in

the system.  Its collection of functioning 1930s washrooms is especially rare.

The campground contains examples from the third phase of mountain park campground development in

the form of comfort station number 5 (1951) and kitchen shelters 10 and 12 (1952).  The 1951

washroom building is of more substantial proportions than its predecessors and has a hipped roof but

the slab siding echoes the rustic architectural motif of the earlier buildings.  

From the fourth stage of mountain park campground development, are comfort stations 3, 4, 7, 10, and
11 all built about 1959 to standard plan NP-23.  These buildings are substantially built, rectangular

structures with gable roofs and tapered wood siding.  Separate entrances fro men and women are

located at either end, in an inset doorway screened by vertical louvres.  A laundry room is situated

between the men’s and women’s facilities and is accessed through a door on the long facade.  The

buildings are similar to those built at Redstreak in Kootenay around the same time.  Also built in this

same period were kitchen shelters 5, 4, and 3 built between 1956 and 1958 and an entrance kiosk built

in 1961.
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1932 Comfort Station, Waterton Townsite Campground.

Heritage Character Statement

This is one of the oldest surviving campgrounds in the national park system.  The heritage character

derives from the open layout of the site and the large number of FHBRO Recognized buildings including

the 1926 community building, the 1935-36 community kitchen building and several washroom buildings

and kitchen shelters. 
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1932 Kitchen Shelter, Waterton Townsite Campground.

1936 Community Kitchen Building, Waterton Townsite Campground.
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1939 Kitchen Shelter, Icefields Campground.

COLUMBIA ICEFIELDS CAMPGROUND
Jasper National Park

The completion of the Banff-Jasper Highway in 1939 led to the establishment of camping and picnic
grounds along that route.  Banff National Park established campgrounds at Bow Summit, Waterfowl

Lakes and Mosquito Creek.  Jasper National Park established campgrounds at Jonas Creek and the

Columbia Icefields, and picnic sites at Honeymoon Lake and Athabasca Falls.  Initial work was carried

out in the 1940s while more substantial development was completed in 1950-51.   Many of the sites

were modified as a result of the rebuilding of the highway in 1958.  Some were relocated and some

were rebuilt to meet increasing demand.  Originally having room for only 12 tents, Columbia Icefields

was later expanded to accommodate 33 sites.  Further expansion was limited by the difficult terrain. 

Instead, further camping space was created in this popular part of the park by the establishment of a

new campground, Wilcox Creek, just down the road.

Heritage Character Statement

Columbia Icefields Campground retains much of the flavour of a small primitive campground from the

1940s.  Of particular note is the small enclosed kitchen shelter which is typical in scale and massing of
the kitchen shelters erected in the mountain parks in the 1930s and early 1940s.
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PATRICIA LAKE CAMPGROUND
Jasper National Park

Although no longer functioning as a campground, this is a well preserved example of a 1930s
campground in Jasper.  The campground was laid out in 1933 by depression relief workers.  Terraces

were graded overlooking the lake and conifers planted.  Access roads were laid out on a grid pattern. 

Five kitchen shelters, built according to standard park plan, were erected in 1933.  A sewer and water

system was installed in 1935 and the washroom buildings were likely constructed at this time.  The

washroom buildings are particularly fine examples of 1930s service buildings, being of log construction

with field stone trim and foundations.

A bungalow camp was established on the site of the former park auto campground in 1954.  There are

still vestiges of the old campground in the form of four former washroom buildings and two former

kitchen shelters built in 1934.  Three of the four former washroom buildings have been converted into

staff accommodation, the fourth has been converted into rental accommodation.  Two of the staff

cabins have an addition at the end. One of the kitchen shelters exists virtually unchanged as a barbeque

area, the other has been clad with slab siding and converted into a storage building.

Heritage Character Statement

The heritage character of this site derives from the surviving log washroom buildings and the sole un-

altered kitchen shelter.
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1935 Washroom Building, Patricia Lake Campground.

1933 Kitchen Shelter, Patricia Lake Campground.
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Washroom building, Red Rock Picnic Site.

RED ROCK PICNIC SITE

Waterton Lakes National Park

This site was established as a campground by the park in 1946 but was converted to a picnic ground

after the establishment of Crandell Mountain Campground in the 1960s.  

The site contains two original washroom buildings, one for each sex, and one kitchen shelter.  The

washrooms are spacious, with a small pediment over the off-centre door, providing shelter as well as

decoration.  The horizontal log slab siding suggests the Rustic building tradition.  The kitchen shelter is

fully enclosed in log slab siding.  The original windows were likely large multi-paned lights but have now

been reduced in size with the addition of plywood inserts replacing some of the original glass.  Inside,

the shelter has reinforced balloon framing with cross braces.  V-braces provide further stability to the

roof framing.  The original layout has been much altered with the development of a large parking lot and

trail head for the popular hiking paths that lead from here.

Heritage Character Statement

The Red Rock picnic site is a good example of a small park designed campground from the 1940s. 
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Kitchen Shelter, Red Rock Picnic Site.

Interior of Kitchen Shelter, Red Rock Picnic Site.
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KICKINGHORSE CAMPGROUND
Yoho National Park

Established in 1927, Kickinghorse quickly became the main campground for Yoho, a status it retains to
this day.  Washrooms and kitchen shelters were built in 1929.  The washroom buildings were small log

sheds, one for men and one for women, equipped with flush toilets.  The kitchen shelters were small

rustic buildings.  No buildings survive from this first construction phase.  

During the 1930s, the campground was developed with the addition of more substantial buildings made

possible through the Public Works Construction Acts.  New kitchen shelters and two large community

buildings with stone fireplaces were built.  The only buildings to survive from this period, are the log

caretaker’s building, designed by the Architectural Division of the Parks Branch and built in 1936-37

and the large pyramid roofed kitchen shelter.

In 1946 a tourist brochure described the facility as follows: “Kicking Horse Campgrounds are

equipped with four single and one double shelter, each provided with a cook stove and outside water

tap.  They have accommodation for 48 campers, a community building with fireplace, and adequate
sanitary facilities.”  In 1948 two replacement kitchen shelters were built.  These were larger than their

predecessors and show the influence of the large kitchen shelter design that was evolving in Banff at the

same period.  One of these buildings survives from this period.  It has a hipped roof with exposed log

rafters and a vertical log half wall.  New washroom buildings were erected in 1950.  None survives. 

Two additional shelters were built in 1957.  These emulated the 1940s design except that they utilize

milled timbers and boards instead of logs for the wall construction.  The hipped roofs still use the log

rafters, however, and they have wooden shingles.  One of these buildings survives.  

In 1962 the campground was extensively remodelled.  The original grounds were developed for use for

trailers and recreational vehicles and new sites built along the south to effectively double the size of the

grounds.  New washroom buildings were constructed at this time, using the 1959 design that was used

at Redstreak and Waterton Townsite.  
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1936 caretaker’s residence, Kickinghorse Campground.

Heritage Character Statement

One of the earliest mountain park examples of a fully serviced campground, Kickinghorse retains

elements of the original open field layout.  Important buildings are the caretaker’s building, the large

1937 kitchen shelters and the two 1948 kitchen shelters.
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1936 kitchen shelter, Kickinghorse Campground.

1948 kitchen shelter, Kickinghorse Campground.



93

1957 kitchen shelter, Kickinghorse Campground.

1962 washroom building, Kickinghorse Campground.
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1949 Kitchen Shelter at Chancellor Peak Campground.

CHANCELLOR PEAK CAMPGROUND

Yoho National Park

This campground was established in the early 1920s as a roadside camping spot beside the

Kickinghorse River near the west gate of Yoho National Park.  It is one of the few smaller roadside

campgrounds to still retain much of its original character.  Other similar campgrounds were demolished

as part of highway rebuilding or, as with Wapta, converted to picnic grounds.  New kitchen shelters

were built in 1949 that are particular to the park in this era.  Originally water would have been obtained

from the river.  Water pumps installed at an unknown later date still serve the campground. Although

individual camping spots were laid out in the 1960s, the simple informal ambience from the 1920s is still

in evidence.

Heritage Character Statement

The heritage character of the campground derives from its historical associations as a 1920s roadside

campground.  Its situation between the highway and the river and its informal landscaping contribute to
this aspect. The water pumps also contribute to this atmosphere. The 1949 kitchen shelter is a good

example of a park-inspired design from the period.  Character defining elements include the vertical

square timber posts, the vertical board walls, pole rafters and hipped roof with wooden shingles.
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Old Dolly Varden Campground showing 1950 kitchen shelters.

DOLLY VARDEN CAMPGROUND
Kootenay National Park

Eight campgrounds were opened up along the Banff-Windermere Highway in Kootenay National Park
not long after it opened to the public in 1923: Vermilion Summit, Marble Canyon, Hawk Creek,

Vermilion Crossing, Dolly Varden, McLeod Meadows, Sinclair Summit (Olive Lake), and Radium Hot

Springs (Red Rock).  With the re-building of the highway in the late 1950s, some of these -Vermilion

Summit and Radium Hot Springs- were abandoned; some were redeveloped as more modern

campgrounds -Marble Canyon and McLeod Meadows- and the rest were converted to picnic sites. 

Dolly Varden, although converted into a picnic site, retains many of the features of a pre-war camping

area, including a circular road and open grassy field where tents would have been pitched.  

Heritage Character Statement

Dolly Varden features three fine rustic kitchen shelters dating to 1950.  These buildings are

distinguished by the number of logs incorporated in their construction, including the supporting posts

and beams, supporting braces and rafters.  The half wall along three sides is sheathed in log slabs.  The

hipped roof would originally have had wooden shingles.
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WAPITI CAMPGROUND  
Jasper National Park

The concept of the semi-serviced campground -a large facility located away from the park townsites in
more natural settings than the fully-serviced campgrounds and with cold running water but no showers- 

was first developed at national park headquarters in 1960.  Between 1961 and 1964, four fully-

articulated examples of this category of campground were built in the mountain parks: Wapiti at Jasper,

Hoodoo in Yoho, Marble Canyon in Kootenay, and Crandell Mountain in Waterton.  These

campgrounds are characterized by their distinctive pinwheel layout where clusters of sites radiate from

short stems off circular access roads, and large, well-finished washroom buildings and kitchen shelters. 

In a sense they epitomize the fourth generation of national park campground development in the 1960s.  

Wapiti was the first of these campgrounds to be built and therefore can serve as the archetypal semi-

serviced facility.  Moreover its buildings are in a good state of preservation.  The NP-55 and NP-56

kitchen shelters and washroom buildings were dramatically different from earlier buildings in the national

park campgrounds.  They departed from the simple rusticity of earlier designs and incorporated

materials, massing and colours that had become popular in domestic designs of the 1950s and 1960s. 
The kitchen shelters are characterized by post and beam construction, plywood panelling and bright

colours.  At Wapiti the orange and brown colour scheme is continued in the washroom buildings.  The

interiors of the Wapiti washrooms are lined with glazed brick, the only buildings to incorporate this

feature as the use of masonry was subsequently discontinued.

Heritage Character Statement

Wapiti is the archetypal semi-serviced campground.  The landscape design is distinguished by the

pinwheel design of which this is an early example.  The kitchen shelters and washroom buildings are an

attempt to re-state the earlier rustic building tradition in a modern idiom and are characterized by post

and beam construction details, colourfully painted plywood panels and interior glazed brick walls. 
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1961 kitchen shelter, Wapiti Campground.

1961 washroom building - exterior, Wapiti Campground.
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1961 washroom building - interior with glazed masonry, Wapiti
Campground.
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REDSTREAK CAMPGROUND
Kootenay National Park

Redstreak was the first large campground to be built in the fourth period of mountain park campground
development.  It replaced the Redrock Campground located beside the hot springs.  This had been

inadequate for many years and the rebuilding of the highway reduced its capacity even further.  The

remains of Redrock was redeveloped into an overflow parking lot and Redstreak created as its

successor as the primary serviced campground of the park.  Begun in 1959, Redstreak demonstrates a

high level of both landscape and architectural design. 

The campground was laid out in a series of loops beginning with loop ‘C’ which was originally called

Aspen loop.  This loop contains a lavishly designed service building (NP-40).  This is a large

rectangular building with inset doorways at either end for men and women.  Inside were toilets, sinks

and showers.  It opened in 1962.

To complement the NP-40 buildings, the Ottawa architects designed a large kitchen shelter to serve

each of the tenting loops.  It is a modified form of the Banff 1952 kitchen shelter, with hipped roof and
log uprights, but larger, measuring over 16 metres long and accommodating four stoves and eight

tables.  As with the NP-40 service building, this design was soon discarded as being too big and only

the one was built on loop ‘C’.  The other loops were furnished with a smaller version of the same

kitchen shelter, nine metres in length and containing only two stoves.  In external appearance, the

kitchen shelters carried over many of the rustic details of the Banff 1952 design with their log supporting

posts, vertical slab siding and wood shingle roofs.  Inside, however, the shelters incorporated more

modern building techniques, with stud walls and standard roofing rafters and tie beams.

Heritage Character Statement

Redstreak is the earliest of the large campground developments undertaken by the Ottawa office in the

1960s.  In layout it introduced the loop design which provided smaller and more intimate groupings of
sites to an otherwise large conglomeration.  The buildings, especially those in loop ‘C’ are substantial

improvements on early Banff designs and represent an attempt to standardize national park architecture. 
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1960 entrance kiosk, Redstreak Campground.

A campsite, Redstreak Campground.
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1959 washroom building, Redstreak Campground.

1960 large kitchen shelter, Redstreak Campground.
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1960 large kitchen shelter, interior - Redstreak Campground.




