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Preface 

This study was prepared for Parks Canada (Prairie Region), 

under the supervision of Dr. Frits Pannekoek. It combines 

an historical overview of Wood Buffalo National Park with an 

inventory and assessment of the major manuscript collections 

and secondary works relevant to the history of the park and 

its environs. 

While the Terms of Reference for this project specified 

only completion of a source study, it soon became apparent 

that such a study would have marginal utility without an appro

priate historical context for the discussion of the extant 

sources. Since no satisfactory overview of the park's history 

existed, it was necessary to provide one. This report 

attempts to combine these two objectives in a single, inte

grated format. It will be noted, however, that the narrative 

bias of the concluding section of the report is a considerable 

departure from this format. The departure was deemed neces

sary for two reasons. First, there are virtually no secondary 

works that deal with the establishment and administration of 

the park. Those works which provided the broader context of 

discussion in the section are given in the endnotes to the 

section. Second, the section is based almost exclusively on 

two major record groups of the Public Archives of Canada, RG 

84 (National Parks Branch) and RG 85 (Northern Administration 

Branch). Constant repetition of this fact would have contrib

uted nothing to the report. 

Wood Buffalo National Park was established in 1922 with 

the specific intention of preserving the few wood buffalo 

remaining in the world. In 177 2, when Samuel Hearne became 
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the first European to travel into the subarctic region south

east of Great Slave Lake, probably 150,000 or more wood buf

falo inhabited the boreal forest to the south and west. 

Scarcely a century later the species was nearly extinct. Yet 

the district in which the buffalo ranged had undergone no dras

tic changes in the intervening years. Until the end of the 

19th century Athabasca was the undisputed province of the fur 

trade. There the innovative logistics of the trade received 

their fullest expression. There the North West Company and 

the Hudson's Bay Company resolved their longstanding commercial 

conflict to the great advantage of the latter concern. There 

the Hudson's Bay Company served as the sole legal and adminis

trative authority for five decades after the coalition of 1821. 

Few non-traders had any impact on the Athabasca district during 

these years. A handful of geographical explorers and natural 

history scientists visited the district, but none left any

thing beyond the slightest evidence of their stay. The impact 

of both Anglican and Roman Catholic missionaries was greater, 

but their influence was noticeable among the natives rather 

than on the landscape. In short, the relative isolation of 

the district and the small number of interlopers discouraged 

radical change there. How, then, is one to account for the 

near extinction of the wood buffalo? 

In the absence of detailed research, it is difficult to 

explain the disappearance of the great herds. Tentatively, 

it may be said that the century after Hearne's exploration 

was a century of intermittant natural calamity for the buf

falo, made worse to a limited extent by human predatory 

excess. During severe winters of deep snow, exacerbated by 

cyclical thawing and freezing, many buffalo starved to death. 

Extant records make it clear that there were many such winters 

in the subarctic, particularly after 1860. The reduced 

mobility of the heavy animals in such conditions also made 

them liable to increased predatory attack, especially by 
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wolves. On the human side, the heavy provisioning require

ments of the fur trade posts, the subsistence demands of the 

local natives, and the less significant depredations of sport 

hunters all took a toll. The extent of human destruction is 

yet to be determined, but preliminary investigation has re

vealed that no more than 100 buffalo were killed for the posts 

per year. Such a figure seems small, almost inconsequential, 

but clearly in desperate years it could dramatically upset 

the population dynamics of the herds. 

The Canadian government was slow to respond to the dis

appearance of the wood buffalo. Recognition of the problem 

was concurrent with the destruction of the plains herds in 

the 1870s, but it was not until 1894 that protective measures 

were introduced in the form of the Unorganized Territories 

Game Protection Act. No enforcement of this Act occurred 

until 1897, when members of the North West Mounted Police were 

stationed at Fort Smith to regulate the activities of north

bound Klondikers, and game protection became one of their 

routine ancillary duties. Significantly, this protection 

had little to do with the wood buffalo as a vanishing species, 

except insofar as its disappearance would ultimately have an 

adverse effect on the livelihood of the local native population. 

This economic rationale for a policy of game protection was 

indicative of the prevailing frame of mind among federal 

government planners in the late 19th century. More impor

tantly, it represents in microcosm the approach to national 

development taken by every federal administration since 

Macdonald's. In accordance with the National Policy of 1879, 

which sought national economic growth through exploitation 

of natural resources, government policy-makers have sanc

tioned wholeheartedly any activity which contributed to the 

economic progress of the nation. All other policies, in

cluding the preservation of wildlife resources such as the 

wood buffalo, have been sponsored by the Federal Government 

only to the extent that their implementation did not conflict 
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with the overriding objective of economic development. 

This report, which identifies the most important histor

ical resources that might be used to write an in-depth history 

of the Wood Buffalo National Park area, also attempts to re

count the broad outlines of the federal economic development 

strategy within which the national parks concept has evolved. 

Canadian national parks were, and continue to be, developed 

in accordance with a policy of conservation, or regulated 

resource exploitation. Without an understanding of the crit

ical policy superstructure perpetuating this approach to 

resource use in our parks, there can be no appreciation of 

both the substantial achievements and unfortunate failings of 

the civil servants responsible for the national parks system. 

And until this impediment to preservation is recognized and 

removed, there can be no guarantee that the natural resources 

of our parks will remain, as the National Parks Act states, 

unimpaired for future generations. 

This preliminary report could not have been completed 

without the generosity of a great many people. Sandra Wright 

and Terry Cook of the Public Records Division, Public Archives 

of Canada, made the onerous task of searching through thous

ands of pages of government documents and correspondence much 

more pleasant through their efficiency and unfailing good 

humour. Shirlee Smith and Robert Oleson of the Hudson's Bay 

Company Archives could not have been more helpful in guiding a 

novice like me through the Company's vast collection. During 

my research in England, Rosemary Keen of the Church Missionary 

Society and Clive Holland of the Scott Polar Research institute 

did much to make this stranger feel at home. John O'Hara of 

the Records Management Section of Parks Canada at Ottawa 

offered me coffee, borrowing privileges and his desk - who 

could ask for more? Alan Cooke of McGill University gave 

freely of his time and expertise when I needed it most and also 

offered to read the manuscript. And Mrs. G. A. Cooke of the 
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Boreal Institute for Northern Studies at Edmonton, it must be 

said, is a resource person par excellence. To all these 

people, I am most grateful. 

As every researcher knows, the staff members of archives 

and research institutions are the invisible hand that guides 

every research project to completion. In particular I would 

like to thank the staffs of the following repositories for 

their cooperation and assistance: Ontario Archives, Thomas 

Fisher Rare Book Library, McGill University Library, McCord 

Museum, Toronto Public Library, Provincial Archives of Alberta, 

University of British Columbia Library, Provincial Archives 

of British Columbia, the National Herbarium, the Canadian 

Wildlife Service, and the Dartmouth College Library. 

A number of people most willingly answered my queries 

about specific research problems, including Dr. W. A. Fuller 

of the Department of Zoology, University of Alberta; Father 

Gilles Mousseau of Fort Smith, Father E. 0. Drouin of the 

Oblate Archives at Edmonton, George Brandak of the University 

of British Columbia Library, Dawn M. Balazs of the Indian 

Association of Alberta, and Eric Holmgren of the Provincial 

Archives of Alberta. 

I wish to thank the University of Toronto Press for per

mission to use the map of Caribou Mountain National Park from 

Janet Foster's book, Working for Wildlife. The Public Archives 

of Canada and the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library were equally 

generous in allowing me to use photographs from their collec

tions . 

And finally, it must be noted that the opinions expressed 

in this report are solely those of the author, and do not 

necessarily reflect the policies or views of Parks Canada and 

its employees. 



A Century of Remoteness, 1715 - 1821 

The history of Wood Buffalo National Park begins with the 

fur trade. For a full century fur traders were the only 

white men to express any interest in the area. Financial re

ward motivated them, and they directed all their efforts to 

making profits. In attempting to tap the fur riches of the 

Athabasca district, however, they encountered a formidible 

challenge. The relative isolation of this district, which 

enveloped the Wood Buffalo area, necessitated a radical re

organization of the trade based on the concept of the inland 

post and the development of adequate inland conveyances and 

transportation routes. Moreover, the existence of rival 

enterprises, the Hudson's Bay Company and the North West 

Company, made the fur trade an acrimonious and sometimes vio

lent business. The other side of the trade involves its im

pact on the local natives without whom there would have been 

no trade. The trade's effects were evident even before fur 

traders discovered the Methye Portage route into Athabasca. 

Firearms and disease, both introduced by the Europeans, had 

contributed to a very significant redistribution of native 

cultural groups across all of Rupert's Land. This change, 

while not inconsiderable in magnitude, was dwarfed by the 

changes which followed the establishment of Eurocanadian cul

ture in Athabasca after 1778. In the succeeding half-century 

the natives accommodated the demands of the trade into their 

traditional economic cycle. The main consequence was pro

gressive dependence upon Eurocanadian trade goods. Through

out this century of the fur trade, the Wood Buffalo area re

mained an isolated hinterland of London and Montreal. The 

1 



merchants groups who controlled and directed the trade felt 

no need, as they would in later years, to discourage other 

forms of capital investment in the district. Although some 

knowledge of the mineral riches of Athabasca existed, at best 

it was superficial and unlikely to attract the attention of 

potential investors. More importantly, the primitiveness of 

existing transportation systems precluded serious discussion 

of mineral exploitation. For all of this century, then, the 

Wood Buffalo area remained the preserve of the fur trader, 

the only agent of change. 

Prior to European contact the Wood Buffalo area was 

peopled mainly by Beaver and Slave Indians, both members of 

the Athapaskan language group. In the contact period, how

ever, Chipewyan and Cree have been the main exploiters of this 

part of the northern boreal forest. Other natives have been 

few in number and inconsequential in impact. This drastic 

reordering of native territories was the first significant 

result of contact with Europeans. Apart from scattered, 

secondhand accounts in some early Hudson's Bay Company post 

journals, Samuel Hearne's Journey from Prince of Wales's 

Fort in Hudson's Bay to the Northern Ocean... is virtually 

the only and certainly the best account of pre-contact terri

tories. The Chipewyan territory, as Hearne described it, 

reached 

from the fifty-ninth to the sixty-eighth de
gree of North latitude; and from East to West 
[it] is upward of five hundred miles wide. 
It is bounded by the Churchill River on the 
South; the Athapuscow [Slave] Indians' Country 
on the North; and by Hudson's Bay on the East.l 

The Woodland Cree exploited a contiguous and sometimes over

lapping territory to the south and west. Keith Crowe, author 

of an introductory book on northern native peoples, has de

scribed this territory as stretching "from the east side of 

James Bay, across the rivers that flow north into Hudson Bay, 
2 

and beyond the north end of Lake Winnipeg." 

2 



Attempts to penetrate the taiga-tundra zone of the 

Chipewyan and Woodland Cree in order to secure the prime 

pelts of the north began late in the seventeenth century. 

John Nixon, second governor of Rupert's Land, urged the con

struction of posts on the rivers draining into Hudson Bay so 

as to entice inland natives to trade at the Bay. Nixon's 

resolve notwithstanding, the Hudson's Bay Company lacked 

adequate inland transport, co-operation of the natives (es

pecially the Cree) who wished to preserve their position as 

middlemen in the trade, and the London Committee's sanction 

of the useful device of co-habitation with native women. 

The French, for their part, resisted the temptation of esta

blishing inland posts because they feared the effects of a 

dispersed colony. The scant knowledge of the interior avail

able to the English traders came from the explorations of an 

intrepid young Company servant, Henry Kelsey. In 16 8 8 Kelsey 

spent two weeks on the shores of the Dering River to make con

tact with the 'Northern' Indians. Two years later, Kelsey 

ventured southwest of the Bay, and succeeded in reaching a 

point somewhere near The Pas. In 1691 he travelled even 

farther west. To the detriment of expansion of the trade, 

the Hudson's Bay Company virtually ignored the reports of 

Kelsey. Not until 1715 was another expansionist effort made, 

this time by William Stewart from York Fort. Under instruc

tions from post commander James Knight, Stewart was to end 

the hostilities between the Chipewyan and the Cree, and per

suade them to trade at the Bay. Stewart, in the company of 

some Swampy Cree and a Chipewyan woman, reached a point pos

sibly as far inland as Great Slave Lake and thereby estab

lished contact with the natives of the subarctic interior. 

As a result some of these Indians began coming to the Bay to 

exchange furs for trade goods. The Cree, their monopoly of 

knowledge broken, volunteered much important information 

about the geography of the interior which facilitated expan

sion of the trade. The French traders soon after began 

3 



setting up posts in the interior, and reached the Cedar Lake 

region by 174 8 which gave them effective control of the Lake 

Winnipeg, Lake Manitoba, and Lake Winnipegosis areas. In the 

next decade they expanded along the Saskatchewan River, thus 

achieving control over the transport system used by some 

Chipewyans to reach the Bay. 

It was principally in the eighteenth century that the 

great shift in native territories occurred. Recently there 

has been much academic disagreement over the nature and 

causes of this shift. The debate is of particular interest 

in relation to this study, since the Wood Buffalo area is an 

important part of the territory concerned. The classic posi

tion, which contemporary scholars are disputing, was put by 

early students of the northern Athapaskans such as P. E. 
3 . 4 5 

Goddard, Cornelius Osgood, E. S. Curtis, and Diamond 
c 

Jenness. Basing their conclusions on the extant historical 

evidence, these men argued that the armed Cree began a north

westerly drive which forced the Chipewyans to move inland, 

displacing in their turn the Beavers and Slaves. This view

point was adopted by influential historians writing about the 

early fur trade period such as A. S. Morton, author of History 

of the Canadian West to 1870-71 and H. A. Innis, author of 

The Fur Trade of Canada, whose books remained the standard 

texts for decades. 

More recent authors, using sophisticated methodologies, 

new interpretations of the historical literature, and recent 

archaeological findings, have advanced a new point of view 

without reaching much consensus on the etiology of the terri

torial changes. 
9 

In a tightly argued article, A. D. Fisher has taken the 

radical stand that it is spurious to differentiate between 

pre- and post-contact change among the Cree. Fisher shuns 

the directed-change explanation in favor of one based on 

voluntary native adaptation to ecological change. He writes 

4 
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little effect can be attributed to early Cree con
tact with the technologically 'superior' European 
civilization. Indeed, the rapid expansion of the 
fur trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries is attributable more to the ecology of 
the Cree than to technology of the civilization 
that supported the Hudson's Bay Company or the 
North West Company. In a very real sense the suc
cess of economic enterprises initiated by the tech
nologically sophisticated Europeans were dependent 
upon the technologically and structurally simple 
Cree communities, who in turn were dependent upon 
the simple and cyclical ecological communities of 
the subarctic forest region.10 

The work of Beryl C. Gillespie provides another perspective 

on this question of territorial change. In direct contrast 

to the classical scholars, Gillespie argues that the Chipewyan 

were the intruders into the territory of the Cree, rather than 

the reverse. She begins by examining archaeological evidence 

which confirms that both Chipewyan and Cree were inhabitants 

of the taiga-tundra but exploited different ecological zones. 

While the Cree lived by hunting and trapping the varied game 

animals of the boreal forest, the Chipewyan's existence was 

focused almost exclusively upon the migratory barren-ground 

caribou. Before 1715 the Chipewyan did not even know how to 

trap. Growing involvement in the fur trade, the result of 

Stewart's journey, led to Chipewyan expansion into the area 

between Lake Athabasca and Great Slave Lake where fur-bearing 

animals were plentiful. By this time the Cree already pos

sessed the lands southeast of Lake Athabasca. Gillespie con

cludes that although the Chipewyan 

remained attached to their Traditional Taiga-
Tundra area for caribou hunting, when it came to 
acquiring furs they fanned out into all favour
able wooded areas seemingly unconcerned about the 
original inhabitants. If viewed by some as better 
warriors, the Chipewyan appear to be the most 
successful invaders of other Indians' lands in 
response to the fur trade. 12 

Interestingly, Gillespie argues that this expansion occurred 

5 



1. Indian Camp at Fort Chipewyan, J.B. Tyrrell 

J.B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher Rare 

Book Library, University of Toronto 

6 
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with little conflict between native groups. James G. E. 

Smith, while in substantial agreement with Gillespie about 

the Chipewyan as invaders, posits that a neglected factor in 

their southwesterly movement was the "maximal distribution of 

their familiar caribou herds, making somewhat easier their 

adjustment to the new zone in which woodland caribou, wood

land bison, moose, elk, and mule tailed deer were the primary 

game animals. 

These territorial shifts took place during what June Helm 

has called the incipient-early contact stage of the northern 
14 Athapaskan's history. For about a half-century after 

Stewart's journey, trading activities were limited to long, 

arduous and irregular native trips to Fort Churchill. The 

Europeans had not yet established a physical presence in the 

Wood Buffalo area. This did not happen until the 1770s, when 

an obscure, ex-soldier from New England, Peter Pond, found 

his way over the height over land separating the Saskatchewan 

and Athabasca basins. In 1778 Pond wintered on the Athabasca 

River, and established a small trading post about thirty or 

forty miles south of Lake Athabasca. The exact location of 

this post remains unknown. Pond's Establishment, as it is 

called, was set up specifically for the purpose of trade with 

the Cree of the Athabasca district. The Establishment re

mained the central post of the Athabasca district for a decade 

until superceded by Fort Chipewyan. There is an unfortunate 

lack of primary materials dealing with Pond's trade activities 

in Athabasca. A copy of Pond's journal in the possession of 

the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library is principally concerned 
15 

with his American activities prior to coming to Rupert's Land. 

Of more use are his notes relating to a map of the Athabasca 

district drawn during his stays there in 1778 and 1785. 

Copies of these are housed at PAC. Two good biographies of 
17 Pond exxst, a sketchy pioneer effort by H. A. Innis and a 

18 
later, slightly revisionist work by Henry Wagner. 



The significance of Pond's accomplishment, if one ac

cepts the view of E. E. Rich, lies in "the expansion of the 

[HBC] conflict with the Pedlars from the Saskatchewan to 
19 Athabasca..." Pond's use of the Methye Portage route over 

the height of land, a traditional Cree access corridor into 

Athabasca, pushed the fur trade into an enormously valuable 

trade area which included Wood Buffalo. But this view, how

ever relevant to the history of the fur trade, remains the 

short-term view. In the long view, Pond's significance de

pends upon his discovery and mapping of the Athabasca River. 

This river was the link to the north, without which there 

would have been no exploration and opening of the Canadian 

North. The importance of the fur trade to the Wood Buffalo 

area has nearly as much to do with pushing back the frontiers 

of geographical knowledge as it does with providing the dis

trict's first economic base. 

Expansion of the fur trade economy in Rupert's Land has 

always been dependent upon the sophistication of existing trans

port technology. Throughout the century under discussion, as 

well as for most of the nineteenth century, the canoe was the 

limiting factor. Pond's decision to establish a post near 

Lake Athabasca reflects the delimitation of the northernmost 

point from which it was possible to reach Grand Portage by 

canoe, exchange fur packs for a year's outfit, and return in 

the same season. Grand Portage was the central exchange 

depot of the Montreal trade. As soon as the ice went out in 

the spring, canoe brigades would leave from Lachine with car

goes of trade goods for the inland posts. Somewhat later, 

due to the northern climate, canoes loaded with fur packs 

from the northern posts would start for Grand Portage. Due 

to the vagaries of climate, the exchange was quite often made 

somewhere closer to Lake Winnipeg. The exact routes taken by 

the voyageurs may be followed in F. J. Alcock's article, 
20 "Past and Present Trade Routes to the Canadian Northwest" 

and in Eric Morse's recent book, Fur Trade Canoe Routes of 

3 
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Canada/Then and Now. The Hudson's Bay Company spent many 

years and much effort trying to discover a comparable nor

thern route inland from the Bay without success. In a very 

real sense Pond's discovery and exploitation of the Methye 

Portage-Athabasca River route explains the ascendency of the 

North West Company in the Athabasca district as well as the 

prominence of Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca as the major 

outfitting post of the North. 

When Pond first ventured into the Athabasca district 

he was probably still acting as an independent trader. The 

enormity of the distance from Athabasca to Montreal, however, 

involved expenditures clearly beyond the means of a single 

trader and Pond soon aligned himself with a loose coalition 

of Montreal merchants collectively known as the North West 

Company. Indeed, the amount of capital involved was so large 

that the discovery of Athabasca has traditionally been cited 

as the principal reason for the formation of the North West 

Company. Distance dictated cost, and in order to successfully 

prosecute the Athabasca trade for any length of time a cen

tralized organization backed by abundant credit reserves was 

required. There was a considerable amount of risk involved 

as well, for it was several years before the furs of Atha

basca reached market and any number of factors could seri

ously reduce fur prices in the interim. Clearly the inves

tors who supplied the capital required to purchase trade 

goods felt the need for a stable organization at Montreal. 

Despite these obstacles to profits, there were a few indepen

dent traders who ventured into the Athabasca district. Their 

activities were shortlived, as they either abandoned the field 

or were absorbed into the North West Company. The Hudson's 

Bay Company, which had expressed concern about the North West 

Company's inroads into Athabasca, was dealt a stunning blow 

in 1782 when La Perouse captured Fort Churchill. This disaster, 

coupled with the Company's logistical problems, was enough to 

9 
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forestall any Athabasca campaign indefinitely. 

Just as the North West Company's Athabasca enterprise 

was gaining momentum, it too met with a severe setback. In 

1780 smallpox began ravaging the natives of Rupert's Land. 

Contemporary observers estimated that ninety per cent of the 

Chipewyan people fell victim to the disease. The Woodland 

Cree were similarly affected. Alexander Mackenzie described 

the situation as follows: 

The fatal infection spread around with a baneful 
rapidity which no flight could escape, and with 
a fatal effect that nothing could resist. It 
destroyed with its pestilential breath whole 
families and tribes; and the horrid scene presented 
to those who had the melancholy and afflicting 
opportunity of beholding it, a combination of the 
dead, the dying, and such as to avoid the fate of 
their friends around them, prepared to disappoint 
the plague of its prey, by terminating their own 
existence.22 

Actually little is known about the disease, except that it 

travelled along the main communications routes of the North 

West and was most rampant among the natives of the Wood Buf

falo area in 1781-82. The post journals of neighbouring 

districts make it possible to document the spread of diseases, 

but they are unspecific about the nature of the diseases in

volved and the numbers killed by them. No journals of the 

Wood Buffalo area are extant for this period. Despite the 

serious impact of disease upon the natives, it has received 

little academic attention. A good start has been made, how

ever, by John F. Taylor in an article entitled "The Sociocul-
23 tural Effects of Epidemics on the Northern Plains, 1734-1850." 

The author concludes that disease caused fragmentation of 

native groups, hastened the adoption of European technology, 

and contributed to territorial aggressiveness on the part of 

some tribes. It is likely that these findings can be extra

polated to include the Wood Buffalo area. The significance of 

the epidemic in relation to the fur trade can be seen in the 

Athabasca returns of 1783. Only seven beaver packs were 
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were secured, compared with the 24 0 or more packs which Pond 

managed to bring out during his first season in the district. 

Offsetting the effect of smallpox to a limited degree was the 

conclusion of a peace treaty between the Cree and the remain

ing Beaver Indians. This took place at a site in the Park 

area, about seventy-five miles above the mouth of the Peace 

River, which has ever since been known as Peace Point. 

In 1787 a consolidation of the competing Athabasca in

terests was achieved under the name of the North West Company. 

This rational centralization of economic, physical and human 

resources permitted more vigorous pursuit of an expansionist 

policy. It was believed that the British government would 

view such exploration and expansion as an extension of its 

current imperialist policy and therefore would be willing to 

assist the North West Company vocally and financially. Peter 

Pond had laid the foundation for such expansionism by planning 

an exploration of the Mackenzie River, based on knowledge 

obtained from local natives during his residence in Athabasca. 

The project was yet another attempt to discover a Northwest 

Passage, predicated on the supposition that there existed a 

water route between Athabasca and Cook's Inlet on the west 

coast. The story of this idea is available in H. A. Innis, 

"Peter Pond and the Influence of Captain James Cook on Explor-

24 

ation in the Interior of North America." Once the consoli

dation occurred, however, it was felt that Pond might make a 

greater contribution by remaining at Montreal to promote the 

expedition to the British government. Consequently, Alexander 

Mackenzie was sent to Athabasca to fill Pond's role. Immedi

ately upon reaching Athabasca in 1787, Mackenzie persuaded 

his cousin Roderick Mackenzie to transfer the nerve centre of 

Athabasca from Ponds Old Establishment to the shores of Lake 

Athabasca, ostensibly in an effort to disrupt Chipewyan trade 

with posts on the Bay. As a result Fort Chipewyan was built 

on the south shore of Lake Athabasca, in 17 8 3 at a site now 
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known as Old Fort Point. 

With the administration of Athabasca in competent hands, 

Mackenzie wasted no time in starting his expedition for Cook's 

Inlet. His starting point was the newly-constructed Fort 

Chipewyan. Mackenzie was gone for about three and a half 

months during the summer of 1789, and succeeded in reaching 

a point on the Mackenzie delta near the shore of the Arctic 

Ocean. From his account of the journey it is obvious that 

Mackenzie was disappointed he had not reached the Pacific, but 

he now realized that no water route to the western ocean ex

isted north of sixty degrees. Consequently he turned his atten

tion westward, and in the autumn of 179 2 set out from Fort 

Chipewyan on a journey up the Peace River. Mackenzie crossed 

the Rocky Mountains in 1793, discovered the Fraser River and 

followed it to the Pacific, becoming the first white man to 

traverse all of the North American continent. His travels 

are recounted in his Voyages from Montreal on the River 

St. Laurence through the Continent of North America to the 
25 

Frozen and Pacific Oceans... Many secondary works of vary
ing quality have explored Mackenzie's life. During the 1920s 
four major biographies filled a serious historiographical gap 
and by the weight of authority discouraged further investi-

26 
gation of his life. Not until the 1960s did Mackenzie 

studies undergo a renaissance, but regrettably the new works 

issued from the pens of popularizers lacking in historical 

profundity. Fortunately there exists an excellent brief 

summary of Mackenzie's career and significance in the form of 

a preface to a recent collection of his journals and letters 
27 by W. Kaye Lamb. Mackenzie, like his predecessor Pond, is 

to be remembered for more than his expansion of the fur trade 

frontier. In discovering and mapping the Mackenzie River, 

Alexander Mackenzie set in place an illuminating piece of the 

northern jigsaw puzzle. As a complement to Pond's Athabasca 

corridor, the Mackenzie River would in later years provide 
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the key to the opening of the Canadian North. 

Mackenzie's explorations were contemporaneous with the 

expansion of North West Company trading activities to the 

north and west. To a limited extent decentralization of trade 

facilities had already occurred in the Athabasca district. 

Peter Pond's map indicates that by 1786 three outposts were 

in operation, one on the north shore of Lake Athabasca, an

other on the Slave River delta at Great Slave Lake, and a 

third on the Peace River in the vicinity of Fort Vermilion. 

It has been suggested that these outposts were established 

on abandoned feeder lines used by local natives in reaching 

the Bay posts. Further expansion took place following 

Mackenzie's 1789 journey. In the same year a post was estab

lished on Lac la Martre for the purpose of trade with the more 

northerly natives, only to be superceded in 1790 by Fort 

Providence, constructed at a strategic fall gathering site of 

the Yellowknife, Beaver and Slave Indians. Other less sig

nificant posts were set up as well, but most were closed 

shortly after mainly for reasons of economy. The complicated 

story of the establishment of these northern posts has been 

handled by two students of the trade. George Rae has examined 

the problem from the perspective of a historical geographer 

in his doctoral dissertation, "The Settlement of the Great 

Slave Lake Frontier, Northwest Territories, Canada: From 
28 

the Eighteenth to the Twentieth Century." Unfortunately 

Rae's argument is flawed by serious errors of fact and lacks 

a solid methodological underpinning. More satisfactory is 

John Staeger's dissertation, "A Geography of the Fur Trade in 

the Mackenzie Valley, 1780-1857." The establishment of 

northern posts is not central to a discussion of the Wood 

Buffalo area, but it does suggest Fort Chipewyan's increas

ingly important role as main outfitting post for the northern 

trade. Just as significantly, such expansion indicates the 

economic consequences of exploiting the Athabasca-Mackenzie 
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water route. 

The Hudson's Bay Company responded to these advances 

by changing its entire approach to trade. E. E. Rich has 

written that in 1787 the London Committee decided that the 

inland trade should have priority in the Company's affairs. 

This involved a redefinition of post responsibilities: 

The Bay-side forts were to be mere 'factories' 
for the supply of inland posts, and they, in 
their turn, were to supply and organize a num
ber of small and temporary outposts. Mobility 
and activity were to dominate.30 

Among the numerous traders and explorers who were to play im

portant roles in this inland drive, Malchom Ross, Philip 

Turnor, Peter Fidler and David Thompson were most responsible 

for the penetration of the Athabasca district. The central 

difficulty lay, as always, in finding a practicable water 

route from the Bay to Athabasca. Samuel Hearne had decided 

in 1785 that the best route involved travelling from York 

Factory to Cedar Lake, and then following the Nor'westers' 

route to Athabasca, but the Company placed little confidence 

in this view, preferring to base its hopes on a more direct 

Churchill River route. The opinions of Turnor, Ross, Fidler 

and Thompson, which would soon vindicate Hearne, were based 

on direct experience derived in many instances from conver

sations with veteran Nor'westers like Alexander and Roderick 

Mackenzie. During the years 1790-1792 Turnor, Ross and 

Fidler were in Athabasca together, ostensibly surveying on be

half of the British government. There they gathered much 

more than geographical information; they also recorded as 

much data as they could about the nature of the North West 

Company's trading activities and Fidler went so far as to 

spend an entire winter with local Chipewyan determining their 

views on trade with the Hudson's Bay Company and learning 

their difficult language. Their journals provide one of the 

earliest accounts of Fort Chipewyan and its trade district. 
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Philip Turnor was very impressed by Fort Chipewyan. 

He wrote that 

I think this is the compleatist Inland House I have 
seen in the Country. This is the Grand Magazine of 
the Athapiscow Country and I am informed they have a 
sufficient quantity of Trading Goods in this Country 
for at least two years to come.31 

Despite the impressive appearance and reserve of trade goods, 

both Turnor and Ross believed that Fort Chipewyan remained 

only a fur collection and intelligence gathering post because 

local provisions were scarce. The implication is that Fort 

Chipewyan derived its status from its strategic location on 

the Athabasca-Mackenzie river system rather than from any 

other considerations. Because of this Turnor was careful to 

note the provisioning posts on the Peace River "which are the 

support of this Country. Its there they get all their dried 

provision for their journeys and without a settlement in this 
32 river they would not be able to get their Furrs out." 

Peter Fidler was even more specific about these posts, obser

ving that 

its at the first settlement up the Peace River 
where they procure the provision. I am informed 
that they go to it in fourteen days from the Atha-
pescow Settlement [on Peace River} Buffalo is 
fully as plenty as at the other.33 

Local provisions consisted principally of fish obtained from 

Lake Athabasca, and bearing in mind the everyday requirements 

of the post Fidler took not of the method of ice-fishing. 

This aspect of post provisioning has been dealt with in a 

monograph by Eric Krause entitled "The Fisheries of the 
34 Hudson's Bay Company at Fort Chipewyan, 1791-1871" which 

attempts to make up in factual detail what it lacks in inter

pretation but fails. The mass of raw data could, however, be 

the basis for a solid study of the important local industry. 

While it was important for Turnor, Ross and Fidler to 

delineate the prerequisites of trade in the Athabasca dis

trict, it was equally important that the Hudson's Bay Company 
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be apprised of the nature and extent of the North West Com

pany operations. Fidler's journal records not only the re

turns of 1792, but also the schedule of prices for the dif

ferent furs. Over three hundred packs were secured, most of 

which were beaver, from Fort Chipewyan and its Peace River 

and Great Slave Lake outposts. It is clear from all reports 

that Beaver and Slave Indians were engaged in trading, al

though not to the extent of the Chipewyan and Cree. The 

Nor'westers made free use of liquor as an inducement and as 

a commodity in the trade, and Fidler was quick to observe 

that the Chipewyan were not influenced by brandy as were the 

other groups, preferring powder and shot instead. One rather 

unusual aspect of the trade was the exchange of trade goods 

for large quantities of salt, which was used to cure meat. 

This salt was obtained by the natives from natural crystal

line deposits along the Salt River within the Park area. 

Also attracting attention from all three observers was the 

Nor'westers1 coercive practice of seizing native woman for 

failure of their husbands to pay post debts. Malchom Ross 

insinuated that the post masters were actually acting as 

pimps for their servants. Considerable detail on these and 

related features of the Athabasca trade is available in the 

journals of these three men. 

Since the co-operation of local natives was of such con

cern in the trade, it is not surprising that the journals of 

Turnor, Ross and Fidler contain numerous references to the 

different groups of the Wood Buffalo area. From their obser

vations it is possible to learn about two central aspects of 

native life in this period. The first aspect, about which 

there is a large amount of comment, concerns the shifting 

territorial boundaries of the different cultural groups and 

the significance of war as a contributing cause. In 1791 

both Fidler and Turnor mentioned that the Southern or Cree 

Indians were preparing for war against the Indians west of 
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Great Slave Lake. Internal evidence indicates they were re

ferring to the Beaver and Slaves. The Cree were completing 

their northwestward drive, and the time was not far off when 

only remnants of the Beaver and Slave cultural groups would 

be found in the Wood Buffalo area. The other outstanding 

feature about the natives in these journals is the marked 

degree of role specialization evident by 1790. It is abun

dantly clear that the Cree and Beaver were favoured as post 

provisioners, while the Chipewyan fulfilled mainly a trap

ping function. The specialization was a reflection of much 

broader cultural differences which the North West Company 

acknowledged through the maintenance of Pond's Old Establish

ment as a Cree trading post and Fort Chipewyan as an exclu

sively Chipewyan post. 

As valuable as this first-hand knowledge was, it would 

produce no dividends so long as an adequate transportation 

system from the Bay to Athabasca was lacking. Tumor's per

sonal preference, based on acquaintance with the provisioning 

difficulties of the long voyage, was for some variant of the 

Nor'westers' Saskatchewan River route. During an exploration 

of the Nelson River, which he undertook following his Atha

basca expedition, Turnor learned of a possible Burntwood 

River approach to the eastern end of Lake Athabasca. Two 

were selected to make the exploration. The first was the 

veteran Malchom Ross, and the other was David Thompson, a 

young surveyor whom Turnor himself had trained. Due to var

ious delays the exploration did not take place until 1796, 

and then it was solely the responsibility of Thompson. Poorly 

outfitted for the task, Thompson endured many hardships on 

this expedition but he did succeed in finding a difficult 

route to Athabasca from the east. Having tendered an accurate 

if unencouraging report on the discovery to his Hudson's Bay 

Company employers, he defected to the opposition company where 

he felt his services might be more appreciated. There are 
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two main editions of the journals of David Thompson. The 

first was compiled by Catherine M. White in 1950 and is en

titled Journals of David Thompson, while the other, David 

Thompson's Narrative, 1784-1812, was edited by Richard Glover 
36 

and published by the Champlain Society in 1962. More re
cently Victor G. Hopwood has edited David Thompson; Travels 

37 in Western North America, 1784-1812, but this work lacks 

the historical depth of the earlier editions. Biographical 

treatment of Thompson has, for the most part, been confined 

to articles which deal with specific elements of his career, 

especially his later explorations in the western interior. 

An early work by C. N. Cochrane, David Thompson, the explorer, 
38 is dated. James K. Smith, an author known for his popular 

writings on the North, has penned David Thompson: Fur Trader, 
39 . . 

Explorer, Geographer, as well as a revised edition for nu-
40 venile readers. Of special interest is a forthcoming book 

by Victor Hopwood, which promises to assess Thompson's writing 

as literature as well as portray the varied aspects of his 

career. Such a work could make a substantial contribution 

to our understanding of early nineteenth century perceptions 

of the landscape and natural history of Rupert's Land. With 

respect to Thompson's impact on Hudson's Bay Company penetra

tion of Athabasca, it is still wise to rely on E. E. Rich's 

statement that 

Expansion of the Company's posts into Athabasca 
from Churchill, as from York along the lines ad
vocated by Turnor and by Thompson, had received 
a full measure of support from the Committee. It 
had achieved nothing. The suggested routes were 
in part impracticable, in part they were lacking 
in provisions, and in part the failure was due to 
the jealousies, weaknesses and clashes of person
ality of the men on the spot. The successful ex
pansion of the Company's trade into Athabasca was 
doomed to await the return of Peter Fidler to the 
problem. But that did not come until 180 2, and 
then the effort came not from Churchill but from 
York, not via the Burntwood Carrying Place and 
Reindeer Lake but via Cumberland and lie a la 
Crosse. 41 
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It had taken a full decade to vindicate Hearne's view of the 

problem and the Company still lacked a feasible alternative 

to the Nor'westers' route. 

The North West Company did not, however, have the field 

entirely to themselves. In 1794 the British government signed 

Jay's Treaty with the United States, a move which involved 

the evacuation of western fur trade posts. The concerns af

fected turned their attention to the North West. Athabasca 

became the focus of their gaze as high revenues were required 

to finance the reorientation of their trade activities. By 

179 8 several opposition concerns had agreed to pool their re

sources and move into the Athabasca district. In the next 

year the New North West Company, or XY Company as it was 

known from its markings on fur bales, established a post on 

Little Island in Lake Athabasca. Alexander Mackenzie, dis

satisfied with the internal organization and financing of the 

North West Company, was freed from his contractual obligations 

in 1799 and quickly swung his support to the XY Company. His 

leadership was so critical that the new concern was often re

ferred to as Sir Alexander Mackenzie and Company. Detailed 

discussion of this firm is available only in R. A. Prendergast's 

dissertation "The XY Company, 1798-1804." R. Harvey 

Fleming's two early articles, "The Origin of 'Sir Alexander 
4 3 Mackenzie and Company'" and "McTavish, Frobisher and Company 

4 4 
of Montreal" are indispensible for understanding the emer
gence of the XY Company. More recently Elaine Mitchell has shed 

additional light on this question in her article "New Evidence 
45 on the Mackenzie-McTavish Break." The XY Company posed a 

serious threat to the economic hegemony of the North West 

Company in Athabasca for, unlike the Hudson's Bay Company, it 

possessed flexible and knowledgeable leadership and a bevy of 

capable if unscrupulous inland agents. Furthermore, by 1802 

its capital reserves were equal to those of the Nor'Westers. 

Still, the competition it brought to Athabasca was shortlived, 
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for Simon McTavish's death in 1804 permitted a reconciliation 

of the competing interests. The significance of this episode 

of the Athabasca trade lies, as James Parker has suggested in 

his thesis "The Fur Trade of Fort Chipewyan on Lake Atha

basca, 1778-1835," in the introduction of violence as a means 
46 of resolving the economic conflict. In the ensuing two 

decades violence would be a central theme of the fur trade in 

Athabasca district. 

As the trade conflict escalated in Athabasca, it became 

obvious to the Hudson's Bay Company that that district was 

financing the expansion of their competitors. The Company re

acted by attempting to gain a foothold in the district. 

Peter Fidler, experienced in the requisites of the Athabas

ca trade, was selected to lead the challenge to the monopoly 

of the Montrealers. In 1802 he constructed the first per

manent Hudson's Bay Company post in the district. This was 

Nottingham House on English Island in Lake Athabasca, about 

three-quarters of a mile from the second location of Fort 

Chipewyan on the north shore. The Company's rivals believed, 

albeit with considerable respect, that the old concern would 

soon be absorbed by the Montreal company which triumphed in 

the battle for the Athabasca trade. While the Montrealers 

were seeking access to Hudson's Bay at London, their repre

sentatives in Athabasca were abetting the takeover by harass

ing Peter Fidler and his men. A resounding blow to the Com

pany's feeble hold on Athabasca came in 1802 when the Nor'-

westers forced abandonment of the Peace River provisioning 

post Fidler had just established. The Nottingham House men 

spent the next four years subsisting on a monotonous diet of 

Lake Athabasca fish before quitting the district altogether. 

In contrast to the early trade period, there is an abun

dance of historical evidence about the period 1800-1806. As 

always, information about the North West Company is fragmen

tary but enough exists to permit reconstruction of the main 
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outlines of its activities. One of the earliest records of 

trade activity within the park area is the 1800-1801 journal 

of James Porter, who operated a North West Company provisions 

47 

post on the west shore of Lake Claire. This journal is par

ticularly strong on relations with the Cree who acted as hun

ters and devotes considerable space to the importance of liquor 

in the trade. It also contains references to Porter's stay at 

Great Slave Lake which are useful in delineating the relations 

between Fort Chipewyan and the northern trading post. W. F. 

Wentzel's journal from Great Slave Lake (1802) contains addi

tional information on entrepot-outpost relations, but is more 
useful because of its references to the routine activities of 

48 the post servants. The treatment is sufficiently detailed 

to make possible analysis of the seasonal activities of indi

vidual servants. James Mackenzie's record of the 1799-1800 

season at Fort Chipewyan provides information on virtually all 
49 aspects of the fort's business and daily life. The fisheries 

at Big and Bustard Islands are dealt with in each day's entry, 

making possible description of the annual fishery cycles. 

Trading activities with the natives are detailed, but there 

is a lack of information on individual Indians. "An Account 

of Mackenzie's River Department" by George Keith, dated 1807, 

includes helpful material on the wildlife of this northern 

trade area, as well as some information about the Beaver In

dians who his post served. Further material on the impor

tant question of Fort Chipewyan's relationship with its out

posts is available in four brief outpost journals covering 

the years 1806-1807. These also illuminate the relation

ship between the natives and the traders. John Stuart's 1802 

Fort Chipewyan journal is an excellent source of information 

on the reception the Hudson's Bay Company received from the 

natives on its return to Athabasca in that year, and it also 
52 

deals with North West Company agitation against the Company. 

The quantitative end of the trade - outfits, returns, wages 
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and servants - is reasonably well documented. James Parker 

has compiled tables of outfits, returns and wages since 1778 

and these are available in his thesis. Parker has also per

formed the useful service of converting the various curren

cies in use into equivalent pound sterling. In order to place 

the North West Company's Athabasca activities in the proper 

framework, it is still necessary to consult the standard 1918 
53 history of the company by G. C. Davidson. 

Peter Fidler's journals for the period 1802-1806 have 

survived and provide a very complete picture of Hudson's Bay 

54 

Company activity in Athabasca. Fidler gives excellent de

scriptions of the daily routines of the fort employees, con

centrating mainly on the tasks of the provisioners at the 

fisheries. He recounts trading activities regularly, making 

it possible to establish the seasonal economic rhythms of the 

natives. He gives considerable information on the construc

tion of buildings on Lake Athabasca and also at locations such 

as Great Slave Lake and Peace River. In one journal, that of 

1803-1805, there is a sketch of a fort and its buildings, 

possibly Nottingham House. Trade statistics and the annual 

establishments (servants) are recorded annually. But most 

impressive are Fidler's observations on the hostilities be

tween the North West Company and the Hudson's Bay Company 

which riddle the journal pages. An example will give some 

idea of the pervasiveness of harassment and violence which 

characterized this trade period: 
Every obstacle, right or wrong, are [sic] thrown 
in our way by the Old Co. & they use every unfair 
method to keep any Indian from giving us a Skin by 
their always pillaging any Indians they see or meet 
with, whether they are owing them anything or not. 
They have such a great number of men that we have 
but very little chance with them, they being about 
5 to 1, besides they both threaten and beat any 
Indn they know or even suspect who may visit us, 
6 the Indns are such very great cowards that the 
very look of even one of the common men of the Old 
Co. intimidates them to such a degree that scarce 
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a single man has the courage to go where he would 
meet with better usage and more kind treatment, 
besides purchasing his goods at a far more reson-
able rate than at the Old Co.55 

Of course it must be understood that this is a biased view of 

the situation and that it must therefore be treated with cau

tion, but it is fortunate that even this exists. Fidler, a 

central figure in the struggle for Athabasca, has received 

very little attention from the academic community. J. B. 

Tyrrell treated his life briefly in 1913 in an article en-
56 

titled "Peter Fidler, trader and surveyor, 1769-1822." 

Half a century later James G. MacGregor devoted a whole book 

to Fidler which forsook analysis in favour of straight narra-
57 tion. The extant correspondence and journals of Fidler 

suggest that a more penetrating biography is definitely pos

sible . 

With Fidler's withdrawal from Athabasca in 1806 a curtain 

of silence descends on local events. Nine years would pass 

before another Hudson's Bay Company employee would record his 

observations on the trade of the district. Oddly enough, 

there do not seem to be any North West Company documents extant 

before 1814. These lacunae are regrettable, for during the 

years 1806-1814 the Athabasca district remained a vital ele

ment in the continuing conflict between the two rival concerns. 

A foothold in Athabasca continued to be the quest of the 

Hudson's Bay Company, which was suffering even more than the 

North West Company from the disruptive effects of the Napol

eonic Wars. Since. 1801 the Company's yearly dividend had been 

decreasing and in 1809 it was passed altogether. This poor 

performance occasioned the introduction of various economic 

measures, including the use of commission grants and Colvile's 

famous Retrenching System. The Nor'westers, led by Alexander 

Mackenzie, attempted to gain control of the faltering Old 

Company through the purchase of shares. They did not succeed 

in this, and control came to rest with the Earl of Selkirk 
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and his family. Selkirk's subsequent efforts to establish a 

colony at Red River for the Company's retired servants, which 

could also serve as a provisioning centre for the Rupert's 

Land trade, exacerbated the tensions which existed between the 

rival interests. The conclusion of European hostilities fol

lowed on the heels of the Red River colonization movement and 

provided the Hudson's Bay Company with the markets needed for 

its recovery. Simultaneously the possibility of a North West 

Company takeover of the old concern evaporated. The trade 

battle shifted from the boardrooms of London to the fur trade 

posts of Athabasca district. 

Colin Robertson, a former Nor'wester and strong advocate 

of the Montreal route to Athabasca, was selected to organize 

the Hudson's Bay Company's advance into the district. Lack of 

leadership qualities among his subordinates compelled Robert

son to lead the sixteen-canoe brigade to Lake Winnipeg himself 

in 1815. Upon arrival at Red River, he found the colonists 

being dispersed by agents of the North West Company. There 

he relinquished command of the brigade to John Clarke, an in

experienced Astorian trader who had just signed on with the 

Company. Clarke reached Lake Athabasca in the same year and 

constructed Fort Wedderburn on Potato Island across the chan

nel from Fort Chipewyan. This location was selected, as A. 
5 8 

S. Morton has suggested, "for the sake of safety." The 

deficiencies of Clarke's leadership soon became apparent. He 

proceeded to establish outposts on Great Slave Lake, and on 

the Athabasca and Peace Rivers, thus dispersing his men over 

a wide area which he could not hope to outfit properly. The 

Nor'westers, commanded by William Mcintosh, foiled Clarke's 

imperial designs by warning the local Indians not to hunt for 

the Hudson's Bay Company posts. They went further, and ha

rassed the Hudson's Bay Company servants at every opportunity, 

much as they had Fidler almost a decade before. The winter 

proved hard at every outpost, although none suffered more 
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than the Peace River post near Fort Vermilion. The men there 

were near starvation and Clarke ordered them back to Wedder-

burn where at least the fisheries could sustain them. En 

route, thirteen of the sixteen Peace River men died. But 

with the arrival of spring conditions improved somewhat, and 

the London Committee, still unaware of Clarke's ineptness, re

turned him to Lake Athabasca with a new outfit. 

Clarke returned to Fort Wedderburn to find that in his 

absence Archibald Norman McLeod, the malignant character in 

charge of Fort Chipewyan, had imprisoned his officers and co

erced them into promising they would trade no more and keep 

the peace. Throughout this episode McLeod exercised his au

thority as North West Magistrate with as much arbitrariness 

as he could muster. McLeod arrested and imprisoned Clarke too, 

releasing him only after Clarke surrendered his goods as se

curity. E. E. Rich claims that this single incident cost 

Clarke the respect of the Indians with whom he was attempting 

to establish trading relations. In midwinter McLeod went 

further and seized both Fort Wedderburn and Clarke, and then 

turned his attention to the pillage of the Peace River pro

visioning post. Clarke spent the remainder of the season 

travelling from one North West Company post to another as a 

prisoner. It goes without saying that these ruthless actions 

seriously disrupted the trade of the Hudson's Bay Company. 

Whereas the Nor'westers took out four hundred beaver packs in 

one season, the Old Company did not manage to obtain even five 

packs. The Hudson's Bay Company's counteroffensive in Atha

basca, spearheaded by a foolish if tenacious man, had failed 

utterly. 

There is a great deal of extant material about these two 

seasons in Athabasca. The economics of the trade may be fol

lowed through a series of North West Company documents which 

begin in 1814. Among the most remarkable are the letters of 

Ferdinand Wentzel, who served the North West Company at many 
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59 of the Athabasca posts during this period. These provide 

commentary on the Hudson's Bay Company returns as well as those 

of the Nor'westers. A table of North West Company returns 

for the years 1814-1818 is given in James Parker's thesis. 

The important question of the outfits of each company can also 

be addressed with the aid of extant materials. The invoices 

of the 'Athabasca Schemes' of the North West Company for 1815-

1816, and 1817 exist, and provide information on the inven

tories, intended distribution and valuations of inventories 

destined for Slave Lake, Hay River, Fort Chipewyan, Fort Ver

milion, Dunvegan, St. John's and New Caledonia, all of which 

were funnelled through Fort Chipewyan. Hudson's Bay Company 

outfits cannot be determined as exactly, but Nor'wester cor

respondence, particularly that of Wentzel, can yield much com

parative information. With respect to the Athabasca estab

lishment of the North West Company, an 1817-1818 'Statement 

of Men's Agreements' lists each man, his position, and his 
fi 1 

remuneration. The Fort Chipewyan (Wedderburn) journal of 

1815-1816 provides a list of North West Company proprietors, 

clerks, guides and interpreters. A series of Fort Wedder

burn account books can be used to probe the economic relations 
6 "} 

between the Company and its servants. A very interesting 

group of Indian ledgers, which begin in 1800 and continue 

periodically to 1817, contain individual Indian accounts at 
64 North West Company posts. Unfortunately it has not been 

possible to determine which posts these were, but it seems 

likely that at least the 1815-1817 ledger refers to Atha

basca. These ledgers may be used for comparative purposes if 

nothing else. 

Eight Hudson's Bay Company journals from Fort Wedder

burn, covering the period 1815-1818, comprise a priceless 

source of information about the rivalry of the two companies 

in this critical period. Common to all is material relating 

to trade relations with the local Indians, the constant problem 
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of fort provisioning, and the daily activities of the Com

pany's servants. Like Fidler's journals of the previous de

cade, these could be used to reconstruct the prosaic daily 

events and seasonal work cycles of the fort residents. The 

early journals describe the construction of Fort Wedderburn 

and its outbuildings. Almost every one contains intermittant 

references to the starving condition of local natives, as well 

as the desperate condition of the Hudson's Bay Company men. 

Beginning with the 1816-17 journal, John Clarke's imprison

ment is described on a daily basis by the Fort Wedderburn clerk. 

Details of the acrimonious relations between the two trading 

concerns are provided. Complementing these observer's comments 

on the conflict are John Clarke's prison journals of 1817, 

which give his day by day account of the situation at Fort Chip-

ewyan and at the various posts to which he was taken by the 
6 6 

Nor' westers. In a related vein, there exists an 1806 Lac 

la Pluie journal which provides some very good insights into 

the character of Archibald Norman McLeod, the chief Nor'wester 
6 7 

protagonist in the Athabasca struggle of these years. 

During Clarke's second internment a former Nor'wester 

named Francois Decoigne managed the business of Fort Wedder

burn. The North West Company's policy of intimidation had 

had its effect on the natives, however, and in August of 1818 

Wentzel was able to write that "The Hudson's Bay Company have 

not even half a pack to boast of altho' the celebrated Mons. 
6 8 

De Quoine was their acting agent in Athabasca." This return 

compared most unfavourably with the Nor'westers' 4 30 packs that 

season. Decoigne, his energies taxed and his efforts frus

trated, resigned his position in the same year. Forced to re

place Decoigne immediately if a foothold in Athabasca was to 

be maintained, the Hudson's Bay Company turned again to Colin 

Robertson. The Company's determination to capture the Atha

basca trade was mirrored in the contingent Robertson led into 

the district in 1818. His brigade of twenty-seven canoes 
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carried 160 men and twenty-six officers. The size of this 

brigade flew in the face of the Company's traditionally con

servative economic policies. Robertson arrived in Athabasca 

a full month ahead of the North West men, a month which he 

used to gain the respect and some of the trade of the local 

natives. Despite his force's size and trading successes, it 

was not spared the spite and abuse of the Nor'westers. In 

October of 1818 Robertson was captured and imprisoned at Fort 

Chipewyan, where he spent the entire winter. Although he was 

not permitted to communicate with his subordinates, he managed 

to do so, and his correspondence with Fort Wedderburn nearly 
69 comprises the post journal of 1818-1819. In the spring the 

Nor'westers sent Robertson out of the district and continued 

their harassment of the remaining Hudson's Bay Company force. 

These two decades of periodic strife in Athabasca have 

been the focus of nearly every treatment of the district's 

trade. Such an historical bias is not surprising, given the 

intrinsic attraction of conflict and the abundance of primary 

materials concerning its ubiquity in Athabasca. What tends 

to be neglected, however, is the far more important territorial 

and social imperialism of the trade. Fort Chipewyan was the 

hub of an enormous trade wheel which encircled several hundred 

natives. For forty years these natives had been engaged in 

the trade and this involvement had left its mark. The effects 

of liquor and trader abuse, pernicious and endemic though they 

were, were the least significant results of contact with the 

Eurocanadians. Disease and territorial dislocation were more 

serious, but every epidemic had its survivors and the new 

territories were not impossible to adapt to. The critical 

effect of contact was economic in nature. It had two elements. 

The first concerned the natives' progressive dependence on 

Eurocanadian trade goods. As early as the 1790s David Thompson 

could record that if the natives were deprived of their guns, 

"they could not live by the Bow and Arrow, and must soon 
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perish." The pursuit of fur-bearing animals became a pri

mary concern, a motivation so powerful that, as noted earlier, 

some of the caribou-eater Chipewyan literally abandoned their 

traditional territory in favour of the fur rich forest of 

Athabasca. The consequence of this thirst for trade goods 

was the incorporation of an annual gathering at the nearest 

fur trade post into the native economic cycle. A careful 

reading of any of the post journals cited above will reveal 

that each post in Athabasca had a semi-permanent complement 

of natives. David M. Smith has called this phenomenon a "re-
71 scheduling" of the native economy. The second element of 

economic change was a direct consequence of the first. This 

was the rapid depletion of fur-bearing animals in the Atha

basca district. In 1814 Ferdinand Wentzel reported that 

Athabasca itself is in fact dwindling down to 
nothing. The Indians complain of the want of 
beaver (the Iroquois having ruined the country), 
and they formed a conspiracy last Spring to 
massacre all the Whites of Fort Chipewean and 
Big Island, in the Peace River, as well as Moose 
Deer Island Establishment at Slave Lake. The 
Chipewean tribe appears to have been the first 
instigators, and altho' the affair seems to have 
been laid aside and forgotten, still we are alive 
to the most painful apprehensions for the safety 
of our lives.^2 

One year later Wentzel stated that he believed it would be 

necessary to reduce drastically the number of posts in Atha

basca, perhaps even to the point of eliminating the whole 

Mackenzie department. To the traders the decrease in animals 

meant reduced profits; to the natives it meant they could pur

chase fewer trade goods and had to spend increasingly more 

time trapping the remaining animals when they should have been 

hunting for food. The provision requirements of the posts put 

an additional strain on them. The demands of daily existence 

and the demands of the trade were by no means wholly compat

ible, yet the trade was most definitely not a one-way street. 

During 1819-1820, for example, measles and whooping cough caused 
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many deaths among the local native population. Doctor John 

Todd, who had replaced Robertson as commander of Fort Wedder-

burn, treated and saved many Indians. This demonstration of 

humanitarian concern in strife-torn Athabasca did much to swing 

support and trade to the Hudson's Bay Company. 

In 1820 the Athabasca district entered the last stage of 

trade competition. The Fort Wedderburn journals kept by 

William Brown indicate that the conflict did not abate until 

the 1821-22 season, since word of the coalition of the rival 

73 

concerns did not reach the district until then. In the in

terim Brown managed the post competently and countered the 

aggressive Nor'westers as best he could. The chief difficulty 

was a pressing lack of provisions, exacerbated by the demands 

of the natives who realized only too well the advantages to be 

derived from competition. The arrival of George Simpson, who 

was placed in command of Athabasca in 1820, was of great im

portance in putting the Hudson's Bay Company on a better foot

ing. Although lacking in experience, Simpson was a born ad

ministrator and soon disabused the natives of their "extrava-
74 

gant notions." To the Nor'westers he was a formidible op
ponent, for he refused to be intimidated by their unscrupulous 
tactics. Interesting, he did not see the Nor'westers as the 
chief problem in Athabasca: 

Had the management of the business [of Athabasca] 
been in competent hands, and conducted with ordi
nary discretion, it would ere now have assumed a 
very different appearance, and the fatality which 
seems to have attended it been avoided; but to mis
management and the total absence of decision and 
salutary arrangement, more than the Opposition of 
the North West Compy. are to be imputed the misfor
tunes which it would appear the concern has been 
haunted.'5 

Demonstrating a grasp of Lake Athabasca's significance which 

had not been espoused since the time of Turnor, Simpson ad

vised that "It is ... highly necessary that a formidible 
7fi 

Establishment should always be kept up at this place." 

These recommendations were taken most seriously by the London 
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Committee, and upon completion of the union negotiations the 

Hudson's Bay Company headquarters in Athabasca was transferred 

from Wedderburn to Fort Chipewyan, "a magnificent Establish-
77 merit compared with this..." Simpson has been the subject of 

two major biographies and innumerable articles, but with re

spect to his activities in Athabasca his own Journal of Occur

rences in the Athabasca Department remains the best source of 
7 8 

information. 

The conclusion of fur trade competition in the Athabasca 

district dovetails neatly with the beginning of the exploratory 

phase of the area's development. Just as the Hudson's Bay 

Company attained a local economic monopoly, it began to lose 

its monopoly of geographical knowledge of the district. Iron

ically, the Company's own exploratory efforts contributed 

significantly to this opening of the district to other influ

ences. It may be said that by 1821 the fundamental problem 

of the discovery of reliable transportation routes, the dis

trict's remoteness was greatly diminished. It was established 

as an integral part of a continental, indeed an international, 

economy and therefore subject to all those influences which 

inevitably accompany economic development. Succeeding tech

nological innovations would merely accelerate the pace of 

development. This close relationship between transportation 

facilities and economic change, clearly delineated by 1821, 

would always be the critical factor in the history of the 

district. 
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Agents of Development, 1819 - 1887 

The decades of change after 1821 contrasted sharply with 

the stability of the fur trade period and set the stage for 

unparalleled economic development in Athabasca. Fur traders 

were vitally interested in maintaining the integrity of their 

highly structured social and economic system because contin

uity ensured maximum profits. Change was not encouraged and 

thus came about in a slow and subtle manner. Only the cumu

lative effect of many changes upset the harmonic structure 

of the fur trade. The agents of change were northern explor

ers, missionaries, and government scientists. They came in 

waves, each bringing new intellectual resources to bear upon 

the district of Athabasca. Their presence reflected the ex

pansionist mood of Europe, and later of Canada, in the nine

teenth century. Some of them acted as propagandists for the 

unknown subarctic region and slowly modified the outside 

world's perception and appreciation of the North; others had 

a profound impact on the local way of life. As a group, their 

actions and their writings were fundamental in ending forever 

the remoteness and therefore the stability of the Athabasca 

district. 

Recovery in Europe after the exhaustion of almost forty 

years of conflict enabled governments to sponsor a wide variety 

of new pursuits. During the period of the Great Peace, Britain 

was the leading industrial nation and London the world's fi

nancial capital. Her merchants and manufacturers were eager 

for new sources of raw materials and new markets, and the 

government's growing commitment to the principle of freer 

trade encouraged this exploratory attitude. Like most Western 

nations, Britain was greatly impressed by the potential of 

the Chinese market. This revival of interest in China coin-
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cided with John Barrow's declaration that the water of the 

Arctic Ocean was not frozen year round. As a result, the 

search for the North-West Passage was renewed with official 

government sanction and support. The principal search par

ties were of course seaborne, but complementing them were 

arctic land expeditions designed to map the unknown portions 

of the arctic coast. The explorations of men like Hearne and 

Mackenzie had proven that such an approach to the North was 

feasible, and the British fur trading posts along the Macken

zie were obvious choices as bases of operation and supply. 

Fort Chipewyan, as the entrepot of the North, was involved in 

each of these land expeditions. 

John Franklin led the first overland expedition to the 

arctic coast. He had been at sea since the age of fourteen, 

and his first involvement with arctic exploration was as com

mander of the Trent, which accompanied Captain Buchan's 

Dorothea to uncharted waters north of Spitzbergen in 1818. 

His commendable performance in this enterprise earned him the 

distinction of being chosen by the Admiralty to chart the 

arctic coastline west of Hudson's Bay in the following year. 

The officers of both the Hudson's Bay Company and the North 

West Company offered him the complete support of their resi

dent servants prior to his departure from England, and the 

Admiralty fully expected these companies to provide the ex

pedition with whatever guides, interpreters and provisioners 

it required for success. Accompanying Franklin on the Trent, 

Robert Hood, a midshipman, and John Hepburn, a seaman of good 

reputation. In the spring of 1819 the expedition departed 

for Hudson's Bay, arriving at York Factory at the end of August. 

There Governor Williams and several district masters advised 

Franklin as to the best way to proceed and the expedition 

started on their winter journey to Athabasca. 

The party arrived at Fort Chipewyan on 26 March 1820. 
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Franklin immediately visited Mr. Keith and Mr. Black of the 

North West Company and Mr. MacDonald of the Hudson's Bay Com

pany, presented them with his letters of introduction, and 

received assurances from all that the expedition would be 

assisted as far as possible. From a Metis interpreter at Fort 

Chipewyan, Franklin obtained a general idea of the geography and 

obstacles of the area he wished to explore and with this know

ledge corresponded with the traders at Great Slave Lake, in

forming them of his plans and asking for any further geogra

phic knowledge they possessed. These matters disposed of, he 

applied to the two fur companies at Fort Chipewyan for expe

dition men and supplies. The timing of his request could 

hardly have been more unpropitious. No coalition of the rival 

concerns had yet been effected, and the requested co-opera

tion was not forthcoming. Franklin arranged a joint meeting 

of the officers on neutral ground in order to circumvent the 

problem: 

...it was evident, from the determined commercial 
opposition, and the total want of intercourse be
tween the two Companies, that we could not expect 
to receive any cordial advice, or the assurance of 
the aid of both, without devising some expedient to 
bring the parties together. I therefore caused a 
tent to be pitched at a distance from both estab
lishments, and solicited the gentlemen of both 
Companies to meet Mr. Back and me there, for the , 
purpose of affording us their combined assistance. 

Despite some initial hesitation, the companies did supply 

Franklin's party with fourteen men. These men were not, how

ever, the best Franklin might have secured for such a diffi

cult journey, as Colin Robertson noted: 

The complement required for this arduous enter
prise was complied with but the quality caused 
some little demure. I have given up an excellent 
Chippeyan [sic] interpreter, St. Germain, but 
Cadotte the guide whom the N.W. Co. had placed 
on the captain's list was the bone of contention. 
However in justice to Captain Franklin, he did 
not press a measure that was likely to put us to 
so much inconvenience, and Cadotte was waved... 
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This Cis] a most unfortunate juncture for 
an undertaking of so much hazard, in particular 
as regards the selection of men, for altho1 

open hostilities have ceased, further than the 
apprehension of some notorious characters, still 
men of known fidelity accustomed to the manners 
and habits of the natives are so necessary in 
the present contest, that I fear the Captain's 
portion of good men bears no proportion to those 
of inferior character. He [Franklin] appears to 
be an amiable, gentlemanly man, and I regret the 
painful situation [in which] he is placed, from 
the strong party spirit that at present exists 
in this part of the country.2 

This passage is significant, for just as surely as it reveals 

the current state of affairs in Athabasca it demonstrates the 

outside world's lack of information about those affairs. 

Aside from officials of the rival companies, outsiders know 

nothing and cared even less about the strife-ridden conditions 

in Athabasca. The district's remoteness was still its out

standing characteristic. 

Shortly after the summit meeting, Richardson and Hood 

arrived at the fort with the disheartening news that much of 

the pemmican they had secured at Cumberland and lie a la Crosse 

was mouldy and that they would have to rely on the Lake Atha

basca forts to provide the required food. Provisions were in 

short supply at the posts and the masters were not inclined 

to surrender any more than absolutely necessary, but Franklin 

did secure enough to start the northern expedition. The rest 

of the provisions, he believed, could be obtained en route. 

In mid-July the party left Fort Chipewyan for Great Slave Lake. 

As Robertson predicted, Franklin's journey was arduous. 

One of the chief difficulties was the inadequate mode of pro

visioning upon which the inexperienced expedition relied. 

Franklin believed he could depend upon the fur trade posts to 

supply provisions as needed, only to discover this was not 

the case. Certainly some of the fault lay with the feuding 

companies, but in part the problem was beyond the control of 

the traders. During many seasons the traders were themselves 
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forced to eat almost nothing but fish because of the scar

city of game animals. When, in the winter of 1820-1, George 

Back was sent to collect the expedition's provisions from 

Great Slave Lake he found that the allotted food was wholly 

inadequate. Determined to discover the cause of this parsi

mony and to obtain additional provisions, he proceeded to 

Fort Chipewyan. There he was informed that the post had no

thing to offer him, and he was obliged to wait five weeks for 

the next brigade to arrive, from which he obtained less than 

he expected. At Chipewyan Back met with George Simpson, who 

later recorded his impressions of the expedition and its 

leader: 

Mr. Back paid me a visit preparatory to his de
parture; from his remarks I infer there is little 
probability of the objects of the expedition being 
accomplished, not so much on account of any serious 
difficulties to be apprehended, but from a want of 
unanimity amongst themselves; indeed it appears to 
me that the mission was projected and entered into 
without mature consideration and the necessary pre
vious arrangements totally neglected; moreover Lieut. 
Franklin...has not the physical powers required for 
the labor of moderate Voyaging in this country; he 
must have three meals per diem, Tea is indispensable 
and with the utmost exertion he cannot walk above 
Eight miles in one day.3 

Naivete and a preference for some of the comforts of home did 

not prevent Franklin from completing his set task. During 

three years in the arctic, the exploring party managed to fol

low the Coppermine River down to the Arctic Ocean and to ex

plore 550 miles of coast east to Cape Turnagain. The North

west Passage had not been found, but Franklin was more con

vinced than ever that such a passage did indeed exist. 

In October of 1822 Franklin and his party arrived in 

England to find they were the heroes of the day. Honors were 

heaped upon them and Franklin immediately set down his expe

riences in Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar 

Sea.... Franklin was already planning a second expedition to 

explore the coast between the Coppermine River and Bering 
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Strait and it is likely that his quick recounting of the first 

expedition was calculated to impress the British Admiralty 

and thereby secure its sponsorship of a second expedition. 

The British public, unabashedly proud of its latest gener

ation of explorers, eagerly seized upon the Narrative and it 

soon became a bestseller, going through three editions in a 

4 

sxngle year. This volume remains the best record of Frank

lin's first exploits in the Arctic and contains much more 

besides. Seven appendices provide considerable information 

on magnetic observations, flora and fauna, metereology and the 

Aurora Borealis. These incidental observations provided the 

scientific community with much to muse upon. Both profession

als and laymen were instantly acquainted with the North West. 

The historian may supplement Franklin's first-hand account 

with the unpublished journals and diaries of George Back, kept 

on this same journey. These reminiscences and records of 

party members present the journey in a generally favorable 

light, but there exist numerous fur traders' accounts 

and letters which reveal as nothing else can the blatant in

experience of the expedition's members. E. E. Rich's editions 

of Colin Robertson's correspondence and George Simpson's 

journal contain a great many references, not all kind, about 

the provisioning problems of the party. A brief series of 

letters between William Ferdinand Wentzel and Roderick McKenzie, 

published in Volume II of Masson's Les Bourgeois de la Com-
7 

pagnxe du nord-ouest, detail some of the tragedies to befall 

the expedition and offer insight into the characters of some 

of the participants. A. Lea has published "Some unpublished 

letters of Sir John Franklin, Sir John Richardson, and others, 

written during the expeditions to North-west Canada for the 
g 

purpose of exploration, 1819-22 and 1825-27" which reveal 

that among fur traders, Robert McVicar of Great Slave Lake was 

probably most sympathetic to the problems of Franklin's party. 

Finally, a recent article entitled "Franklin's First Expedition 
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as Seen by the Fur Traders" gives the text of a skit presum

ably written by Dr. William Todd in 1824-25 which parodies the 

unpreparedness of Franklin and his men to the point of ridi

cule. For a good general account of the first expedition,con

sult Nellis M. Crouse, The Search for the Northwest Passage. 

Franklin's second overland expedition, which would again 

advertise the North to a fascinated public, was undertaken with 

much more forethought than his first. Richardson and Back were 

to be expedition members once more, along with surveyor E. N. 

Kendall and naturalist Thomas Drummond. Believing that some

one familiar with the country and its inhabitants' unconven

tional ways would be invaluable, Franklin enlisted the aid of 

Peter Warren Dease, a Hudson's Bay Company chief factor. 

From the Company itself Franklin obtained promises of assis

tance, and arrangements were made immediately for the out

fitting of the expedition party by the inland posts. It was 

expected that the co-operation of the inland servants would not 

be as difficult to obtain this time, since hostilities between 

the rival fur companies had ended with coalition in 1821. In 

March of 1825 Franklin's party arrived at New York, took a 

steamer and then a stagecoach to York, and then followed the 

fur traders' canoe route to Athabasca. By July the party was 

again at Fort Chipewyan. 

The reception which the party received at Chipewyan was 

very different from that of six years before. James Keith, in 

charge of the post, proved very accommodating to Franklin's 

needs. Franklin remembered that 

The stores at Fort Chipewyan being well furnished 
with warm clothing, and other articles...I availed 
myself of the permission which the chief factor of 
this department, Mr. James Keith, had given me to 
complete our stock of cloth, blankets, nets, and 
twine, to a quantity sufficient for two year's con
sumption. 11 

Since the provisions from Canada had already arrived, Franklin 

and his men wasted no time in striking out for Great Bear Lake, 

where they made their winter headquarters. 
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During the next two years Franklin's party accomplished 

much. Franklin himself descended the Mackenzie River to the 

ocean and then advanced westward to Cape Beechey, while a party 

under Richardson reached the shore between the Mackenzie and 

Coppermine Rivers, and discovered Union and Dolphin Strait and 

Wollaston Land. The North-West Passage, however, still eluded 

them. On the long return trip to England, Franklin was seldom 

more delighted than at Fort Chipewyan: 

Except at our own establishment I have in no other 
place enjoyed more comfort than during my present 
residence at this. Mr. Stewart's [the Chief Factor] 
manner is particularly mild and gentlemanly, he has 
read a great deal which furnishes him with topics 
of conversation and enquiry for more....His conduct 
to [ward] the Indians is kind and attentive and 
therefore he has brought them to be very nearly re
conciled to the disuse of spirits and I have no doubt 
they will continue to use increased exertion as they_ 
have done this year under his judicious management. 

Fort Chipewyan had become a very different sort of establish

ment under the supervision of Stewart, but it did not alto

gether escape the influence of the cosmopolitan John Franklin. 

During his brief stay at the post, Franklin taught the resi

dents how to play cricket. It is still difficult to imagine 

the improvised bats and wickets, the players scrambling for 

the ball in the snows of an Athabascan spring, two thousand 

miles from the nearest metropolitan centre. Insignificant as 

the episode seems, it remains a frank reminder of the suscepti

bility to outside influences which marks all frontier societies. 

Franklin again recorded his impressions of the expedition 

in a popular work entitled Narrative of a Second Expedition 

to the Shores of the Polar Sea in the Years 1825, 1826, and 
13 . 

1827. Because the stay at Fort Chipewyan was brief, it does 

not figure largely in the narrative. In order to supplement 

this meagre source of information, one must consult the un-
. . 14 published rough journals kept by Back during the expedition, 

as well as a series of seventy-four letters which passed be-
15 tween Franklin and Back during the three-year expedition. 
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The view of the traders at Chipewyan and their counterparts 

elsewhere is more difficult to ascertain. A few references to 

the expedition's comings and goings will be found in the post 

journals of the time, but these contain nothing of signifi-
17 cance. The Robert McVicar papers in Montreal contain a few 

letters pertaining to the affairs of the expedition, but again 

these are of little use. 

As Franklin's second expedition was concluding, the 

British Admiralty decided even if a North-West Passage could 

be found, it would be of little value to the nation. Large 

sums of money had been expended in the search for the Passage 

and much valuable geographical knowledge had been acquired, 

but that was where the government was content to leave the 

matter. Its intention was made quite clear in 1828 when it 

repealed the act which offered B20,000 to the discoverer of 

the Passage. Private sponsorship of northern exploration, 

however, was a very different matter. In 1828 John Ross, a 

veteran seaman whose first arctic expedition had ended dis

astrously in Baffin Bay, succeeded in obtaining funding for 

another North-West Passage expedition by sea. This time Ross 

managed to find the magnetic north pole and claim it for 

England, while simultaneously losing his ship in the arctic 

ice. When no word was received from Ross, his family and 

friends petitioned the British government to send forth a 

searching expedition. The petition was refused. Commander 

George Back then put forward a plan for an overland expedi

tion to find the Ross party, and the feasibility of his plan, 

together with public pressure, persuaded the government to 

support the venture. Both government and private funding 

were involved, and the Hudson's Bay Company offered free canoe 

transport and provisions. To make sure of a return on its 

investment, the government stipulated that Back had to survey 

all unexplored parts of the coast he encountered. On 29 

July 1833 the residents of Fort Chipewyan awoke to find an un

expected George Back and party at their gate. 
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The expedition members were kindly welcomed, which is not 

surprising since no one from England had visited the post since 

1827. Inquiries about the overseas state of affairs were un

doubtedly kept to a minimum, since Back wanted to waste no 

time in beginning the search for Ross. Supplies were obtained 

from the Company stores, geographical knowledge from the local 

Indians, and within two days the search party departed. In 

the spring of the following year Back received word that Ross 

had been found by a whaling ship, but the expedition remained 

in the arctic to do its exploring work. Little of importance 

was discovered, save the mouth of the Great Fish River. What 

Back did accomplish, in conjunction with John Ross, was the 

refocusing of public interest in the North-West Passage in 

particular, and the North in general. 

Back recounted the adventures of his party in a Narrative 
18 similar to those of Franklin. Most of the work was of course 

concerned with the northern explorations, but several chapters 

include material on Fort Chipewyan and its way of life. Back 

noted the condition of the crops of barley and potatoes grown 

near the fort, the production of syrup from local trees which 

was used as a substitute for sugar, and the arrival of a cow 

and calf brought by boat down the Peace River. He devoted 

long sections to the natives he encountered,paying particular 

attention to the Slaves and Yellowknives. In the appendices 

of the book, Back and various members of his party included 

essays on such subjects as zoology, botany, geology, meteor

ology, and magnetical observations. These appendices were to 

the scientific community what the narrative was to the general 

public. Back's rough journal, from which the Narrative was 
19 written, is still extant, as is a letterbook he kept during 

20 the expedition. These two sources, however, add little to 

the published record. Because of Back's brief stay at Fort 

Chipewyan, there is little of significance in the post jour-

nals. 
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The Hudson's Bay Company, whose assistance to these var

ious expeditions was of fundamental importance, was, under the 

terms of its original charter, actually obligated to seek the 

North-West Passage. Several attempts had been made in the 

eighteenth century, but these all ended in failure. The re

vival of interest in the Passage, and possibly the fact that 

the Company's charter was soon to be up for renewal, led the 

Company to sponsor an overland expedition to fill in the gaps 

of the northern coastline not charted by Franklin, Back, and 

the others. It selected Peter Warren Dease, a veteran servant 

and Franklin's one-time assistant, and Thomas Simpson, a twenty-

eight year old Company servant who was also a cousin of the 

governor, to lead the expedition. In his instructions to the 

expedition leaders, Governor Simpson suggested that they might 

winter either at Fort Chipewyan or at Great Slave Lake. Simpson 

and Dease elected to stay at the former. For four months in 

the spring of 1836, these men waited at Fort Chipewyan, until 

the rivers were clear of ice and they could proceed with their 

task. Our knowledge of their stay at Chipewyan comes from 
22 Simpson's later Narrative of the entire expedition, since 

Dease left no similar record. Simpson's book, written in a 

colorful romantic style certain to appeal to his audience, 

concentrated more on the activities of the people around him 

than on his own. His most lengthy comments concerned the local 

natives, with special emphasis on their continued requests for 

the liquor which had recently been banned from the trade and 

on the efforts of the Company to teach them the rudiments of 

beaver conservation. In addition, the ceaseless task of fort 

provisioning is described in some detail. Simpson was con

cerned as well with the Company's relations with the native 

population, and he devoted several paragraphs to the bene

ficial effects of the care given ill natives by the post 

officers during the previous year's influenza epidemic which 

he said killed over two hundred Chipewyans. From the point of 

view of this study, however, his most interesting comments 
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concerned the ease with which he found two volunteers to com

plete his expedition party. Every previous exploration leader 

had an enormous amount of difficulty in finding recruits for 

the northern travel involved. Fear of Eskimos and probably 

fear of the unknown made local natives cautious and unenthusi-

astic about such duty. Simpson, on the contrary, reported 

that several hundred volunteers came forward, "the service be-
23 ing now popular with the northern voyageurs." It would be 

difficult to find a better indicator of the degree to which 

the geographical horizons of the Chipewyan community had ex

panded in the past two decades. The fifteen hundred mile 

journey to the arctic coast was becoming as commonplace to the 

northern residents as it must have seemed to the British readers 

of the Narratives. A further observation made by Simpson in

dicates that he, too, realized the effect which greater con

tact with the outside world would have on Fort Chipewyan and 

its environs. Speaking about Hudson's Bay Company posts in 

general, but including Chipewyan as well, he wrote: 

A large proportion of the Company's servants, and, 
with very few exceptions, the officers, are united 
to native women. A kindly feeling of relationship 
thus exists between them and the Indians, which 
tends much to the safety of the small and thinly 
scattered posts, placed, as they are, among over-
rising class of officers have begun to marry the 
young ladies educated at Red River, which will tend 
to give a higher tone to the manners and morals of 
the country...24 

The inexorable forces of change, following one upon the other 

up the rivers of the north, were gradually reaching the gates 

of Fort Chipewyan. 

The historian has little to rely on besides Simpson's 

Narrative for information on his stay at Fort Chipewyan. 

Simpson's brother, Alexander, brought out a biography of 
25 

sorts following Thomas's untimely and unexplained death in 

1840, but this work simply repeats Simpson's Narrative, 

embellishing whenever necessary or possible, and tends to be 

hagiographical. 
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Five extant Fort Chipewyan post journals contain only the 
2fi 

briefest mentions of Simpson and Dease and their exploits. 

An article about Simpson by Alexander McArthur, which seems 

to be the only secondary work devoted entirely to the explorer, 

deals almost exclusively with the mysteries surrounding his 

death in 1840.27 

Northern exploration was only one manifestation of the 

scientific spirit which gripped Great Britain and the Contin

ent during the early nineteenth century. A firm Baconian 

belief in the beneficence of science and its practical appli

cation had led European society to the point where scientific 

specialization was commonplace, and each interest group pe

titioned for government support of its particular projects. 

Often such official support was granted, as in the case of that 

group of scientists interested in the problems of terrestrial 

magnetism. In the 1830s Great Britain began a program of es

tablishing magnetic observatories throughout the Empire to facil

itate research in the field. When it was decided in 1840 

that such an observatory should be constructed in Toronto, a 

Victorian gentleman named John Henry Lefroy, who had been a 

career soldier and studied practical astronomy at the Royal 

Engineers School of Instruction, was selected to be the chief 

astonomer. At the same time it was decided, no doubt due in 

part to the recent magnetic observations made by the various 

northern exploration teams, to set up a northern station for 

a magnetic survey. After some initial selection problems, 

Lefroy was offered, and accepted, the position in 1841. Two 

years of further special training in England outfitted him 

for this task, and in 184 3 he joined a fur brigade heading 

north in order to set up his base camp at Norway House and an 

observatory at Fort Chipewyan. 

Lefroy's guide assured him that Fort Chipewyan was the 

finest fort in the North West, but Lefroy found it difficult 

to concur with this judgment: 
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Quite the contrary Che wrote] , it appeared to me 
the poorest I had seen, and did not suggest hopes 
of passing the winter so comfortably as I find my
self doing. It is a square area, fenced by high 
palisades, and containing low one-storied buildings 
on three sides. Nearly all of them display nothing 
but parchment windows which have a particular cheer
less look...28 

29 
The post was badly run-down, as the yearly journals suggest, 

and to make matters worse, Lefroy could not find a dwelling 

suitable for use as an observatory. Consequently, he and some 

of the men from Chipewyan constructed an observatory from the 

remains of an old boat-house. In October of 1843 he began 

making his hourly observations, living a life of some soli

tude, broken only by his daily meals and evening chess game 

with the officers. During the next year Lefroy travelled to 

Fort Simpson, Fort Good Hope and Fort Norman to make additional 

observations. The measurements Lefroy made, as George Stanley 

has noted, "remained for many years the authority for the 

proximate position of the magnetic pole in North America as 

well as the yardstick by which scientific work of this nature 
30 might be measured." 

Lefroy was much more than a scientist, however; he was also 

a zealous Anglican. To his relatives in England he wrote of 

the unchristian nature of the Athabasca district: 

I wish to excite your commiseration for the ne
glected and churchless state of this part of 
the world. It would seem under a perpetual 
Interdict...until last year [1842] no mission
ary had ever crossed the Saskatchewan...21 

The missionary to whom he referred was James Evans, who had 

toured the North West spreading the tenets of Methodism to the 

inhabitants of the remote fur trade posts. To a man of Le

froy 's refinement the North West seemed a backward, uncivilized 

region, and the lack of proper religious influence merely 

exacerbated this condition. In his correspondence with his 

family he continually upbraided the English churches for having 

"held out hope to the Chipewyan Indians that a missionary would 

be sent among them" and then abandoning the field to "dissenters 
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32 
and Papists." "The Indians," he noted, 

know nothing of the Gospel, but are anxiously 
desirous (at least the Chipewyan and Beaver 
Indians) of Instruction: the half-breeds, the 
women and the children, born and bred at the forts, 
may profess one other persuasion, but know nothing 
of either and would at once follow any missionary 
who might come among them.33 

Lefroy's real fear was that the Roman Catholic missionaries, 

who had already begun establishing missions along the Sas

katchewan, would soon overrun the North as well. If only the 

English churches would take an interest in the country, open 

schools for the children and teach the Indians agriculture, 

then Athabasca would be well on the road to civilization. 

One could expect little else from a man who, on observing that 

everyone at Fort Chipewyan wore leather garments, concluded 

that the uncivilized nature of the country bred satorial ne-
34 gleet. Fortunately for Lefroy, he had already departed the 

district by the time the Oblates began infiltrating it in 1847. 

The best source of information about Lefroy's residence 

at Chipewyan is unquestionably his correspondence with his 
35 family, available in a volume edited by George Stanley. In 

1883 Lefroy published a Diary in which he recounted the same 
36 

events in their larger context. This Diary was presumably 

written from the journals he kept during 184 3 and 1844, which 

were lost until recently. Their discovery and content is de

scribed in an article by Steven Hensen entitled "The Journals 
37 

of John Henry Lefroy." All references by Hudson's Bay Com
pany officers at Fort Chipewyan, which concentrate on the con
struction of Lefroy's observatory in the autumn of 1843, may 

38 

be found in a single post journal. 

Lefroy's sentiments about the beneficial impact of re

ligion upon isolated regions like Athabasca were shared by his 

family, his countrymen, and the European community at large. 

Indeed, the humanitarian spirit marched hand in hand with eco

nomic imperialism through the most remote corners of the world 



47 

2. Roman Catholic Mission near Fort Chipewyan, 

by J.B. Tyrrell 

J.B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher Rare 

Book Library, University of Toronto 



48 

in the nineteenth century. In Great Britain the chief ve

hicles of missionary activity were the Society for the Propaga

tion of the Gospel and the Church Missionary Society; on the 

continent the Order of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate led the 

proselytizing field. Both Protestants and Roman Catholics 

saw the North-West, with its thousands of 'pagan' Indians, as 

a field for conversion. The Hudson's Bay Company, whose word 

was still law in the territory, had no particular objection to 

the coming of organized religion so long as it did not inter

fere with the Company's business. Neither religion was espec

ially favored, a reflection of the fact that while most officers 

were Protestant, most of the employees were Roman Catholic. 

This neutrality is also confirmation of Lefroy's observation 

that while most fort servants professed some religious affil-

39 

iation, few were "of a rigid stamp." Religion had, none

theless, a place in the daily affairs of the Company. The 

post journals record that without fail services were held each 

Sunday. Whether these services were conducted out of deep 

conviction on the part of the post officials, or out of a belief 

that religious observance held forth a moral imperative to the 

post servants, or for some altogether different reason, cannot 

be determined here. It is enough to observe that the mission

aries were not walking into a complete spiritual void when they 

entered Athabasca. This is important because the desire for 

religious institutions greatly accelerated the development of 

Chipewyan as a northern religious enclave. 

Father Alexander Tache, of the Oblate Order, was the 

first missionary to envision Fort Chipewyan as a spiritual 

centre. He visited Lake Athabasca in 1847, and during a three-

week stay managed to baptize 194 persons, mainly Chipewyan 

Indians. He later recalled that all the Hudson's Bay Company 
40 officers he encountered had been most hospitable. This 

successful first visit and the friendly reception by the Com

pany laid the foundation for the construction of the Nativity 

Mission at Fort Chipewyan two years later. Father Faraud, who 
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was placed in charge of the new mission, adapted well to the 

privations of Fort Chipewyan. He wasted no time, for example, 

in employing native laborers to drain the marshy land around 

his mission house in order that a garden might be planted. 

The natives appear to have been more than willing to act as 

fishermen for the mission, a good measure of Faraud's influ

ence among them. In return for this essential labor, Father 

Faraud ministered to both the spiritual and medical needs of 

the natives and began educating them as well. The priest 

and post officers appear to have co-existed quite harmoniously 

except insofar as the Company was not pleased at the amount 

of time the natives spent at the mission when they should have 

been hunting, trapping, and fishing. For his part, Faraud 

was torn between educating the natives in the ways of God at 

his mission and protecting them from the •immoral' influences 

of the nearby post servants. It must be noted that, despite 

the generally friendly or at least respectful relationship 

between the priest and the officers, the latter did not attend 

the Catholic masses. 

Hudson's Bay Company officers were, in the main, Pres

byterians. While they did not interfere with the activities 

of the Catholic missionaries, it is clear that they would have 

preferred Protestant clergymen. By the 1860s the Anglican 

Church, with some deference to the Roman Catholics, had es

tablished missions in the far north along the Mackenzie River 

and into the Yukon. Northbound missionaries had, of course, 

to travel through the district of Athabasca to reach these 

points and in 1865 the newly ordained W. C. Bompas was en

treated by the Company officers at both lie a la Crosse and 

Fort Chipewyan to see to the installation of resident Pro-
41 testant clergymen at each location. The Company went so far 

as to offer some financial assistance to such clergymen if 

they could be sent out. The irrepressible Bompas, seeing an 

opportunity to expand the Church of England's influence in the 
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heart of Oblate country, suggested to his superiors that these 

missions be established to close the gap between Red River and 

the far North. He attempted to argue that since the Company's 

officers were all Protestants, and since they were greatly 

respected and emulated by the local natives, there existed the 

possibility of large-scale native conversions. The Church 

Missionary Society which funded the northern missions felt it 

could not afford decentralization on the scale Bompas contin

ually advised, and for most of the next decade Bompas worked 

vigorously as an itinerant missionary. 

It was not until 1874 that the opportunity occurred to 

divide the huge Anglican Diocese of Rupert's Land. The Dio

cese of Athabasca was created with Bompas as its bishop and in 

1876 a mission was finally established at Fort Chipewyan. 

The Roman Catholics were fully aware of the threat of the 

incoming Protestants and in 1873-74 they decided that "for 

special reasons, a school had to provided immediately and at 
42 all costs" at Fort Chipewyan. Two Grey Nuns from Montreal 

arrived shortly thereafter and in 18 74 the Convent of the 

Holy Angels was opened with fifteen pupils. Three years 

later the Anglicans were able to construct their own school 

at the post. In short, the competition between Catholics and 

Protestants had, by the late 1870s, provided Fort Chipewyan 

with a full complement of religious and educational facilities. 

The result, as Pamela Mathewson has noted in her excellent 

thesis, "The Geographical Impact of Outsiders on the Community 

of Fort Chipewyan, Alberta," was that "the nodal function of 

the trading post was strengthened by the presence of the mis-
43 sionaries close to the post." By offering the natives the 

hope of religious salvation, medical care and wage employment, 

and by persuading reluctant parents to send their children to 

the mission schools, the missionaries of both faiths seriously 

disrupted the social and economic framework guarded so assid

uously by the Hudson's Bay Company. But their influence did 
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3. Episcopal Church at Chipewyan, by J.B. Tyrrell. 

J.B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher Rare 

Book Library, University of Toronto 
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not end there. Like the British explorers before them, they 

did much to advertise the North to a restless public. As 

Morris Zaslow has written: 

They prepared reports for religious journals, wrote 
pamphlets and books about their work, and frequently 
addressed influential church groups and public 
bodies on the characteristics of the country and its 
people. The reportorial side of the missionary en
deavour advertised the potentialities of the region 
and heightened the public's awareness of the natural 
resources and possibilities for settlement in the 
region.44 

While propagandizing was not the objective of the reports, 

they remained a singularly successful way of focusing attention 

on the needs of the northern dioceses, which would often bring 

in much needed funding and incidentally an influx of settlers 

who would spread the virtues of 'civilized society' to the 

remote areas of the North. The latter development was still 

decades away, but when it did occur it would point to the 

missionaries as a formidible force in the opening of the sub

arctic . 

The activities of both the Roman Catholic and Anglican 

missionaries may be followed in a plethora of materials of 

uneven quality. With respect to the Catholics, the Oblate 

archives at Fort Smith contain the daily journals of the 

45 

mission dating from 1864. These journals relate the every

day events of the mission, as well as considerable genealog

ical information on local native and Metis families, but un

fortunately they vary in quality from year to year. Supple

menting them are the diaries of the Grey Nuns at Fort Chipewyan 

(from 1874?), which repeat much of the information in the 

mission journals with additional materials on the Convent of 

the Holy Angels and its daily operation. The outgoing corres

pondence of the incumbent priests has been scattered, with the 

bulk of it being at the Oblate archives at St. Boniface, the 

Oblate archives at Fort Smith, and the Oblate General Archives 

at Rome. In none of these collections is there known to be 
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any significant amount of information on the Park area. For 

a general overview of the establishment of the Roman Catholic 

church in the North, one may consult P. Duchaussois, Mid Ice 
46 and Snow: The Apostles of the North-West and J. E. 

Champagne, Les Missions catholiques dans l'ouest Canadien, 
47 1813-1875. Many biographies of the leading Athabascan 

priests have been written, chiefly by uncritical members of 

the same Order, and these are listed in the bibliography. 

Anglican materials are generally more accessible but no 

more helpful in terms of the area that is now Wood Buffalo 

National Park. The Church Missionary Society holds most of 

the correspondence between the local clergy and their London 

office since 1865. Most of the material has been microfilmed 

and is available at the Public Archives of Canada, but sig

nificant portions, especially from the Bompas collection, are 

still available only in London. Generally speaking, the in

coming correspondence deals with administrative matters, fi

nances, and the procurement of missionaries for the northern

most posts. There are some censuses of the local native popu

lation which provide data on sex, age and religion, but this 

data is not available on a regular basis. They can, however, 

be supplemented by the data given in the CMS Annual Reports. 

Overall, the Bompas papers are the most informative in the 

collection, detailing as they do the difficulties of pene

trating an area so heavily under Oblate influence. The Pro

vincial Archives of Alberta holds the records of the Diocese 

of Athabasca 1875-1974. These records, comprising several 

hundred volumes, are less rich than their bulk would indicate. 

In the manner of the CMS records, they are replete with admin

istrative details, few of which have any bearing on the Park 

area and its people. Indeed, among the hundreds of files, 

there is not one that concerns the Wood Buffalo area. The 

principal utility of these records would be in reconstructing 

a reasonably complete demographic profile of the local 
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Anglican native population. The personal and official cor

respondence of each Bishop of Athabasca has been preserved as 

well, but in no case are there more than a few letters con

cerning Wood Buffalo. As in the case of the Catholics, there 

have been many biographies of leading Anglican clergymen 

written, and these too are given in the bibliography. For a 

general overview of the Anglican Church's work in the Atha

basca district, one must consult Elizabeth M. McCrum, A Reg

ister of Service: The Centennial History of the Anglican 
48 Diocese of Athabasca. 

By the mid-1870s it was generally anticipated that the 

North West would soon be opened to settlement and diversified 

economic development. Confederation itself had been premised 

upon the growth of a Western marketplace for Eastern Canadian 

manufacturers and the acquisition of Rupert's Land by the 

Dominion in 1871 testified to the continued pursuit of that 

aim. While the Liberal administration of Alexander Mackenzie 

followed its policy of incremental growth in the face of 

serious depression, the Macdonald Conservatives assumed the 

generous posture of all opposition parties and began formu

lating their National Policy of tariff protection, transpor

tation growth, and agricultural settlement. Though differing 

markedly on the preferable rate of national expansion, both 

Liberals and Conservatives understood that effective settle

ment of the North West presupposed an intelligent assessment 

of the region's varied resources. The construction of rail

ways, the disposal of farm lands, and the successful exploi

tation of extractive minerals and timber tracts all turned on 

the question of resource location. Moreover, the propaganda 

value of such a resource inventory in attracting settlers could 

hardly be overestimated. The government already possessed the 

reports of the Palliser-Hector and Dawson-Hind expeditions of 

the pre-Confederation period, but these concentrated on the 

area south of the North Saskatchewan River and were general-
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ized accounts of the region's resource potential. The records 

of northern explorers, fur traders, and in particular of the 

northern missionaries, suggested that abundant resources also 

existed north of the Saskatchewan and the government slowly 

took steps to ascertain the true value of these reports. 

When Rupert's Land was transferred to Canada, the Geo

logical Survey of Canada found itself responsible for the 

evaluation of the territory's resource potential. The Survey's 

work was tied directly to the determination of a feasible route 

for the proposed transcontinental railway, which at that time 

was projected to follow a northerly route. During a survey 

expedition of 1874-1875 it was decided, based upon a recently 
49 published account, to explore the possibility of a route 

through the Peace River country. John Macoun, a self-trained 

botanist accompanying the expedition, was selected to lead the 

reconnaissance of the Peace River as far east as Fort Chipe-

wyan. To all but a handful of people this area was still a 

veritable terra incognita, and thus Macoun's report was looked 

upon as the pre-eminent assessment of its resource potential. 
50 Overall, the report was most favorable. Macoun declared 

that the Peace River district contained some 31,000 square 

miles of land well suited to agricultural development. Indeed, 

he went so far as to state that very good cereal crops had 

been reported as far north as Forts Simpson, Liard, and Yukon. 

The only area he judged to be poor farmland was directly adja

cent to the Athabasca River, where spring flooding caused 

swampy conditions. He made no comment as to the quality of the 

land between the Athabasca and Peace Rivers (roughly the south

ern half of Wood Buffalo National Park) because so little was 

known about that country. This assessment, which was printed 

in the Survey's Report of Progress, 1875-76, was not widely 

known until the publication of Macoun's enthusiastic immigrant 
51 

tract, Manitoba and the Great North-West, in 1882. In the 

interim the public's appetite for information about the remote 
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North West continued to be fed by the highly colorful work 
52 of Captain William F. Butler. His Wild Northland, dealing 

with the Athabasca, Peace River and Northern British Columbia 

districts, was issued shortly after the publication of his 
53 best-selling Great Lone Land. Those dedicated readers who 

devoured Butler's every word could not have failed to notice 

his emphatic statement, buried deep in an appendix on the rail

way route, that "It will yet be found that there are ten acres 

of fertile land lying north of the North Saskatchewan River for 
54 every acre south of it." However wrong his calculations, 

Butler's point was well made. 

The agricultural prospects of the northern districts were 

becoming known, but there was as yet little information con

cerning the possibility of mining development in the region. 

In his Report of 1875-76, Macoun had made some general com

ments about the geology and topography of the Athabasca dis

trict, but these indicated next to nothing about extractive 

minerals. This more specialized line of inquiry was initiated 

in Athabasca by Robert Bell, an engineer who had done field 

work with the Geological Survey since the age of fifteen. In 

1882 Bell was sent north to investigate the territory between 

Lac la Biche and the Clearwater River. Before the season was 

out, Bell had not only covered this territory but explored as 

far north as Lake Athabasca and its delta with the Peace River. 

These non-scheduled explorations were necessarily superficial, 

but Bell managed nonetheless to gather an enormous quantity of 

very suggestive information about the economic potential of 
55 the Athabasca district. Near the Great Bend below Grand 

Rapid, and also around the Little Buffalo River, he found beds 

of workable lignite coal. Between Drowned Rapid and the Atha

basca-Peace delta, he studied the thousands of acres of pe

troleum-bearing sandstone which supplied the northern forts 

and missions with caulking compound. Elsewhere he reported 

commercially attractive mineral springs, clays suitable for 
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The Tyrrell party at Fort Chipewyan, 18 June 1893, by J.B. Tyrrell, J.B. Tyrrell Collection, 
Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto. 
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brick-making, and sand which could be used for glass manu

facture. Among these discoveries, Bell was most intrigued 

by the Athabascan oil sands. He wrote that 

Petroleum and Asphalt were the most important sub
stances which came under my notice during the 
season...they may be regarded as of scientific 
interest and economic importance, notwithstanding 
the distance of the locality from present rail
ways .56 

Bell's enthusiasm is understandable, given the tremendous ex

tent of the oil deposits and the contemporary atmosphere of 

'black gold fever' which had spread north recently from the 

Rockefeller oilfields of the United States. Development of 

this resource was, in the eyes of an engineer like Bell, in

evitable, and he was unable to resist suggesting a means by 

which the problem of distance from markets could be surmounted: 

There is...a near prospect of this difficulty being 
removed by the construction of one or another of 
the projected railways into the region, for which 
charters have been granted. A beginning might, in 
the meantime, be made for the supply of the Northwest 
Territories themselves, where the price of mineral 
oil is excessively high. Independent of railway con
struction, an outlet for oil to foreign markets might 
be found by conveying it by steamers, for which there 
is uninterrupted navigation, from the Athabasca River 
to the eastern end of the lake of the same name, and 
thence by pipe to Churchill Harbor on Hudson's Bay.57 

Even if Bell's scheme of development left something to be de

sired, his scientific findings were beyond dispute. Atha

basca might not be rich farmland, but its potential for extrac

tive industries seemed boundless. 

Robert Bell's brief study of Athabasca's mineral resources 

was the last in a series of preliminary descriptive expositions 

about the district. For more than half a century the outside 

world had been vicariously exposed to remote Athabasca through 

the books, pamphlets, and public speeches which issued from a 

handful of men sufficiently dedicated and adventurous to visit 

and reside there. Their expositions were without precedent, 

for the post journals of the fur traders were seldom read by 
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anyone other than the London Committee or its Montreal equi

valent. The chief consequence of this publicity was Atha

basca's integration into the imperial schemes, both geograph

ical and humanitarian, of Britain and later of the Canadian 

government. Once the district assumed an importance that 

transcended mere economics, it became subject to destabil

izing influences represented by the explorer, the missionary, 

and the scientist. If little change seems to have taken place 

in local society, it is because interlopers did not possess 

the strength of numbers and did not remain any length of time. 

The partial exception to this generalization is the mission

ary, and it has been shown that his presence for only some 

twenty years disrupted the existing pattern of economic inter

course, strengthened the nodal character of the fur trade 

post, and imparted an entirely new ethic to the local popu

lation. These interlopers were unquestionably the harbingers 

of change in the North. Their successors would carry forward 

the processes of change they had initiated, and as a result 

the succeeding century would be characterized by constant 

tension between development and stability. 



60 

Preservation: The Accommodation Of An Idea, 1888-1965. 

The National Policy of 1879 set forth the central precept 

of twentieth century Canadian policy-makers. Economic devel

opment, initiated by private individuals, by corporations, or 

by the government itself, was to be pursued for the benefit 

of the nation as a whole. The idea was certainly not origi

nal, but never before had it been cloaked in such an engaging, 

nationalistic guise. Macdonald's plan, predicated on a close 

alliance of private enterprise and government, gave an added 

patina of legitimacy to self-interest and aggrandizement that 

far outlasted his administration. Special interest groups 

often objected to the inequitable distribution of the bene

fits that accrued from this policy, but opposition to the 

policy per se was practically non-existent. If general public 

and corporate approbation ensured the perpetuation of the pol

icy by successive federal administrations,the central authority 

of the federal system of government guaranteed its unimpeded 

implementation. Such economic aggressiveness was, of course, 

incompatible with the notion of preserving natural resources. 

In fact, the concepts of development and preservation are 

anthithetical. Conservation, or regulated exploitation, be

came the government's method of dealing with any situation 

involving the development of natural resources, and even 

formed the bedrock of National Parks policy. A weak under

current of preservationist philosophy did exist in government 

circles after the turn of the century, and there is no doubt 

that it strengthened with the passage of time, but its advo

cates repeatedly demonstrated that their commitment to its 

principles was only partial and that their ability of imple-
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ment it was limited. In too many instances, principle was 

sacrificed to the quest for bureaucratic power and face-saving, 

sometimes with disastrous consequences. Moreover, those few 

civil servants who sincerely cared about preservation of na

tural resources, mostly men working in the Dominion Parks 

Branch, were only a small and usually inconsequential segment 

of a government portfolio dedicated to the pursuit of economic 

development. This lack of political clout continually stymied 

preservationist efforts, even after the passage of the Nation

al Parks Act of 1930 which declared that national parks were 

to remain "unimpaired for future generations". Until the 

1960s, when public opinion began to swing in favor of ecolog

ical management, preservation remained a disregarded concept 

in Canadian policy formulation. 

By the mid-1880s the Federal Government possessed a frag

mentary image of the resource potential of the districts north 

of the North Saskatchewan River. In comparison with the southern 

prairies, across which the Canadian Pacific Railway had just been 

built, the northern districts seemed inaccessible, yet the glow

ing reports of Macoun and Bell had suggested that with better 

transportation facilities at least Athabasca and Peace River 

could become a rich northern hinterland. Macoun's report had 

further intimated that farther north there was more fine agri

cultural land. An effort to determine the validity of the agri

cultural claims was made by the Senate of Canada in 1887, when 

it appointed a select committee under the chairmanship of Sen

ator John C. Schultz "for the purpose of collecting information 

regarding the existing natural food products of the Northwest 

Territories, and the best means of conserving and increasing 
2 

them." The Schultz Committee secured an abundance of pertxn-

ent information concerning the agricultural capacity of the 

northern districts during its one month lifespan, most of which 

confirmed the existing belief. Significantly, the report con

cluded that "the nearer we approach the limit of possible 
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cultivation of all cereal plants the greater will be the 

3 

yield and the finer the quality." In addition to agricul

tural information, the Committee found itself in possession 

of much material relating to the mineral and other resources 

of the northern districts. It was to this aspect of the nor

thern districts that Senator Schultz turned his attention 
4 

during the session of 1888. 

Schultz successfully argued that in light of the infor

mation obtained in 1887 and the tremendous progress of Mani

toba since its settlement, a committee should be appointed 

to investigate thoroughly the question of northern economic 

resources in order that the Dominion might formulate a policy 

for their development. Once again he was appointed chairman 

of the committee, 
to inquire into the resources of that part of the 
Dominion lying north of the Saskatchewan watershed, 
east of the Rocky Mountains and west of Hudson's 
Bay, and comprising the Great Mackenzie Basin - its 
extent of navigable rivers, lakes and sea coast, of 
arable and pastoral land, its fisheries, forests 
and mines, and to report upon its possible commer
cial and agricultural value.5 

For two months the Committee held hearings to obtain informa

tion from persons knowledgeable about the region, and sent 

out questionnaires to be filled in and returned by others who 

could not attend the hearings. It was discovered that the 

region had enormous economic potential because of vast tracts 

of arable land, abundant deposits of auriferous minerals, 

large petroleum beds, unmatched wildlife resources, and mer

chantable timber stands, all accessible via an extensive net

work of seasonally navigable waterways. The optimistic in

terim report of the Schultz Committee, based largely on oral 

testimony and published for general circulation in 1888, re

ceived considerable attention from newspapers in Canada and 

Great Britain. It is probably not coincidental that shortly 

thereafter public interest in the north underwent a resur

gence, that the scientific communities of Canada and the 
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United States embarked on a series of national history investi

gations there, and that private entrepreneurs, most notably 

fur traders, increasingly treated the region as a sound in

vestment frontier. But for all its optimism, the Schultz 

Report was a premature document. There was no transportation 

system to the Mackenzie watershed comparable to the new trans

continental railway, and even though several lines had been 

chartered on the strength of the Schultz Report, it was obvious 

that until they were constructed there would be no large-scale 

settlement in the northern districts. The Federal Government 

consequently took no immediate steps to establish its author

ity in the remote subarctic. Settlement and development of the 

prairies was its first priority. 

Macdonald's National Policy, which would not be applied 

to the North for another decade, was tested on the prairies. 

It was, as Craig Brown has written, "a set of economic policies 

and programs designed to develop a national economy based on 
7 

use of Canada's natural resources." Natural resources meant 

much more than the arable lands, mineral deposits and timber 

stands of the prairies, as the events of 1885 demonstrated. 

Construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway had revealed the 

existence of mineral springs high in the Rockies west of the 

village of Calgary. Inspired by the American example of 

Yellowstone National Park, the Canadian Government immediately 
o 

undertook to reserve the valuable land for its own use. Ten 

acres were set aside as Crown land by an Order-in-Council in 

1885 which prohibited their sale or settlement. Two years 

later an additional 260 square miles were reserved as Rocky 

Mountains National Park (Banff). With one insignificant excep

tion there was no thought given to natural resources preserva

tion in the parliamentary discussions which preceded establish

ment of the park. Rocky Mountains National Park was to be a 

money-making enterprise, wherein resource exploitation might 

be regulated but never prohibited. As Brown has pointed out, 
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the prevailing opinion was that only through development 
9 

could an area become a park. It was a notion that would 

never be completely extirpated from Canadian parks policy. 

At about the same time as Rocky Mountains Park was esta-

lished, the Federal Government began to realize that the 

wildlife resources of the North West were not infinite. The 

virtual extermination of the plains buffalo best demonstrated 

this truth, but the reports of members of the North West 

Mounted Police indicated that other species were in danger 

as well. Antelope, deer, elk, and certain varieties of 

wildfowl were rapidly declining in numbers. The Government 

reacted by introducing the Unorganized Territories Game 

Protection Act in 1894, which prohibited the killing of 

certain animals like the buffalo while establishing closed 

seasons on less threatened species. The Act applied to the 

provisional districts of Saskatchewan, Alberta and Assini-

boine, the district of Keewatin, and all other unorganized 

territories in the North West. It is indicative of the 

current frame of mind that the Act was not passed because 

of any intrinsic value which the wildlife might possess, 

but rather so that a food supply for the indigenous peoples 

of the territories might be assured. 

In Athabasca, a part of the unorganized territories, 

there had been increasingly frequent reports of a drastic 

decline in the number of wood buffalo. These reports had 

first come to public attention with the Senate investigations 

of 1887, 1888, and 1891. To some extent the evidence was 

conflicting, with witnesses like geologist Robert Bell 

claiming an abundance of the animals, but more experienced 

observers agreed that the buffalo were rapidly declining. In 

1882 John Macoun had reported that wood buffalo were "practi

cally extinct," and six years later he said they numbered 

about 800 head. H.J. Moberly, a Hudson's Bay Company chief 
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12 factor, believed there were as many as 1200 buffalo remaining. 

A sport hunter-adventurer named Warburton Pike, who made ex

tensive inquiries about the wood buffalo during a musk-oxen 

hunting trip in 1889, lamented that "it is really a pity to 
13 kill animals so nearly extinct as these," but that did not 

prevent him from at least wounding two of them. The several 

hundred remaining wood buffalo came under the purview of the 

1894 Act, but for half a decade the regulations went unenfor

ced because the Federal Government had not yet established an 

authoritative presence in the subarctic. If the only govern

ment agents to venture north were surveyors and geologists, 

it was because there was no extensive settlement or economic 

development that required the protection and regulation now 

routinely afforded by the North West Mounted Police. 

Athabasca was not, however, a changeless place. The com

pletion of the Canadian Pacific Railway, though several hundred 

miles to the south, had had a profound impact on the develop

ment of transportation facilities in the district. In the 

late 1870s Roderick MacFarlane, chief factor of the Hudson's 

Bay Company in Athabasca, realized that a transportation revo

lution was about to take place in the North-West and he was 

determined to use it to advantage. The Company had been ship

ping its freight by steamer up the North Saskatchewan River to 

Fort Carlton, and then by cart along a torturous hundred-mile 

road to Green Lake where it was floated down into the Beaver 

River to lie a la Crosse and finally carted overland to the 

Methye Portage where connection was made with the Athabasca 

watershed. This route proved so impractical that after only 

a few years it was abandoned in favor of a slightly better one 

from Frog Creek to Beaver River. The construction of the 

Canadian Pacific seemed to offer an alternative which MacFarlane 

explored in 1881. By freighting goods from Calgary to Atha

basca Landing, and then by sending them downstream by scow and 

steamer, a faster, more efficient transport system could be 
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developed. The key to the efficiency of the system was the 

steamboat, for which there was almost uninterrupted naviga

tion all the way to the Arctic Ocean. The most serious inter

ruption on the Athabasca River was a sixteen-mile stretch of 

very rough water between Fort Smith and Grahame's Landing 

(later Fitzgerald). Since these rapids could not be navigated 

by watercraft of any type, the Hudson's Bay Company proposed 

to build two steamers, one to operate on each side of the ra

pids. In 1882 work was begun at Fort Chipewyan on the Grahame, 

and after a season of unusually low water levels, it began 

plying the lake and the river between Grahame's Landing and 

Fort McMurray in 1884. In 1886 a second steamer, the Wrigley, 

was launched at Fort Smith to operate on the Mackenzie River 

system to the northern coast. Uniting the two waterways was a 

rough portage road cut out of the dense spruce stands between 

Fort Smith and the Landing, along which the freighters' carts 

hauled the Company's voluminous supplies. In less than a 

decade the century-old Methye Portage access route to Atha

basca had become obsolete. 

Despite the heavy capital expenditure involved, the Hudson's 

Bay Company considered the introduction of steam power to be an 

economic measure. The Canadian Pacific Railway had lessened 

the cost of goods across the west and this resulted in incresed 

competition in the fur trade. As Athabasca and the surrounding 

area was one of the last strongholds of the trade, it was there 

that many free traders began operations. The earliest estab

lished posts in the Peace River country, particularly at Fort 

Vermilion. According to Harold Innis, 

Traders penetrated the Peace River Territory by 
Giscome Portage and the Parsnip River. Elmore, one 
of the early traders, was financed by Dunlevy and 
other houses in Vancouver. Davis (Twelve-Foot Davis-
so named because of a canoe he possessed of that di
mension) was another important trader. Brick Brothers 
sons of a missionary at Shaftesbury [Peace River], 
brought in goods for trading purposes from Edmonton 
by Athabasca Landing and it is claimed [they were] 
the first to use this trail to Peace River in 1886. 
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HBC. SS Grahame at Fort Chipewyan, by J.B. Tyrrell. J.B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher 
Rare Book Library, University of Toronto 
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Later with increasing numbers the traders were or
ganized under [the name of] Bredin, Cornwall, and 
Roberts. 1 4 

As the new century approached competition increased still fur

ther as Revillon Freres and Colin Fraser encroached upon the 

Company's traditional trading territory in the vicinity of 

Wood Buffalo National Park. A fast, centralized steamboat 

operation, capable of handling great tonnages, was the Company's 

answer to the entrepreneurship of these free traders. 

In the autumn of 1897 the transportation system developed 

by the Hudson's Bay Company took on a special significance, 

for it provided a model to be emulated by several hundred gold-

seekers determined to reach the Klondike goldfields by an all-

Canadian route. There were two main all-Canadian access routes, 

both beginning at Edmonton. One was an overland route which 

followed the Peace River trail to Peace River Crossing, Fort 

St. John, Watson Lake, and the Pelly River to Dawson City. 

The other was a water route which took prospective Klondikers 

down the Athabasca River past Fort Chipewyan to Fitzgerald, 

around the rapids to Fort Smith, and then across Great Slave 

Lake and on down the Mackenzie. Near Fort MacPherson most 

switched to the Porcupine River which carried them into the 

Yukon watershed and down to Dawson. According to James G. 

MacGregor, author of the only lengthy study of the all-Cana-

15 

dian routes through Edmonton, about 7 25 men reached the gold-

fields by these two routes. The most enterprising among them 

even constructed small steamers to carry their heavy and cum

bersome supplies north. Aside from the additional upstream 

traffic which defeated gold-seekers provided for the Hudson's 

Bay Company steamboats and the flurry of excitement caused by 

the presence of so many outsiders at the remote fur posts, the 

Klondikers left little imprint on the northern districts out

side of the Yukon. Their main contribution was more indirect, 

for their presence led the Federal Government to establish 

North West Mounted Police stations throughout the territories, 
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one of them at Fort Smith beginning in the summer of 1897. 

These posts were opened specifically to maintain control over 

the movements and activities of the incoming gold-seekers, but 

at the same time they established Canadian sovereignty in the 

North. As David Judd has written, the injection of North West 

Mounted Policemen into the North was a central element in the 

attempt to "impose a symmetry on the north, to build a well-
16 managed and well-mannered frontier." 

The precipitous nature of the Klondike goldrush, and the 

knowledge that valuable mineral deposits existed elsewhere in 

the northern districts, prompted the Federal Government to re

assess its passive and largely fragmentary northern policy. 

There were already prospectors trying their luck on the shores 

of Great Slave Lake, and near Athabasca Landing drilling for 

petroleum had commenced. As well, the government could not 

ignore the Peace River country where agricultural settlement 

seemed inevitable. The general feeling, as expressed by Charles 

Mair at the time, was that settlement and exploitation of these 

districts would take place much earlier than originally antici

pated, and the government believed that a sudden encroachment 

upon the traditional hunting and trapping grounds of the natives 
17 might lead to violence. In retrospect, it seems clear that 

the government was determined to maintain control over these 

mineral and agricultural resources so that they might be uti

lized to the best economic advantage of the nation and to the 

best political advantage of the government. As a result the 

Minister of the Interior, Clifford Sifton, appointed a com

mission in 1898 to extinguish native and half-breed rights in 

the Athabasca and Peace River districts. The commissioners 

travelled throughout the area during the following year and 

treated with the natives at Lesser Slave Lake, Dunvegan, Fort 

Chipewyan, Smith's Landing (Fitzgerald) and Fond du Lac, 

promising reserve lands and the right 

to pursue their [the Indians'] usual vocations of 
hunting, trapping and fishing throughout the tract 
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surrendered...subject to such regulations as may 
from time to time be made by the Government of the 
country, acting under the authority of Her Majesty, 
and saving and excepting such tracts as may be re
quired or taken up from time to time for settlement, 
mining, lumbering, trading or other purposes.18 

To the half-breeds of the district they offered either land or 

cash scrip, but "in spite of advice to the contrary urged upon 

them in the strongest manner by Father Lacombe, they agreed 

upon 'the bird in the hand' - viz., upon cash scrip or noth-
19 ing." Treaty No. 8 was, of course, a carbon copy of the 

treaties used so successfully in preparing the prairies for 

settlement only a few years earlier. The Federal Government 

was now fully prepared for the development of the northern 

districts. 

The Klondike goldrush had prodded the Canadian Government 

into developing a more coherent northern policy, but once the 

rush subsided the resident North West Mounted Policemen found 

their daily duties reduced to the prosaic enforcement of the 

law, the carrying of mail, and the assistance of the needy or 

distressed. The three-man force at Fort Smith, and four years 

later its counterpart at Fort Chipewyan, however, found they had 

another special duty. These men became responsible for the en

forcement of the Game Act of 1894, and more specifically for 

the protection of the last remaining wood buffalo. They were 

to carry forward the work begun in 1897 by Inspector Jarvis, 

who had tried to determine the range and size of the buffalo 

herds and whether or not the Act was protecting them suffi

ciently. During his investigation he posted numerous game law 

posters in order to alert the local population of the govern

ment' s feelings in the matter. In 1898 the first legal action 

was taken against two natives for killing buffalo. This action 

could not have come at a more propitious time, for by all 

reports the animals were indeed on the verge of extinction. 

Caspar Whitney, a sport hunter who passed through the district 
20 

in 1894, judged the number of wood buffalo to be about 150; 
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Frank Russell, a professional ornithologist who did research 

for the University of Iowa at Quatres Fourches in 1893-94, 
21 

suggested there were at best only a "few hundred" left; and 
22 

Inspector Jarvis estimated a maximum population of 300. The 

only exception to these low estimates came from J. A. Macrae, 
23 

Indian Commissioner of Athabasca and Peace River, in 1901. 

He placed the figure at between 500 and 575, based on reports 
24 received from local Indians. The exact figure matters little, 

for regardless which is selected it compares most unfavorably 

with Soper's estimate of an original buffalo population of 
25 168,000. The cause of thxs precipitous decline was then, 

and still is, something of a mystery. Various sources begin

ning with George M. Dawson's 1879 report on the Peace River 

district mention a series of very severe winters during the 

1860s, when intermittent bouts of warm weather and rain fol

lowed by freezing caused a thick crust to form on the snow. 

The buffalo, unable to break through the hard crust and forage, 

died by the thousands. Compounding the problem was increased 

wolf predation, made easier by the inability of the buffalo to 

move quickly in the deep snow. Then, in the winter of 1892-93, 

according to Whitney and Russell, bad weather returned again 

and local Indians took advantage of the situation to slaughter 

between 40 and 50 buffalo. This was indeed a slaughter com-
26 

pared to the "one or more" buffalo that they usually secured 

for the Hudson's Bay Company at Fort Chipewyan, but in all 

likelihood they were motivated by the new trade in robes which 

had developed since the entry of free traders into the district. 

Had the North West Mounted Police begun their patrols a few 

years later, it seems likely there would have been no more 

Wood Buffalo to protect. 

Protection of the wood buffalo at this time was not an 

entirely fortuitous occurrence. It is possible that even with

out the Klondike rush Mounted Police would have been sent 

north to supervise the herds, for the Federal Government was 

beginning to develop a game protection policy. The origins of 
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this movement have been documented in Janet Foster's competent 

pioneer survey of early wildlife conservation in Canada, Work-
27 

ing for Wildlife. Howard Douglas, appointed superintendent 

of Rocky Mountains Park in 1897, was the chief advocate of the 

policy. Having observed the enthusiasm with which park vis

itors viewed local wildlife, Douglas set out to develop a wild

life display centre in the park. With the help of benevolent 

contributors, his plan came to fruition. The sanction of his 

superiors was assured as Douglas filed reports to the effect 

that 

I consider the money spent in looking after and main
taining them, as well as any additional money that 
may be spent in rendering Banff more attractive as a 
place of call for the travelling public by procuring 
other animals that are indigenous to our country and 
climate...will prove not only a present but permanent 
valuable investment, and add to the wealth of the 
Dominion generally.28 

The sentiments Douglas expressed were in complete accord with 

those of the federal policy-makers, who by the turn of the 

century were convinced of the sagacity of the National Policy, 

even though they might not be prepared to admit publicly. As 

Foster has commented, "the Superintendent saw little contradic

tion or inconsistency between wilderness preservation and devel-
29 opment within a national park." Superintendent Douglas was a 

man of his times, who conceived national issues in terms of 

profit and loss. This was clearly the politics of conserva

tion, not preservation. Wildlife and wilderness areas received 

government protection less because of public sentimentality 

about the loss of natural resources than because of their value 

as potential revenue sources. 

Given this frame of mind, and the success of Douglas at 

Banff, it is not surprising that when an opportunity arose to 

obtain one of the last herds of plains buffalo, the Federal 

Government eagerly pursued it. In 1905 the government was in

formed that Michel Pablo, a native of Montana, wished to dis

pose of his herd of over 300 head. Protracted negotiations 
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followed, and after $140,000 had changed hands, the Canadian 

Government found itself in possession of the largest remaining 

herd of wild plains buffalo. Frank Oliver summed up the at

titude of the Laurier government when he remarked in response 

to Opposition criticism, that '"if we are able to corner the 

market by getting the whole herd that fact will appreciate the 
31 value of what we have.'" In all, 703 plains buffalo were 

obtained and in 1911 a special reserve called Buffalo National 

Park was set aside for them near Wainwright, Alberta. Signif

icantly, the reserve comprised a tract of land unsuitable for 

agricultural settlement. 

The conviction that wildlife resources, like all natural 

resources, had to contribute to the economic progress of the 

nation did not diminish with the transfer of power from one 

federal administration to the next. Borden's takeover from 

Laurier in 1911, like Laurier's takeover from Tupper in 1896, 

had no appreciable effect on the overall strategy of domestic 

economic development. The senior civil servants charged with 

the responsibility of implementing the strategy continued to 

view the buffalo herds through the eyes of an entrepreneur, 

always mindful that protection was the necessary prelude to con

tinuous utilization. One of the first applications of this con

servationist philosophy to the Wainwright herd came in 1912. 

Some nine years before the Ontario lumber baron Mossom Boyd 

had donated two hybrid cows, a cross between plains buffalo 

and domestic Polled Angus, to Douglas's Banff wildlife centre. 

They remained there until they were slaughtered in 1912. The 

newly established Dominion Parks Branch, under the stewardship 

of J. B. Harkin, evinced considerable interest in the quality 

32 

of meat produced. Apparently the Branch had recexved numer

ous inquiries from farmers and ranchers about the cross. When 

it was reported that the meat was of the highest quality and 

that the weight of the cows was well above average, the Branch 

was flooded with requests for breeding stock. The Branch moved 

cautiously, obviously unsure of the best approach to take, but 
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finally Harkin recommended to W. W. Cory, the Deputy Minister 

of the Interior, that some young buffalo should be handed over 

to the Experimental Farms Branch for cross-breeding experiments, 
33 as "they [the hybrids] might prove valuable to the country." 

With the same conservatism he added that if the Department of 

the Interior did not act, but kept the buffalo strictly for dis

play purposes, it might be subject to public criticism. The 

Parks Branch immediately corresponded with all persons known 

to have tried this unusual type of hybridization and discovered 

a high incidence of stillborn calves and cow fatalities. These 

findings confirmed the wisdom of Harkin's original recommenda

tion to Cory and the whole problem was referred to the Experi

mental Farms Branch which began testing at Wainwright in 1917. 

Until the results of these tests were in, the Parks Branch dis

couraged all applicants for breeding stock. 

In many ways Harkin's handling of this problem was a 

measure of his stature as a civil servant. When the issue arose 

the Parks Branch was less than a year old, and Harkin was its 

first commissioner. As such, he had no precedents to guide 

him to the proper course of action. What was clear to him, as 

revealed by his correspondence with Cory, was that the Parks 

Branch and its activities were subsumed under the Department of 

the Interior and as such must not conflict with the Depart

ment's overall objectives. As it was, this first decision 

proved easy to make, since cross-breeding with domestic cattle 

in no way interfered with protection of the buffalo herds. This 

was fortunate because Harkin was one of the few civil servants 
34 of the time to possess preservationist tendencies. In the 

manner of John Muir, the noted American preservationist, Harkin 

had an aesthetic view of nature and of man's relationship to it. 

The natural features of Canada were to remain unspoiled, so 

that Canadians could share in their beauties for years to come, 

enjoy the recreational opportunities they offered, and ex

perience the spiritual uplifting they could bring. This atti

tude was not widely shared by senior civil servants at the 
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time, nor since, and invariably it remained subordinate to the 

exigencies of natural resource development. Harkin, whether 

weak in his commitment to these principles or extremely dedi

cated to his duties as a civil servant, would never repudiate 

his Department's stand. Instead, he and his successors would 

work for the preservation of endangered resources only insofar 

as such work could be accommodated into the strategy of econo

mic development. 

Harkin had a philosophical accomplice in these early years. 

He was Maxwell Graham, who had been appointed chief of the 

three-man Animal Division of the Dominion Parks Branch. Since 

the Animal Division was responsible solely for dealing with 

issues relating to wildlife, Graham was able to approach his 

work without the handicap of policy reconciliation that plagued 

Harkin as the senior Branch official. As a middle-level bureau

crat, Graham could afford to be more dogmatic in his approach to 

Branch policies. Over the next decade he was to articulate many 

of the policies which Harkin held dear, and Harkin would seldom 

fail to pass Graham's views on to his superiors in the hope they 

might concur. In many ways, Graham was Harkin's conscience. 

The best demonstration of Graham's assertiveness and in

fluence took place over a period of about four years beginning 
35 in 1912. One year earlier the Royal North West Mounted Police 

had been summarily relieved of their wood buffalo patrol duties 

in Athabasca. Under the 1911 Forest Reserves and Parks Act, 

the Forestry Branch assumed responsibility for all wildlife in 

national forest reserves while the Dominion Parks Branch wat

ched over wildlife in the national parks. Presumably because 

the wood buffalo range was heavily forested, the Forestry Branch 

took charge of it as well. Maxwell Graham almost immediately 

disputed this distribution of authority. In a memorandum to 

Harkin based on the recent investigations of Radford and Horn-

aday, Graham stressed that the Salt River wood buffalo herd 

is the only pure-blood herd of bison of any size in 
a wild state, on this continent; it is the only sure 
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source from which we may obtain absolutely fresh, 
unrelated stock, of the best possible type, to re
plenish the herds of pure-blood bison now in our 
Parks.36 

This argument, premised on the prevalent notion that it was 

essential to infuse new "pure" blood into captive buffalo 

herds lest their continual in-breeding caused sterility and 

eventually extinction, became the basis of Graham's recom

mendation that administration of the wood buffalo be turned 

over to the Parks Branch, and more specifically, to his Animal 

Division. In the same memorandum he even suggested that some 

Wainwright cows be shipped to Fort Smith or Smith's Landing in 

order to lure wood buffalo bulls into an enclosure so that 

they might be captured and later set free in the Wainwright 

herd. Harkin took up Graham's cause as soon as an opportunity 

presented itself. Such an opportunity came in 1913 when the 

Forestry Branch began searching for a new game warden for the 

wood buffalo. Harkin suggested to Deputy Minister Cory that 

properly the Parks Branch should have jurisdiction over the 

herds, since Forestry lacked both the trained personnel and the 
37 incentxve necessary for adequate protection of the animals. 

Over the next two years increasingly acrimonious letters and 

memoranda passed between the two Branches and the Deputy Min

ister of the Interior, W. W. Cory. Many of those from Harkin's 

office have both the tone and style of Graham, and may well 

have been drafted by him. The dispute reached a climax in 

1915, when Superintendent Campbell of the Forestry Branch 

rather bluntly accused Harkin of trying to enlarge the scope of 
38 his Branch at the expense of Forestry. Had he singled out 

Graham as the empire-builder, he would have been more on tar

get. The conflict was finally resolved in 1917, when Cory in

formed Campbell that the administration of wood buffalo and 

all other wildlife in the Northwest Territories would be trans

ferred to the Parks Branch. This decision, which was really 

Graham's triumph, set in motion protective policies which "would 
39 

achieve a uniformity, continuity, and long-term effectiveness." 
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Protection of the wood buffalo had been taken seriously 

by the Forestry Branch, despite Harkin's arguments to the con

trary. The Department's representative at Smith's Landing, 

A. J. Bell, was instructed in early 1911 to supervise two game 

guardians appointed by the Forestry Branch. They were immedi

ately sent out on a reconnaissance of the buffalo range, and 

managed to confirm earlier reports of two separate herds al

though they failed to determine the number of head that re

mained. On the strength of the evidence supplied by these 

guardians, Bell reported to Ottawa in 1911 that the buffalo 

were in need of greater protection. Wolves, Bell claimed, were 

ravaging the herds and it was impossible to persuade local 
40 Indians to hunt them because of an ancient superstition. 

Moreover, the vast range of the buffalo covered much inaccess

ible territory and this made patrolling difficult. Early in 

1912 Bell recommended that a fence be constructed across the 

peninsula formed by the Peace and Slave Rivers in order to cen-
41 tralize the herds, thus reinforcing a recommendation made by 

William Hornaday after his survey of the area in the previous 
42 year. Maxwell Graham, though still having no jurisdiction 

in the matter, suggested to Harkin that centralization of the 

buffalo herds was a sound idea if costs were to be reduced and 
43 

better protection provided. Graham believed that more pro
tection was vital since the recent game slaughter in Athabasca 

44 had been "enormous and wanton." To a sympathetic Harkin he 

wrote: 

I think it is now generally conceded that the 
local inhabitants of any given district have not 
the divine right to pollute the streams, with saw
dust, to destroy the forests by axe and fire, or 
to slaughter every living thing within reach of 
rifle, or other destructive agency. It should there
fore now no longer be difficult to carry out a well 
defined policy on these lines, viz. - that the game 
and the forests belong to the nation and not to the 
individual and the use of them by the individual is 
limited to such privileges as may be accorded him 
by law. Further, that because in the past, owing 
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to inaccessibility, etc., he has had the power to 
destroy without interference by the law, this fact 
does not in itself confer any right. 4 5 

This eloquent plea stirred Harkin to action, and he advised 

the Minister of the Interior that a buffalo preserve should be 
46 considered in the Fort Smith area. He quickly doubted the 

wisdom of his action and asked Graham to submit a detailed an

alysis of the problem, giving all the reasons for establish

ment of such a reserve. Graham complied with a lengthy report 

presenting the facts as he understood them. He concluded with 

a statement that accurately reflected the feelings of most 

members of the Department of the Interior: 

The proposed area of such a Park, as now defined by 
the Surveyer General will not entirely include all 
of the southern portion of the wood-bison range, as 
it is necessary to in no way conflict with the future 
settlement of the Peace River valley.47 

In his three years with the Branch, Graham had obviously learned 

a great deal about Departmental politics. If the wood buffalo 

were to be saved, the proposals for protection could not inter

fere with the government's strategy of economic development. 

William Roche, Minister of the Interior, apparently believed 

that Graham's proposals would not do that, for at the end of 

the parliamentary session he recommended establishment of 
48 Caribou Mountains National Park. 

While Graham and Harkin had succeeded in convincing the 

Minister of the merits of their plan for a reserve, they were 

in no way as successful in dealing with the Department of In

dian Affairs. To the two Parks Branch men it was axiomatic 

that no one had the right to interfere with preservation of the 

buffalo, not even those Indians who had traditionally hunted 

in the district. Indian Affairs officials took a dim view of 

this attitude, since they had no desire to see local natives 

become more dependent on the government than they were already. 

To complicate matters further, they were currently grappling 

with a much larger problem. In 1913 the Superintendent General 

of Indian Affairs, Duncan C. Scott, had ordered Henry J. Bury 
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to prepare a report on the probability of resource development 

49 

in the area covered under Treaty No. 8. Bury's report indi

cated that while the area was rich in resources, their exploi

tation would have to await development of a more sophisticated 

transportation system. Such a system was, however, close at 

hand, since numerous charters had been granted recently for the 

construction of railways into the Peace River district and the 

area of bituminous sands along the Athabasca River. Since the 

1890s farm settlement had been creeping north of Edmonton, and 

by 1911-12 a small rush had developed. Despite economic debacles 

which ruined several of the projected railways, the Edmonton, 

Dunvegan and British Columbia line was indeed being built 

through the lower Peace River district, and extensions were 

planned. It seemed just a matter of time before the tar sands 

would be developed as well. The only area which could not be 

opened up to any extent was west of the Athabasca River, a vast 

tract of inaccessible muskegs and timber. That was, unfortu

nately, exactly where the Parks Branch was planning to set up 

its game sanctuary. In the autumn of 1914 the Inspector of 

Treaty No. 8 wrote to Scott, informing him that 
in my opinion [the proposed park] would not facili
tate the business of protecting the bison, as the 
area would be too large for effective patrolment; 
and in addition to this the proposed area would in
clude a considerable section of the Indian's [sic] 
hunting grounds thereby imposing undue restrictions 
on the habitant Indians, who even at the present 
time find it no easy matter to support themselves 
with the proceeds of the hunt.50 

The Department of Indian Affairs did not hesitate to make its 

views known to the Parks Branch. In response Harkin asked 

Cory for permission to send Bury north again to determine the 
51 probable economic effects of the proposed park on local natives. 

Cory acceded, and Bury subsequently discussed the park proposal 

with Indians at Fort Chipewyan, Fort Smith, Fitzgerald, and 

Fond du Lac. "The leading Indians," he wrote to Cory in the 

following spring, 
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expressed their conviction that provided they were 
allowed some reasonable time during which to locate 
other hunting grounds they would not presume to re
gister any claim for compensation, as they contended 
that the country was large and the game plentiful in 
other localities. 2 

Considerable discussion followed as to the merits of obtaining 

a signed waiver of rights from the Indians to eliminate the 

possibility of later claims, but it is not clear if this was 

done. In any case, Harkin pushed ahead with his plans for the 

sanctuary, despite "some difference of opinion between the In-
53 dian Department and this Department." 

Graham drafted a proclamation creating Caribou Mountain 

National Park. The required Order-in-Council was not, however, 

signed in 1916. Despite Graham's efforts to establish the 

pressing need for pure-blooded breeding stock, the careful avoi

dance of conflict with Peace River agricultural settlement, and 

the natives' assurances that no compensation would be demanded, 

the park was never established. The reason for this sudden 

balking remains unclear. A single letter from Percy Taverner, 

the noted ornithologist, to J.B. Harkin, suggests that perhaps 
54 wartime retrenchment scuttled the proposed park. There is 

also the possibility (though remote) that a 1916 report on the 

wood buffalo by Charles Camsell, which declared that the iso

lation of the buffalo range eliminated the need for a sanctuary, 
55 . . . . 

was responsible for its stillbirth. A third possibility is 

contained in an anonymous history of Wood Buffalo National Park 

written in the 1940s, which suggests that no action was taken 

in 1916 because the Minister of the Interior was absent and 

therefore unable to put the proposal before his Cabinet col

leagues. Whatever the reason, it seems that no further action 

was taken until 1918, when the new Minister of the Interior, 

Arthur Meighen, advised the Governor-General-in-Council that 

it was the intention of his Department to establish a Wood 
57 Buffalo Patrol in the near future. This somewhat ambigous 

statement would seem to indicate that a park was in the offing, 
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since patrols had never been discontinued. Meanwhile, Harkin 

continued to work for the establishment of the park through his 

position as a member of the Advisory Board on Wild Life Pro

tection, a consultative body created in 1916 to advise the 

government in all matters relating to wildlife. In 1920 this 

body recommended the immediate creation of a wood buffalo 

sanctuary in Athabasca. 

The Board's recommendation coincided with a distinct 

change in the Federal Government's approach to northern affairs. 

In August of 19 20 oil was discovered by Imperial Oil at Norman 

Wells, and the government's reaction was reminiscent of the 

Klondike goldrush era. Civil servants were quickly dispatched 

to the north to regulate the staking of claims, and the first 

resident civil servants in the Territories were installed at 

Fort Smith in 1921, chiefly to control the rapid influx of oil 

prospectors who travelled north on the Mackenzie River system. 

At Ottawa, a new administrative arm of the Department of the 

Interior, known as the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch, 

was set up to deal specifically with the issue of economic 

development in the North. Significantly, the administration 

of the wood buffalo range was transferred to this new Branch 

from Dominion Parks in 19 21. Cognizant of the probably impact 

of economic development on wildlife resources in the North, and 

unquestionably influenced by Maxwell Graham, the new adminis

trator of wildlife in the Territories, Director O.S. Finnie, 

indicated that a new national park would soon be created. 

Before the park could be established, it was necessary to 

determine the exact range of the wood buffalo. In the spring of 

1922 F.V. Seibert of the National Resources Intelligence Ser

vice was instructed to carry out a reconnaissance of the range. 

Sometime later, he was joined by Maxwell Graham. Their report 

was made in the autumn, and it established that there were two 

distinct ranges west of Slave River. The northern range was 

located between the Nyarling River and the Little Buffalo 

River, while the southern range comprised an area bounded by 
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the Little Buffalo, Salt, Slave, and Jackfish Rivers. On 

the basis of this information, Wood Buffalo National Park was 

created in December of 1922, encompassing the area of the pre

sent park north of the Peace River. The question of local 

administration was reconsidered as well, and it appears that 

Finnie's Branch heeded the advice which Warden J. Stark of Fort 

Smith had offered three years earlier: 
My idea was to build cabins all over the [buffalo] 
range about 20 miles apart and cut out trails so... 
we could patrol the range with a little comfort and 
also to get all over the range [which] up till pre-, 
sent never has been...over since they [the buffalo] 
were protected.59 

A Chief Park Warden was appointed to supervise the buffalo 

rangers, and a short time later warden headquarters was set up 

at Hay Camp near the junction of the Slave and Hornaday Rivers. 

As administrator of wildlife in the Northwest Territories, 

Maxwell Graham continued to adhere to an incongrous mixture of 

preservation and development policies. It is likely that he 

realized the necessity of caution in implementing restrictive 

conservation measures because of potential conflicts with the 

Federal Government's unofficial sanction of economic develop

ment. K. J. Rea has written that northern development policy 

in this period 

was aimed at leaving the northern lands alone ex
cept for providing the natives with some protection 
against the glaring abuse of white men...and except 
for giving some indirect and usually technical assis
tance to private companies prospecting for and devel
oping mineral resources in the Territories.50 

Although the government may not have actively promoted nor

thern economic development, it is clear from the increased 

freight tonnages carried by the Hudson's Bay Company steamers 
ft 1 

alone - and there were several other new freighting companies 

which emerged in this period - that the government was doing 

little to regulate the rate of development initiated by private 

concerns. In addition, Graham's superior, 0. S. Finnie, was 

a civil servant whose commitment to northern economic develop-
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ment was considerable. Not long after the establishment of 

Wood Buffalo National Park, Graham was confronted by a situ

ation which he felt required just such a judicious approach. 

In February of 1923 W. W. Cory received a letter from 

Nelson C. Douglass, a representative of a group of American 

investors who wished to purchase a large tract of land on 

either side of the Slave River. Douglass advised that he was 

planning a trip during the following August, 
September and October to look over this field 
with a view to the purchase of several million 
acres for the purpose of establishing a game 
preserve as well as to engage somewhat extensively 
in the live stock business, if a suitable location 
could be had...It would be our purpose also to im
port some llamas from South America and try them 
out in this north-west country for wool....63 

Since the proposed tract included a large portion of Wood 

Buffalo National Park, Graham was consulted about the matter. 

He informed Cory that the proposal was worthwhile investigating, 

although he had no wish to cede any part of Wood Buffalo. When 

officials in the Branch vacillated, and the possibility of such 

a sale appeared to loom larger, Graham declared that he was 

completely averse to the idea since the desired tract include 

control of the central navigation route to the north, water 

power resources on the Slave River, natural salt deposits, pe

troleum beds, timber stands, fishing and hunting resources, 

64 

and of course Wood Buffalo National Park. Graham's desper

ation proved unnecessary, as Finnie believed that several mil

lion acres was out of the question and that in any case the 

government would do no more than lease the land. If Douglass 

could be more specific about the land he wanted, Finnie sug

gested to his colleagues, then perhaps the Department should 

consider negotiation. Finally it was decided that Douglass's 

scheme was too incredulous and that it probably represented 

an attempt to float worthless stock on the American capital 

market, something which the Department had no wish to be in

volved with. A series of non-commital letters from the 
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Department appear to have dissuaded Douglass and his cohorts 

and the issue soon evaporated. 

With the Douglass matter seemingly concluded, Graham was 

able to turn all his attention to a more pressing question 

which had arisen. The Wainwright herd of plains buffalo had 

adapted well to their Albertan range in the years after 1911, 

so well in fact that by 1916 Buffalo National Park was over

crowded. No action was taken at first, but by 1919 Harkin's 

Branch had decided that the herd must be put on a revenue 

basis. Two solutions were proposed. First, licences cost

ing $250. were issued to all farmers and ranchers who were 

interested in killing surplus bulls for their meat. This 

slaughter was supposed to supplement the Branch's own marketing 

of surplus animals, but unfortunately it was found that the 

old bulls were too tough to market and that the meat of young 

bulls was simply unpalatable. The second proposal concerned 

making breeding stock available to interest individuals in 

order to develop herds of "cattaloes", whose meat was quite 

edible. Success in this direction, it was felt, would create 

a market for future Wainwright surpluses. Despite extensive 

advertisement, neither scheme had the desired result. Conse

quently the Branch was forced to commence slaughtering the 

surplus animals itself, beginning in 1921. This management 

program was carried out under the strictest supervision and a 

veterinarian was retained to test the slaughtered animals. 

By the autumn of 1923 over 3000 buffalo had been disposed of, 

and it had been learned that almost all were tubercular. More 

serious than the disease, in the view of the Department, was 

the public indignation about the management program. People 

were incensed that the government would slaughter buffalo when 

there were so many suitable ranges available for the surplus 

animals. In light of the unexpected criticism, Cory contacted 

Harkin with a new proposal. "It has occurred to me," he wrote 

"that instead of slaughtering it would be a good idea to trans

fer some of the healthy young stock to the Wood Bison Reserve 
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administered by the North West Territories [and Yukon Branch]." 

It is unlikely that this scheme originated with Cory, who was 

still a busy Deputy Minister, and in view of Maxwell Graham's 

subsequent involvement he might well have been its creator. 

The conjecture is certainly given some credence by the exped

iency with which Graham implemented the transfer of buffalo. 

Graham1s first task was stemming the tide of negative 

public opinion about the Wainwright management program. Just 

prior to the slaughter of 2000 animals in the fall of 1923 

hostility toward the government's policy peaked. Newspaper 

reporters in search of good copy had exacerbated the situa

tion by reporting that an American film company had been granted 

permission to film the slaughter, which was supposedly to be 

carried out by a band of "Hobemma [Reserve] Indians" in full 
fi 7 

war-dress. The Branch quite rightly never bothered to answer 

this outlandish charge; instead, it announced that a transfer 

of Wainwright stock to Wood Buffalo National Park was soon to 

take place. Public criticism abated, only to be replaced by 

even more vociferous charges of mismanagement from the scien

tific communities of Canada and the United States. Central to 

the new controversy, which was based on scientific knowledge 

rather than public sentimentality, were two main issues. The 

first involved the question of whether the wood buffalo was a 

unique species of bison or simply the product of a harsher 

northern environment. If the former was the case, the Depart

ment of the Interior would clearly be committing an unjustifi

able biological crime since the introduction of plains bison 

would undoubtedly lead to hybridization. The other issue con

cerned the advisability of injecting diseased animals into a 

perfectly healthy buffalo herd. The manner in which Graham 

handled these charges of mismanagement demonstrates only too 

well the intractability of his Branch once the decision to 

transfer buffalo had been made. 

Concerned scientists did all they could to alert the 

Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the inherent dangers 
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of the transfer policy. The Branch files are filled with 

correspondence from eminent zoologists and other scientists 
6 8 

which points out the folly of the idea. The government's 

chief critic was a University of Alberta zoologist named 

William Rowan, v/ho began a correspondence campaign to ensure 

that all his colleagues knew of the proposed transfer and ex

horted them to inform the government of their feelings in the 

matter. The criticisms which Rowan levelled at Graham and his 

Branch were well summarized in an anonymous Canadian Forum 

69 

article which Rowan may well have authored. The article re

viewed the research of scientists who had studied the wood 

buffalo, which indicated in no uncertain terms that the wood 

bison was indeed a distinct species. Introduction of plains 

bison would, in view of the absence of adequate barriers to 

intermingling of the herds, result in hybridization. This was 

bad enough in itself, since the government was planning to 

transfer 2000 head each year, but it also raised the possibility 

that the resultant hybrids would be sterile. Eventual extinc

tion of the northern herds was not inconceivable. "But even 

if the loss of a distinct race were deemed unimportant," the 

author remarked, 
there is another point to be considered. It is a 
perfectly well known and authenticated fact that 
tuberculosis is rampant in the Wainwright herd. 
It is true that the Government intends to ship 
only healthy young animals north, but they come 
from tainted stock. Every breeder knows the signi
ficance of that. On the other hand, I have been 
unable either by conversation with men from the 
north or by hunting through published literature to 
find the slightest evidence of even a suspicion of 
tuberculosis in the northern herds. By what princi
ples of conservation is the Government prepared to 
defend the swamping of a magnificent nucleus of 
large, healthy animals by an overwhelming majority 
of inferior beasts of diseased ancestry?/0 

The article concluded with a statement that must have rankled 

Maxwell Graham. "Never before in the annals of conservation," 

the anonymous writer declared, "have the last survivors of a 
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unique species of animals been knowingly obliterated by a de-
71 

partment of conservation." But even this embarrassing indict
ment would not deter Graham from the transfer policy to which 
he and his Branch were committed. 

Receipt of disapproving letters from a large number of 

scientists caused the NWT & Y Branch to prepare for a vigorous 

renewal of public criticism. Graham was instructed to prepare 

an official statement of the Branch's position for publication. 

Over a period of several months this brief statement was passed 

from one official to the next, receiving slight modifications 

and improvements as it went, until it was finally approved for 

release late in 1924. The one page article, signed by Graham, 

appeared in the Canadian Field-Naturalist which suggests that 

it was also intended to mitigate academic criticism. Graham 

outlined the Branch's intended course of action, and declared 

that the transfer was being carried out to eliminate over

crowding at Wainwright and to ensure a "future source of food 
72 supply" for local natives. In reply to the objection that 

hybridization would result from the transfer of plains buffalo, 

Graham cited an article written by himself two years earlier 

which stated that "whatever differences there are between it 

[the wood bison] and the buffalo of the plains are largely 
73 

owing to environment." He further argued that according to 

a 1916 report by geologist Charles Camsell the northern and 

southern herds of wood bison never intermingled, which con

vinced the government that if plains bison were released only 

in the southern range, the wood buffalo would be safeguarded 

as a species, if indeed it were a species. Significantly there 

was not one mention of the tuberculosis question in the article. 

Departmental correspondence indicates that Graham had convinced 

his superiors that by segregating young animals from diseased 
74 ones, tuberculosis could be avoided entirely, but apparently 

it was deemed prudent to refrain from any comment on the sub

ject. Shortly after release of the Graham article, it was 

reported in the press that 
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The Department of the Interior at Ottawa, while 
admitting that they have received protests from 
zoologists and mammalogical societies of the United 
States and Canada, are going ahead with their plans, 
claiming that their own experts are better qualified 
to judge the policy, because of experience and prac
tice, than are zoologists at a distance. 7 5 

Graham's continual assurances to his superiors, and their own 

inability to retreat from a policy which had already cost much 

time and money, led the government to initiate what a noted 

scientist would later call "one of the most tragic examples of 
7 6 

bureaucratic stupidity in all history." 

The transfer began in June of 1925. The buffalo, mainly 

one and two year olds, were rounded up and corralled at Wain-

wright to await shipment north by rail to Waterways. From 

Waterways they were transported by scow down the Athabasca 

River to a point north of Hay Camp, where they were turned 

loose. Over the next three years nearly 7000 plains buffalo 

were transferred to and liberated in Wood Buffalo National 

Park. To the chagrin of Departmental officials, one of their 

assumptions about the behavior of the plains buffalo was 

almost immediately disproved. At some point between the 

summer of 1925 and the early spring of 1926 many head of 

plains buffalo began migrating south across the Peace River into 

territory outside the Park boundaries. There they were not 

protected by the government, and consequently Wood Buffalo 

National Park was enlarged by about 3000 square miles in the 

spring of 1926 . 

The annexation of the buffalo range south of the Peace to 

the Park was an expedient solution to a very embarrassing sit

uation. Like the transfer decision itself, annexation main

tained the integrity of the Department while simultaneously 

safeguarding thousands of plains buffalo. The ironic conse

quence was that after 19 26 Department officials had to take the 

rhetoric of conservation much more seriously. Because of 

innumerable errors of judgment, none of which was unavoidable, 
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the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch found itself in 

possession of the largest wildlife preserve in the world. 

This alone was enough to allay public criticism. Scientific 

criticism might continue, but it constituted little more than 

remorse about an ill-conceived decision once the unfortunate 

transfers had been effected. A half century after concern had 

first been expressed for the buffalo herds of Canada, the 

Federal Government had implicitly committed itself to a policy 

of buffalo management and preservation that did not rely solely 

on economic justifications. Regrettably, the chief benefic

iaries of the new policy were not the pure-bred wood bison but 

rather the hybrids that resulted from the transfers. 

Preservation, then, was still a latent policy in 1926. 

0. S. Finnie, writing to the head of Indian Affairs, could 

only state that 

In the time to come I hope we may be able to make the 
Park a sanctuary and that no person will be permitted 
to trap or hunt therein. It is a wonderful game coun
try and if given an adequate amount of protection will 
stock the adjacent country with all kinds of game. 
Unquestionably it would benefit the Indians, as well 
as all others living in the vicinity.77 

Finnie had to implement the preservation policy slowly, for the 

issue of native hunting and trapping rights in the Park area 

was still a bone of contention between his Branch and Indian 

Affairs. When Wood Buffalo was created in 1922, provision had 

been made for those natives and half-breeds who had tradition

ally hunted and trapped in the Park area to continue to do so, 

subject only to the existing game laws. In 1926 similar recog

nition was given to the natives and half-breeds in the Park annex. 

These measures were implemented at the behest of the Department 

of Indian Affairs, whose director made it known in 19 25 that 

"it is my view both official and personal, that the vital in

terests of the Indians should be paramount and should have pre-
78 

cedence over even the protection of the wild life." Neverthe
less, Finnie was not completely acquiescent. In 1926 he made 
it quite clear that the Park was destined to become a total 
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preserve and suggested it might be necessary to locate local 

Indians on a reserve, "perhaps north of Great Slave Lake," to 
7 9 

achieve this objective. Scott's reaction has not been dis
covered, but in view of the continuation of hunting and trapping 
privileges in the Park it may be assumed that it was not favor
able . 

With the onset of the Great Depression the economic plight 

of the local population took on a new urgency. Trapping was 

still the mainstay of the local economy, but eastern fur farming 

had had its effect on prices and the downswing in the national 

economy reduced them even more. There was still the opportun

ity of employment on the Mackenzie transport system, but at 

best this was seasonal. At Fort Chipewyan there were several 

individuals who earned their living by trading for furs within 

the Park Annex. There had been some discussion in the Branch 

about the propriety of allowing trading in a park, but in 19 29 

it was decided that in view of the assistance offered by the 

traders to the bison patrols they would be allowed to continue 
80 

trading in the Annex. Three years later J. D. Soper recom
mended a new policy designed to sustain the traders while also 
benefitting local natives: 

I am convinced that permanent trading posts in the 
southern area [of the Park] is [sic] preferable for 
the good of the Indians. The travelling trader, 
owing to the difficulty of transport with small dog 
teams during the winter, is inclined to carry light
weight nonessentials, which the Indians are induced 
to purchase...The Indians are only too ready to squan
der their incomes on trifles, if nothing else is at 
hand, but at an established post he [sic] can readily 
obtain for his furs such basic necessities as blankets, 
flour, ammunition, etc., etc.81 

In addition to adjusting park policy to the benefit of the 

natives, the government officials at Fort Smith took more di

rect actions. In January of 19 29 for example, the Chief Warden 

authorized the slaughter of ten buffalo in order to supply meat 
82 

to the missions at Fort Chipewyan and Fort Resolution. This 

policy was continued until 1948, and the meat was distributed 
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to local residential schools and hospitals. In accordance 

with the developing buffalo management program, only the older, 

least productive animals were slaughtered, with the number 

being determined by the annual success of the local fisheries 

and caribou hunts. 

Throughout the 19 30s and the first half of the 1940s the 
Federal Government adopted a passive approach to the adminis
tration of its largest national park because of budgetary con-

go 
straints. In the main, park officials were preoccupied with 

prosaic affairs. Regular buffalo patrols ensured that poaching 

in the park did not reach crisis levels. Intermittant poison

ing campaigns reduced local wolf predation, still considered 

an important threat to the buffalo herds. A buffalo manage

ment program was only beginning in the form of the annual meat 

slaughters. Without question, the boldest undertaking of the 

Depression years was a two-year study of the wood bison's range 

and habits, conducted by J. D. Soper beginning in the spring of 

1932. This project, which resulted in a seminal paper on the 

wood bison and numerous less important articles, was considered 

a necessary prelude to the development of an intensive buffalo 

management program. In his major paper Soper would stress 

that the intermingling of the plains and wood bison had made it 

virtually impossible to study the wood bison in isolation. 

Accordingly, he later wrote that "it may be safely asserted 

that a study of habit and behavior of the park aggregation 

today is, for all practical purposes, a study of homelife 
84 

characteristics of the old originals." This mild response 

to a zoologist's nightmare was a far cry from the confidential 
85 

report Soper submitted to his superiors in early 1933. ' In 

that document, seminal in its own way, Soper caustically berated 

the Department officials who had permitted the transfers to 

take place. The transfer was a blunder, Soper commented, and 

specialists "were not consulted at the time as they might have 
ft fi 

been." In consequence, hybridization had and was occurring 

on a large scale to the almost total extinction of the wood 
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bison as a distinct sub-species. Furthermore, contact with the 

diseased plains bison had caused tuberculosis to develop in the 

previously healthy wood bison. The indictment could not have 

been more blunt, nor its message more clear. If one may judge 

from the surviving correspondence, the reaction of Soper's 

superiors was one of embarrassed silence. Even though they 

personally had had nothing to do with the transfer, they shared 

in a sense of inherited guilt. It is possible that their dis

pleasure and discomfort accounts for Soper's subsequent innoc-

uousness. In any event, the incident does seem to have had 

some influence on the government's handling of park affairs 

over the next decade. Care was taken to ensure that no undue 

attention was focused on the park. Until the end of the war, 

conservation was the main policy applied to Wood Buffalo 

National Park. It was almost as though only vigilant conser

vation could exorcise the ghost of Graham's transfer. 

Maintaining a policy of strict conservationism in this 

period was not a simple matter. The economic potential of the 

North was well known and from time to time the Branch was 

obliged to consider allowing economic development within the 

park. In some cases, the issue was complicated by the possible 

beneficial effects of such development on the local economy. 

For example, in 19 2 8 Mclnnes Fish Products of Edmonton applied 

for permission to begin commercial fishing operations on Lake 

8 7 

Mamawi. Because this raised the possibility of native employ

ment in the industry, the Branch granted permission to commence 

fishing on an experimental basis. For some reason, the experi

ment was never tried. Two years later another commercial pro

posal was put forth, this time by one R. Wynn of Fitzgerald. 

Wynn sought permission to cut 100 cords of timber along the 
Peace River in order to supply the new RCAF base at Fitz-

8 8 gerald. Since suitable timber was unavailable elsewhere, 

the Branch granted the necessary permission. But O.S. Finnie 

was careful to point out that "It is to be understood that the 

permission granted Mr. Wynn to remove this timber is not to be 
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89 taken as a precedent." Deputy Minister Cory added that if 

cutting permits were to be issued, some assurance of reforesta-
90 tion practices should be required. 

The policy of conservation received an unexpected boost 

in 19 31 when the new Bennett government instituted a purge of 

the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch. In one fell swoop 

the considerable administrative skills of an entire Branch were 

lost to political whim. Not unexpectedly, the new administra

tors moved very cautiously in the pursuit of their duties. In 

1932 they were presented with a commercial proposal from a 

Winnipeg prospector who had discovered some potentially valu

able mineral deposits within the park. He requested permission 

to enter and stake mineral claims, and was summarily denied 

that permission. The inexperienced administrators fell back 

upon the relatively new National Parks Act which forbade all 

exploitation of mineral and timber resources within national 

parks. 

In 1936 the new King government implemented some far-

reaching changes to the administrative structure. The Depart

ment of the Interior was merged with Mines to become the De

partment of Mines and Resources. The Northwest Territories 

and Yukon Branch became a Bureau under the directorship of 

Lands, Parks, and Forests. Conservation policies thus re

mained a small and rather incongruous element in a portfolio 

dedicated to resource development. There can be no doubt that 

Department officials were quite conscious of this problem. In 

19 37 Robert Stead, the director of Publicity and Information 

for the government, attempted to discover the reasons behind 

the decision of Lands, Parks and Forests to not advertise Wood 

Buffalo National Park. From one official he received the 

following reply: 
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Wood Buffalo was established under the National 
Parks Act as the simplest way of legislating for 
its creation, but it is not administered as an or
dinary National Park by the National Parks Bureau. 
It is administered as a part of the North West 
Territories and although our regulations govern 
therein, where applicable, it does not possess all 
the functions associated with the other National 
Parks which we administer...If we added it, in our 
publicity, to the list of National Parks which come 
under this Bureau, there would be the danger of 
people thinking it possessed the nature and functions 
of the other National Parks.9 2 

These less than enlightening remarks apparently echoed a deci

sion made at the highest level, for earlier in the same year 

the Minister of Mines and Resources, T. A. Crerar, gave a 

self-congratulatory speech about Canada's National Parks in 
93 which he made no reference to Wood Buffalo. Its immense 

size was ignored even in Crerar's calculation of the total 

acreage of national parks. It is difficult to determine the 

reason for this policy of silence. The two possibilities are 

that either the government wished to hide the fact that 

limited resource exploitation had occurred within the park or 

it wanted to prevent an influx of tourists which would almost 

certainly obligate the government to develop tourist facili

ties. In light of the remoteness of the park, and consider

ing the subsequent economic activity in the park, it may tent

atively be suggested that the government was attempting to 

reconcile its conservation mandate with a policy of limited 

resource development. 

Initially the Federal Government was able to handle these 

conflicting responsibilities by seeking some middle ground. 

In 1938 it succeeded in finding a way to aid the local natives 

that did not interfere with preservation of the buffalo ranges. 

An investigation was launched into the possibility of control

ling water levels in the delta area in order to increase the 
94 supply of fur-bearing animals. Low water levels and a high 

incidence of disease had decimated the muskrat population in 

the late 19 30s to the detriment of the local economy. The 
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investigation resulted in the construction of dams on Dempsey 

and Murdock Creeks and the muskrat population began a slow 

climb back to its former level. 

In retrospect it seems plain that this conciliatory ap

proach could not last. The government was simply too deeply 

committed to northern economic development. Recent events 

left no doubt as to the contribution the North would make to 

the national economy. In 19 28 a major pitchblende silver 

deposit was discovered at Port Radium on the north shore of 

Great Bear Lake. Five years later Imperial Oil reopened its 

oil wells at Norman Wells. In 1935 gold-bearing quartz de

posits were discovered in large quantities at Yellowknife. 

In large measure the formation of the Department of Mines and 

Resources was a response to these events and the development 

potential they represented. As in past years, the needs of 

a new resource frontier would prescribe the limits to conser

vation in Canada. 

It was not long before the government's bias became clear. 

Northern development, even on the limited scale of the 19 30s, 

involved the provision of services for the local population 

concentrations. The provision of adequate foodstuffs was 

always a matter of concern in the North and the government 

had had sufficient experience in supporting native people to 

wish that northern settlements could be more self-sufficient. 

In 1941 a resident of Yellowknife laid a proposal before the 

government which had as its purpose the encouragement of 
95 northern agriculture. L. E. Peckham requested permission 

to mine a couple of tons of lime from the Salt Plains area 

of Wood Buffalo National Park, which he intended to sell in 

Yellowknife as a garden fertilizer. At first the government 

was somewhat perplexed, for it had no information about the 

qualities of lime as a fertilizer. A sample of the lime was 

obtained through the Fort Smith office and tested by govern

ment scientists who reported that application of it to the 

northern soil would lessen the acid content of the soil and 
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thereby encourage plant growth. Reassured that Peckham's 

mining would indeed help fulfill a government objective, the 

Department replied that 

Although it is contrary to the regulations to per
mit mining operations in Wood Buffalo Park it is 
considered that, in view of the small quantity con
cerned in this request, the necessary permission 
might be granted to Mr. Peckham.96 

At the same time the Department recommended that a sample of 

the lime be given to Sheridan Lawrence, a prosperous Fort 

Vermilion area farmer, so that he could determine the utility 

of the lime in that locale. This decision set a precedent 

that would be followed time and time again in the years to 

come. The National Park regulations would mean nothing if the 

greater goal of economic development could be met by permit

ting limited resource exploitation within the park. 

Economic development was not a problem as long as the war 

lasted. Although the nation's industrial capacity grew as 

never before, there was a severe labor shortage in the North 

which precluded exploitation of resources on a large scale. 

The Lands, Parks and Forests Branch was able to pursue its 

conservation policies without compromise. It pursued two 

main lines of inquiry. Constant monitoring of the park's 

wildlife resources continued, principally to ensure adequate 

supplies of fur-bearing animals. Overtrapping had had some 

effect on wildlife populations, and in 1940 drought had re

duced water levels considerably. Beginning in 1945 park 

officials, in conjunction with the new Canadian Wildlife 

Service, carried out periodic wildlife surveys and censuses to 

determine the best means of preserving and increasing existing 

stocks. Restocking of certain areas was recommended, existing 

management programs were retained, and greater regulation of 

resource use was enforced. The other line of inquiry involved 

a continuation of the buffalo management program. In 1945 

Soper conducted another investigation of the buffalo range 

which included the first comprehensive census of the park 
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97 bison population. Soper was able to count over 7000 head, 

and on the basis of this he estimated an annual growth rate 

of approximately eight per cent, which was considered low. 

He evinced much concern about the problem of wolf predation 

and suggested greater control measures. Six years later a 

major study of this problem was undertaken which confirmed 
98 Soper's speculations, and increased control measures were 

instituted. Tuberculosis control in the herds became an issue 

of importance after 1945-46 investigations which suggested 

that about four per cent of the buffalo were infected. Test

ing for the disease became a part of the annual slaughter 

program after 1947. In 1952 the first major report on tuber-

9 9 

culosis was issued, and it indicated some correlation be

tween the incidence of the disease and the distance of the 

herds from the Hay Camp area where the plains bison were origi

nally set free. It also determined that the 1946 estimates of 

tuberculosis infection were low, with the new survey showing 

that between 29 and 45 per cent of the animals were infected. 

Aside from the construction of better slaughtering facilities, 

however, no real changes were made in the management program. 

During the late 1940s, when the Branch was having serious 

doubts as to the continued viability of a local economy based 

on fur export, an opportunity for diversifying the economy 

presented itself. In 1939 Mclnnes Fish Products of Edmonton 

had reiterated its request for permission to fish Lake Mamawi, 

but the request was denied because of low water levels and 

local opposition to the proposal. Nearly a decade later the 

request was renewed, and in this instance the Lands and Develop

ment Services Branch, as it was now known, decided to conduct 

a feasibility study. In 1947 Dr. W. Sprules reported that 

while Lake Mamawi could not be fished successfully on a com

mercial basis, there were abundant supplies of goldeye in Lake 

Claire which might be exploited. While the saleability of 

the delicacy was acknowledged by the Branch officials, they 

insisted that before granting permission to Mclnnes assurances 
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would have to be obtained to the effect that the native labor 

force would benefit from the operation. In 194 8 the Branch 

informed Mclnnes that permission would be granted if the Com

pany agreed to hire at least 75 per cent of its labor force 

in the area and to teach the natives skills which might be 

marketed elsewhere if the Lake Claire fishery failed. 

Mclnnes acceded to these demands and obtained a licence in 

1948 to take an annual quota of 250,000 pounds of whole fish 

from the lake. This licence was renewed in 1949 and 1950, 

but the quota was never reached. After the 1950 season Mclnnes 

ceased operations on Lake Claire, citing inefficiency and a 

lack of native interest as the reasons for its decision. De

spite this setback, the government was now aware that the 

native population could benefit from such a commercial venture. 

The industry had employed 35 treaty Indians, five non-treaty 

Indians, and two whites, and had contributed gross earnings of 
102 $20,000 to the local economy. 

By mid-1950 the post-war recession had given way to strong 

expansionary forces, based principally on the development of 

resource industries. Increased economic activity in the North 

quickly created a demand for lumber to be used in construction, 

and in 1949 the Forestry Branch undertook a detailed survey 

of the timber resources of the Mackenzie Basin. It was discov

ered that nearly two billion feet board measure of spruce timber 

was available along the Peace River and its delta in Wood 
103 Buffalo National Park. The new Northern Administration and 

Lands Branch of the Department of Resources and Development 

was responsible for policy formulation respecting these timber 

stands, as well as having responsibility for the park. The 

principal reason for the government's interest in the park's 

timber resources involved exploitation of the rich uranium-

bearing ore deposits at Beaverlodge on the north shore of Lake 
104 Athabasca. Since 1942 the chief uranium-producing company, 

Eldorado Gold Mining, had been a Crown corporation. Expro

priation of the Company was undertaken to ensure control of 
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the sale of uranium, which was used in the Manhattan Project. 

After the war the Canadian government continued to regulate 

uranium mining because of the Cold War, although private 

enterprise was permitted to take part in the development of 

mining operations. Thus logging, or 'forest management1 as 

the government euphemistically called it, in Wood Buffalo 

National Park was permitted in the interests of the security 

of the Western power bloc. As the Minister of Northern 

Affairs and National Resources, JeanLesage, commented in 

1954: 

...the Eldorado Mining and Refining Limited has 
been carrying out special work in the vicinity of 
Wood Buffalo National Park. The need for a consider
able quantity of timber arose in connection with 
this work. As there was a great deal of mature 
timber in certain sections of the Park, it was 
decided that it would be to the best advantage of 
Canada to permit the Company to take timber from 
the Park to meet its requirementst^^ 

Actual harvesting had commenced in 1951, with the Company 

taking approximately two million board feet measure per 

106 

year. From the beginning Eldorado proved an irrespon

sible concern. In a number of years the Company overcut on 

its permits and then provided the government with less than 

satisfactory explanations of its conduct. In 1953 it built 

a landing strip for its DC-3 adjacent to its milling oper

ation without government approval. It could not even be re

lied upon to construct a proper burner for the disposal of 

its sawdust; until 19 5 3 the waste was simply bulldozed into 

the river. 

In light of these flagrant abuses of privilege, the 

government's 1955 decision to dispose of remaining mature 

timber by public auction is incredible. Four concerns obtain

ed permits to cut a total of 287 square miles of merchantable 
107 timber for commercial purposes. These timber berths were 

all along the Peace River, in areas designated the Peace Delta 

Block and the Big Island Block. Probably because of financial 
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problems two of the successful bidders soon sold their rights 

to the Swanson Lumber Company and the Denny Logging Company. 

By 19 56 Swanson had one sawmill on the Peace producing six 

million board feet measure annually, and intended to build a 

second capable of turning out ten million board feet measure 

per year. Denny Logging planned to commence operations in 

19 57, on the understanding that it was to have a 75000 FBM/ 

day mill in operation by 19 58 and a one and a half million 

dollar plyboard manufacturing plant in operation by 1960. 

Eventually Swanson Lumber acquired the rights to all the 

berths. Presumably because the milling plants employed 

about 100 natives, the Federal Government made special 

concessions on timber dues and stumpage rates in order to 
i 2.x. • -, n 108 keep the mills open. 

The decisions of the Department to permit commercial 

logging in the park after 19 55 and to reopen Lake Claire to 

commercial fishing in 19 54 were taken to benefit the local 

native population. Viewed with that objective in mind, the 

operations were easily justified. By the mid-1950's as N.S. 

Novakowski noted, "few, if any trappers, can made a decent 

living on [sic] trapping either as total participants or as 

partial participants in Wood Buffalo National Park." 

Still, it is incredible that none of the civil servants who 

sanctioned these resources developments evinced the slightest 

concern about conflict with the National Parks Act which 

specifically forbade such activities. The oversight, if in

deed it was an oversight, stemmed from the fact that the 

National Parks Bureau still had no jurisdiction over Wood 

Buffalo. Officials in the Northern Administration Branch con

tinued to view conservation policy as an albatross to be 

accommodated only to the extent absolutely necessary. It is 

therefore somewhat ironic, but not very surprising, that it 

was the possibility of even greater economic development 

within the park which finally prompted a review of these 
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incompatible objectives. 

The catalyst which occasioned the re-evaluation was the 

desire to construct a railway from northern Alberta to Pine 

Point, NWT, where exploitation of the vast lead-zinc deposits 

discovered by the Klondikers was being considered. Two routes 

were proposed for the railway. One was to run northeast from 

Grimshaw in the Peace River district, and the other was to 

start at Waterways, traverse Wood Buffalo National Park and 

continue on to Pine Point. Since the Province of Alberta 

would be a major beneficiary of such development, its poli

ticians were naturally anxious to facilitate opening of the 

mine. In February of 1959 N.A. Willmore, Alberta's Minister 

of Lands and Forests, contacted the Department and suggested 

that in light of the timber and mineral resources in Wood 

Buffalo, the Federal Government should consider returning the 

Alberta portion of the park in return for guarantees that the 

province would establish a buffalo preserve. A railway 

through the park would, of course", have facilitated exploita

tion of the park's resources, and this point was perfectly 

clear to Northern Administration Branch officials. It was 

also evident that such exploitation could not be permitted 

within a national park because of the scale of the operations; 

they would, in short, attract too much public attention. By 

the late summer of 1959 the Minister, Alvin Hamilton, informed 

Willmore that 

consideration would be given to the question 
whether the present position of the Park ought 
to be altered in any way. One possibility might 
be to provide a special legal regime for the Park, 
by Act of Parliament, that would permit a certain 
amount of resource use on a controlled basis con
sistent with its essential and rather specialized 
purposes. Another possibility might be the dele
tion of certain areas which...could be established 
to be not needed for the park purposes.HI 

Immediately after Hamilton's reply, the Branch began a de

tailed reassessment of the status of Wood Buffalo National 

Park. 
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Director B. G. Sivertz took the initiative. In a lengthy 

memorandum to the Deputy Minister he outlined the Branch's 
112 objectives in connection with the park. They were: (1) 

to make possible the exploitation of possible mineral re

sources within the park, (2) to continue the existing policy 

of allowing timber harvesting, (3) to preserve the buffalo 

herds, (4) to have an annual buffalo slaughter to provide 

low cost meat for the Mackenzie Basin, (5) to preserve other 

wildlife such as the whooping crane, and (6) to avoid doing 

violence to the principles of the National Parks Act. To 

those who, like W. F. Lothian, felt that many of these objec

tives were inconsistent with the government's preservation 

concepts, Sivertz answered that "Modern technology makes it 

unnecessary to accept the claim that an industrial operation 
113 spoils the countryside." In light of this, Sivertz 

recommended that the entire park south of the 60th parallel 

be turned over to the Province of Alberta on the condition 

that the Federal Government be granted the right to control 

all activities as though the area were still a national park, 

meaning that industrial activities would have to be approved 

by Ottawa, and that the government would reserve the right to 

carry out all projects relating to wildlife preservation. 

Fortunately Sivertz's confusion was not shared by all members 

of the Northern Administration Branch. 

Lloyd Brooks, Head of the Planning Section, made an 

alternate proposal to the effect that 

the time has come to reassess the whole situation 
starting with a comprehensive wildlife survey to 
determine what boundaries should be set to encom
pass the essential wildlife habitats. Then, as a 
sample of a unique fauna of national significance 
[sic], the necessary lands should be declared a 
national park...The remaining lands, assuming they 
are mainly the forested land to the south, should 
be turned back to the province and the department 
should withdraw from the logging business.H4 

One year later Brooks amended this recommendation, apparently 



106 

with general Departmental concurrence, to include continued 

resource development in the park which would not interfere 

with protection of the wood buffalo and the whooping crane. 

The rationale for this was that the park was not established 
115 to preserve physical features. In essence, this became 

the Department's stand in the negotiations with Alberta. 

The Alberta government, more absorbed than ever in 

policy formulation for the development of the northern part 

of the province, succeeded in pushing a resolution through 

the legislature which declared that in view of the dispro

portionate amount of Alberta land reserved as national parks, 

the Federal Government should return all of the Alberta por-
116 

tion of the park. It was careful to state that strict 

game management would be pursued in the area while allowing 

orderly development of local forest and mineral resources. 

The new Minister of Northern Affairs and National Resources, 

Walter Dinsdale, rejected this proposal and instead offered 

to return some 5000 acres on the western side of the park in 

exchange for the right to establish a Cypress Hills National 
117 

Park in the southern part of the province. Such a sugges
tion did not agree with the objectives of the Alberta govern
ment and Premier Manning rejected it outright. 

These federal-provincial negotiations in the early 1960s 

coincided with the development of a limited conservation 

lobby in Canada, represented primarily by the National and 

Provincial Parks Association of Canada. Influenced by the 

very active conservationists in the United States, the mem

bers of this Association became increasingly vocal about the 

need for greater natural resource protection in Canada. They 

were fortunate in that the newly-elected Liberal administra

tion was sympathetic to their cause. In 1963 Arthur Laing, 

the new Minister of Northern Affairs and National Resources, 

expressed his views on the future of Wood Buffalo National 

Park: 
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I feel we should look upon our wildlife resources 
and upon our park lands as true resources in the 
context of our national responsibilities towards 
the individual needs of our citizens of today and 
tomorrow. This then is the frame of mind that 
will be mine in approaching the questions of Wood 
Buffalo National Park...1:L° 

Laing's remarks were more than political rhetoric. Within a 

year, the Northern Administration Branch had arrived at a new 

policy position with respect to Wood Buffalo National Park. 

Referring specifically to the bugbear of logging in the park, 

the Assistant Deputy Minister wrote that 

it has been agreed that there is no practical way 
to resolve the dilemma of economic exploitation 
of this timber until there has been a redefinition 
of the boundaries of the park at which time respon
sibility for its administration would be transferred 
to the National Parks Branch. Disposal of timber 
lying outside these boundaries will then be the re
sponsibility of Northern Administration and could 
be discharged without prejudice to the National 
Parks policy.119 

By 1964, then, the Department had tacitly admitted that its 

administration, and the administration by its predecessors, 

of Wood Buffalo National Park had been a mistake. Without 

waiting for the conclusion of an agreement with the Province 

of Alberta on boundary changes, the Department began the trans

fer of responsibility in late 1964. 

By the spring of 1969 the Parks Branch had complete 

administrative responsibility for Wood Buffalo National Park. 

Sometime later a member of the Branch would remark that 

"although by accepted standard Wood Buffalo remains an 

anachronism in Canada's system of national parks, steps are 

being taken to bring its management into conformity with 
120 accepted national park policy." This statement was an 

allusion to at least three major shifts in the policies applied 

to the Park. These included the prohibition of logging 

operations as existing leases expired, the re-examination of 

Park boundaries to determine whether changes were necessary, 

and the development of local visitor facilities and interpretive 



programs to encourage greater public appreciation of the 

natural history of the Park. These policies, which are 

still being implemented, are marked departure from the 

policies of Harkin and Graham and their successors. They 

reflect a dedication to the spirit of the National Parks 

Act among the latest administration of Wood Buffalo National 

Park, and would seem to demarcate an entirely new phase in 

its history. 

108 



109 

Conclusion 

The theme of natural resource exploitation has dominated the 

history of the Wood Buffalo area since the 18th century. As 

the years passed, the intensity of exploitation grew in step 

with technological innovation. With the approach of the 

present century, this utilitarian perception of resources 

became the cornerstone of Canadian nationhood and thus attained 

unassailable pre-eminence in national policy formulation. 

Despite the obvious pernicious effects of the doctrine of 

utility upon natural features and wildlife, no federal admin

istration has been sufficiently foresighted to exempt national 

parks from inclusion in this comprehensive development strategy. 

Preservation of resources has been, and continues to be, a 

subordinate theme in the very parts of the country where it 

should predominate. Wood Buffalo National Park is a prime 

example of the indiscriminant and insensitive application of 

federal economic development policy. 

For over a century after Peter Pond entered the Athabasca 

watershed, the economy of the Wood Buffalo area was based on 

the export of furs. The fur trading concerns established a 

relatively unobtrusive presence which had a limited effect 

on the locale. The difficulties of post provisioning and the 

advantages of using native trappers restricted the influx of 

Eurocanadians, while the vast distance to market precluded 

exportation of other commodities. In short, the lack of 

technological sophistication impeded the process of economic 

development in Athabasca. The result was an extremely stable 

fur trade regime. 

The stability of this regime was weakened almost imper

ceptibly during the 19th century by the arrival of explorers, 

missionaries, and scientists. The people were too few in 

number and remained too short a length of time to have any 

immediate impact on the Wood Buffalo locale. Their main con

tribution consisted of advertising the subarctic region and 
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its economic potential to a growth-conscious world. Because 

of technological limitations, no development of the vast 

mineral and timber resources of the region occurred until late 

in the 19th century. Canadian expansion into the North West, 

made possible by the introduction of steam power, presaged 

exploitation of the northern resource frontier. The best, 

but certainly not the only, demonstration of the economic 

utility of the North was the Klondike Goldrush of 1897. 

Coincidentally the government learned that the wood buffalo 

of Athabasca, as well as other game animals of the North West, 

were perilously close to extinction. It reacted by intro

ducing game protection measures designed to ensure a steady 

supply of foodstuffs for the local native population. This 

was the beginning of a national policy of game protection 

based on economic development, and the continuing needs of 

local natives, culminated in the establishment of Wood 

Buffalo National Park in 1922. 

Economic imperatives always dictated the development of 

Wood Buffalo National Park. There were two main reasons for 

this. First, the park was always administered by a federal 

department responsible for the economic development of the 

West and North. Game preservation policies had to be accom

modated into the predominating scenario of ecenomic progress. 

Because of the incompatibility of these two objectives, a 

policy of resource conservation was adopted. Economic exploi

tation within the park was allowed to the extent that it did 

not interfere with the park's original preservation mandate. 

The second reason concerned the ineffectualness of those 

civil servants charged with responsibility for game preser

vation. Even though they were men committed to preservation

ist policies, they proved all too ready to defer to the over

riding objectives of the Department in which they worked. 
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The lack of rigor in applying preservation policies is 

historically an issue of short duration, for the blunder of 

transferring thousands of plains bison to the park early in 

its history eliminated the need for preservation and pushed 

officials into a policy of game management. Thereafter it 

was assumed that economic development could be pursued inside 

the park without jeopardizing the buffalo as long as no 

development was allowed to interfere with the buffalo range. 

When the administration of Wood Buffalo National Park 

was transferred to the Parks Branch, beginning in 1964-5, a 

total re-examination of the policies applied to the Park 

took place. The most important tendency during the decade 

and a half since the transfer of authority has been to 

eliminate economic activities within the Park. The Park 

now appears to be entering a completely new stage of develop

ment, one more in keeping with accepted national parks 

policy and the contemporary climate of opinion. 
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Appendix A. Potential Historic Sites: Identification and 

Priorization 

Wood Buffalo National Park and the adjacent Athabasca-Slave 

River corridor are rich in potential historic sites. These 

sites are illustrative of seven major themes in the history 

of the area. These themes, which are not all represented 

equally, are: 

1 Native History 

2 Fur Trade History 

3 Northern Exploration 

4 Missionary Activity 

5 Transportation 

6 Economic Development 

7 Conservation and Wildlife Management 

In addition to the sites relating to these themes, the Park and 

adjacent area contain several natural features which figured 

largely in the history of the Athabasca district and the lar

ger northern region to which it belongs. 

Native History 

The only site relating to native history which can be posi

tively identified is Peace Point, located in the Park about 

seventy-five miles above the mouth of the Peace River. As a 

result of contact with Eurocanadian fur traders the original 

hunting and trapping territories of the various native groups 

which frequented the Wood Buffalo area changed markedly. 

Those groups closest to Hudson's Bay were the first to receive 

firearms, an acquisition that permitted them to force other 
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groups from traditional territories. The Cree Indians seem 

to have been particularly aggressive. By the late 18th 

century they had moved northwestward to a point somewhere 

just southeast of Lake Athabasca and were continuing to make 

war upon any groups which obstructed their advance. At this 

time the Beaver Indians were still the dominant native group 

in the Wood Buffalo area. For reasons which have never been 

satisfactorily explained but which may be linked to the small

pox decimation of 17 81-2, the Cree and Beaver Indians concluded 

a peace treaty in about 1782. The site where this occurred 

has ever since been known as Peace Point. 

Fur Trade History 

Since 1778 the fur trade has been a central theme in the 

history of the Wood Buffalo area. The Park itself is situated 

in the approximate centre of a district the fur traders called 

Athabasca. Athabasca was so rich in furs that for years it 

was known as the "Eldorado of the Fur Trade". As the fur 

resources of Eastern Canada were rapidly depleted, Athabasca 

became the focus of the fur trade. Its economic importance 

encouraged competition among rival fur trading concerns, most 

notably the North West Company and the Hudson's Bay Company. 

This competition was so intense that violence occasionally 

broke out between the Companies. In 1821 the Hudson's Bay 

Company achieved a monopoly in Athabasca which lasted until 

the transfer of Rupert's Land to Canada in 1870. By the 1880s 

several independent trading concerns were established in the 

Wood Buffalo area but these either folded or were gradually 

absorbed by the HBC, which remains the chief trading concern. 

There are more fur trade sites outside the Park than 

within, and without exception the external sites are histor

ically more significant. The external sites are discussed 

first to provide a context for the discussion of the sites 

within the Park. 
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A. External Fur Trade Sites 

The first fur trading post to be established in the Athabasca 

district was Pond's Old Establishment, built in 1778 by Peter 

Pond, the first European to cross the Methye Portage into the 

Athabasca watershed. The exact location of this post has 

never been determined, although it was reportedly some thirty 

to forty miles from the mouth of the Athabasca River on the 

east bank. It is possible that the site has since been washed 

away by the waters of the river. If it was indeed on the east 

bank, then it would not be in the park. The Old Establish

ment is significant because it was the first inland post in 

the Athabasca district and because it initiated the intensive 

involvement of local native groups in the trade. 

In 1787 Alexander Mackenzie replaced Pond as the chief 

representative of the North West Company in Athabasca. 

Mackenzie transferred the headquarters of the Athabasca trade 

from the Old Establishment to a point on the south shore of 

Lake Athabasca now known as Old Fort Point. There his cousin 

Roderick built the first Fort Chipewyan in 1788. Fort Chipe-

wyan became the focus of trade with the Chipewyan Indians, 

who had previously hauled their furs overland to the Hudson's 

Bay Company factories on the coast. Fort Chipewyan quickly 

became the greatest of the inland posts because of its stra

tegic location and rich hinterland. Two years after Fort 

Chipewyan was constructed, representatives of the Hudson's 

Bay Company who were surveying in the district built small 

houses on Old Fort Point about 600-700 yards southeast of the 

Nor'Westers' post. These buildings were the first HBC struc

tures in Athabasca, but no physical remains exist. 

In about 1796 or 1797 Fort Chipewyan was relocated on 

the north shore of Lake Athabasca, somewhere near Mission 

Point. This move was occasioned by the earlier breakup of 

that part of the lake, which permitted the spring fur brigades 

to start earlier on their journey to Grand Portage. The fact 
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that this location was closer to Chipewyan territory may also 

have influenced the decision to relocate. The North West 

Company was experiencing considerable internal dissension at 

about this time and in 1798 some of its traders established 

their own concern, known as the New North West or XY Company. 

As these traders were familiar with the strategic advantages 

of the Fort Chipewyan site, they built their own post on 

Little Island, directly across from Mission Point. This post 

would have been abandoned by 1804, when the XY Company 

coalesced with the Nor'-Westers. 

The Hudson's Bay Company was quick to realize that with

out similar inland posts it would not secure much of the 

Athabasca trade, and in 1802 it sent Peter Fidler to establish 

a post in the district. Fidler chose a site on the south

east corner of English Island and constructed Nottingham House. 

His choice of site was determined principally by the abundance 

of wood for building purposes and by the proximity of depend

able fisheries for provisions. Construction of this post 

ushered in a period of intense competition between the oppos

ing companies. A reflection of the seriousness of the situ

ation was the watch-tower constructed by the Nor"Westers close 

to Nottingham House from which they observed the trade 

activities of the Hudson's Bay Company men. In 1803, repor

tedly to secure a more advantageous trading position with 

respect to the Chipewyan Indians from the east, the North 

West Company again relocated Fort Chipewyan. The new site, 

to the east of Mission Point, became the permanent location 

of the fort. Continued harassment by the Nor'Westers caused 

Fidler to abandon Nottingham House in 1806 and for the next 

nine years the NWC monopoly in Athabasca went unchallenged. 

The second Hudson's Bay Company offensive in Athabasca 

began in 1815 with the construction of Fort Wedderburn on 

Potato Island, directly across the channel from Fort Chipewyan. 

This site proved to close to the hostile Nor'Westers and so 
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the fort was relocated on the northwest side of the island, 

about a mile from English Island. Wedderburn remained in use 

until the coalition of the Companies in 1821. It was then 

abandoned in favor of the more habitable and capacious Fort 

Chipewyan. At the time Fort Chipewyan consisted of at least 

one dozen distinct structures and remained more or less the 

same until 1870, when it was completely rebuilt by Chief 

Factor Roderick MacFarlane. In the next quarter century 

Chipewyan began to lost its identity as a fur trade post as 

numerous native families, independent traders, missionaries, 

and government officials established buildings near the site. 

In 1939 Fort Chipewyan was dismantled. 

B. In-Park Fur Trade Sites 

The potential historic sites in Wood Buffalo National Park 

derive their significance more from what they represent than 

from any intrinsic importance. This situation is the result 

of the fact that the Park area was always a fur and provisions 

hinterland of Fort Chipewyan. During the fur trade period 

a site's strategic importance depended on its place in the 

communications system. Fort Chipewyan's ascendency is explained 

by its location at the cross-roads of the trade; to the south 

lay the markets of Montreal and New York, to the east the 

factories of the Bay and access to English markets, to the 

north the rich fir fields, and to the west the expanding 

territory of New Caledonia. Wood Buffalo, by contrast, was 

situated astride the Peace River between Fort Chipewyan and 

the provisioning posts of the open prairies. The Park, then, 

represented a distance to be overcome. Moreover, it was in

habited chiefly by Chipewyan Indians who traded almost exclu

sively at Fort Chipewyan, while the more westerly Beavers 

frequented the posts around Vermilion. In short, there was 

no need and no desire for a major post within the Park area. 

Fort Chipewyan's chief disadvantage as headquarters of 
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the Athabasca trade was its lack of abundant and varied local 

provisions. The buffalo range had already contracted to the 

most inaccessible parts of the Park area and inevitably the 

post was forced to rely on the fisheries for its main supply 

of food. Fisheries, usually consisting of a couple of rough 

shacks for shelter and storage, were established on virtually 

every island in Lake Athabasca that could be easily reached 

from Fort Chipewyan. Big Island, English Island, Goose Island, 

Burntwood Island and Old Fort Point were among the most produc

tive fishery sites outside of the Park. Within Wood Buffalo 

there were at least four fisheries which were of considerable 

importance to Fort Chipewyan. Although exact locations re

mained undetermined, these fisheries were referred to by the 

geographical names of Quatres Fourches, Lake Claire, Lake 

Mamawi, and Hay River. These fisheries, like all fisheries, 

were utilized seasonally (usually spring and fall) and not 

necessarily on an annual basis. 

Complementing the fisheries were two provisioning posts 

located within Wood Buffalo. Little specific information is 

available on either, although it is known that both collected 

furs as a subsidiary function to meat provisioning. The first 

was located along the Salt River, possibly near the present 

Salt River Settlement, by a Metis family named Beaulieu prior 

to the establishment of Pond's first post. This provisions 

post functioned continuously during the 19th century and it 

would be possible to document the extent of its contribution 

to the feeding of Fort Chipewyan. The other post was short

lived. In 1799 a North West Company trader named James Porter 

established a provisions post somewhere on the west side of 

Lake Claire. It appears that this post was only used for the 

season 1799-1800. Its location has never been determined. 

As long as the Hudson's Bay Company maintained its 

monopoly of the fur trade in Athabasca the strategic importance 

of the the Wood Buffalo area remained negligible. This 
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situation changed somewhat with the approach of the 20th 

century as independent traders began to establish small 

'inland' posts in the manner of the old Nor'Westers. By 

taking trade goods to the natives, rather than making them 

journey to a permanent post, the free traders competed well 

with the HBC, forcing it to build similar posts in the Park 

and to shift more and more into the retailing business. By 

design most of the free traders' posts were impermanent. One 

of the most successful independent outfits was Revillon Freres, 

who began sending trade goods into the Peace River area in 

1905. They established at least two posts near (but not in) 

the Park, one at Red River below Vermilion Chutes and the 

other on the Hay River. Only one or two-man outfits built 

posts within the Park (aside from the HBC) and the locations 

of about half a dozen of these have been determined near Lake 

Claire for the period of the 1920s and 1930s. There were 

probably others as well but only oral history investigations 

can determine that. These trading posts, which apparently 

consisted of a single structure per trader, represent a way 

of life important to the Park area for decades. 

Representing that same way of life are several trappers' 

cabins located within the Park. When the Park was established 

in 19 22, only those persons who had traditionally trapped 

within its confines were permitted to continue their activ

ities . In the vicinity of Lake Claire and Lake Mamawi there 

appear to have been numerous cabins which shifted locations 

periodically. Five such cabins, dated from the period 1929-1935, 

have been located. 

Traplines and trapping areas are the only other historic 

fur trade resource within Wood Buffalo. Clearly these may be 

as old as two hundred years, but it is debatable whether trap-

lines were specifically defined or simply large areas within 

which individual native families had traditional trapping 

rights. The issue is complicated by the establishment of the 

Park in 1922, since the new trapping regulations permitted 
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group trapping areas to be set up. Location of traplines, 

family trapping areas, and group trapping areas present 

special research and interpretation problems. Since 

unquestionably traplines and family trapping areas shifted 

in accordance with the availability of fur-bearing animals, 

only extremely detailed and specialized research can reveal 

their locations. This task has been begun by other 

individuals but their work was not available for consulta

tion. Group trapping areas, which may be defined with 

precision, were so large that they cannot be described 

as sites per se. The same comment could be made about 

traplines and family trapping areas. Without visual aids 

such as available at Visitor Reception Centres these 

trapping areas have a limited interpretive potential. 

Northern Exploration 

During the first century of its history Wood Buffalo's out

standing characteristic was remoteness. Few Europeans other 

than fur traders ever ventured into the Athabasca district 

and when they did they usually stayed only a short while. 

Among the non-trading visitors to the district were two kinds 

of explorers. Geographical explorers like John Franklin, 

George Back and Thomas Simpson travelled through the district 

on their way north to explore and map the northern coastline 

of the continent. Invariably Fort Chipewyan served as their 

base of operations and supply, but the actual time spent by 

the explorers at the post was short. Consequently they left 

no physical structures of any sort to mark their presence in 

the district. The second kind of explorer, represented by 

men such as John Henry Lefroy, Robert Bell, J.B. Tyrrell and 

others, was scientific by training and interested to some 

degree in the Athabasca district itself. Fort Chipewyan, and 

sometimes Fort Smith, again served as a base of operations. 

In three instances such scientific explorers left evidence 

of their passing. 

In 184 3 John Henry Lefroy was sent to Fort Chipewyan by 
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the British government to establish an observatory for the 

purpose of studying northern magnetic phenomena. He was 

unable to find a suitable building those of the fort compound 

to house his observatory so he and some post volunteers 

erected an observatory from the remains of an abandoned boat-

house. The nature of the observatory's exterior remains un

known, but there does exist some sparse information about the 

interior. Its exact location is not known, although it was 

definitely not in the Park. The significance of this structure 

derives from the observations Lefroy made, for they became 

the standard by which all subsequent observations of this 

nature were measured. 

Another structure outside the Park was erected by sur

veyor William Ogilvie during his stay at Fort Chipewyan in 

1884. Ogilvie was returning from a mapping expedition in the 

Yukon and adjacent territory and it was at Fort Chipewyan 

that his survey linked up with the existing Dominion Lands 

survey. There he built a square lead sundial somewhere near 

the fort, presumably in connection with his surveying work. 

The final site relating to northern exploration concerns 

the 1892 visit of University of Iowa Professor Frank Russell 

to Athabasca. He and two colleagues had visited Fort Chipe

wyan in the previous year to gather ornithological specimens 

for their university, and Russell subsequently returned alone 

to obtain specimens of larger mammals such as the wood bison 

and the musk-ox. He did not abandon bird collection, however, 

and in this connection he spent some time at the delta of the 

Chenal des Quatre Fourches in 1893. His camp would very likely 

have been in the Park area, although its exact location remains 

unknown. No physical evidence would remain as Russell states 

he lived in a tent. The site represents the accumulation of 

specific information about the Athabasca district which was 

becoming common as the 19th century ended. Information such 

as that gathered by Russell contributed enormously to our 

understanding of the Park's natural history. 
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Missionary Activity 

Missionaries performed two important roles in the history of 

Wood Buffalo in the 19th and 20th centuries. First, they were 

a strong force for change. Their teachings and example pro

vided an attractive and influential alternative to the life

style engendered and cultivated by the commercially-minded 

fur traders. To a degree they were successful in gradually 

turning the local natives and Mdtis from a semi-nomadic hunting 

and trapping existence to one characterized by greater seden-

tarism supported by wage earnings. This was particularly true 

after 1880 when the transportation revolution on the Atha

basca and Slave Rivers created non-mission opportunities for 

employment. It is also noteworthy that it was not until this 

period that Fort Chipewyan achieved the appearance of a 

limited urban centre. Thus the missionaries were instrumen

tal in destabilizing the regime of the fur trade. Their 

second role was as propagandizes for the Athabasca district. 

Their writings and public speeches informed an interested 

public about the nature and potential of the district. They 

were not alone in giving the district publicity, for anyone 

who wrote about their experiences there performed the same 

function, but none of these other writers could supply detailed 

information about the religious services available to pros

pective settlers of the Peace River district. Since such 

services were invariably desired by agricultural settlers, the 

missionaries inadvertantly acted as colonization agents for 

the Dominion government in the early 20th century. 

In the main, potential historic sites of religious signi

ficance in the vicinity of Wood Buffalo National Park are 

clustered around the centres of Fort Chipewyan and Fort Smith. 

With one exception none of the sites are in the Park. 

The first religious structure to be built at Fort Chipe

wyan was the Nativity Mission of the Oblate Order. The orig

inal mission consisted of a small house and chapel constructed 
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by Father Faraud in 1849. Two years later Faraud built the 

first church about a mile west of the fort and this structure 

was dedicated as the Nativity Mission on 8 September 1851. 

In about 1855 a new and much larger church was begun which 

carried on the same name. These structures represented a 

significant turning point in the social and cultural develop

ment of the peoples of the Athabasca district. A school was 

added to the Roman Catholic mission site in 1874. It was 

called the Convent of the Holy Angels, and was built to counter 

the threat posed by the imminent construction of a Church of 

England school at Chipewyan. The Grey Nuns who ran the school 

also operated an orphanage in the same structure. As it 

turned out, the Anglicans did not start a mission at Fort 

Chipewyan until 1876, and it was another four years before 

the Church of St. Paul the Apostle was opened at a site near 

the fort compound. In 19 20 extensive renovations of this 

church were undertaken, and it was reopened as the Pro-Cathe

dral of the Anglican Diocese of Mackenzie River. 

The Oblates also opened the first mission, St. Isidore's, 

at Fort Smith in 1876. It was at first the offspring and 

dependent of the Yellowknife Indians' mission at Fort Reso

lution, although it served mainly Chipewyan Indians. This 

mission, in conjunction with St. Mary's sixteen miles upstream 

at Fitzgerald, also played an important role in the trans

portation system of the Oblates which was developed to supply 

the most northerly missions. At Fort Smith a hospital was 

opened in 1914, and a school in 1915, under the management 

of the Grey Nuns. The hospital is still standing. 

The single religious historic site which is in the Park 

is known as St. Bruno's farm. This farm was begun in 1911 

by Father Edward Gouy on a high bank of the Salt River west 

of Fort Smith. Presumably the prdduce and cattle from this 

farm were utilized by the Oblate mission at Fort Smith, where 

provisioning was always a problem. There is some confusion 
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as to the date when the farm was abandoned. Father Gilles 

Mousseau, the current resident priest at Fort Smith, claims 

it was not in operation after 1928. Father William Leising, 

author of Arctic Wings and local historian, records that the 

farm was still being used in the late 1930s. He states that 

a stampede by starving wood buffalo occurred, destroying the 

pasturage, killing some farm cattle, and forcing the abandon

ment of the farm as a source of meat. He states further that 

in 1940 a forest fire destroyed most of the buildings on the 

site. 

Transportation 

Transportation is a most important theme in the history 

of Wood Buffalo National Park. Because of the district's 

remoteness from major urban centres, all local economic de

velopment has been dependent upon the sophistication of 

existing transport facilities. For a full century the canoe 

was the only mode of transport in the district and its inher

ent limitations ensured continued dependence on the export of 

furs. Beginning in the 1880s, however, a transportation revo

lution took place in the district, based upon the introduction 

of steam power. This innovation had a limited effect on the 

local economic base, but it did prompt the construction of 

docking and warehousing facilities which rebounded to the 

benefit of the local people through the creation of wage em

ployment. Employment on the steamers themselves, and the 

attendant service industries, also assisted the local economy. 

These benefits to the local people, limited though they assur

edly were, were repeated with the introduction of motor, rail 

and air transport in the first two decades of this century. 

Thus these changes enabled local people, in some degree, to 

absorb the economic impact of the restricted hunting and 

trapping privileges granted within the confines of the Park 

after 1922. 
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Viewed in a larger context, transportation improvements 

and their consequences were important factors in the decision 

to establish the Park. They permitted almost complete encircle

ment of the Park area by unprecedented economic activity, and 

this exploitation posed a clear threat to the continued exis

tence of the wood buffalo. One need only think of the effect 

of rapid settlement and development on the plains buffalo, 

as did the planners of Wood Buffalo National Park. The wood 

buffalo, already decimated by natural disasters, would not 

have survived any major intrusion into and disruption of its 

natural habitat. It is also possible that the whooping crane 

would now be extinct had completely unregulated development 

been allowed in the area which became the park in 1922. 

There are few sites relating to transportation which 

may be commemorated. All of those which do exist are outside 

the Park. The two best examples are the Fort Smith shipyards 

and the Fitzgerald docks, which were crucial to the develop

ment of the Mackenzie River transport system. The Fitzgerald 

docks still exist. A third site is Halfway House, a stopping 

house located halfway between Fort Smith and Fitzgerald on 

the sixteen-mile portage road. This site was important in 

the expansion of freighting facilities on the portage in 

the 1920s and 1930s. There is one surviving building on 

the site, a log blacksmith shop. 

Economic Development 

Economic development has been the single most important 

theme in the history of the Park since its establishment in 

1922. This paradoxical state of affairs came about as a result 

of the administration of the Park by the Northern Administra

tion Branch and its antecedents. When the Park was set up, 

it was placed under the control of the Northwest Territories 
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and Yukon Branch of the Department of the Interior, whose 

principal objective was the economic development of the North. 

In succeeding years the park's history was characterized by 

a constant tension between preservation of its wildlife re

sources and development of its economic resources. This situ

ation persisted until 1964 when administration of the park 

was transferred to the Parks Branch, which has been more amen

able to the phasing out of commercial activity in the park. 

There are several sites within the park which relate to 

economic development. Three timber management sites, desig

nated the Big Island, Peace Delta and Athabasca blocks, 

represent the logging operations which began in the park in 

1951. Logging operations in these blocks have been all but 

phased out. The sites contain no physical structures of 

note. The airstrip at Eldorado's plant at Sweetgrass constructed 

for use by its DC-3 aircraft is completely overgrown. 

The other important site concerns the Lake Claire com

mercial fishing operation which existed, with periodic inter

ruption, from 1948 to 1962. This was a development based on 

the goldeye resources of Lake Claire, and was instituted to 

benefit the local native population by creating wage employ

ment. The exact location of the fishery base of operations 

in unknown, but it has been possible to determine that at 

least three buildings were erected circa 1957: a packing shed, 

a combined living quarters and store, and an icehouse. 

Conservation and Wildlife Management 

This is a theme of great significance in the park's 

history as the park was established specifically to preserve 

the wood bison and other wildlife of the area. The sites 

relating to this theme fall into the categories of adminis-
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tration, buffalo management, and environmental protection. 

The immense size of Wood Buffalo National Park dictated 

its administrative setup, which was originally decentralized. 

Three basic types of administrative facilities existed within 

the Park. These were, in descending order of authority, the 

park station, the warden station, and the ranger cabin. All 

were under the authority of the park headquarters at Fort 

Smith. Most of the locations of these structures are known, 

but the buildings themselves have been destroyed. 

Buffalo management refers to a program of disease and 

herd size control which developed after 19 30. The central 

ingredient in the management program is an annual slaughter 

undertaken by park staff with the assistance of a veterin

arian. Initially the slaughter was conducted in portable 

abattoirs, but in 19 52 a permanent abattoir was constructed 

at Hay Camp near the Hornaday River. A more modern abattoir 

was built in the Sweetgrass area north of Lake Claire in 1957, 

and slaughtering was done there until 1962. In 1961 another 

abattoir was built at Hay Camp. The sites of the abattoirs 

are known, but only the Hay Camp one is still standing. 

The sites relating to environmental management are of two 

types. The first is the fire tower, whose purpose needs no 

explanation. Those towers which have been located are fea

tured on the site camp. The second type of site is the earth-

filled dam, constructed in the late 1940s to control the water 

levels in the Peace-Athabasca delta where fur-bearing animals 

are particularly numerous. Two have been located, on Dempsey 

Creek and the other on Murdock Creek. Other wiers have been 

constructed, but these are contemporary rather than historical 

structures. 

Natural Features 

Wood Buffalo National Park contains several natural 

features which have an historical importance. The Salt Plains, 

located northwest of Fort Smith, have been used for centuries 
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by natives, fur traders, explorers, missionaries and travellers 

as a source of crystalling salt. In addition to its dietary 

uses, this salt had been used as a curing agent for fish and 

meat. The Peace, Athabasca and Slave Rivers have always been 

critical to the development of the Athabasca district. Used 

first as access routes by the fur traders, they later became 

the chief all-Canadian thoroughfares of Klondikers heading 

north from Edmonton. More recently, they served as principle 

transportation corridors to the economic resources of the far 

North. They are no longer used for this purpose. Part of this 

river system, the sixteen-mile stretch of rapids from Fitzgerald 

to Fort Smith, formed the chief obstacle to river traffic until 

construction of the Mackenzie Highway rendered water transport 

obsolete. 

Site Chart and Map 

Several points must be noted concerning the site chart 

and map which are intended to summarize the information pro

vided in this narrative: 

1 The ranking of the potential historic sites does not re

flect their interpretive significance. Rather, it indicates 

the relative importance of the sites in terms of the history 

of Wood Buffalo National Park. The principal criteria used 

in making this determination were (a) the location of the 

site and (b) the overall importance of the theme represented 

by a site. 

2 Not all potential historic sites are featured on the site 

map. In a few cases, this reflects the inability to locate 

the site. Usually the omission indicates an attempt to keep 

the map as uncluttered as possible. Only sites of limited 

significance have been omitted. 

3 In two cases there were so many potential historic sites 

clustered in a single area that it was not possible to label 

all of them. These locations are designated the Fort Chipe-

wyan Cluster and the Fort Smith Cluster on the map. The 
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sites included in each cluster are as follows: 

Fort Chipewyan Cluster: 

Fort Chipewyan II Lefroy's Observatory 

Fort Chipewyan III Ogilvie's Sundial 

XY Post, Little Island Nativity Mission 

Nottingham House Convent of Holy Angels 

The Watchtower St. Paul's Pro-Cathedral 

Fort Wedderburn 

Fort Smith Cluster: 

Fort Smith Grey Nuns* Hospital 

St. Isidore's Mission Grey Nuns' School 

Fort Smith Shipyards 
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Potential Historic Site Chart 

Site Represented 

Timber Management Areas 1 Yes Economic Development 
Administrative Buildings 2 Yes Conservation 
Abattoirs 3 Yes Conservation 
Lake Claire Fishery 4 Yes Economic Development 
Fire Towers 5 Yes Conservation 
Dams 6 Yes Conservation 
Eldorado Airstrip 7 Yes Economic Development 
Peace Point 8 Yes Native History 
Trappers' Cabins 9 Yes Fur Trade 
Free Traders' Posts 10 Yes Fur Trade 
Fisheries 11 Yes Fur Trade 
Traplines 12 Yes Fur Trade and Native History 
Beaulieu Post 13 ? Fur Trade 
Porter's Post 14 Yes Fur Trade 
St. Bruno's Farm 15 Yes Missionary Activity 
Russell's Campsite 16 Yes Exploration 
Fort Chipewyan III 17 No Fur Trade 
Fort Chipewyan II 18 No Fur Trade 
Fort Chipewyan I 19 No Fur Trade 
Nottingham House 20 No Fur Trade 
Fort Wedderburn 21 No Fur Trade 
Pond's Old Establishment 22 No Fur Trade 
XY Post, Little Island 23 No Fur Trade 
Nativity Mission 24 No Missionary Activity 
St. Paul's Pro-Cathedral 25 No Missionary Activity 
Fort Smith Shipyards 26 No Transportation 
Fitzgerald Docks 27 No Transportation 
Convent of Holy Angels 28 No Missionary Activity 
St. Isidore's Mission 29 No Missionary Activity 
Halfway House 30 No Transportation 
St. Mary's Mission 31 No Missionary Activity 
Grey Nuns' Hospital 3 2 No Missionary Activity 
Grey Nuns' School 33 No Missionary Activity 
Lefroy's Observatory 34 No Exploration 
HBC Buildings, Old Fort 
Point 35 No Fur Trade 
The Watchtower 36 No Fur Trade 
Ogilvie's Sundial 37 No Exploration 

Rank 
In-
Park Theme(s) 
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Endnote Abbreviations 

C.M.S. 

G • S • C • 

H.B.C.A. 

McCord 

McLennan Library 

O.A. 

P.A.C. 

S.P.R.I. 

Church Missionary Society, London 

Geological Survey of Canada 

Hudson's Bay Company Archives 

McCord Museum, Montreal 

McGill University, McLennan Library, 

Rare Books and Special Collections 

Ontario Archives 

Public Archives of Canada 

Scott Polar Research Institute, 

Cambridge 
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