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Fire in the Beaver Hills 

Introduction 
Before proceeding with an historical investigation of fire 
and its possible historical impact upon the Beaver Hills 
landscape, it is necessary to outline the approach to this 
subject. First of all, there is a considerable body of 
literature by geographers, biologists and other scholars 
who have studied fire in relation to the grasslands and 
savannas of the world. *• Nevertheless, some important ques­
tions remain. What effects have fire had on vegetation, 
flora, and other aspects of landscape, including man him­
self? What relationships have existed between fires, 
climate and man? Very little relevant research on such 
questions has been undertaken utilizing the extensive 
historical literature on the northern plains of Western 
Canada and the American West.2 The only scholarly study for 
the pre-1870 period is a survey of the causes and effects of 
fire on the northern grasslands of Canada and the United 
States written by J.G. Nelson and R.E. England.3 It pro­
vides a broad overview of the impact of fire upon the 
prairie landscape. 

For an assessment of the impact of fire in the Beaver 
Hills area the early writings of the agents of the fur trade 
in the Hudson's Bay Company archives must be examined. 
There were several fur trading posts established within a 
hundred-mile radius of the Beaver Hills area after 1790. 
Unfortunately, few records relating to the North West 
Company's operations have survived.^ For information on 
posts such as Fort Augustus, built at the mouth of the 
Sturgeon river in 1795, the historian depends primarily upon 
references made by servants of the Hudson's Bay Company. On 
the other hand, the two Hudson's Bay Company posts in the 
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vicinity of Beaver Hills, Edmonton House and Buckingham 
House, are well documented for the period 1795-1821.5 All 
references to fire for these years are included in this 
report. Currently, the researcher is proceeding with a 
more comprehensive analysis of fire and its impact upon 
the fur trade and landscape for the period after 1821. 
When this is completed, it will be forwarded. 

As fur traders penetrated the upper reaches of the 
Saskatchewan River district in the late eighteenth century,» 
they were confronted from time to time by a spectacular yet 
potentially dangerous phenomenon; the plains fire. Whether 
caused by man or nature, these grass fires could sweep 
rapidly across the vast Plains from Cumberland House in the 
east to the Rocky Mountains in the west, from the Saskatchewan 
River in the north as far south as the banks of the 
Missouri. In the process, they had a profound impact on 
the fur trade and on the landscape. In fact, during the 
particularly dry years of 1812-13, the fire-scorched plains 
offered nothing but starvation to Indian and fur trader 
alike . 

The fur traders were more interested in the north 
branch of the Saskatchewan than in the Bow river region; 
their name for the southern branch of the Saskatchewan.7 
The former ran parallel to both the wooded belt where furs 
were more readily available and to the prairies which pro­
vided the main form of sustenance - the buffalo. The 
Beaver Hills area is a case in point.8 Situated in the 
Aspen parkland belt which separates the northern boreal 
forests from the grass plains, it was a favourite grazing 
ground for the bison during the harsh winter months. The 
forest vegetation of the Beaver Hills also supported wild 
game and provided an annual harvest of berries. This rich 
abundance made it possible for bands of Sarcee, and then 
Cree Indians, to dwell in the Beaver Hills before and after 
1800. 

The fur trade journals make frequent references to the 
Beaver Hills Cree.° Periodically, this band travelled to 
Buckingham House or, after 1795, Edmonton House, where they 
exchanged their furs or provisions for liquor, ammunition, 
tobacco and other articles of trade. The Company officials 
at the Saskatchewan trading establishments were particularly 
interested in procuring dry provisions such as meat. Be­
sides concerning themselves with the accumulation of pelts, 
they were responsible for the provision of staples such as 
pemmican to the east and westbound brigades. This role is 
one very important reason why Hudson's Bay Company officials 
were so alarmed by prairie fires. If the fires drove the 
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bison and other animals too far southward, the fur trade 
network from Cumberland House to Rocky Mountain House was 
deprived of its major source of provisions. 

The first Hudson's Bay Company post built in the region 
of the Beaver Hills was Buckingham House; approximately 
eighty miles downstream from the area under study. William 
Tomison and his men constructed the post a short distance 
from the "Canadian" house, Fort George, in the autumn of 
1792.10 The following spring and autumn Indian families 
arrived from the Beaver Hills to trade a few furs. On 
April 13, 1793, Tomison noted in the post journal that every 
available man was involved fighting a fire which threatened 
to destroy the Company's house and canoes.H Although there 
is no conclusive evidence, Tomison claimed this fire was set 
upwind purposefully by order of Angus Shaw, the trader in 
charge of Fort George.12 it is well known that there was 
considerable tension between the rival trading companies in 
the Saskatchewan district. Certainly, if the fire was an 
intentional ploy, it illustrates how far the North West 
Company was willing to go to achieve supremacy in the trade. 
At the same time, a fire in the neighbourhood of Buckingham 
House also might have endangered the Canadian establishment. 
Regardless of the motivation or cause of the fire, a week 
later Tomison's men were still obliged to control the 
blaze.I3 

For the most part, observers could only speculate upon 
how these fires were started. References are frequent enough 
to suggest that lightning was a common cause of fire. For 
example, when camped in the Highwood Valley, south of pres­
ent-day Calgary, Hudson's Bay Company trader and surveyor 
Peter Fidler noted in his journal that "lightning in the 
spring and fall frequently lights the grass".-'-'* Duncan 
McGillivray, a clerk at Fort George, presented another 
theory to explain why fire had broken out in that vicinity 
in the autumn of 1794;15 

The Plains around us are all fire. We hear that 
the animals fly away in every direction to save 
themselves from the flames, an attempt which is 
often rendered abortive when the fire is 
cherished by a breeze of wind, which drives it 
along with such fury that the fleetest horse 
can scarcely outrun it. The Indians often make 
use of this method to frighten away the animals 
in order to enhance the value of their own 
provisions. 

If the Indians were in fact responsible for this fire to 
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