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FOREWORD 

In this, the second of our National Park series, the history 

of land use, landscape, controlling groups and agencies, and in part 

of technology, is examined for the townsite of Banff. As far as is 

known to us, the study is the first of its kind in Canada and seems 

comparatively unique in North America. The work is particularly 

interesting academically and should be of considerable practical value 

to administrators, planners and the public, for it describes changes 

in land use and in cultural influences thereon, whether in the form 

of town residents, the federal government, the provincial government, 

or Calgarians. 

Scace concludes with certain simple but important and easily 

overlooked principles. One of the more important of these is the 

idea that no change, particularly where it involves facilities, should 

be made in a National Park without thorough study of its long-term 

implications. Seemingly innocuous changes can become major problems 

as demands change over the years. Scace goes on to comment on the 

demands that permanent residents make for urban services in townsites 

like Banff. Their desires are likely to be similar to those of 

citizens in communities located outside the National Parks. Scace 

is therefore concerned about developing more service centres within 

the National Parks, because of their implications for long-term changes 

in the National Park landscape. Other studies comparable to Scace's 

are needed for other townsites in the Canadian and other National 

Park systems. 

J. G. Nelson 

The Department of Geography 
The University of Calgary 
Alberta 
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PREFACE 

Except for some small changes, the content of this study is 

similar to the original dissertation submitted to The University of 

Calgary in 1967. Generous assistance has been rendered from many 

quarters during the preparation of the study but any imperfections 

that it may contain are the responsibility of the author. 

I particularly wish to thank Dr. J. G. Nelson of the Department 

of Geography, The University of Calgary who suggested the original 

idea and offered much in the way of valuable advice and criticism. 

My thanks must also be extended to: the staff of Federal and Provincial 

Government Departments in Banff, Calgary, Ottawa and Edmonton, par­

ticularly the personnel of the National and Historic Parks Branch, 

Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, who gave freely 

of their time to answer questions and correspondence; to the staff of 

the Glenbow-Alberta Institute, Calgary; to Messrs. B. Kenny, 

M. Somerville and K. Shelton, Department of Geography, The University 

of Calgary, for technical assistance; and to The University of Calgary 

for financial assistance. A number of illustrations are reproduced 

by permission of the Canadian Pacific Railway, Glenbow-Alberta 

Institute, Geological Survey of Canada, Government of Alberta and 

Provincial Archives, Victoria, British Columbia. 

R. C. Scace 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Introductory remarks 

Canada's National Parks have experienced heavy public use in the 

last two decades, giving rise to problems of land management and land 

use. The Rocky Mountain Parks of Alberta and British Columbia in 

particular have shown substantial annual increases in visitor totals, 

and because all but one of these Parks contain townsites, their admin­

istration has become a complex federal, undertaking. 

This paper is a cultural-historical study of the land tenure 

system, land use changes and land management in one of the Park town-

sites, Banff, up to the year 19^5. The advantages inherent in such a 

historical-geographical study have been recognized by Mitchell. 

The value of his [the historical-geographer's] work qua 
geographer . . . lies . . . in the fact that some elements of 
geographical design that develop in response to passing conditions 
are extremely stable in their form or long lasting in their effects, 
and the understanding of the present demands the study of the ? 

geography of the period of their establishment and development. 

To satisfy Mitchell's conditions, the study might be initiated 

at the time of Banff townsite's establishment. But the development 

of the town, and its relationship with the National Park idea, are 

better understood on the basis of a brief look at the pre-Park days. 

This prelude to the main body of the study is set out in Chapter Two. 

Thereafter, the study will seek: 

1. to describe the establishment of Banff as a spa community 

and its subsequent development as a resort in a National Park; 

2. to describe the development of the leasing system and its 



results, notably the creation of virtual freeholds on public land; 

3. to trace the introduction of many land uses which are now 

judged to be incompatible in a National Park townsite and with the 

National Park idea; 

3 
k. to survey the influence of the federal government, the 

Canadian Pacific Railway Company (C.P.R.), and other policy-making 

agencies and groups in the development of the townsite, particularly 

its land use, land tenure and planning aspects. 

Land tenure in National Parks is based upon the principle of 

leasing publicly-owned and controlled land for a stated period of time. 

This principle is also applicable to Park townsites wherein no freehold 

system of tenure is permissible. Ostensibly, the purpose of a leasing 

system, whenever used historically, has been to eliminate private 

control of land explicitly reserved for public use. Consequently, 

maintenance of the leasehold system permits public access on a large 

scale and ensures public planning of the use of the townsite and Park. 

In this way, the reserve's stated aims may be fulfilled with minimum 

interference from private interests. 

This paper will attempt to show that from Banff's establishment 

in 1886 until the years immediately following World War II, the town-

site leasing system developed into something resembling a freehold 

system because of Prime Minister John A. MacDonald's proposal that 

long-term leases possessing perpetual renewal clauses should be issued. 

For more than 50 years after 1887, automatic renewal of leases became 

a familiar aspect of the land tenure system in Banff. 

These conditions of lease combined with historical-geographical 

factors of location, population distribution and communication as well 

2 



as group influences (the C.P.R. for instance), to make public control 

of land in Banff exceedingly difficult. 

Belatedly aware of the undesirable consequence of federal town-

site management policy, administrators have set out to make great 

changes in townsite operations in National Parks. Stated simply, 

these changes are intended to make Banff a more functional visitor 

servicing unit within the context of contemporary National Park concepts 

by revamping the leasing system and using it for the control purposes 

for which it was seemingly originally intended. Initial steps to bring 

about a more stringent control policy appear to have begun with admin­

istrative decisions made in the 1950s, by which time it must have become 

obvious that prevailing leasing and business conditions in Park town-

sites were incompatible with the need to service more visitors. 

Statutory legislation has vested in Parliament the power to 

ascribe land uses in National Parks and the wherewithal for their 

management. However, federal governments have been consistently 

susceptible to influences which encourage amendments to policies 

established by individual departments. Commons Debates and obser-

k 5 6 7 

vations by Pearce, Byrne, Wolfe, Fraser and others suggest that 

such modifications have endangered the National Park concepts for which 

such policies were established and locally have had real implications 

for land use and management practices in Banff. 

The scope of this study does not extend beyond the end of World 

War II but it is hoped that it may contribute towards a better appreci­

ation of present problems in the field of National Park townsite 

management and stimulate other researchers to join the writer in that 

field. Researchers in Canada have paid insufficient heed to past 

3 



cultural, political, commercial and other pressures as moderators of 

federal land management policies in National. Parks, American experience 
o 

in such matters has heen extensively documented, notably by Shankland 

9 10 
and Ise; and Hays' study of the conservation movement from 1890 to 

1920 is an invaluable source. The National Parks Association and 

Sierra Club, for example, have for long illustrated the forces seeking 

to discourage single-use withdrawals of multiple resource lands assigned 

11 12 13 
as National Parks. And lldall and Douglas have brought before 

the general public, past and existing examples of developments detri­

mental to the conservation movement. Similar accomplishments appear 

long overdue in Canada. 

The study area 

Banff townsite is located on the Bow River, some 30 miles 

upstream from the eastern edge of the Rocky Mountains by way of the 

upper Bow Valley; and 40 miles from the Continental Divide, also by 

way of the Bow Valley. Calgary, the largest community in Southern 

Alberta (population approximately 335,000), is situated about 80 miles 

to the east of Banff and is directly linked to it by the Canadian 

Pacific Railway transcontinental line and the Trans-Canada and 1A 

Highways (Fig. l). 

Banff is located at an elevation of 4,538 feet above sea level 

and is circumscribed by mountains varying in height from 5,500 feet to 

14 9,800 feet above sea level. Townsite development in Banff has been 

simplified by a marked broadening of the upper Bow Valley at this point 

(Plate 4). But to the southwest, settlement has been forced to leave 

the floodplain and ascend the lower slopes of Sulphur Mountain. It 

4 



Fig. 1 
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then extends southeast to the confluence of the Bow and Spray Rivers. 

Of the other mountains circumscribing Banff, only Tunnel Mountain to 

the east inhibits valley-bottom development. However, ill-drained 

land to the west of the townsite also acts as a physical deterrent 

to potential townsite expansion. 

Four distinct types of building land may be distinguished for 

Banff, the first being the river margins which carry only a limited 

number of buildings, principally on Bow Avenue (Fig. 2). Poor natural 

drainage has rendered these margins unsuitable for extensive develop­

ment; and in the second type of building land recognized—the poorly 

drained river flats to the west of Banff in the vicinity of the 

recreation grounds—distinctly less construction has been undertaken. 

Most of Banff is built on an alluvial terrace composed of 

river gravels and silts, rising from 20 to 25 feet above the river 

itself. The terrace merges on the east into heavier clay deposits 

associated with the fourth distinctive type of building land, the Otter 

Street terrace on the slope of Tunnel Mountain. 

In this paper the "study area" will include Banff townsite, an 

area of approximately 325 developed acres, and that part of the Park 

adjacent to Banff which, because of the municipal and recreational 

activities pursued therein, may be recognized as an extension of the 

townsite itself. The total study area thus corresponds to the land 

encompassed by Vermilion Lakes and Tunnel Mountain on the west and 

east respectively, and Mount Horquay and Sulphur Mountain on the north 

and south respectively (Fig. 3). 

7 



Fig. 2 
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CHAPTER II 

THE EARLY SETTLEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF A SPA AT BANFF (?-1910) 

Introduction 

The settlement and development of a spa community at Banff in 

the quarter century from 1886 to 1910 represented a unique undertaking 

on the western frontier of Canada as well as a marked departure from 

all known forms of earlier human activity in the area. In this chapter 

settlement and attendant activities in the years before I883 will be 

described and their influence upon the area evaluated. Thereafter, a 

detailed discussion of the activities of government agencies and the 

C.P.R. in setting aside and developing a public reserve and planned 

village will be provided. These activities are interpreted as being 

responsible for the emergence of a fashionable spa, attractive primarily 

to the rich. An "age of exclusiveness" was successfully promoted until 

about 1910, largely because of the geographical isolation of the area 

and the absence of an interested regional population. The introduction 

of a particular form of land tenure on public land is also thought to 

have fostered spa development but to have had basic weaknesses in terms 

of future community growth. 

Early Indian and European activity 

Limited archaeological evidence precludes any constructive 

discussion of prehistoric man's presence in the study area. However, 

from the accounts of fur traders, missionaries and explorers such as 

Sir George Simpson, Rev. Robert Bundle and Dr. Hector who passed near 

the present site of Banff townsite in 1841, 1847 and 1858 and 1859 
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respectively, we can get some idea of Indian use of and early white 

activity in the area. Likewise, additional useful testimony is avail­

able from the papers of residents and government officials such as Tom 

Wilson and V/illiam Pearce who became familiar with the upper Bow Valley 

in the 1880s. 

The valleys and passes of the Rockies became well known to Indian 

tribes of the eastern foothills and of the Columbia River Valley long 

before the first Europeans arrived in western Canada. Crees, Stoneys, 

Kootenays and the Plains Blackfoot used the passes to satisfy hunting 

2 
and trading requirements as well as their warlike instincts. 

During this extended period of mountain penetration a detailed 

knowledge of the study area was seemingly accumulated by the Crees, 

3 4 
Stoneys and Kootenays who hunted and traded there, and who may also 

5 
have recognized grazing possibilities in that locality. There are 

few indications that Indian use and settlement was anything other than 

transitory and we may only speculate upon the continuity of seasonal 

7 
visits. 

In 1841 Sir George Simpson, Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company, 
o 

became the first known European definitely to visit the Banff area, 

although he may well have been preceded by fur traders from Old Bow 

9 10 
Port near Morley. He was followed, probably in 1847> 4y the 

missionary, Rev. Robert Bundle. Unfortunately, neither man commented 

in detail upon the area. 

Dr. Hector of the Palliser Expedition was the first person to 

describe something of the geography of the Banff area. On his initial 

ascent of the upper Bow Valley in 1858, Hector visited the Bow Falls, 

noted the unusual feature of Tunnel Mountain and in accordance with 


