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National Parks Historical Theme Study 

Part I 

A general analysis of historical man-environment themes in Canada, including 

an outline of the theme system and the rationale and criteria for its 

breakdown. 

A. Rationale 

This report deals with the identification of major themes in Canadian his­

tory. The central criterion is man in interaction with land . The inter­

action depends on tv/o sets of circumstances: the nature of the land, 

actual, potential and as perceived by man; and the background of man, his 

traditions, objectives and technology. The result of the interaction is 

twofold. First, the landscape changes; wherever man lives, he alters the 

earth. Settlement patterns are established; new means of production are 

introduced; resources are depleted and transportation is extended. Secondly, 

the society interacting with the land also changes. A new set of ideas, 

organization and technology is applied to the environment. Man's never 

ending attempts to come to terms with the land continue. The whole span 

of time - prehistoric, distant, recent, even present and future - is 

involved. 

The complex nature of man-land relationships is apparent. They 

are embedded in the history and geography of the country. Their inter­

pretation is beset with many of the same problems that confront anyone who 

* The term "land" is used in its widest sense to refer to the whole complex 
of visible features in the landscape or to components of the landscape. 
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tries to make sense out of the past. Combining history and geography 

adds to the problem. The purpose of this report is to introduce some 

order, to simplify the complexity of our historical geography. As back­

ground to the proposals, the following general points should be kept in 

mind. First, the report deals with an extraction from our past. Secondly, 

only those developments that are part of man's interaction with land have 

been considered. Thirdly, these developments are dynamic; they have been 

part of an ongoing process. Finally, certain constraints have been intro­

duced to ensure consistency. The objective is to provide a useful frame­

work in which the many details of Canadian man-land relations may be set 

in an orderly way, so that significant aspects may be highlighted and com­

prehensiveness of development retained. 

B. Criteria for the Selection of Themes 

1. Each theme identifies some aspect of man's interaction with 

land. 

2. The interaction incorporates the following ideas: man's use 

of the land (the transformation of landscape); the effect of 

the land on man (such as the determination of locations by 

physical geography); and man's perception of the land (as 

revealed in writing and other forms of expression). 

3. The theme is dynamic; it expresses a process or a set of 

processes operating over time. 

4. Each theme has national significance. 

5. Each theme is divided into three parts: 

(i) The major theme represents a development that is 
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fundamental in Canadian history. The basic nature of 

the theme is such that it may also be applied to the 

continental areas of which Canada is a part, namely 

North America and the New World, 

(ii) The sub theme is a basic unit identifying a set of man-

land relationships within the major theme. The sub 

theme has national or regional significance, 

(iii) The theme segment is a subdivision of the sub theme re­

presenting important developments which are local in 

scale or restricted in time. 

C. Outline of the Themes 

In the following outline all major themes, sub themes and theme segments 

have been identified. Many of these, in particular the theme segments, 

are highly tentative and subject to change for the purposes of the second 

report. 

(i) Major themes 

I. Native Entry and Settlement 

II. European Entry 

III. European Settlement 

IV. Resource Utilization 

V. Transport Development 

VI. Industrialization and Urbanization 

VII. Regionalization 
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(ii) Subdivision of the Themes 

I. Native Entry and Settlement 

1. Post glacial entry (i) Corridors of miqration in the west 
(to 10,000 B.P.) 

(ii) Evidences of early migrations elsewhere 

in Canada 

2. Post qlacial settlement (i) Palaeo - Indian cultures (10,000-7,000 
(10,000-1,000 B.P.) 

B.P.) 

( i i ) Archaic cultures (7,000-3,000 B.P.) 

( i i i ) Initial woodland cultures (3,000-

1,000 B.P.) 

3. Entry and early (i) Proto Eskimo Cultures (8,000-5,000 B.P.) 
settlement in the Arctic 

(ii) Pre Dorset cultures (5,000-3,000 B.P.) 

(iii) Dorset cultures (to 600 B.P.) 

4. The entry of farming (i) Early farmers (1,000-500 B.P.) 

(ii) Climax farmers (500 to 250 B.P.) 

5. Historic settlement (i) Eastern hunters, fishermen and gatherers 

(ii) Eastern farmers 

(iii) Interior hunters, fishermen and gatherers 

(iv) Pacific Coast fishermen 

(v) Arctic hunters (Inuit) 

II. European Entry 

1. Discovery (i) The first landings (The Norsemen) 

(ii) Rediscovery (Cabot and Cartier) 
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(iii) Entry to the North 

(iv) The first arrivals on the Pacific Coast 

2. Exploration and (i) The French in the 17th century 
mapping 

(ii) The search for the Northwest Passage 

(iii) French and British in the interior 

3. The early fisheries (i) The English and the dry fishery 

(ii) The French fisheries 

(iii) Other fisheries (the Portuguese) 

4. The early fur trade (i) The French in the east 

(ii) French and British in the interior 

(iii) Competition in the west 

5. The intersection of (i) Changes in native life due to contact 
Native and European 
cultures (ii) Native influence on the Europeans 

III. European Settlement 

1. The French settlements (i) Acadia 

(ii) New France (Canada) 

2. Early British settle- (i) Newfoundland 
ments (before 1880) 

(ii) The Maritime region 

3. The coming of the (i) The Atlantic Provinces 
Loyalists 

(ii) The St. Lawrence Valley 



6 

4. Laying out the land (i) The Seigneurial System 

(ii) Townships in Ontario and Quebec 

(iii) River lots and sections in the west 

Civ) Land survey in B.C. 

5. Group settlements in (i) Irish and Scots in the Atlantic Provinces 
the 19th Century 

(i1) Groups in Ontario and Quebec 

(iii) Group settlement in the west 

6. Delimitation and (i) The emergence of the international 
defense of territory 

boundary 

(ii) Provincial boundaries 

(iii) British-French conflict 

(iv) British-American conflict 

IV. Resource Utilization 

1. Farming the land (i) Subsistence agriculture 

(ii) Commercial agriculture 

(iii) Specialized agriculture 

2. Utilizing the forest (i) The square timber trade 

(ii) The lumber industry 

(iii) Shipbuilding 

(iv) The emergence of pulp and paper 

3. Mining (i) Gold and silver 

(ii) The base metals 

(iii) Oil 



4. Fishing (i) The Atlantic fisheries 

(11) The Pacific fisheries 

5. Hunting and Fishing (i) The continuing fur trade 

(ii) Hunting and fishing for subsistence 

6. Resource Conservation (i) Resource management vs exploitation 

(ii) The emergence of recreational resources 

V. Transport Development 

1. The role of water (i) Maritime movement 

(ii) Inland waterways 

(iii) Canals 

2. Road transportation (i) Early trunk roads 

(ii) Later trunk roads 

(iii) Local roads 

3. The coming of the (i) Transcontinental lines 
railway 

(ii) Regional trunk lines 

(iii) Local lines 

4. High speed trans- (i) Airlines and air space 
portation 

(ii) Pipelines 

(iii) Communications systems 

(iv) Space transport 
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D. Relevance to Theme Literature 

Reference is made in this section to the following theme studies: 

(1) Historical Sites Branch, Division of Parks, Ontario Ministry 

of Natural Resources: A Topical Organization of Ontario 
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VI. Urbanization 

1. Planting the first CD French towns 
towns (to 1800) 

(ii) British towns 

2. Commercial development (i) Port cities 
(to 1900) 

(ii) Administrative centres 

(iii) Western urban growth 

3. Industrialization (i) The metals industries 

(ii) Other manufacturing developments 

4. Metropolitanism (i) Eastern Canada 

(ii) Western Canada 

VII. Regionalization 

1. The emergence of regions (i) Pre-Confederation regions 

(ii) Post-Confederation regions 

2. Regional differentiation (i) Language zones 

(ii) Economic disparities 

3. Regional perceptions (i) Canadian Writing 

(ii) Canadian Painting 

(iii) Canadian Music 



History (O.H.) 

(2) National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior: Part 

One of the National Park System Plan - History (P.H.) 

(3) National and Historic Parks Branch, Parks Canada, Department 

of Indian and Northern Affairs: National Parks System Planning 

Manual (P.M.) 

The present report is similar to the first two studies (O.H., 

P.H.) in attempting an organization of history into themes and sub themes. 

The United States plan (P.H.) groups American history into nine major 

themes, some of which are based on people ("The Original Inhabitants"), 

some on military and political events ("Major American Wars" and "Political 

and Military Affairs"), some on historical processes ("European Exploration 

and Settlement" and "America at Work") and some on social affairs ("The 

Contemplative Society" and "Society and Social Conscience"). The themes 

are widely cast. Man-land relationships are not a fundamental common 

consideration. 

The Ontario study is closer in conception to the present report. 

Historical themes are based on common activities or procedures. Most of 

them are grouped under an "Economic and Social Area" and coincide with many 

of the themes selected for this report. These include "Indigenous Settlers 

and Traders", "Indigenous Farming Societies", "Fur Trade", "Farming", 

"Mining" and "Transportation". A number of contrasts with this report 

may be noted. First, O.H. themes are fewer in number and less extensively 

conceived. Secondly, "O.H." departs from a man-land concern by including 
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separate "military" and "political" conceptual areas. Thirdly, the sub 

themes and segments are usually presented as regional examples, not as 

sub-processes. In this report, regional examples do occur but they have 

not been used as a basis for subdivision. There are two reasons for this. 

One is that regionalization is deferred to the second phase where themes 

will be fitted to national park natural regions. The other is that an 

attempt has been made to retain process or activity as a basis for sub­

division. 

The third theme study (P.M.) is regionally oriented and so differs 

conceptually from this report. However, its natural history themes may be 

compared to historical themes. Also, the incorporation of natural history 

in the natural regions may be a useful guide to the similar application 

of historical themes in the next phase of this report. 

R. Louis Gentilcore 

15 February 1978 
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NATIONAL PARKS HISTORICAL THEME STUDY 

PART II 

(Revised) 

The application of the thematic system to the 

national park natural regions of Canada demon­

strating which themes are represented and 

the most significant in each region. 

R. Louis Gentilcore 

June 15, 1978 



THEME I. NATIVE ENTRY AND SETTLEMENT 

The theme is concerned with interaction between native peoples and 

the land. The time span ranges from the first examples known of human 

entry and occupance to those recorded in historic time with the coming 

of the Europeans. 

Subthemes: 

The divisions of the theme are based on successive adaptations to 

the environment as men developed their livelihoods in different parts of 

Canada. Each new subtheme is marked by a recognizable advance in man-

land relationships. 

The evidence for the subthemes comes from archaeological work in 

Canada. This work derives from a small number of sites: it is scattered, 

highly tentative and has not been correlated or summarized. What I have 

done is to use some of the site information as a point of departure to 

identify large areas over which a particular occupance may have occurred. 

As far as possible, selection is based on archaeological sites of known or 

suspected significance. I should emphasize that almost everything in this 

section is highly tentative and subject to correction. Occurrences are 

shown on Table 1. 

1. Post-glacial Entry (to 27,000 B.P. +) 

The basis for this subtheme is the oldest evidence so far dis­

covered for man in Canada. The site, the Old Crow area in the northern 
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Yukon, consists of a number of bones modified by man. The entry and 

associated occupances are confined to non-glaciated areas v/hich might 

have served as corridors between the ice sheets. 

National Park natural regions [Major regions underlined): 9_, 5, 8, 12, 13. 

Major Region: 9 (based on Old Crow site) 

Minor Regions: 8, 5, 12, 13 - non glaciated areas which might have 

served as corridors. The adjacent plains (12, 13) are added because of 

recent evidence suggesting activity significantly pre-dating Old Crow. 

2. Post-glacial Settlement (to 11,500 B.P.) 

The second episode of prehistoric occupance in Canada - the next 

15,000 years at least - is missing, probably obliterated by ice. The 

third episode, which is the subject of this subtheme, includes the re-

occupation of many parts of Canada, following the retreat of the ice. 

(i) Palaeo-Indian settlement (to 11,500 B.P.) 

This segment of the subtheme identifies early hunters, thinly 

distributed along the edges of the ice sheet. Differentiation follows with 

emergence of big game (bison) hunters in western Canada. Evidence of 

eastward penetration is limited but appears in widely separated areas 

including southern Ontario and the remarkable Debert site in Nova Scotia. 

Natural regions: 12, 13k, 29d_, 33_, 5, 8, 9, 11, 15, 16, 17. 

The term "Palaeo-Indian" is used to embrace the earlier Clovis 

hunters and the later Piano culture which overlaps with Archaic hunters. 

Movement is primarily from the south in the western cart of the continent. 
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Major regions are 12_ and 13, with a fanning out in two directions: north­

ward to 11, 8 and 9 and northeastward to 17, 15 and 16. In the east, major 

areas are 29a (exemplified by the Sheguindah site on Manitoulin 

Island) and 33_, containing the Debert site. 

(ii) Archaic settlement (to 8,500 B.P.). 

This segment deals with subsistence based on hunting of big game 

animals plus use of small animals, fish and plants. A northern and southern 

complex are recognized, the former uniform over huge tracts of land, the 

latter marked by regional variations. The archaic is also differentiated 

with respect to four major natural regions in which it occurred. On the 

Shield, the main food was caribou and fish; on the Plains, bison were most 

important; in the Great Lakes - St. Lawrence Area, fauna in the lakes and 

rivers and along the coasts were basic; in the Maritime area food ranged 

from sea mammals to shell fish. 

Natural regions: _1_, 18, 19a, 16, 17, 27, 19c, 20; 5, 12, 13, 11, 14; 29aJ 

19b; 34, 21, 33, 35. 

Four environments are incorporated in the regionalization. A fifth, 

the Pacific coast, although not co-related to the continental archaic, is 

contemporary and should be included. 

Shield Archaic: 

Major regions: 18_and 19a - the central areas, according to 

J.V. Wright, The Shield Archaic. Associated minor regions are 16, 17 and 

27 to the north; 19c and 20 to the east. 
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Plains Archaic: 

Major regions: 13 and _12_ (Head Smashed In and Mortlach sites). 

Associated minor regions: 11 to north and 14 to east. 

Great Lakes Archaic: 

Major Region: 29a (Frank Bay site); associated are minor regions 

19b, 29b. 

Maritime Archaic: 

Major region: 34_; minor regions 21, 35, 33 (see J.A. Tuck: 

Newfoundland and Labrador Prehistory). 

British Columbia: 

Major regions: 1_, 2. An abundance of studies for the region 

emphasizes local developments, contemporaneous with continental archaic 

cultures. 

(iii) Initial Woodland settlement (to 3,000 B.P.) 

There is no distinct break in the nature of subsistence between 

the archaeologists' Archaic and Woodland periods. The hunting of animals 

continues as the basis of livelihood. The woodland complexes begin with 

the appearance of pottery, a development whose significance to man-land 

relations is not clear. The presence of mound builders not only indicates 

cultural change but also raises questions about changing perceptions of 

the land. 

Natural regions: 19a_, 19b, 29a. Based on Map 4, p.38, in Wright (see 

References). 
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3. Arctic Entry and Settlement (to 5,000 B.P.) 

Arctic occupance has been separated as a distinctive phase of 

native settlement because of its close association v/ith a particular 

environment (the tundra), its persistence in this environment and its 

distinctive history of entry, development and migrations. 

(i) Pre-Dorset settlement (to 5,000 B.P.) 

This occupance moves eastv/ard across the deglaciated Arctic from 

Alaska to northern Newfoundland, introducing techniques adapted to the 

tundra coast. These include harpooning of sea mammals, fishing, and the 

hunting of caribou, musk oxen and birds. 

Natural regions: 17_, 24, 37, 39_; 9, 11, 15. From mapping of sites in 

Freeman, p. 121 (see References). 

(ii) Dorset settlement (to 3,000 B.P.) 

The occupance continues as small bands, thinly scattered near 

Arctic shores. New adaptations to the tundra include skin tents and 

subterranean huts. 

Natural regions: 24, 25_, 26, 39_; 21, 28, 34, 35, 36. (See Freeman, map 

p.20.) 

(ill) Thule settlement (to 1,000 B.P.) 

The Thule marks the emergence of a fully Eskimo culture, moving 

from its homeland on the north Alaska coast eastward to Labrador. New 

occupance features include whaling, the use of dogs, and building of 

sturdy houses. The settlement extends over almost eyery stretch of coast on 

the mainland and islands. 

Natural regions: 16_, 25_, 26_, 39; 10, 15, 24, 28, 36, 37. (See Freeman.) 
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4. Entry of Farming 

This subtheme deals with the introduction of farming as a new 

livelihood in Canada. As farming increases in importance it significantly 

alters man-land relationships. Populations increase, villages develop and 

sedentary life becomes established. 

CO Early farming settlement (to 1,000 B.P.) 

This segment is concerned with the earliest examples of agriculture, 

when it appears as a supplementary activity carried on by a nomadic popul­

ation. 

Natural regions: 19b, 29a, 29b. CFrom Wright, particularly Map 6, p.65) 

(i1) Climax farming (to 600 B.P.) 

In this segment farming becomes an economically dominant activity, 

carried on by villagers. 

Natural regions: 19b, 29a_, 29b. (See Wright, p.65.) 

5. Post Contact Native Settlement 

This subtheme deals with native societies whose coming to terms 

with the environment is reflected in a wide range of subsistence 

activities carried on in every part of Canada. The occupance reaches 

a climax of development and begins to undergo drastic changes as European 

contact spreads. 

The theme segments are based on dominant livelihood patterns 
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recognized and described by Europeans in the various environments of 

the country. Names of linguistic groups and specific tribes have not 

been used but could easily be attached to each of the segments. 

(1) Eastern hunters, fishermen and gatherers 

Natural regions: 19b, 19c, 20, 21, 22, 23, 29c, 30, 31, 32, 33_, 34, 35. 

The regions are the homelands of Algonkin speakers. The major 

regions have been chosen as type examples. The Micmac in region 33 and the 

Beothuk in region 35_ represent the range of activities being carried out 

in this part of the country. Other groups in other regions might be chosen 

and serve equally v/ell for this purpose. For this and for theme segments 

(ii) to (iv) the major source is Jenness. 

(ii) Eastern farmers 

Natural regions: 19b, 29a_, 29b. 

The tribes in this region belong to the Iroquoian linguistic family. 

The major farmers are the Huron in 29a. (See Jenness and Wright.) 

Ciii) Interior hunters and gatherers 

Natural regions: 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 1_2, 13, 14, 17, 18, 27. 

The interior hunters include Algonkin, Athapaskan and Siouan speakers 

in the Great Plains and the Subarctic as well as interior groups such as 

the Salish in British Columbia. Again only type examples have been chosen: 

the bison hunters of the plains, including the Assiniboine and Blackfoot 

(12, 13), the various Cree (18), the northern Chipewyan (18) and the interior 

Salish (4). 
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(iv) Pacific Coast fishermen 

Natural regions: 1_, 2. 

The great variety of livelihoods on the Pacific Coast is well re­

presented by the range of conditions to be found in Regions 1_and 2. 

Cv) Arctic hunters (Inuit) 

Natural regions: 10, 15, 16, 21_, 24, 26, 36, 37, 38, 39. 

The regions have been based on Freeman, in particular Map 72, p.137 

and on other studies of current settlement. The major areas are those which 

have larger concentrations of population. 

References for Theme I 

Freeman, M.R. (ed.) Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project, Vol. II: Sup­

porting Studies, Department of Indian and Northern Affairs, Ottawa, 

1976. 

Human History Branch, National Museum of Canada, "Archaeology in Canada", 

Canada Yearbook 1968, 20-29; "Canada Before Cartier", Canada 

Yearbook 1973, 49-53. 

Jenness, D., The Indians of Canada, Bulletin 65, Anthropological Series 

No. 15, National Museum of Canada, 1932. 

Wright, J.V., Ontario Prehistory, National Museum of Man, Ottawa, 1972. 
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THEME II. EUROPEAN ENTRY 

This theme deals with the beginnings of a series of developments 

that transform the geography of Canada. The coming of the Europeans 

introduces a completely new culture, a new technology and a new set of 

ideas about the utilization of the environment. The arrangement in this 

theme follows the sequence of activities engaged in by Europeans, 

from discovery to exploration to exploitation. 

1. Discovery (before 1,600 A.D.) 

This subtheme is concerned with the first known visits of Europeans 

to Canada, beginning with the Norsemen in the eleventh century. Major 

rediscovery occurs late in the fifteenth century with the landfall of 

Cabot. The first important ventures providing detailed information about 

Canadian lands to the old world are the explorations by Cartier in the 

Gulf of St. Lawrence and the search by Frobisher and Davis for a passage 

around the northern part of the continent. (See Table 2.) 

(i) The first landings 

Natural regions: 21, 26, 34_. 

The regions cited include the locations of Markland (21) and 

Helluland (26) and the most famous of the Viking landings, Vinland (34). 

(ii) Rediscovery 

Natural regions: 29b, 29c, 30, 31, 32, 34_, 35. 
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The regions include shorelines described by Cartier (29b, 30, 29c, 

32) and Cabot (34, possibly 31). Major status is given to 29b (the St. 

Lawrence Valley) because of Cartier's activities here and to 34_ because of 

the associations with both Cabot and Cartier. 

(iii) Northern entry 

Natural region: 2fj_. 

The search for the northwest passage (particularly by Davis and 

Frobisher) is primarily associated with Davis and Hudson Straits, both in 

region 26_. 

2. Exploration and Mapping 

This subtheme emphasizes a second phase of the discovery initiated 

in the preceding subtheme. Detailed mapping accompanies exploration, 

bringing forth a sizeable body of information on which subsequent exploit­

ation and settlement will be based. The theme segments identify three 

major developments: those of the French, particularly Champlain, on the 

east coast; the English in the north; and finally, the discovery and 

mapping of the Pacific Coast, halfway around the world from Europe, which 

does not occur until late in the eighteenth century. 

(i) The French in the 17th century 

Natural regions: 19b, 29a, 29b, 29c, 31, 32, 33. 

The outstanding explorations are by Champlain. The major region of 

association is the St. Lawrence Valley (29b). Other regions include the 

Bay of Fundy and the southern Nova Scotia coastline (31, 33), the Ottawa 
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Valley and the Georgian Bay-Trent River routes in Ontario (19b, 29a). 

(ii) The search for the Northwest Passage 

Natural regions: 25, 26, 27, 28; 36, 37, 38. 

The expeditions in the 17th century are associated with Davis Strait 

and Baffin Bay (Region 26_). The entry into Hudson and James Bay by Hudson, 

James, Foxe and others is an extension of this; the regions recognized are 

25, 28, 27. Later explorations reaching a climax with Amundsen's voyage of 

1903-05 could be inserted here to update the search for the passage. This 

adds regions 36, 37, 38 to the list, with 36_ pre-eminent because of its 

association with Franklin and Amundsen. 

Ciii) Mapping the Pacific Coast 

Natural regions: 1_, 2. 

Two regions are recognized (1_, 2); the early Spanish and English 

explorations are all included within them. 

3. The Early Fisheries 

The first Canadian resource holding economic interest for Europeans 

is fish. The interest in salt codfish as an inexpensive protein food 

increases in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The subsequent dis­

covery of new fishing grounds off the North American Coast leads to their 

exploitation from scores of ports in Europe. Knowledge of the coasts 

increases and one basis for settlement is established. The English dry 

fishery which requires use of the shore for salting fish is particularly 

significant. Further north, another marine activity that draws attention 
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beginning in the 17th century, is whaling. 

(i) The English fishery 

Natural regions: 35_, Atlantic Southeast and Labrador Sea Marine Regions. 

Emphasis here is on the Aval on Peninsula and adjacent areas where 

the English established and maintained a dry fishery. The entire territory 

is within region 35. 

(ii) The French and Portuguese fisheries 

Natural regions: 30, 31, 32, 33, 34_, 35_; Atlantic Marine Regions. 

Beyond the tightly controlled Aval on Peninsula, French and Portuguese 

fished on the Grand Banks and established fishery stations over a wide area, 

particularly on the shores of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. The Newfoundland 

shore adjacent to the Avalon was pre-eminent. The retention of French fishery 

rights in western Newfoundland (the French shore) is the basis of recognizing 

region 34_ as "major". 

(iti) The whaling industry 

Natural regions: 26_, 28; Subarctic and Hudson Bay Inland Sea Marine Regions. 

This industry, particularly in its early commercial phase in the 

17th century is associated most closely with the shores included in region 

26. The later whaling industry (late 19th century) also moves to the 

Hudson Bay area, off the shores of Southampton Island (in region 28). 

4. The Fur Trade 

Just as the fishery resource emphasizes the shorelines, so the fur 


