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Publisher’s Note

In this edition, the imperial measures in the original texts
of chapters 1, 2, and 3, except those within quotations or
historical passages, have been converted to metric. The
following chart summarizes the metric-imperial conver-
sions and the international metric symbols used
throughout this publication.

Metric International Imperial
symbol
1 kilometre km .6214 miles
| metre m 1.094 yards
3.281 feet

1 centimetre cm .3937 inch

1 millimetre mm .039 inch

| square kilometre km? .386 square mile
1 hectare ha 2.471 acres

1 cubic metre m3 1.308 cubic yards
1 litre L .2200 gallon

1 hectolitre hL 21.9969 gallons

1 tonne t 2000 pounds

1 kilogram kg 2.205 pounds

Photo Credits

Unless otherwise credited, all photographs in this publi-
cation are the property of the Parks Photo Library, and
the photographers are unknown. The exceptions are as
follows: page 5: Elizabeth May, photographer; page 34
(Hot Spring): anonymous photographer, Public Archives
Canada/PA-119439; pages 37, 53, 70 (campers), and 73:
W.J. Oliver, photographer; page 131: Jim Shearon, pho-
tographer; page 147 (Mount Logan): M. Beedell, photog-
rapher; page 147 (Kaskawulsh glacier): P. McCloskey,
photographer; page 151 (Dedication ceremony) anony-
mous photographer, Public Archives Canada/PA-
148551; (Casemates): anonymous photographer, Parks
Research Division; page 154 (Rideau Canal): Neil Pat-
terson, photographer.
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Foreword

Signing the agreement for Ellesmere Island National Park
Reserve: Hon. Tom McMillan, Hon. Tagak Curley, Chief
Superintendent Bob Head, Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

The wind was glacier cold and the temperature minus 15
at Tanquary Fjord on 20 September 1986 when with
Tagak Curley, Minister of Economic Development and
Tourism for the Northwest Territories, I signed an
agreement to establish the Ellesmere Island National
Park Reserve.

I was, literally, on top of the world — a few hundred
kilometres from the North Pole, surrounded by the
austere mountains of the Canadian Arctic, proud to be
taking part in establishing a new national park, one of the
most northern anywhere in the world.

Of all the wonders of Canada’s national parks, perhaps
none is more astonishing than the fact that they exist at
all. Today, they are so much a part of our way of life that
it is easy to forget they did not always exist. They were
willed into being in 1885, when the government of Sir
John A. Macdonald passed Order-in-Council 2197,
which vested in the Crown all rights to 26 square
kilometres of land at the Banff Hot Springs. Eighteen
months later, the Parliament of the young nation took an
even bolder step when it passed the Rocky Mountains
Park Act, which established the world’s third national
park system.

Once begun, the idea of creating national parks excited
Canadians: almost immediately, the government reserved
thousands of square kilometres of land for future park

use. But I doubt that even Sir John A., with all his vision
and his confidence in Canada’s future, could have fore-
seen the legacy he was creating.

Today, in addition to 75 historic sites and nine heritage
canals, we have 32 national parks, ranging from a group
of islands in the St. Lawrence River that total less than
five square kilometres, to the splendour of Wood Buffalo,
almost 45,000 square kilometres. Taken together, Can-
ada’s national parks offer an impressive range of experi-
ences — whether the isolated grandeur of Nahanni
National Park Reserve or the friendly accessibility of
Prince Edward Island National Park, in my own home
province. As the Minister responsible for ensuring the
integrity of Canada’s national parks, my job is to act as
trustee on behalf of their real landlords, the people of
Canada.

Our challenge is to discover ways of conserving the
pristine beauty of the park while, at the same time,
permitting them to be used to amuse, inform, train,
delight, comfort, and even inspire, people, especially our
youth. Otherwise, who will care about our parks today?
And who will learn to care for them tomorrow?

Parks are not a frill, peripheral to the Canadian
experience. They are in its very marrow. That fact lends
special poignancy to the words of a native elder at a Royal
Commission hearing several years ago. “We did not
inherit the land from our forefathers,” he said, “We hold
it in trust for our children.” This brief history of Canada’s
national parks is an important contribution to our appre-
ciation of that trust.

The chronicle of the growth of the national park system
that we know today will be a valuable reference for all
those who share the desire to preserve our national parks
for the people of Canada — for their benefit, education,
and enjoyment, to be maintained and made use of in a
way that leaves them unimpaired for future generations.

The author, W. Fergus Lothian, has drawn on his own
experience and knowledge, acquired during almost
40 years as a Parks employee, and on the records and
recollections of other employees, past and present. His
story records the adventures and achievements of those
who leave a heritage that can be cherished by all
Canadians.

Tom McMillan, P.C., M.P,,
Minister of the Environment
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Introduction

The year 1885 was a momentous one for Canadians. Its
annals recorded the fulfilment of a long-cherished na-
tional dream—the linking of eastern Canada with the
Pacific coast by a transcontinental railway. It witnessed
the early settlement of the Prairies and the suppression of
an armed rebellion by Indians and half-breed residents of
the North West Territories against the Government of
Canada. The closing months of the year also chronicled
the reservation for public use of mineral hot springs in the
Rocky Mountains near the railway station of Banff, the
first step in the development of Canada’s unique and
wide-spread system of National Parks.

Over the years, the term “park” has enjoyed a broad
definition, ranging from small landscaped enclosures to
extensive primitive areas. In mediaeval Europe, parks,
some of substantial size, were a recognized institution.
The New Forest in southwestern Hampshire, England,
afforested by William the Conqueror in 1079, and the
Great Park at Windsor are examples. The first edition of
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, published at Edinburgh in
1771, defines “park” as “a large enclosure privileged for
wild beasts of chace (sic) either by prescription or the
King’s grant”.! Since these early parks functioned as
hunting areas for a privileged minority, their preservation
was essential and obviously they helped to perpetuate
native wildlife and a necessary wilderness condition.
Outside these reserves, arable land was generally culti-
vated intensively and most original forms of wildlife
risked extinction.

The National Park Idea

Happily, over the years, the word “park” has earned a
wider connotation, and in North America, “National
Park™ defines an area set aside as a public heritage or
trust, to preserve forever outstanding examples of a
nation’s scenery, wilderness, geology, natural phenomena
or native flora and fauna. Instead of forming private
preserves, these parks are dedicated to public use and
enjoyment by the citizens of the country to which they
belong. Since its inception during the latter part of the
nineteenth century, the national park movement has
spread until every continent and most large nations now
have national parks.

Canada’s first national park owed its creation to far-
sighted legislators who realized that natural phenomena
in the midst of scenic magnificence should be preserved
and administered as a public rather than a private
enterprise. The construction of the first transcontinental
railway had brought hundreds of adventurous and am-
bitious young men across the western plains to the Rocky
Mountains. Here among the towering peaks, some of
them discovered mineral hot springs flowing from the
mountainside. Conflicting claims of discovery brought
these remarkable discoveries to the attention of the
Government of Canada. With the option of granting title
and the privilege of development to private individuals,
the Minister of the Interior decided instead to retain the
springs and surrounding lands as a national possession, in
order that they might have the greatest possible use and
enjoyment at minimum cost by Canadians and their
guests. A backward glance over the events which pre-
ceded this historic decision may be of interest.
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Early Exploration

Less than a decade before the coming of the railway, the
mountain region of Western Canada embracing the
Canadian Rockies was relatively unknown, except to the
native Indians and to the traders, explorers and others
who had penetrated its forbidding passes. Early travellers
including David Thompson, Sir George Simpson, Father
Pierre de Smet and Dr. James Hector of the Palliser
Expedition had left written records of their experiences,
but to others, lacking the stimulus and the resources for
planned exploration, the lofty summits, deep valleys and
primeval forests west of the great plains were an unknown
country, primitive, trackless and virtually inaccessible.

Although the “search for the western sea” had been
carried on by North American explorers from the earliest
days, only in the early part of the nineteenth century were
the central Canadian Rockies first explored. Alexander
Mackenzie had reached the Pacific coast in 1793 from
Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca by way of the Pine,
Peace, Parsnip, Fraser, Blackwater and Bella Coola
Rivers.2 David Thompson and Duncan McGillivray, in
the employ of the North West Company, penetrated the
eastern Rockies up Bow River in 1800 to a point near
present-day Exshaw.3 Later in 1807, Thompson, an
indefatigable traveller, crossed the Rockies from Rocky
Mountain House just north of Lake Windermere, head-
waters of the Columbia River.# Thompson’s reputation as
an explorer was further enhanced by his discovery and
crossing of the Athabasca Pass in the winter of 1810-11.
The summit was reached in January, 1811, when camp
was made on 6 m of snow. This crossing established a
route used in later years by the annual fur brigades on
their way to Fort Edmonton from the Pacific Coast.

The tortuous route over Athabasca Pass known as the
“Athabasca Trail” later was supplanted by an easier one
over Yellowhead Pass to the north. This new access to the
Pacific, by way of Fraser River, appears to have come into
use about 1826.5 Years later in the twentieth century, it
was to be selected as the route for the trans-continental
lines of the Grand Trunk and Canadian Northern railway
companies, since amalgamated as Canadian National
Railways.

A new route across the central Rockies was pioneered
in 1841 by Sir George Simpson, Governor of the Hudson’s
Bay Company, in the course of his journey around the
world. Simpson’s account of his travels form the first
documented account of the penetration of the Bow River
Valley past the present town of Banff.6 Led by a Cree
Indian guide, Simpson followed an Indian trail through
Devil’'s Gap, circled Lake Minnewanka, and followed
Bow River westerly to the mouth of Healy Creek. From
there, the creek was followed to a point on the continental
divide now known as Simpson Pass. Simpson was en-
chanted with the alpine uplands and his description of the
area expressed his delight in observing the presence of
mountain heather.

From the vicinity of perpetual snow we esti-
mated the elevation of the height of land to be
seven or eight thousand feet above the level of
the sea, while the surrounding peaks appeared
to rise nearly half of that altitude over our
heads ... In addition to the physical magnifi-
cence of the scene I here met an unexpected




reminiscence of my own native hills in the shape
of a plant which appeared to me to be the very
heather of the Highlands of Scotland and I
might well regard the reminiscence as unex-
pected in as much as in all my wanderings for
more than twenty years, I had never found
anything of the kind in North America. As I
took a considerable degree of interest in the
question of the supposed identity, I carried
away two specimens, which, however, proved
upon minute comparison to differ from the
genuine staple of the brown heaths of the “land
o’cakes.”

More than 80 years later James Brewster of Banff
discovered, in the pass, a fallen tree trunk bearing the
initials GS-JR 1841, believed to be those of Simpson and
James Rowand, Chief Factor of the Company, who
accompanied Sir George on the mountain crossing from
Fort Edmonton to Kootenay River and the company posts
on the Columbia River and Pacific Coast.

Missionary Travels
Four years after Simpson’s traverse of the Rockies,
Father Pierre de Smet, a Jesuit missionary, crossed White
Man’s Pass on his journey from Oregon Territory to the
western plains, where he had planned to visit the Black-
feet Indians. On his return journey from Fort Edmonton,
Father de Smet selected Athabasca Pass as his return
route across the Rockies, by way of the Athabasca,
Whirlpool and Wood Rivers. His journey up the Athaba-
sca Valley was broken by a stop-over in the vicinity of
Jasper House, a North West Company trading post. Here
he spent more than three weeks, baptizing and marrying
the native Indians and, incidentally, fasting to reduce his
weight for the strenuous passage across the mountains. As
his party made the ascent of the pass, they met a fur
brigade of the Hudson’s Bay Company from Fort Van-
couver in the charge of Edward Ermatinger.8

Another missionary, the Reverend Robert T. Rundle,
left in his journal a record of a visit to the present site of
Banff in 1847. Rundle had reached Bow River outside the
mountains in 1841, and six years later his Indian guides
brought him to the foot of Cascade Mountain where he
camped for several days.® Although the records left by
these pioneer missionaries do not contain much scientific
information, the accounts of their travels through primi-
tive wilderness regions now included in national parks
provide an interesting commentary on means of transpor-
tation, the physical effort involved, and the dependence on
native fish and game for daily sustenance.

The Palliser Expedition

Shortly after the middle of the nineteenth century, the
scientific exploration of western Canada including the
mountain region beyond the plains was undertaken by the
Palliser Expedition. Authorized by the Government of
Great Britain, it was organized to explore the North West
Territories of Canada for opportunities of immigration
and settlement, and also to find, if possible, a suitable
route for a road or railway across the Rocky Mountains to
connect posts and settlements on the western coast with
the eastern colonies. Motivating this broad program in
part were the explorations undertaken south of the

International Boundary by the United States Govern-
ment. In 1853, the Secretary of War had been authorized
by the President of the United States to carry on explora-
tions and surveys that would determine the most practical
and economic route for a railroad from the Mississippi
River to the Pacific Ocean and thus connect the states on
the Atlantic with those on the Pacific Coast. As Captain
Palliser pointed out in the foreword to his report, succes-
sive parties organized by the United States Government
had compiled reports which, on publication, had filled
“twelve large quarto volumes abounding with valuable
information of every kind respecting the country and
embellished with views of 'scencry”.'0 Conversely, the
physical characteristics of some portions of British North
America lying between the western shore of Lake Supe-
rior and Okanagan Lake and north of the International
Boundary were well known, especially in the vicinity of
Red River where the Selkirk settlement had been made.
Also known were the valleys of the Assiniboine and the
North Saskatchewan Rivers along which the Hudson’s
Bay Company had established trading posts. The south-
erly portion of the country along the South Saskatchewan
River remained comparatively unknown. Although Sir
George Simpson had described his crossing of the Rockies
in 1841, and James Sinclair had guided parties over the
same route to Oregon Territory on the Pacific Coast,
specific information on the difficulties encountered and
how they could be avoided or removed was not available.
Captain Palliser’s program included exploration of the
portion of British North America which lay between the
north branch of the Saskatchewan River and the Interna-
tional Boundary and the Red River and Rocky Moun-
tains. He was also instructed to “ascertain whether one or
more practical passes existed over the Rocky Mountains
within British Territory and south of that known to exist
between Mount Brown and Mount Hooker (Athabasca
Pass). Palliser also was authorized, if he so desired, to
proceed westward from the Rocky Mountains to Vancou-
ver Island”.!!

As leader of the expedition, Captain Palliser had as
associates Dr. James Hector, a geologist; Lieutenant
Thomas Blakiston, Royal Artillery; Eugene Bourgeau, a
botanist; and John W. Sullivan, who served as secretary of
the expedition. The first season’s work in 1857 was
confined mainly to the Great Western Plains whereas in
1858 exploration was extended westward into the Rocky
Mountains and beyond. Most of the known passes over
the continental divide north of the International Bound-
ary were explored by parties of the expedition. Palliser led
his group in 1858 from Fort Carlton to the Bow River and
over Kananaskis Pass to the Kootenay River, returning to
Fort Edmonton by way of Kootenay Pass, farther south.
The following year, Palliser explored territory west of
North Kootenay Pass to the Columbia River. Later he
made his way to the Pacific Coast and reached Fort
Vancouver on the Columbia River. From that point he
sailed to Fort Victoria on Vancouver Island. Lieutenant
Blakiston’s expedition explored the area east and west of
the North and South Kootenay Passes, including lands
now included in Waterton Lakes National Park.

Dr. Hector’s Discoveries
The most interesting explorations, in the light of later
developments in the Canadian Rockies, were those under-
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