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Foreword 

George Bernard Shaw quoted the German philosopher 
Hegel that "People and governments never have learned 
anything from history, or acted on principles deduced 
from it". 

Henry Ford said flatly, "History is bunk!" 
Why then, should there be a "History of the National 

Parks of Canada?" 
Shaw and Ford may have been famous, but they were 

not necessarily right. Winston Churchill insisted, "We 
cannot say 'the past is past' without surrendering the 
future". History helps us remember the past, and some­
times inspires the future. 

History teaches not only that our predecessors made 
mistakes which we would do well to avoid, but it also 
records that men and women with vision and dedication 
have been able to accomplish great and enduring results. 

The history of the National Parks of Canada is a story 
of adventure and achievement whose rewards are a 
perpetual heritage to be enjoyed by all Canadians, now 
and in the future. 

The author of this history, W. Fergus Lothian, has 
drawn on his own experience and knowledge acquired 
during almost 40 years as a Parks Canada employee, and 
on the records and recollections of Parks employees, past 
and present. 

This volume is a reference document which describes 
the administrative, legislative and political circum­
stances surrounding the creation and development of the 
National Parks of Canada. 

Among the principal figures in this history are the 
persons and organization whose efforts have made Can­
ada's National Park System what it is today. 

This unabridged limited edition of the history of the 
National Parks of Canada has been produced primarily 
for internal distribution within Parks Canada and to 
meet the needs of serious students as a basic reference 
document. Shorter versions, intended for a wider public, 
will be published in the future. 

Canada's national park system represents one of the 
amazing social developments of the present century. 
From a single reserve often square miles, established in 
1885 to preserve for public use a small part of the 
magnificent Canadian Rockies, it has grown to a system 
of 28 national parks that includes outstanding natural 
areas in every province and both territories. 

As individuals, Canadians are learning that the qual­
ity of life which we seek for ourselves and our children 
cannot be achieved through material success alone. We 
need places to relate to the natural world, where each of 
us can sense the link between ourselves and the world we 
live in. 

The Lothian History of the National Parks of Canada 
will. I am sure, be a valued and enduring reference point 
for all those who share the objectives of Parks Canada to 
preserve the national parks of Canada for the people of 
Canada for their benefit, education and enjoyment, to be 
maintained and made use of, so as to leave them 
unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations. 

The Hon. Warren Allmand, 
Minister of Indian and Northern Affairs, 
the Minister responsible for Parks Canada 
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Preface 

The compilation of a history of Canada's National Parks 
was conceived and initiated hy J.R.B. Coleman while 
Chief of the National Parks Service. The continued 
growth of the park system, an accelerated development 
of the parks in the years following World War 2; a 
drastic reduction in the space devoted to national parks 
in the annual report of the Department; and the loss of 
many early files under the departmental records reten­
tion and disposal plan, all indicated the need of a 
permanent record. Consequently, the Park Superintend­
ents were requested in 1956 to co-operate in the prepara­
tion of material that would assist in the completion of a 
concise history of outstanding events and developments 
in each park. 

By 1961, brief histories or historical sketches of all 
fully-developed parks had been prepared. A review of 
this material disclosed that in many parks, much valu­
able and interesting information had been assembled 
from available records. In other parks, a dearth of 
pertinent historical information seemed evident. Desir­
able and necessary particulars of departmental adminis­
tration, park legislation, and park policy appeared to be 
available only from records and files in Ottawa. Co­
ordination of the historical data on hand with that still to 
be assembled, presented a problem. Available staff, faced 
with consuming day-to-day assignments, could not be 
spared for an additional project. As a result, the compila­
tion of the proposed history had to be deferred. 

Eventually, the task was assigned. Following his re­
tirement in 1968 from the Public Service of Canada, 
W.F. Fothian was engaged under contract in 1969 to 
undertake the preparation of a history of national park 
development in Canada. The original plan providing for 
a detailed history of each park was discarded. Instead, a 
proposal that successive phases of national park estab­
lishment, administration and development be outlined 
in a series of chapters was adopted. Consequently, 
Chapter 1 outlines events leading to the establishment of 
the first national park and the early park reserves. 
Chapters 2 and 3 contain brief histories of the develop­
ment of the parks established prior to 1969. Chapter 4 
provides details of national park administration, legisla­
tion, and some of the attendant problems. Subsequent 
chapters when completed, will describe park land use, 
townsite and highway development, visitor services 
centres, wild life conservation, facilities for recreation, 
interpretation services, and extensions to the national 
park system. 

The preparation of this history has been complicated 

by the march of time. Since 1967, when title to the lands 
comprising Kejimkujik National Park was accepted by 
Canada, 10 additional areas have been set aside for the 
purposes of national parks. Appropriations for the devel­
opment of new parks and for improvements to older ones 
have been substantially increased, and an extensive 
reorganization of the Conservation Program involving 
national park administration has been announced. In 
view of the continuing character of park programs, it is 
impractical to record indefinitely the changes involved. 
Consequently, the events chronicled, unless otherwise 
indicated, will conclude with those of 1972, and refer to 
parks established prior to 1969. 

The author wishes to acknowledge the value of the 
historical information and supporting data provided by 
the park superintendents. Appreciation also is expressed 
for assistance received from the Departmental Librarian, 
Mrs. M.R. Watson, and her staff; from Dr. J.R. Bonar, 
retired archivist of the Canadian Pacific Railway Com­
pany; from the Librarian, Canadian National Railways; 
from the Director, Archives of the Canadian Rockies at 
Banff, Mrs. M.H. Stewart; from T.R. McCloy of the 
Glenbow Alberta Institute, Calgary; and from many 
others. The encouragement and support of J.R.B. 
Coleman, formerly Director, National and Historic-
Parks Branch, and of J.I. Nicol, Director-General. Parks 
Canada, also are greatly appreciated. 
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Chapter 1 
The Early Years 

UP TO 1900 



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 Conquerer 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".1 Since these early parks functioned as 
hunting areas for a privileged minority, their preser­
vation was essential and obviously they helped to perpet­
uate native wildlife and a necessary wilderness condi­
tion. Outside these reserves, arable land was generally 
cultivated 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 phenom­
ena 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. 

F.arly 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 travel­
lers 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 earli­
est days, only in the early part of the nineteenth century 
were the central Canadian Rockies first explored. Alex­
ander 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 neat-
present-day Exshaw.1 Lttter in 1807. Thompson, an 
indefatigable traveller, crossed the Rockies from Rocky 
Mountain House just north of Lake Windermere, head­
waters of the Columbia River.4 Thompson's reputation 
as an explorer was further enhanced by his discovery and 
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crossing of the Athabasca Pass in the winter of 1810-1 1. 
The summit was reached in January, 1811. when camp 
was made on twenty feet of snow. This crossing estab­
lished 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 Crée 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 enchanted 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 estimated the 
elevation of the height of land to he 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 
magnificence 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 unexpected 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 speci­
mens, which, however, proved upon minute compari­
son to differ from the genuine staple of the brown 
heaths of the "lando 'cakes"1 

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. 

Mission wry Tra vels 
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 
Blackfeet 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 Athabasca 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 Vancouver in 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.6 Although the records 
left by these pioneer missionaries do not contain much 
scientific information, the accounts of their travels 
through primitive wilderness regions now included in 
national parks provide an interesting commentary on 
means of transportation, the physical effort involved, 
and the dependence on native fish and game for daily 
sustenance. 

The Pa/liser 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 immi­
gration 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 
Government. In 1853, the Secretary of War had been 
authorized by the President of the United States to carry 
on explorations and surveys that would determine the 
most practical and economic route for a railroad from 
the Missippipi 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, successive 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 
ofscenery"."1 Conversely, the physical characteristics of 
some portions of British North America lying between 
the western shore of Lake Superior 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 southerly 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 
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James Sinclair had guided parties over the same route to 
Oregon Territory on the Pacific Coast, specific informa­
tion on the difficulties encountered and how they could 
he 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 International 
Boundary and the Red River and Rocky Mountains. 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 Van­
couver 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 while 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 
undertaken by Dr. (later Sir James) Hector. Dr. Hector's 
explorations in 1858, on which he was accompanied by 
Eugene Bourgeau, the expedition's botanist, took him up 
Bow River past the future site of Banff.'- On August 15, 
he camped on the "little prairie" at the foot of the 
"mountain where the water falls" (sic Cascade Moun­
tain). A detour made southwesterly over Vermilion Pass 
brough him to the Vermilion and Kootenay Rivers over 
a route to be selected more than 50 years later for the 
Banff-Windermere Highway. Hector then pushed his 
way northeasterly up the Kootenay to its source, then 
down the Beaverfoot River to the Kicking Horse River, 
so named as a result of an accident sustained by Hector. 
This is how he described the incident that led to the 
naming of one of the most famous and much-travelled 
passes in Canada. 

"August 29th ... A little way above this fall, one of 
our pack horses, to escape the fallen timber, plunged 
into the stream, luckily where it formed an eddy, but 
the banks were so steep that we had great difficulty in 

getting him out. In attempting to recatch my own 
horse, which had strayed off while we were engaged 
with the one in the water, he kicked me on the chest, 
but I had luckily got close to him before he struck out, 
so that I did not get the full force of the blow. However 
it knocked me down and rendered me senseless for 
some time. This was unfortunate as we had seen no 
tracks of game in the neighbourhood and we were now 
without food; but I was so hurt that we could not 
proceed further that day at least. My men covered me 
up under a tree and I sent them all off to try and raise 
something to eat". August 31st—After travelling a 
mile along the left bank of the river from the north­
west, which because of the accident the men had 
named Kicking Horse River, we crossed to the oppo­
site side. " " 

At the time of Hector's accident, his party had run 
short of food. Living off the land, Hector discovered that 
game was very scarce on the western side of the continen­
tal divide, and only a small amount of pemmican 
remained of their stores. Proceeding easterly up the 
river, the party crossed the continental divide. During an 
overnight stop in Kicking Horse Pass, Hector was on the 
point of killing one of his horses for food when his 
Indian guide. Nimrod, fortunately shot a moose. 

Hector next turned northerly up Bow River, following 
the future route of the Banff-Jasper Highway to the 
North Saskatchewan River. After a digression westward 
to Glacier Lake. Hector and his party descended the 
North Saskatchewan to Rocky Mountain House, and 
from there went on to Fort Edmonton. During the latter 
part of the journey through the mountains, game was 
quite prevalent and the party fared well. The guide. 
Nimrod. recalled the presence of buffalo in numbers 
along the North Saskatchewan well within the moun­
tains, before they had died out. along with other species 
of game during what must have been an outbreak of 
disease.14 

Early in 1859, Hector set out from Fort Edmonton in 
winter for Jasper House on the Athabasca River. This 
proved to be rigorous excursion along the route now 
followed closely by the Canadian National Railway. 
Most of the journey was made on snowshoes with 
supplies transported on sleds drawn by dogs. Before 
reaching the Hudson's Bay Company post which had 
recently been reopened for trading, the party waded the 
Athabasca River waist deep with the temperature at 15 
degrees below zero (January 31). Following this icy 
crossing, the party reached Jasper House at 10:00 p.m. 
where they were welcomed by a Mr. Moberley. the 
company trader. From Jasper House, Hector and his 
party made several excursions including trips up Snake 
Indian. Whirlpool and Athabasca rivers during which he 
named many of the mountains in the Athabasca Valley 
in the vicinity of Jasper. The return to Edmonton was 
made between February 16 and March 6 in the same 
year. 

Hector's second trip up the Bow River Valley was 
undertaken in August, 1859, from a camp at the site of 
Old Bow Fort. That year the party turned north from a 
point near the present Lake Louise Station, crossed 

14 


