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Preface 

This study was prepared for Parks Canada (Prairie Region), 

under the supervision of Dr. Frits Pannekoek. It combines 

an historical overview of Wood Buffalo National Park with an 

inventory and assessment of the major manuscript collections 

and secondary works relevant to the history of the park and 

its environs. 

While the Terms of Reference for this project specified 

only completion of a source study, it soon became apparent 

that such a study would have marginal utility without an appro­

priate historical context for the discussion of the extant 

sources. Since no satisfactory overview of the park's history 

existed, it was necessary to provide one. This report 

attempts to combine these two objectives in a single, inte­

grated format. It will be noted, however, that the narrative 

bias of the concluding section of the report is a considerable 

departure from this format. The departure was deemed neces­

sary for two reasons. First, there are virtually no secondary 

works that deal with the establishment and administration of 

the park. Those works which provided the broader context of 

discussion in the section are given in the endnotes to the 

section. Second, the section is based almost exclusively on 

two major record groups of the Public Archives of Canada, RG 

84 (National Parks Branch) and RG 85 (Northern Administration 

Branch). Constant repetition of this fact would have contrib­

uted nothing to the report. 

Wood Buffalo National Park was established in 1922 with 

the specific intention of preserving the few wood buffalo 

remaining in the world. In 177 2, when Samuel Hearne became 

v 



vi 

the first European to travel into the subarctic region south­

east of Great Slave Lake, probably 150,000 or more wood buf­

falo inhabited the boreal forest to the south and west. 

Scarcely a century later the species was nearly extinct. Yet 

the district in which the buffalo ranged had undergone no dras­

tic changes in the intervening years. Until the end of the 

19th century Athabasca was the undisputed province of the fur 

trade. There the innovative logistics of the trade received 

their fullest expression. There the North West Company and 

the Hudson's Bay Company resolved their longstanding commercial 

conflict to the great advantage of the latter concern. There 

the Hudson's Bay Company served as the sole legal and adminis­

trative authority for five decades after the coalition of 1821. 

Few non-traders had any impact on the Athabasca district during 

these years. A handful of geographical explorers and natural 

history scientists visited the district, but none left any­

thing beyond the slightest evidence of their stay. The impact 

of both Anglican and Roman Catholic missionaries was greater, 

but their influence was noticeable among the natives rather 

than on the landscape. In short, the relative isolation of 

the district and the small number of interlopers discouraged 

radical change there. How, then, is one to account for the 

near extinction of the wood buffalo? 

In the absence of detailed research, it is difficult to 

explain the disappearance of the great herds. Tentatively, 

it may be said that the century after Hearne's exploration 

was a century of intermittant natural calamity for the buf­

falo, made worse to a limited extent by human predatory 

excess. During severe winters of deep snow, exacerbated by 

cyclical thawing and freezing, many buffalo starved to death. 

Extant records make it clear that there were many such winters 

in the subarctic, particularly after 1860. The reduced 

mobility of the heavy animals in such conditions also made 

them liable to increased predatory attack, especially by 
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wolves. On the human side, the heavy provisioning require­

ments of the fur trade posts, the subsistence demands of the 

local natives, and the less significant depredations of sport 

hunters all took a toll. The extent of human destruction is 

yet to be determined, but preliminary investigation has re­

vealed that no more than 100 buffalo were killed for the posts 

per year. Such a figure seems small, almost inconsequential, 

but clearly in desperate years it could dramatically upset 

the population dynamics of the herds. 

The Canadian government was slow to respond to the dis­

appearance of the wood buffalo. Recognition of the problem 

was concurrent with the destruction of the plains herds in 

the 1870s, but it was not until 1894 that protective measures 

were introduced in the form of the Unorganized Territories 

Game Protection Act. No enforcement of this Act occurred 

until 1897, when members of the North West Mounted Police were 

stationed at Fort Smith to regulate the activities of north­

bound Klondikers, and game protection became one of their 

routine ancillary duties. Significantly, this protection 

had little to do with the wood buffalo as a vanishing species, 

except insofar as its disappearance would ultimately have an 

adverse effect on the livelihood of the local native population. 

This economic rationale for a policy of game protection was 

indicative of the prevailing frame of mind among federal 

government planners in the late 19th century. More impor­

tantly, it represents in microcosm the approach to national 

development taken by every federal administration since 

Macdonald's. In accordance with the National Policy of 1879, 

which sought national economic growth through exploitation 

of natural resources, government policy-makers have sanc­

tioned wholeheartedly any activity which contributed to the 

economic progress of the nation. All other policies, in­

cluding the preservation of wildlife resources such as the 

wood buffalo, have been sponsored by the Federal Government 

only to the extent that their implementation did not conflict 
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with the overriding objective of economic development. 

This report, which identifies the most important histor­

ical resources that might be used to write an in-depth history 

of the Wood Buffalo National Park area, also attempts to re­

count the broad outlines of the federal economic development 

strategy within which the national parks concept has evolved. 

Canadian national parks were, and continue to be, developed 

in accordance with a policy of conservation, or regulated 

resource exploitation. Without an understanding of the crit­

ical policy superstructure perpetuating this approach to 

resource use in our parks, there can be no appreciation of 

both the substantial achievements and unfortunate failings of 

the civil servants responsible for the national parks system. 

And until this impediment to preservation is recognized and 

removed, there can be no guarantee that the natural resources 

of our parks will remain, as the National Parks Act states, 

unimpaired for future generations. 

This preliminary report could not have been completed 

without the generosity of a great many people. Sandra Wright 

and Terry Cook of the Public Records Division, Public Archives 

of Canada, made the onerous task of searching through thous­

ands of pages of government documents and correspondence much 

more pleasant through their efficiency and unfailing good 

humour. Shirlee Smith and Robert Oleson of the Hudson's Bay 

Company Archives could not have been more helpful in guiding a 

novice like me through the Company's vast collection. During 

my research in England, Rosemary Keen of the Church Missionary 

Society and Clive Holland of the Scott Polar Research institute 

did much to make this stranger feel at home. John O'Hara of 

the Records Management Section of Parks Canada at Ottawa 

offered me coffee, borrowing privileges and his desk - who 

could ask for more? Alan Cooke of McGill University gave 

freely of his time and expertise when I needed it most and also 

offered to read the manuscript. And Mrs. G. A. Cooke of the 
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Boreal Institute for Northern Studies at Edmonton, it must be 

said, is a resource person par excellence. To all these 

people, I am most grateful. 

As every researcher knows, the staff members of archives 

and research institutions are the invisible hand that guides 

every research project to completion. In particular I would 

like to thank the staffs of the following repositories for 

their cooperation and assistance: Ontario Archives, Thomas 

Fisher Rare Book Library, McGill University Library, McCord 

Museum, Toronto Public Library, Provincial Archives of Alberta, 

University of British Columbia Library, Provincial Archives 

of British Columbia, the National Herbarium, the Canadian 

Wildlife Service, and the Dartmouth College Library. 

A number of people most willingly answered my queries 

about specific research problems, including Dr. W. A. Fuller 

of the Department of Zoology, University of Alberta; Father 

Gilles Mousseau of Fort Smith, Father E. 0. Drouin of the 

Oblate Archives at Edmonton, George Brandak of the University 

of British Columbia Library, Dawn M. Balazs of the Indian 

Association of Alberta, and Eric Holmgren of the Provincial 

Archives of Alberta. 

I wish to thank the University of Toronto Press for per­

mission to use the map of Caribou Mountain National Park from 

Janet Foster's book, Working for Wildlife. The Public Archives 

of Canada and the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library were equally 

generous in allowing me to use photographs from their collec­

tions . 

And finally, it must be noted that the opinions expressed 

in this report are solely those of the author, and do not 

necessarily reflect the policies or views of Parks Canada and 

its employees. 



A Century of Remoteness, 1715 - 1821 

The history of Wood Buffalo National Park begins with the 

fur trade. For a full century fur traders were the only 

white men to express any interest in the area. Financial re­

ward motivated them, and they directed all their efforts to 

making profits. In attempting to tap the fur riches of the 

Athabasca district, however, they encountered a formidible 

challenge. The relative isolation of this district, which 

enveloped the Wood Buffalo area, necessitated a radical re­

organization of the trade based on the concept of the inland 

post and the development of adequate inland conveyances and 

transportation routes. Moreover, the existence of rival 

enterprises, the Hudson's Bay Company and the North West 

Company, made the fur trade an acrimonious and sometimes vio­

lent business. The other side of the trade involves its im­

pact on the local natives without whom there would have been 

no trade. The trade's effects were evident even before fur 

traders discovered the Methye Portage route into Athabasca. 

Firearms and disease, both introduced by the Europeans, had 

contributed to a very significant redistribution of native 

cultural groups across all of Rupert's Land. This change, 

while not inconsiderable in magnitude, was dwarfed by the 

changes which followed the establishment of Eurocanadian cul­

ture in Athabasca after 1778. In the succeeding half-century 

the natives accommodated the demands of the trade into their 

traditional economic cycle. The main consequence was pro­

gressive dependence upon Eurocanadian trade goods. Through­

out this century of the fur trade, the Wood Buffalo area re­

mained an isolated hinterland of London and Montreal. The 
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merchants groups who controlled and directed the trade felt 

no need, as they would in later years, to discourage other 

forms of capital investment in the district. Although some 

knowledge of the mineral riches of Athabasca existed, at best 

it was superficial and unlikely to attract the attention of 

potential investors. More importantly, the primitiveness of 

existing transportation systems precluded serious discussion 

of mineral exploitation. For all of this century, then, the 

Wood Buffalo area remained the preserve of the fur trader, 

the only agent of change. 

Prior to European contact the Wood Buffalo area was 

peopled mainly by Beaver and Slave Indians, both members of 

the Athapaskan language group. In the contact period, how­

ever, Chipewyan and Cree have been the main exploiters of this 

part of the northern boreal forest. Other natives have been 

few in number and inconsequential in impact. This drastic 

reordering of native territories was the first significant 

result of contact with Europeans. Apart from scattered, 

secondhand accounts in some early Hudson's Bay Company post 

journals, Samuel Hearne's Journey from Prince of Wales's 

Fort in Hudson's Bay to the Northern Ocean... is virtually 

the only and certainly the best account of pre-contact terri­

tories. The Chipewyan territory, as Hearne described it, 

reached 

from the fifty-ninth to the sixty-eighth de­
gree of North latitude; and from East to West 
[it] is upward of five hundred miles wide. 
It is bounded by the Churchill River on the 
South; the Athapuscow [Slave] Indians' Country 
on the North; and by Hudson's Bay on the East.l 

The Woodland Cree exploited a contiguous and sometimes over­

lapping territory to the south and west. Keith Crowe, author 

of an introductory book on northern native peoples, has de­

scribed this territory as stretching "from the east side of 

James Bay, across the rivers that flow north into Hudson Bay, 
2 

and beyond the north end of Lake Winnipeg." 
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Attempts to penetrate the taiga-tundra zone of the 

Chipewyan and Woodland Cree in order to secure the prime 

pelts of the north began late in the seventeenth century. 

John Nixon, second governor of Rupert's Land, urged the con­

struction of posts on the rivers draining into Hudson Bay so 

as to entice inland natives to trade at the Bay. Nixon's 

resolve notwithstanding, the Hudson's Bay Company lacked 

adequate inland transport, co-operation of the natives (es­

pecially the Cree) who wished to preserve their position as 

middlemen in the trade, and the London Committee's sanction 

of the useful device of co-habitation with native women. 

The French, for their part, resisted the temptation of esta­

blishing inland posts because they feared the effects of a 

dispersed colony. The scant knowledge of the interior avail­

able to the English traders came from the explorations of an 

intrepid young Company servant, Henry Kelsey. In 16 8 8 Kelsey 

spent two weeks on the shores of the Dering River to make con­

tact with the 'Northern' Indians. Two years later, Kelsey 

ventured southwest of the Bay, and succeeded in reaching a 

point somewhere near The Pas. In 1691 he travelled even 

farther west. To the detriment of expansion of the trade, 

the Hudson's Bay Company virtually ignored the reports of 

Kelsey. Not until 1715 was another expansionist effort made, 

this time by William Stewart from York Fort. Under instruc­

tions from post commander James Knight, Stewart was to end 

the hostilities between the Chipewyan and the Cree, and per­

suade them to trade at the Bay. Stewart, in the company of 

some Swampy Cree and a Chipewyan woman, reached a point pos­

sibly as far inland as Great Slave Lake and thereby estab­

lished contact with the natives of the subarctic interior. 

As a result some of these Indians began coming to the Bay to 

exchange furs for trade goods. The Cree, their monopoly of 

knowledge broken, volunteered much important information 

about the geography of the interior which facilitated expan­

sion of the trade. The French traders soon after began 
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setting up posts in the interior, and reached the Cedar Lake 

region by 174 8 which gave them effective control of the Lake 

Winnipeg, Lake Manitoba, and Lake Winnipegosis areas. In the 

next decade they expanded along the Saskatchewan River, thus 

achieving control over the transport system used by some 

Chipewyans to reach the Bay. 

It was principally in the eighteenth century that the 

great shift in native territories occurred. Recently there 

has been much academic disagreement over the nature and 

causes of this shift. The debate is of particular interest 

in relation to this study, since the Wood Buffalo area is an 

important part of the territory concerned. The classic posi­

tion, which contemporary scholars are disputing, was put by 

early students of the northern Athapaskans such as P. E. 
3 . 4 5 

Goddard, Cornelius Osgood, E. S. Curtis, and Diamond 
c 

Jenness. Basing their conclusions on the extant historical 

evidence, these men argued that the armed Cree began a north­

westerly drive which forced the Chipewyans to move inland, 

displacing in their turn the Beavers and Slaves. This view­

point was adopted by influential historians writing about the 

early fur trade period such as A. S. Morton, author of History 

of the Canadian West to 1870-71 and H. A. Innis, author of 

The Fur Trade of Canada, whose books remained the standard 

texts for decades. 

More recent authors, using sophisticated methodologies, 

new interpretations of the historical literature, and recent 

archaeological findings, have advanced a new point of view 

without reaching much consensus on the etiology of the terri­

torial changes. 
9 

In a tightly argued article, A. D. Fisher has taken the 

radical stand that it is spurious to differentiate between 

pre- and post-contact change among the Cree. Fisher shuns 

the directed-change explanation in favor of one based on 

voluntary native adaptation to ecological change. He writes 

4 



that 

little effect can be attributed to early Cree con­
tact with the technologically 'superior' European 
civilization. Indeed, the rapid expansion of the 
fur trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries is attributable more to the ecology of 
the Cree than to technology of the civilization 
that supported the Hudson's Bay Company or the 
North West Company. In a very real sense the suc­
cess of economic enterprises initiated by the tech­
nologically sophisticated Europeans were dependent 
upon the technologically and structurally simple 
Cree communities, who in turn were dependent upon 
the simple and cyclical ecological communities of 
the subarctic forest region.10 

The work of Beryl C. Gillespie provides another perspective 

on this question of territorial change. In direct contrast 

to the classical scholars, Gillespie argues that the Chipewyan 

were the intruders into the territory of the Cree, rather than 

the reverse. She begins by examining archaeological evidence 

which confirms that both Chipewyan and Cree were inhabitants 

of the taiga-tundra but exploited different ecological zones. 

While the Cree lived by hunting and trapping the varied game 

animals of the boreal forest, the Chipewyan's existence was 

focused almost exclusively upon the migratory barren-ground 

caribou. Before 1715 the Chipewyan did not even know how to 

trap. Growing involvement in the fur trade, the result of 

Stewart's journey, led to Chipewyan expansion into the area 

between Lake Athabasca and Great Slave Lake where fur-bearing 

animals were plentiful. By this time the Cree already pos­

sessed the lands southeast of Lake Athabasca. Gillespie con­

cludes that although the Chipewyan 

remained attached to their Traditional Taiga-
Tundra area for caribou hunting, when it came to 
acquiring furs they fanned out into all favour­
able wooded areas seemingly unconcerned about the 
original inhabitants. If viewed by some as better 
warriors, the Chipewyan appear to be the most 
successful invaders of other Indians' lands in 
response to the fur trade. 12 

Interestingly, Gillespie argues that this expansion occurred 

5 



1. Indian Camp at Fort Chipewyan, J.B. Tyrrell 

J.B. Tyrrell Collection, Thomas Fisher Rare 

Book Library, University of Toronto 
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