
Sas
A HISTORY OF PRINCE ALBERT NATIONAL PARK

BillWai e '



�-2J)

Saskatchewan's Playground is the fascinating oJ)S
story of Prince Albert National Park - one

of more than 30 natural areas that have
been set aside by the Canadian government
since 1885. Far from being the result of lofty
ideals, the park was a political reward to the
citizens of Prince Albert for providing Liberal
Prime Minister Mackenzie King with a safe
seat in 1926, and thereby allowing him to con-

tinue governing the country. In fact, the gov­
ernment overrode the objections of its own

bureaucracy to see that the people of Prince
Albert secured a national park in the area and
with the boundaries that they wanted.

Because of the circumstances surrounding
the creation of the park, residents of central Sas­
katchewan quickly began to regard it as their
own summer playground. The visitors who re­

turned season after season to camp at Waskesiu,
the park's only townsite, developed a strong
sense of community and came to identify their
interests and requirements with those of the

park. At the same time, the park acquired an

international reputation in the 1930s as a wild­
erness refuge, in particular as the home of Can­
ada's beleaguered beaver, thanks to the writings
of the park's most famous resident, Grey Owl.
Stirred by his conservation message, thousands
of readers throughout the world wrote him at

the only address they knew: Beaver Lodge,
Prince Albert National Park, Saskatchewan.

These differing views of the park's purpose
have been the subject of ongoing debate since
World War Two. From a national perspective,
Prince Albert National Park is a unique exam­

ple of the diverse transitional zone between the

prairie grasslands and the northern boreal for­
est. At the local level, the park continues to

serve its historic function as a regional play­
ground for mostly Saskatchewan residents.

Author Bill Waiser brings to life this fascin­

ating story of the park and the many people re­

sponsible for its creation and growth. The book
will intrigue anyone who is interested in Canad­
ian history, the timely message of conservation,
and politics. Saskatchewan's Playground is also
an excellent pictorial record with over 125 arch­
ival photographs featured throughout the book.
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Back cover photos:
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Elizabeth Pease at the entrance to Waskes-iu campground (/. & E. Pease)
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PREFACE
This book realizes an ambition that" Friends oj Prince Albert National

Park has long held. Friends is an organization that counts among its
membership many people who can speak of long-standing connections
with Waskesiu and the Park. Until now those of us who have a special
interest in the Park have gained our knowledge of its history by listen­
ing to tales told by old-timers. Sadly, 60 years after the founding of
the Park, such story-tellers are becoming fewer in number with each
passing year. Thanks to the encouragement of the late Eva Pease, who
recorded some interviews that were left to Friends, and to a publishing
fund that was created on her death, Friends took on the project of preser­
ving these memories, and revealing some archival secrets as well, by
sponsoring this pictorial history of the Park.

Prince Albert National Park is not just another national park. It
has its own story to tell, filled with human conflicts, contradictions and
romantic visions. The Park has had a special connection with the peo­
ple of central Saskatchewan that sets it apart and gives it distinctiveness,
at least, in the minds and hearts of these people. There is something
in Saskatchetoans Playground for everyone from the old timers to those who
are visiting the Park for the first time. We are delighted with Bill Waiser's
scholarship and narrative style. There are no dull moments in this story.

Ken Norman, PRESIDENT
Friends oj Prince Albert National Park
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"Prince Albert National Park is looked upon as

... the playground for the people of Saskatchewan."

Prince Albert Daily Herald

20 February 1930
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c oA pH T E R N

JAMES BIRD'S VISION
James Bird lay alone on a platform among the trees waiting for

Pawakan to speak to him.' Finally, after he had fasted and concen­

trated for several hours, the powerful spirit told him in a dream about
his new home and how to get there. Bird immediately got ready to

leave Grand Rapids at the northwest end of Lake Winnipeg, and tak­

ing his wife, two sons and a nephew set off northwestward along the
old fur trade route. Along the Churchill River he lost his way, and
so he had another dream which directed him across Lac la Ronge and
then south. On nearing Montreal Lake and seeing the Thunder Hills,
Bird knew that he had reached the land of his vision. He slept peacefully
that night, but the next morning the squawking of the waterfowl on

the lake was so loud that Bird decided to call it moniyahkaso (Mon­
treal), because the noise reminded him of white men.

According to oral tradition," this is how the Rocky or Woods Cree
Indians came to settle the region now comprised in part by Prince Albert
National Park in the mid-19th century. Mankind, however, has fre­

quented the area roughly in the geographic center of present-day Sas­
katchewan over the past 4000 to 5000 years. Archaeological surveys
undertaken in the park in the early 1970s suggest that small groups
of nomadic hunting-fishing-gathering societies visited the region depend­
ing on the season and the availability of resources. In the first Nar­
rows area of Lake Waskesiu, fur example, archaeological excavations
have shown that the site was not only a popular camping spot but that
the beach also served as a quarry for the production of quartzite tools.
Other evidence of prehistoric activity has been unearthed at test pits
on Sandy Lake, Mud Creek and along the Waskesiu River. 3

The early peoples who wandered through the park area found a

diverse subsistence base, a consequence of the unique history of the

region's environment. Some 10,000 to 12,000 years ago, the last main

glaciation of the Pleistocene era slowly retreated northeastward and

exposed the landscape that the ice had sculpted both in its advance
and retreat. In advancing, the glaciers gouged out the basins that now

hold Waskesiu, Crean and Kingsmere lakes, and piled up material on

the pre-existing Waskesiu uplands. When the ice sheet subsequently

E

Some of the oldest trees in Saskatdieuian are found in the park (credit: PANP).



When the last main glaciation of the Pleistocene era slowly retreated northeastward, glaciol till in the form of moraines was deposited in a thick mantle in the park area (credit: PANP).



Saskatdietoans Playground 3

began to retreat and disintegrate, glacial till, in the form of moraines,
was deposited in a thick mantle on and around the central Waskesiu
Hills and resulted in hummocky terrain. Continued melting created
low outwash plains along the southern and northern edges of the park
area, while two spillways (now occupied by the Sturgeon River and
the narrow portion of Lake Waskesiu and part of the Spruce River)
drained glacial meltwater southwards. Eventually, the Waskesiu Hills
came to form the main divide in the park, with waters in the south

feeding the North Saskatchewan River drainage system, those in the
north the Churchill. With the exception of the central uplands, the

park area is a subdued landscape, characterized by low relief and
numerous water bodies. There are over 1500 lakes alone, including
Crean, one of the largest lakes in Canada's national parks.

Besides straddling two drainage systems, Prince Albert National
Park sits on the northern edge of the transitional zone between the
southern prairies and northern boreal forests of western Canada. The

park consequently features a "patchwork" mixture of vegetation, which
has no better representation in any other national park. In the extreme

southern portions (latitude 53 0 35'), the land consists of gently rolling
terrain, alternating between trembling aspen and balsam poplar groves
and relatively open, wet grassland meadows. The remainder of the park
is clothed by mixed-wood forest, with deciduous trees (aspen, balsam

poplar, white birch) dominant in the south, coniferous (jack pine, white

spruce, black spruce, larch, balsam fir) in the north (540 20').
Throughout this 80 kilometer distance, the understory varies from

grasses, shrubs and flowering plants to mosses, fungi and lichens. The
southwest corner of the park is particularly significant for harboring
one of the few remaining areas of undisturbed fescue grasslands in North
America.

The region's diverse terrain and vegetation supports a correspond­
ingly wide assortment of wildlife. Because the park occupies a transi­
tional zone, many animals, such as the woodland caribou, bison and

badger, are found at the southern or northern limit of their known

ranges in Saskatchewan. Five large ungulates are all found within the

relatively small park area: elk, moose, white-tailed deer, woodland
caribou and bison. In fact, Prince Albert is the only southern boreal

plains park that has a woodland caribou population, and only one of
two national parks to serve as home to a free-roaming bison herd. Fur­

bearing animals include the black bear, beaver, wolf, coyote, lynx, red

fox, fisher, mink, muskrat and river otter. One of the prime timber

wolf denning areas in Saskatchewan is located in the central part of
the park. The bird life is equally varied because of overlapping ranges
and the region's proximity to the major north-south flyway; close to

230 different species have been sighted in the park. The most notable
summer resident is the white pelican, which maintains the second largest
nesting colony in Canada on Lavallee Lake along the northern bound­

ary. The many lakes, rivers and streams of the park region are also
rich in game fish, including walleye, northern pike, lake trout and
whitefish.

At the time of white European penetration of North America

(c. 1500), the park region was probably thinly populated by small,
wandering bands of Woodland Cree. To the north in the wooded-tundra

region lived the Chipewyan, while the Assiniboine occupied the

parkland-grassland region to the south. Although the Cree had a wide

variety of resources to draw upon in the boreal forest, they did not

live year-round in one place but followed a seasonal pattern of move­

ment. In the late spring, they gathered at favorite camping spots along
lakes, such as the Waskesiu Narrows, and fished, hunted large game
animals, and collected berries and roots throughout the summer. After
the fall migration of waterfowl, they broke into smaller hunting groups
and departed on foot for their winter territories. At first, they would
hunt hares and larger game animals, especially moose, put up winter

provisions, and trap. But with the onset of cold weather, activity became

severely restricted until the early spring when trapping and hunting
- in particular of the woodland caribou - would resume. Following
breakup, they would rendezvous once again on the large lakes of the

region. 4

This flexibility enabled the Cree to take advantage of the coming
of the European fur trade to western Canada. In the late 17th and

early 18th centuries, the English-controlled Hudson's Bay Company
established posts along the shores of Hudson and James bays and en­

couraged the inland Indians to come and trade with them. The French
countered by pushing the Montreal-based fur trade northwest beyond
the Great Lakes, across present-day southern Manitoba to the North
Saskatchewan River by the 1750s. The Cree and Assiniboine, in

response, quickly moved to take advantage of their location to assume

the middleman's position and, using the firearms now available from
the English and French, expanded their trapping and trading areas
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westerly into territory normally occupied by other tribes. This bold
attempt by the Cree and Assiniboine to control the fur trade hinterland
led to considerable warfare, particularly along the northern Cree­
Chipewyan boundary. In most of these encounters the Chipewyan lost,
and it was not until they themselves secured guns that an uneasy peace
prevailed.' Sometime in the early 1700s, however, it is reported that
a large Chipewyan raiding party defeated a group of Cree along a series
of three small lakes adjoining Waskesiu and Crean lakes. Determined
to send a message to the Cree, the Chipewyan carved out the hearts
of their slain foes and suspended them from the trees that bordered
what thereafter became known as the Hanging Heart Lakes. 6

By the 1730s, the Cree between the North Saskatchewan and
Churchill rivers were carrying on a lucrative trade with the English
at York Factory and the French to the southeast. This dominant posi­
tion in the western Canadian fur trade, however, was altered dramatical­
ly by the fall of New France in 1759-1760 and the restoration of the
Montreal-based fur trade under the dynamic leadership of the North
West Company. Backed by British capital and goods and with an ex­

perienced French-Canadian labor force, the Montreal peddlers decided
to take the fur trade directly to the trapping Indians. Over the next
few decades they extended their operations to the far northwest and
the Pacific coast. The Hudson's Bay Company, which had operated
from bayside posts for over a century, had little alternative if it was

to meet this challenge but to move inland as well. Ruthless competi­
tion, accompanied by a proliferation of posts - some 600 were con­

structed between 1774 and 18217 - became the order of the day as

rival traders attempted to gain the upper hand. In the process, the
lucrative role of the Indian middleman was undermined and the Cree
had to turn to trapping furs or providing country provisions for the
many posts and canoe brigades going in and out of the interior,"

Curiously, despite the high population of fur-bearing animals that
the region sustained, neither company established a post within the
boundaries of Prince Albert National Park. This by-passing of the region
was essentially a result of geography. Sandwiched between the North
Saskatchewan and Churchill rivers, the park area was relatively isolated
from the two major corridors that the North West Company was us­

ing to push the fur trade deeper and deeper inland. This failure did
not mean, however, that the region was untouched by the fur trade,
for it soon found itself within the sphere of several new posts along

the North Saskatchewan and Churchill.
In 1776, as the North West Company began its rapid march across

western Canada to the Pacific, Peter Pond established Sturgeon Fort
(alternately known as Fort Pond and Fort La Prairie) near the junc­
tion of the Sturgeon and North Saskatchewan rivers, about three miles
west of present-day Prince Albert. The site was ideal in that the post
was able to tap the resources of both the parkland and the mixed-wood
boreal forest. Over the next quarter century a succession of competing
posts was established near the junction of the North and South Sas­
katchewan rivers. At first, these posts concentrated on securing the furs
of the region, and violence was not uncommon. In 1777, for example,
Indians from the upper Sturgeon River valley (the western boundary
of the park) sought to put an end to their mistreatment and killed three
traders. But as the fur trade advanced farther inland, particularly after
Pond's highly rewarding trip into the Athabasca country in 1778, the
procurement of food for the distant posts and the annual canoe brigades
assumed greater importance. The Saskatchewan posts thereupon
became a kind of pantry for the western Canadian fur trade as local
Indians were encouraged to bring in country provisions for trade

200
c,'

kilometres

Seleaed jur trade posts between Saskatdteuian and Churchill rivers
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The Montreal River was used by the Montreal Lake Indians to travel to Stanley Mission

(credit: NAG PA169859)

items." It is not unlikely that large migratory game animals from

along the southern boundary of Prince Albert National Park found
their way into voyageur stomachs.

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, a series of rival posts was

also established along the Churchill River corridor. These centers, such
as those at Lac la Ronge or Ile-a-Ia-Crosse, were responsible for car­

rying on a local fur trade as well as for securing country provisions
for the brigades going in and coming out from the Athabasca country.
And like their counterparts near the forks of the Saskatchewan, these

posts probably drew the northern part of the park region into the fur
trade. Indians from the Lac la Ronge region could have visited the
area to trap furs or secure fish, waterfowl and game animals. It is also

quite possible that traders themselves passed through the present-day
park area while traveling between posts on the two major rivers. In

January 1776, Norwester Alexander Henry the elder walked overland

through the boreal forest from Beaver Lake, north of Cumberland,
to Sturgeon Fort. Two decades later, David Thompson traveled bet­
ween the Churchill and Saskatchewan rivers via Green Lake, just west

of the park. 10

Montreal Lake Indians en route to Stanley Mission (credit: PANP 03-14)

In 1821, the intense fur trade rivalry was brought to an end with
the amalgamation of the Hudson's Bay and North West companies.
Economy, consolidation and rationalization replaced the chaotic, almost

ruinous, practices of the past half century. The decades of commercial

warfare, however, had taken their toll. In many parts of the parkland
and adjacent boreal forest, the numbers of high quality furs and large
migratory game animals, such as elk and buffalo, had been severely
depleted. The once profitable Lac la Ronge post, for example, was aban­
doned in 1830 because of the poor fur returns. Some woodland In­

dians, therefore, moved to different areas where the fur and game
resources were more favorable. Others chose to live in the same ter­

ritory year-round, trying to exist on the fish and smaller game of the
boreal forest. They also continued to trap to secure the trade goods
that had now become a necessity and food items to supplement their
diet. Indeed, following the closure of the Lac la Ronge post, the In­

dians of the region were in such desperate shape that the Hudson's

Bay Company was forced to open a post at Stanley Mission. 11

When James Bird ("Crooked Finger" or "Che We Che Chap" in

Cree) brought his family to the Montreal Lake area in the mid-19th

century, he found a region that had been relatively untouched by the
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The First Narrows area of Lake Waskes-iu, September 1927. The Hudsons Bay Company post was

located on the south side of the Narrows (left), while free trader Jimmy Steoensons store was near the
Cree villoge on the north side. (credit: NAG PA164493)

fur trade. He was soon followed by other Cree from the Lac la Ronge
area, and the Montreal Lake settlement gradually grew. It was also
only a matter of time before the Indians began to penetrate the park
area by ascending the MacLennan, Crean, Waskesiu and Bittern rivers.
Here, they found a land teeming with game and fish, so much so that
Bird and a small group took up residence in the first Narrows area

of Lake Waskesiu. Today he lies buried in a long-forgotten cemetery
atop a sandy bluff on the north side of the Narrows."

The Cree developed an intimate knowledge of the land and its
resources, including one animal that was new to them. Stalking what
he believed to be a moose in the Shady Lake area, Bird shot his first
elk. Never having seen the animal before, he hurried home to the Nar­
rows in morbid fear that something dreadful was going to happen. When
to his relief he learned that it was an elk, he named the huge lake on

which he Iived, "Waskesiu" or "Red Deer," in recognition of the event.
The Cree also developed their own legends about the region. They
believed that the waters of Crean (Big Trout) Lake were inhabited by
an enormous trout that would destroy the nets of those who attempted

The Montreal Lake Indian Reserve was established along the south-west shore of Montreal Lake in
1889 (credit: SAB R-B512)

to secure fish by this means. They were also convinced that King Island
along the southern shore of Lake Waskesiu was haunted by strange
creatures - little people without noses or "Misipisiw" - and they re­

fused to spend a night on the island because of the mysterious hollow
sound that came from underneath it. Then, there was the powerful
spirit, "Wisahkecahk," the trickster-transformer, who lay in wait near
a huge boulder in the Waskesiu River seeking to upset the canoe of
the unsuspecting traveler. Whenever on the river, the Indians would
leave an offering on "Old Man Rock" to guarantee safe passage.

13

During their first few decades in the area, the Cree took their furs
to the nearest Hudson's Bay Company post at Stanley Mission on the
Churchill River or traded with runners who were sent into the region.
In the early 1880s, however, two free traders, James Stevenson (known
by the Cree as "Na kes Ta Quan") of the Prince Albert-based Stobbart
and Company and his assistant, a Mr. Goldhawke ("Ka Pa Qua Cha
Wew") , set up a store on the crest of a small sandy ridge on the north
side of the Waskesiu Narrows near the Cree village. The Narrows loca­
tion provided the traders with instant customers as well as a command­
ing position on the lake, and the business flourished.
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In 1886, the Hudson's Bay Company became alarmed about Steven­
son's activity and the amount of trade that he was siphoning away;
the independent trader operated another post at the northern end of
Montreal Lake in addition to the one on Red Deer (Waskesiu). Com­

pany officials decided to challenge Stevenson on his own ground, and
in December 1886 Charles Garson was dispatched from Green Lake
to establish a temporary post on the south side of the Narrows, just
across from Stevenson's store. The outpost's first year of operation was

a miserable one. Garson followed the Indian trapping parties from camp
to camp, only to find that they were reluctant to trade because of the

higher prices that Stevenson was offering. The Company was deter­
mined to maintain a presence in the area, however, and kept the Red
Deer post in operation until the early 1890s.14

What with the Indian village and competing fur trade posts, the
1880s were the heyday of the Narrows area, and it seemed that the
site was destined to become a permanent settlement. According to the
1888 McPhillips'Directory, 16 men were reported living at Red Deer -

Indians, mixed bloods and whites." When their wives and families
are accounted for, there may have been as many as 50 people living
there.

Two important events, however, limited the region's future growth.
On 11 February 1889, a bitterly cold day, the Montreal Lake and Lac

la Ronge bands under the respective leadership of William Charles and

James Roberts" signed an adhesion to Treaty Number Six (1876) at

Molanosa (Montreal Lake, Northern Saskatchewan) on the northeast
shore of Montreal Lake. Concerned that their rights in the region be

formally acknowledged and protected in the face of increasing white

settlement, the Cree willingly entered into an agreement with the
Crown. They could not, however, agree on the location of the reserve:

some wanted it at the Waskesiu Narrows, others at Montreal Lake.
Given the nature of the season, the matter was left in abeyance until
later that September when surveyor A.W. Ponton arrived. A vote was

then taken among the Cree that decided the issue in favor of Mon­
treal Lake, and Ponton immediately began laying out the reserve

(Number 106) along the southeastern shore. 17

Further incentive to settle in the Montreal Lake area was provided
when the Hudson's Bay Company adopted a new route for supplying
the posts of the Cumberland district of northern Saskatchewan and
Manitoba. Anxious to take advantage of the arrival of the railway at

Hudsons Bay Company Montreal Lake depot) c. 1900 (credit: Hudsons Bay Company Archives, Prooinaal

Archives oj Manitoba J987/363-M-42)

Prince Albert, the Company in 1890 sent a small load of provisions
overland by cart to Montreal Lake and then by inland boat to Rapid
River. The results of this experiment were promising, and the follow­

ing season the Company shipped all of the district's supplies north from
Prince Albert and established a large depot on the southwest shore of
Montreal Lake.v This new post made the one at Red Deer (Waske­
siu) expendable, and it was closed in 1893 in favor of a smaller outpost
at Poplar Creek on the northeast shore of Kingsmere, which served
the northeast portion of the park area. The returns remained poor,
however, thanks to the competition from independent traders and the

declining fur stocks of the region, and it too was abandoned around
1896.19

A large portion of the new HBC supply route went through Prince
Albert National Park. Entering the present-day southeast corner from
Prince Albert, the freight trail followed the Spruce River northward
and then skirted around the west side of Shady Lake before turning
northeast for Montreal Lake. The blazing of this trail effectively under­
mined the future of the Narrows; in fact, a new settlement soon began
to take shape on Mud Creek, between Shady and Waskesiu lakes, where
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Hudson� Bay Company Managers family, Montreal Lake post, 1908 (credit: NAG PA44540)

the trail veered northeastward for Montreal Lake. At the same time,
if it had not been for the people and the competing posts at the Nar­
rows, the new trail might have by-passed the park area entirely in favor
of a more direct route to Montreal Lake.

Although the establishment of the Montreal Lake reserve and a

new freight trail through the region tended to focus activity in the Mon­
treal Lake area, the Cree still considered the park as part of their hunt­
ing, fishing and trapping grounds, and continued to frequent the area.

Many of the Indians, meanwhile, who had voted in favor of a reserve

in the Narrows area declined to take up residence at Montreal Lake
despite repeated coaxings, and continued to live at small settlements
along the shores of the larger lakes. Moses Bird, a descendant ofJames
Bird, for example, lived at the west end of Waskesiu, the north end
of Kingsmere, the north and south side of Pease Narrows and finally,
Clare Lake. His brother Samuel lived at various points around Crean,
including the large island." Nor was the region forgotten by fur
traders. In 1901 Revillon Freres, a French fur company, opened a district
office in Prince Albert and over the next three years established a

number of posts in northern Saskatchewan in direct competition with
the Hudson's Bay Company. One of these new posts was located on

Eighty-nine-year-old Allan Nidiols lived with his maternal grandfather, Moses Bird, at the north end
oj Kingsmere Lake near Poplar Creek in the 1900s (credit: M. SyroteuJc, june 1988)

St. Joseph� Anglican Mission, Montreal Lake Indian Reserve, 1926 (credit: NAG PA 20073)
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a point on the north side of the Waskesiu Narrows. It did not last long
and was abandoned by Revillon Freres in favor of serving the area

from its Montreal Lake post. 21

By the beginning of the 20th century, the region that would even­

tually constitute Prince Albert National Park was still a little known
area. Although people had frequented the region for several millen­
nia, it was not until the mid-19th century that the Woodland Cree settled
there. It was also an area that had escaped the worst years of the fur
trade. Lying between the two major transportation corridors, the North
Saskatchewan and the Churchill, the resources of the region had not

been as severely depleted as they had in other parts of the parkland
and boreal forest. The Cree who occupied the region consequently found
a relatively untouched, pristine wilderness, rich in game and other
resources. It is a period fondly remembered today by Cree elders as

the happiest years of their lives." The park area did not, however,
become the main area of Cree settlement; because of the establish­
ment of the reserve at Montreal Lake, Indian activity tended to be
focused there.

This isolation of the park region was soon to be disturbed. To the
south, tens of thousands of immigrants were pouring into the region
and taking up homesteads or peopling the cities. In particular, the great
agricultural promise of the parkland - the so-called "fertile belt" -

was finally being realized and settlement edged steadily northward. The
resources of the boreal forest took on new meaning as urban centers

along the northern edge of the parkland saw a wonderful opportunity
to prosper by supplying the needs of the settlement boom. The park
region was about to enter a new phase of development, a phase that
threatened to change the face of the area dramatically.



The Dominion Forestry Service cabin at Primeaus Landing, Lake Waskesiu, 1926 (credit: 1. Merrell)
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E R T wc A p TH

PRINCE ALBERT AND
THE NEW NORTHWEST

Prince Albert's story has been called "a tragedy."1 Founded in 1866

near the forks of the North and South Saskatchewan rivers by
Presbyterian missionary James Nisbet, the settlement named in honor

of Queen Victorias late consort seemed destined for greatness. By 1874

it was already a thriving agricultural community, some 300 strong,
of mostly Scottish settlers. Seven years later, its population had increased

tenfold and it appeared well on its way to becoming the prairie's leading
urban center. Although nearby Battleford had been recently designated
the new capital of the North-West Territories (neither Regina nor Saska­

toon existed at the time), Prince Albert was confident that the arrival

of the Canadian Pacific Railway would tip the scales in its favor. But

the railroad never arrived. In one of the most controversial decisions

in western Canadian history, the proposed route along the North Sas­

katchewan River was abandoned in the spring of 1881 in favor of sending
the mainline across the southern prairies. The once great hopes of Prince

Albert were never realized; instead, the city that at one time expected
to surpass Winnipeg was reduced overnight to an economic backwater.

The rerouting of the CPR caused Prince Albert to languish for

a decade. Although still an important distribution and service center,

it found itself 200 miles north, and not at the heart, of the western

settlement frontier. Without a rail link, it could only watch helplessly
as development passed it by and its population slipped to 1000. In 1891,
however, the arrival of the Qu�ppelle, Long Lake and Saskatchewan

Railway from Regina lifted Prince Albert out of its economic doldrums.

The line provided a much-needed outlet for the region's agricultural
produce, rekindling some of the earlier expectations for the city. It also

prompted local entrepreneurs to take advantage of Prince Albert's prox­

imity to the boreal forest by diversifying the city's economic base. The

tapping of this northern region had been going on for several years
on a relatively small scale. The prospect of supplying southern markets,
particularly in the United States, however, sharply increased the level

and extent of this usage. If Prince Albert could not be at the center of

o western agricultural development, it could at least become the base

from which northern resources were exploited and shipped to southern

communities.

Fishing received an immediate boost from the coming of the railway.
By 1893 so many fishermen were vying for the whitefish, trout, pickerel
and pike of the northern lakes that the federal department of Fisheries

posted a Fisheries Overseer at Prince Albert, who took steps to limit

by permit the number of fishermen and to ensure that fishing regula­
tions were being observed by the appointment of fishery officers or

guardians. The government was concerned that the northern lakes could

not support a commercial fishery as well as continue to meet the needs

of the local Indian population. It therefore tried to strike a balance

between the conflicting interests: it repeatedly refused to license large
commercial operations, while at the same time denying a request from

the Montreal Lake band to secure exclusive fishing rights to one of

the lakes in the region. 2

A significant portion of the Prince Albert fishery was centered on

the large lakes in or near present-day Prince Albert National Park. In

fact, Crean and Kingsmere were known at the time as Big Trout and

Little Trout lakes, respectively. The men who fished these lakes were

Fish from the park lakes was freighkd by sleigh to Prince Albert in the 1890s (credit: SAB R-B165)
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consequences - clean up and clear out was the undisputed philosophy
of the day. All the federal department of Interior was prepared to do
was establish a forestry branch office in Prince Albert and try to limit
the worst practices of the industry.

mostly from Prince Albert; only a handful were local residents. They
operated on the basis of an annual domestic permit that limited them
to the use of one gill-net on one particular lake for a fixed season

(December to March). Usually working in teams of three, they would
stretch a five-inch mesh net under the ice to a maximum length of
300 yards. The next day, starting at dawn, their catch was hauled in,
immediately gutted, and packed frozen in small knock-down wooden
crates ready for freighting by sleigh to Prince Albert.

By the turn of the century, the lakes of the park region were being
heavily worked. In 1898, for example, more than one-third of a million
pounds of fish were caught in Montreal, Red Deer (Waskesiu), Big
and Little Trout (Crean and Kingsmere), and Pelican (Lavallee) lakes;
15 tons were taken in one 15-day period!' The 100 or more fishermen
toiling on these lakes were paid an on-ice price of two-and-a-half
cents per pound for dressed whitefish and one-and-a-half for trout. This
was all the market could afford. Because of high freight rates, the large
commercial buyers in Prince Albert made little profit on the fish ex­

port business and temporarily gave up on it in 1901. For the next few
years, fishing of the northern lakes was limited to supplying the local
market. A few local firms did nonetheless come to dominate the north­
ern fishery by amassing a number of domestic licenses under their
control. 4

Lumbering also experienced phenomenal growth during this period,
quickly emerging as Prince Albert's leading industry. Situated on the
southern edge of the boreal forest, with its virgin stands of white spruce
that measured three feet across and 100 feet in height, local lumber
companies were in an ideal position to harvest this resource. And they
did so with a brutal efficiency that is truly numbing. Whereas a mere

8000 logs had been cut during the winter of 1878-1879, this figure
climbed to 3.6 million board feet (1'x1'x1') in 1900. Four years later,
when production topped 15 million board feet, Prince Albert mills ac­

counted for 16% of western Canadian lumber production.' What
fuelled this indiscriminate assault on the northern forest was a settle­
ment boom that swept across the prairies during the late 19th and early
20th centuries. It appeared that the great designs for western Canada
were finally being realized. Lumber companies responded to the seem­

ingly limitless demand by increasing their production as rapidly as possi­
ble. They would sweep into a region, cut the best trees, and then move

on farther north. There was no thought about the possible long-term

The Prince Albert Lumber Companys mill in Prince Albert (credit: Prince Albert Historical Museum)

The two major players in the Prince Albert-based lumber trade
were the Saskatchewan Lumber Company and the Prince Albert
Lumber Company. Between them, they leased the majority of the timber
berths that the federal government had set aside north of Prince Albert.
The Saskatchewan Lumber Company (later the Big River Lumber
Company) was an entirely local concern. It was owned and operated
by Cowan, Sanderson and Moore of Prince Albert, and had initially
dominated the industry. It was soon surpassed, however, by the ac­

tivities of the American-controlled Prince Albert Lumber Company.
Together these two companies, along with others, pushed the timber
frontier steadily northward, so that by 1906 it reached the southern
boundary of the park area. Six years later, the Prince Albert Lumber
Company was reported to have a virtual stranglehold on the area; it
employed 2200 men in 14 camps (nine of which were located in the
park area), and harvested an estimated 50 million board feet."
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The interior oj a lumber camp dining hall (credit: SAB R-A4616)

Because of the intensive fishing and lumbering activity in the park
area, the crude trail that the Hudson's Bay Company had pushed
through the region to Montreal Lake developed into a major winter

freight route by the mid-1890s. It was used for provisioning northern

posts and communities beyond Montreal Lake, for supplying the various

lumber camps in the district, and for hauling fish southward to Prince

Albert. Freighters therefore traveled in steady numbers - sometimes

caravans - from Prince Albert through the park region to Montreal

Lake, resting at a series of overnight stopping places established at

roughly 20 mile intervals along the way.
7

One of the largest of these stopping places was "The Forks." Located

on Mud Creek at the north end of Shady Lake where the Montreal

Lake trail was joined by a western lateral to Big River (the present­

day 57 Trail), it handled a considerable volume of freight going east­

west as well as north-south. It had also assumed the Waskesiu Nar­

rows' role as a kind of local headquarters for fishermen, trappers and

traders working in the area. The Forks was consequently a sizeable

settlement, consisting of the two-room log cabin, bunkhouse and stables

normally associated with a stopping place, as well as a number of crudely
built log shanties and sheds. There was even a small graveyard sur­

rounded by a picket fence. It never acquired any permanency, however,
because the site was occupied only during the winter months of the

year, when fishing and logging were underway and the freight sleighs
were running. In fact, during the summer the trail was largely im­

passable because of the prevalence of muskeg and deadfalls. 8

There was a good possibility in the early 20th century that the Mon­

treal Lake trail might become a colonization road for the region. As

the lands along the North Saskatchewan were taken up, Canadian in­

terest turned to the north as an area of potential development. There

was a widespread belief that the limits of the settlement frontier ex­

isted only in men's imagination - anything seemed possible, as the

country enjoyed a period of unprecedented economic growth. In

response to this growing interest in the resources of the Northwest, the

Canadian Senate decided in 1907 to examine the issue by means of

a special committee of inquiry. Headed by Thomas Osborne Davis,
a Prince Albert merchant who had represented the District of Saskatch­

ewan in the House of Commons from 1896 to 1904 before being
called to the Senate, the committee heard from a number of northern

residents who �eclared that the region's agricultural prospects were
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for settlement." Crean was equally impressed with the agricultural
potential of the Pelican Lake (Lavallee) region in the present-day north­
west comer of the park. Here, he came across the Metis Louis Lavallee
and his family. Originally from the Cypress Hills district, Lavallee had
moved north into the region sometime before the 1885 North-West
Rebellion, and he secured a living from trapping, fishing and hun­
ting, especially moose. At the time of Crean's visit, he was a trader
for Revillon Freres and made regular trips to Montreal Lake. He also
cultivated a garden but had no cattle despite the presence of rich hay
meadows. 12

Crean's favorable assessment of the region suggested that Prince
Albert might realize its earlier ambitions after all and become the center
of a thriving mixed-farming region. This prospect did not sit well with
some of Prince Albert's leading businessmen, who believed that the
area was best suited for lumbering, not settlement." The same con­

clusion was reached by the surveyors who followed in Crean's wake.
Both William Christie and Arthur Saint Cyr, who had been sent into
the park area in 1909 and 1910 to layout major base lines such as the
third meridian, found little land of agricultural value." Faced with
these contradictory findings, the department of the Interior was forc­
ed to sponsor another reconnaissance of the region in 1912, this time
under C.H. Morse of the University of Toronto School of Forestry.

Morse's task was quite straightforward. He was to determine
whether the district lying between the third meridian on the east and
the Big River line of the Canadian Northern Railway on the west and
between townships 50 and 51 on the south and 56 and 57 on the north
should be withheld from settlement and placed instead in a forest reserve.

Part of this area fell within the current boundaries of the Prince Albert
National Park. Morse went about his assignment in business-like
fashion, carefully noting the region's drainage, topography, soil com­

position, climate and vegetation, including the amount and type of mer­

chantable timber. At season's end, he recommended that only the land
east of the Sturgeon River should be set aside as a federal forest reserve.

He found the tract to be characterized by rolling, heavily timbered,
gravelly or sandy soils, and therefore poorly suited for agriculture, as

evidenced by the relative lack of settlement. He also noted that the
area contained the divide between the North Saskatchewan and Chur­
chill watersheds and consequently should be protected. Morse's findings
and recommendations were relayed to the deputy minister of the Interior

unrivaled. And what was not suitable for farming could be used for
mining or forestry. 9

Rep�rt5ExploratJ.��_h'·ankj. I? Creen, CE. v

The cover of Frank Creans highly laudatory report on the region north of Prince Albert (credit: Unioersuy
of Saskaidteuxm Archives and Special Colkctions)

As a direct consequence of the Senate committee's hearings, the
department of the Interior sent Frank Crean, a civil engineer, on a

two-year investigation (1908-1909) of the settlement potential of the lands
lying between Prince Albert and the Churchill River and between Mon­
treal Lake and the Athabasca River. This was the first specific survey
of the north's agricultural potential," and Crean did not disappoint
his political masters. Indeed, he seemed to be imbued with the same

enthusiasm that had animated the Senate committee hearings. Crean
examined the Prince Albert National Park area, which he termed the
Montreal Lake section, in the summer of 1908. Although the land was

generally swampy or heavily timbered, he reported that the area around
Red Deer (Waskesiu) Lake was suitable for farming largely on the
strength of a first-class garden that he found being cultivated by a white
man just east of the Narrows. "The land is good and I see no difficulty
in its development," he observed in his published report, The New North­
west. "I fancy this country might profitably be surveyed and opened
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Louis Laoallee, a Metis from the Cypress Hills district) settled in the northwest corner of the park
area in the late 19th century (credit: PANP)

Purtoging between Kmgsmere and C/o,re Lakes (credit: NAG PA49797)
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western Canada. Ottawa had become concerned that valuable timber
and water resources were being squandered and should be protected
through the application of modern scientific methods for the economic
benefit of future generations. Settlement was therefore strictly forbid­
den on the reserves. People living around the perimeter, however, could

apply for a permit to use the land for grazing, haying, mining or timber

purposes. The fees for these privileges were low. Cattle, for example,
could graze at five cents per head per month, while hay could be cut

at 10 cents per ton. There were also provisions for the recreational use

of reserves in specially designated resort areas, where summer lots were

available for an annual fee of $5.17
When the Sturgeon River Forest Reserve was established, there

were 14 timber berths within its boundaries. All but one were con­

trolled by the Prince Albert Lumber Company. These berths, represen­
ting one-quarter of the reserve's area, were not affected by the district's
new status, and logging continued unabated. In fact, the Prince Albert
Lumber Company acted as if the region was now its own special
preserve. Over the next four logging seasons (1914-15 to 1917-18), in

response to the rising wartime demand, the annual cut in the reserve

doubled from approximately 25 to 50 million board feet. Most of these

logs were secured from four large timber berths, three of which were

located to the north and west of Sandy (Halkett) Lake, the other sur­

rounding Anglin Lake and part of Namekus on the edge of the reserve's
eastern boundary. 18

The Prince Albert Lumber Company's reserve operations were a

carefully orchestrated affair. Late each fall, roughly 150 to 200 men

would gather at one of the nine camps scattered through the timber
berths." Trees would be felled in a pre-selected area and skidded

through the bush to loading areas. The logs would then be hauled by
horses (later coal-driven donkey engines) in huge sleds to landing sta­

tions along the Spruce River, where they would be held until spring
and floated downriver to the mill at Prince Albert. To ensure that the
otherwise sluggish Spruce would move the logs, the company had cleared
all the trees along the riverbank, and by 1914 had built.a series of dams
near the landing camps along the river: Red River Crossing, McKenzie
Creek and Shoal Lake (upper and lower dam). But as the volume of

logs increased - 520,000 were hauled in 1917-18 - it took steps to

increase spring water levels by damning Beartrap Lake, thereby prevent­
ing it from flowing northward into Lake Waskesiu, and constructing

in April 1913, and the Sturgeon River Forest Reserve was provisional­
ly set aside until it could be formally established by an act of Parlia­
ment the following May.15 In the meantime, the department sought
a second opinion and instructed Assistant Forester L. Stevenson of the
Prince Albert office to undertake a soil survey of the new reserve dur­

ing the summer of 1914. Stevenson's findings corroborated those of
Morse. In fact, he was quite damning in his assessment of the region's
agricultural potential. "It would be very unfortunate," he warned, "if
this area were opened for settlement, as nothing but hardship and pover­
ty followed by starvation awaits those people so constituted as to desire
to settle in lands that have a better use in forestry?"

Poling up the Montreal River; 1926 (credit: NAG PA20108)

The new 729 square-mile Sturgeon River Forest Reserve stretched
from the Sturgeon River valley on the west to the third meridian on

the east and from the line between townships 57 and 58 (taking in most

of Red Deer Lake) on the north and a slightly irregular line between

townships 52 and 53 (that excluded all possible agricultural lands) on

the south. Established under the provisions of the Dominion Forest
Reserves and Parks Act (1911), it was one of several reserves, 15 in Sas­
katchewan alone, that the federal government had set aside across



The creation of the Sturgeon River Forest Reserve had no impact on the activities of the Prince Albert Lumber Company (credit NAG PA 12869)



Sturgeon River Forest Reserve Timber Berths and Logging Camps. circa 1916.

--- Sturoeon River Forest Reserve Boundary
-------. Trail

Timber Berth

1'9 Camp

Sturgeon River Forest Reserve timber berths and lngging camps, area 1916.
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Stream-driven "donkey» engines were able to haul larger loads than horse reams (Credit: SAB R-A1621[3j)

a canal southward between the lake and the Spruce River. This di­

version of Beartrap Lake demonstrated the high handed manner in

which the Prince Albert Lumber Company operated. Not only did

the lake fall outside its timber berths, but the tinkering with the Churchill

watershed went against one of the purposes behind the creation of the

reserve.

On 7 October 1918, the Prince Albert Lumber Company closed

its Prince Albert mill. Two years earlier, it had relinquished its timber

berths along the southern boundary of the reserve in order to concen­

trate on larger berths to the north. It soon discovered, however, that

the costs associated in cutting these distant berths were prohibitive. The

company decided to suspend operations in Prince Albert in favor of

establishing a smaller mill in the reserve at some future date. Then,
disaster struck. A fire, fed by the brush of old logging slashes, swept

through the reserve in the late spring of 1919 and burned a large part
of the forest south of Lake Waskesiu. The blaze was heard as far away

as Montreal Lake and left the region covered in ash. Estimates of the

damage varied: government cruisers reported that 50% of the timber

had been fire killed, whereas company representatives put the figure
at 90-100%. Although forestry officials were anxious that the remaining

The landing camp at McKenzie Creek (SAB R-B 10305)

good timber be culled as soon as possible, the Prince Albert Lumber

Company decided that the time had come to relocate its operations.
It instructed the forestry branch to cancel its remaining timber berths

and do what it pleased with the thousands of logs that had been left

behind in the bush or along the river." That left one timber berth in

the reserve northwest of Amyot Lake, which the Big River Lumber

Company continued to work until it too was cancelled in November

1921.
In retrospect, the 1919 fire was a blessing. Since 1914, the district

forestry office in Prince Albert had gradually established a presence

in the reserve by means of a network of ranger cabins, wooden lookout

towers, patrol trails and a 45-mile telephone line. But as long as log­
ging activity operated on such an intensive scale, it did not have effect­

ive control over the reserve, even though two of the original patrol cabins

were located near the Prince Albert Lumber Company landing camps

at Red River Crossing and McKenzie Creek. The 1919 fire was a case

in point; in fact, it had been preceded by an almost equally disastrous
.

one in 1915 along the eastern boundary. Thus, when the Prince Albert

Lumber Company abandoned its timber berths, the forestry service

was able to manage the region as had been originally intended. Over
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the next three years, the number of ranger cabins and lookout towers
was doubled, while the patrol trails and telephone line were extended
and upgraded in an effort to cover the entire reserve. In keeping with
its status as reserve headquarters, Meridian, in the southeast corner

along the main trail, also received a number of improvements: an office,
blacksmith shop, boathouse, pumphouse, implement shed and barn.

The cancellation of the timber permits did not mean that logging
activities on the reserve ceased completely. In the 1920s smaller lumber
concerns were granted access to the reserve's timber stand. A few oc­

cupied the former camps of the Prince Albert Lumber Company, or

worked its old berths. In 1925, for example, the Red River Lumber
and Construction Company of Shellbrook erected a mill at a former
company site on the Elk Trail. 21 Farmers in outlying communities
such as Alingly, Northside, Paddockwood and Foxdale also secured cord­
wood, building logs, roof poles and fence posts from within the reserve.
Unlike earlier lumbering operations, all of these activities, whether for
commercial or personal use, were carefully regulated by permit or timber
sale and restricted to areas where government rangers had decided that
such cutting would improve forest growth and insure the reproduc­
tion of more valuable species.

Beginning in 1918, the reserve also came to be used by local fanners
for grazing purposes. Before then, only a few haying permits were taken
out: two in 1914-15 for three tons. But as ranching began to develop
in the district south of the park following the departure of the logging
companies, local ranchers began to pasture cattle and horses on the
meadow lands along the southwest side. The north end of Amyot Lake
was a particularly popular spot for grazing and haying and was used
for a number of years. Most of these ranches were relatively small opera­
tions. In October 1919, however, 400 head of cattle were being grazed
near Rabbit Cabin under a single permit to F.C. Flower. 22

When the reserve was set aside in 1914, it was also automatically
designated a game preserve under provincial legislation. Trappers liv­
ing in the district were forced to relocate, usually to the north, while
provincial game guardians regularly patrolled the region. Following
the First World War, fixed trapping and hunting seasons were introduc­
ed, and several individuals secured permits to erect cabins in conjunc­
tion with their trapping lines. These cabins, sometimes no more than
dugouts in the side of a hill, were scattered throughout the reserve area
and were used for varying amounts of time and then abandoned. One

George Neiss and Bud Temple working trap line in present park area (credit: PANP 041-08 [G. Neiss])
of the more famous trappers in the reserve was Halvor Lee of Alingly,
who in 1927 held permits for two cabins along the eastern boundary
of the reserve near Anglin Lake." Another was James Clare, who
lived with his family on the southern shore of Red Deer (Waskesiu)
in an area that henceforth became known as Clare Beach. Clare was

something of a soldier of fortune. The son of a Hudson's Bay Com­
pany chief factor, he was raised and educated in Winnipeg and seem­
ed headed for a promising legal career. In 1884, however, he volunteered
for the Nile Expedition to rescue "Chinese" Gordon at Khartoum but
fell ill and was left behind. Thereafter, he fought in the North-West
Rebellion, followed by brief stints in the North-West Mounted Police,
the United States Army and the United States Navy, which included
a tour of the Far East. He then came to Prince Albert and entered
the fur trade business in the Montreal Lake-Lac la Ronge area, first
as an independent trader and then with the Hudson's Bay Company.
Throughout this period, Clare traveled extensively throughout the pre­
sent park area and operated The Forks stopping place for a couple
of years. By the mid-1920s he made the park area his home, and besides
the cabin on Waskesiu, he had at least one other on Mikisew Lake. 24

The other significant development in the reserve in the 1920s was
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the growing importance of the big beach area along the southeast shore

of Red Deer (Waskesiu) Lake. A long-time aboriginal camping spot,
this part of the lake had been tied into the Montreal Lake trail by means

of a short lateral. A simple landing area was developed and a winter

freight trail ran across the ice up through the Hanging Heart Lakes

to Big Trout (Crean) and then west to Little Trout (Kingsmere).
Although Red Deer Landing handled a considerable amount of freight,
particularly as the fishing industry expanded, it initially remained in

the shadow of The Forks. By 1915, however, the stopping place was

in trouble. With the arrival of the Canadian Northern Railway at Big
River in 1912, Prince Albert had lost its hold over the commercial fishery
of the northern lakes and more and more of the annual catch was be­

ing shipped south from Big River. 25 Then in 1914, perhaps in

response to the creation of the forest reserve, a new Prince Albert­

Montreal Lake freight trail was located east of the third meridian. This

new road crippled The Forks, taking away an estimated 90% of its

freighting business during its first winter of operation." Any local

freight, meanwhile, was usually destined for the northern lakes and

could be just as easily handled by Red Deer, or Primeau's Landing
as it was alternately called. The Forks consequently fell into disuse,
and the abandoned buildings were burned by forestry officials in the

fall of 1916. Red Deer Landing, on the other hand, remained the ma­

jor access point to the northern lakes and continued to survive on its
own.

By the mid-1920s, the southern shore of Red Deer (Waskesiu) Lake

was dotted with a number of cabins and stables." A few belonged to

trappers; most were probably occupied by fishermen. One such in­

dividual was George Pease. Settling at Primeau's Landing in the early
1920s with his wife Elizabeth and their five children, he built a house

called "Shadirest" on the main beach and a small cottage on the nar­

rows (Pease Point) on Little Trout (Kingsmere) Lake. During the sum­

mer, Pease operated a livery service on Red Deer (Waskesiu), building
and repairing boats, as well as doing some freighting. In the winter,
he and his son Alex worked for Waite Fisheries of Big River. The lakes
of the present-day park region were heavily fished during this period,
particularly since commercial licenses had finally been issued and there
was no catch limit. In 1921, for example, 69 men netted 407,300 pounds
of fish, two-thirds of which was whitefish, on Red Deer (Waskesiu),
Big Trout and Little Trout lakes. The annual catch as well as the size

The Pease family at Shadirest: left to rz'ght, Eva, George, Alex, Isabelle, Elizabeth, Barbara (credit:
Friends oj the Park [Eva Pease])

COMMERCIAL FISHING - 1926

Waskesiu Kingsmere Crean 3 lake

(Red Deer) (Big Trout) (Little Trout) Total

Total Catch

(in pounds) 189,100 135,200 48,300 372,600

Whitefish

(in pounds) 134,600 69,700 23,600 227,900

Trout

(in pounds) 35,800 18,200 44,000

Men Fishing 40 26 11 77

Source: NAC, Government Archives Division, RG 84, Parks Canada

V. 1772, f. PA296, pt. 1.
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of the labor force on these three lakes fluctuated over the next few years.
The production was nonetheless staggering: over two million pounds
of fish were hauled to Big River between 1921 and 1926.28 In order
to insure that this intensive fishing activity did not lead to hardship
for the Montreal Lake Indians, they were given exclusive fishing rights
to Bittern Lake. 29

In 1924, a summer cottage subdivision was established in the
reserve. It is not clear whether forestry officials were responding to

pressure from Prince Albert; more likely, the new resort was part of
a general attempt by the department of the Interior in the 1920s to

encourage the recreational use of western forest reserves and thereby
garner public support for their continued existence." As for the site,
there was really only one possibility. Red Deer (Waskesiu) was the only
major lake that fell within the reserve's boundaries and Primeau's Land­
ing was the only area on the lake that could be reached by road. Besides,
it just happened to be one of the prettiest spots in the area. But there
was a drawback: the area immediately up from the beach was covered
with muskeg and future expansion would be a problem. The subdivi­
sion, surveyed by Dominion Lands Surveyor Eric Coursier, was laid

The first dock at Waskes-iu built by the Dominion Forestry Service (credit: 1. Merrell)

out in a strip immediately north of the landing and consisted of 39
lots in four blocks. Each lot was 100 by 150 feet and was within 30
feet of the shoreline. Two years later, another block of nine lots was

staked south of the original subdivision. 31 This new set of lots might
have been intended as a business block, for it included Pease's boat
livery. The forestry service did its part too, improving and maintain­
ing the road into the resort.

The response to the opening of the subdivision was far from en­

couraging. Of the 11 lot permits that had been issued to mostly Prince
Albert businessmen and professionals;" seven had lapsed by August
1927. Of the remaining four, only two had buildings on them: Pease's
Shadirest and a summer cottage erected by Dr. Wilfred C. Bliss of
Prince Albert. The only other structures were a dominion forestry ser­

vice patrol cabin and warehouse, a game guardian's cabin, and a small
wharf belonging to the forestry service. The nearest store was located
several miles away in South Bay.

It was a shaky start, but it is doubtful whether much more was

possible. The old Montreal Lake road through the reserve was

notoriously bad, particularly the section near Delworth Hill, and it took
a full day to travel from Prince Albert by car. Recreation, moreover,
was just one of the activities carried on within the forest reserve.

Although conservation principles underlay the creation of the reserve,
the various resources were there to be harvested, albeit wisely. The sub­
division was, in a sense, a frill that the forestry service could not af­
ford to promote or develop in any meaningful way. For the fiscal period
1924-28, the average annual revenue from the reserve amounted to

just over $1,000, while the average annual expenditure exceeded
$16,000.33

The Sturgeon River Forest Reserve, however, did have the poten­
tial to become something more. The forest was finally beginning to
recover from the twin .ravages of the Prince Albert Lumber Company
and the 1919 fire. The area, meanwhile, had had a three decade rela­
tionship with Prince Albert. The Montreal Lake route, together with
exploitive activities such as lumbering, had brought the region within
Prince Albert's sphere of influence. Indeed, if not based in Prince Albert,
many of the activities in the area were at least regulated from the city.
The present-day Prince Albert National Park area came to be regarded
asPrince Albert's hinterland. And as-the area was brought under the
watchful eye of the forestry service in the 1920s, word of its beauty



Sturgeon River Forest Reserve Ranoer Stations. Lookout Towers and Trails. circa 1925

Sturgeon River Forest Reserve ranger stations) lookout towers and trails) area 1925.
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The Game Guardians cabin at Pnmeaus Landing (credit: 1. Merrell)

began to spread. That's what brought four Prince Albert school teachers
- Myrtle Strangways, Kate Bradshaw, Marion Peterson and Blanche
Mitchell, the so-called "swamp angels" - to Primeau's Landing for
the summer of 1927.34 And it would bring more. All that was needed
was better access, some promotion, a few facilities and above all, status
as a national park.



Saskaidtetoans Playground 25

C HAP T E R T H R E E

THE POLITICAL ART OF
PARK MAKING

He would become Canada's longest serving prime minister. But

in October 1925, William Lyon Mackenzie King was in trouble. Four

years earlier, after only a two-year apprenticeship as opposition leader,
King had led the Liberals back into power in Ottawa. And although
his first few years at the helm of the Canadian ship of state had been

anything but inspiring, he had managed to remain in office as leader

of Canada's first minority government, thanks to the support of the

Progressive party, the second largest group in the House of Commons.

In the fall of 1925, however, the otherwise politically shrewd King totally
misjudged the situation. Despite strong signs of a Conservative

recovery, particularly in Ontario and the Maritimes, he decided to

call a general election and reap the rewards that he was confident were

his to be had. The results were a stunning jolt. The Conservatives

not only won more seats than the Liberals, but the prime minister

was also personally defeated in his Ontario riding of York North. The

one consolation for King was that the Progressives continued to hold

the balance of power in the newly elected House of Commons and

that the Liberals could still govern with their support. The prime
minister, however, needed a seat.

In the aftermath of the election fiasco, Mackenzie King initially
leaned towards running in Quebec, where party strength was un­

disputed and he could probably hold the seat indefinitely. Then, on

11 January 1926, he received a telegram from James G. Gardiner,
the new Liberal premier of Saskatchewan, advising him that Charles

McDonald, the MP for Prince Albert, was willing to step aside. 1

The Prince Albert seat was an attractive alternative for King. Not

only was it a safe riding - McDonald had easily defeated another

future prime minister, John George Diefenbaker - but its distance

from Ottawa meant that the by-election would be a strictly local af­

fair. In keeping with his obsession with national unity, King also believ­

ed that it was important to maintain and strengthen Liberal support
in the region and thereby provide a western counterbalance to his

Quebec power base." Equally important was the fact that former

Liberal prime minister and King's mentor, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, had

won election in the district of Saskatchewan (which included Prince

Albert) in 1896 at a time when it was possible to contest two consti­

tuencies at the same time. Although Laurier immediately resigned
the Saskatchewan seat to represent Quebec East, King was not one

to question destiny and he probably saw himself following in the steps
of his great predecessor. He made his decision known on 14 January
1926, and the next day McDonald resigned his seat and a by-election
was called for one month later.

Central Avenue, Prince Albert, late 1920s (credit: Prince Albert Historical Museum)

The man that Prince Albert Liberals pinned their hopes on was

one of the most curious figures in Canadian political history. At 51,
the plump, short, balding King came across as a genial though
somewhat dull bachelor who always remembered to say his prayers.
But beneath the bland exterior lurked a wily and at times devious

leader who, unlike other ambitious men of his generation, decided

to make politics his career. He prided himself on being one of the

leading North American experts on industrial relations, one of the

new challenges of modern Canada. Yet when it came to action, he
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had one foot firmly rooted in the 19th century and would budge only
if political gains were to be made. And although his party was repeatedly
returned at the polls, King was never loved by Canadians. In fact, he
was more at home with his books, his dog and his dead mother's spirit.
These quirks did not matter - probably were not even known - to
the Prince Albert Liberal riding association. What they wanted was
a member of parliament who had enough clout to provide them with
the things that they believed had been unjustly denied too many times
in the past. Who better than a prime minister, clinging to power by
a slim majority, in search of a safe seat?

On Thursday, 28 January 1926, King left Ottawa on a westbound
train for his nomination meeting in Prince Albert. It was a trip heavy
with meaning for the prime minister. "I truly believe, dear mother is
near me and guiding me," he wrote in his diary that day. "Oh may
she guide me on this mission on which I now start - off to Prince
Albert to be again elected for parliament and to begin a new period
in our history" The members of the Liberal riding association ex­
ecutive felt much the same way. When the train pulled in three days
later they boarded Kings car and, after the normal round of introduc­
tions, T.C. Davis, the local member of the Saskatchewan Legislature,
presented their demands. The shopping list contained the usual items
such as better railway connections and more road construction.
Somewhat unique, however, was the request that a national park be
established north of the city. 4

Prince Albert first tried to secure a national park in June 1921,
when the local Board of Trade wrote J.B. Harkin, the commissioner
of national parks, about the possible creation of a buffalo reserve in
the Pine Forest Reserve to the southwest; hobbled by a post-war debt
in excess of $4 million, the city had cast an envious glance at the popular
Buffalo National Park in Wainwright, Alberta, and decided that it too
would try to get involved in the lucrative Canadian tourist industry. 5

An investigation of the reserve's suitability for a buffalo park, however,
was not favorable, and the matter was dropped.

The Board of Trade did not raise the issue again until 1925 when
a new set of circumstances came into play. This time, in response to
the opening of the summer cottage subdivision on Red Deer (Waskesiu)
Lake, it now thought in terms of a national park north of the city;
the area had been linked to Prince Albert by the Montreal Lake road
for three decades, and any tourist traffic to Red Deer (Waskesiu) would

Prime Minister Mackenzie King (on right) during 011£ oj his infrequent visits to his Prince Albert con­

stituency (credit: Prince Albert Historical Museum)

have to pass through the city. There were also personal interests in­
volved. Four members of the board's executive held permits for sum­
mer lots," and they probably believed - and rightly so - that the
area would only receive the needed improvements, in particular a good
road, once it had achieved national park status. Finally, unlike the earlier
attempt to secure a park, the board now had a strong spokesperson
for the city's interests in Tommy Davis. The son of former Liberal MP
and Senator T'O, Davis, the younger Davis had good political connec­
tions and, more important, knew how to use them. He had also been
involved in civic politics, first as an alderman and then as mayor, and
was determined to use his new provincial cabinet post as minister of
labor and industry to promote Prince Albert as the gateway to the
resource-rich North. It also did not hurt that Davis' law partner and
president of the local Liberal riding association, Harold Fraser, also
held one of the first cottage lots at Primeau's Landing. 7

Shortly after the Saskatchewan provincial election in June 1925,
Davis made arrangements for a Prince Albert delegation to speak to

Jimrriy Gardiner, the provincial minister of highways, about their idea
for a park. Gardiner, in turn, instructed his deputy minister, Thomas
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Molloy, to write to the commissioner of national parks to find out how

a national park was established, what costs the branch would assume,

and whether the province could expect any help if it decided to go ahead

on its own." Harkin responded with a brief explanation of the ra­

tionale behind the various national parks in existence. "You will realize

that National Parks so far adopted have set staridards," he advised, "and

any proposed National Park should reach these standards of quality'?
He also warned that government departments were extremely strap­

ped for funds and that "any new park scheme would therefore have

to be considered very carefully and be of a very exceptional character

to receive endorsement at present." Not to discourage Molloy completely,
however, Harkin said that he would be glad to receive a proposal and

would give it "my serious consideration."

Despite Harkin's assurances, Molloy believed that the Prince Albert

scheme was doomed. "After having read your communication," he

acknowledged to the commissioner, "I doubt very much whether the

district we have in mind could qualify as a national park?'? The

Board of Trade believed otherwise. Having been advised by Davis of

Harkin's position, it struck a special national park committee to put
together a formal proposal. At the first meeting on 28 November 1925,
it was decided that the park should consist of a "tract of land 42 miles

each side of Red Deer Lake.?" The board had also not given up on

its idea of a buffalo reserve and decided to write to the park at Wain­

wright for advice.
It is not clear from his diary whether Mackenzie King actually

promised a national park the morning he met with the executive of

the riding association in his railway car. He never mentioned the pro­

posal later that day at his nomination meeting. There seemed to be

an informal understanding, however, that the park had the prime
minister's blessing and that he would do what he could." In the in­

terim, the more immediate concern was to get King elected, and with

Davis and his colleagues' help he easily routed an independent can­

didate in the 15 February by-election. King was elated. At a Laurier

House dinner party held in honor of his fellow Saskatchewan Liberal

members one week later, he spoke of McDonald's resignation "stand­

ing for the significance of sacrifice and the vision beyond" and of what

his own victory "would mean in the light of history, of the place being
given Saskatchewan in Dominion affairs.?"

This was exactly the kind of sentiment that Davis hoped to take
JB. "Bunny" Harkin, national parks commissioner, believed thai the Lac La Ronge-Churchill River

area would be a more scenic locaium for a national park. (credit: NAG PA121371)
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mountain parks," he was anxious to extend the national park system
east of Alberta and have at least one national park in each province.
At the same time, Harkin wanted to insure that the area being pro­
posed was suitable and explained to Davis's that the proper thing to

do was to send a parks officer to the region to make an independent
evaluation. Roy Gibson, the assistant deputy minister of the Interior,
was even less tolerant than Harkin of political interference in parks
branch matters. When Harkin wanted to send King a copy of the pro­
posed park area that Davis had provided, Gibson bluntly told him to

"forget it for the present."?
Unbeknownst to department of Interior officials, the question of

whether to create a park north of Prince Albert had been taken out
of the bureaucracy's hands completely. At a cabinet meeting on 12 May
1926, King announced his desire to establish a national park in Saskat­
chewan. "If I can bring this about and I will," he confided to his diary,
"that will be a fine achievement for Saskatchewan and particularly Prince
Albert, a fine memorial for years to come."20 Official notification of the
prime minister's action was sent to Davis 10 days later. When the news

was relayed to Prince Albert, an exuberant Board of Trade made im­
mediate plans to meet with federal officials, and arranged an excur­

sion to Red Deer (Waskesiu) Lake. 21

Faced with aJait accompli, Gibson instructed Harkin on 12 June 1926
to assemble all existing resource information on the region north of
Prince Albert. Four days later the parks commissioner reported back
that after consulting various government departments and branches,
the general consensus was that "this is a comparatively flat country,
with very little scenic attractiveness ... which would justify the crea­

tion of a national park?" He was not, however, prepared to dismiss
the idea entirely, noting that several of the larger lakes in the area had
recreational potential and that game animals were plentiful. But before
any final decision could be reached, Harkin repeated his earlier sug­
gestion that someone from the parks branch visit the region.

This official was never sent. In fact, the establishment of a park
was thrown into doubt when the King government, facing a vote of
censure in the Commons over a scandal in the Customs and Excise

Department, resigned on 28 June 1926. Conservativeleader Arthur
Meighen was called upon to form a new government. As King's bitter
rival and a former minister of the Interior, he had no qualms about
killing the Prince Albert park proposal. Meighen's ministry - ironically

King campaigning during the 1926 general dedum during which he defeated arwtherfuture prime minister
in his Prince Albert riding - John Diefenbaker (credit: NAC PA138867)

advantage of when he journeyed to Ottawa in mid-April to call in King's
debts. He was not to be disappointed, The prime minister had ap­
parently given the park matter more thought since the by-election and
decided that its local benefits would enhance his popularity and

guarantee continued political support." He had also taken a liking to

Davis, especially for his help in Prince Albert, and thereafter regular­
ly consulted him about constituency matters." When the Saskat­
chewan cabinet minister consequently raised the park in a private
meeting, King replied that he was "very much taken with the idea,"
and made arrangements for a dinner meeting at his home that same

night with Charles Stewart, the minister responsible for national

parks." This was followed by separate meetings with the deputy
minister of the Interior and the commissioner of national parks, in
which the proposal was discussed in greater detail.

Harkin, true to his earlier pledge, was receptive to Davis' scheme,
observing "that if a scenic and recreational area of National Park stand­
ards can be found in Saskatchewan a National Park should be estab­
lished there,"? In fact, in response to growing criticism that the lion's
share of the branch's annual appropriation was being spent on the
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the 13th - lasted only three days, however, before it was defeated in

the House. In the ensuing general election on 14 September 1926, the

Liberals finally secured their elusive majority. King, for his part, won

a lopsided victory in Prince Albert, defeating John Diefenbaker, who

would not win the riding until 1953.

Following the election, a worried Tommy Davis wrote the prime
minister to find out whether the park would go ahead; the only thing
Davis had heard during the summer was that planning had been halted

by Meighen. "This park will be a wonderful asset to the Province of

Saskatchewan," he reminded King, "and you will be doing the greatest
good to the people of your constituency by seeing that this work goes
on."23 Work on the park had, in fact, resumed, but not at a pace or

along the lines that pleased Davis. In mid-October he was advised by
the deputy minister of the Interior that an aerial survey of the region
was not contemplated until the following summer, and everything else,
including the definition of the park's boundaries, would be held in

abeyance." He then received a copy of a departmental memorandum

that suggested the Lac La Ronge-Churchill River area would be a more

scenic location for a national park. 25 Davis was shocked. In a stiffly
worded letter on 10 November 1926, he informed the minister of the

Interior that King had promised a national park outside of Prince Albert

and that a location farther north "would be of absolutely no use to the

people of the Province of Saskatchewan as it would be inaccessible to

the majority of the peoplef" He also pointed out that most prairie
residents vacationed in the mountains or in the United States and that

a national park in Saskatchewan would not only keep them at home

but get them interested in the north country. He therefore called upon
Stewart to get on with the park as speedily as possible: set aside the

area, build an all-weather road and construct some buildings. As far

as Davis was concerned, the continuing delays were totally unjustifiable.
This sense of frustration was echoed in a sarcastic report prepared

by the Prince Albert Board of Trade national park committee. Con­

vinced that the merits of the proposal were irrefutable, it argued that

the park area had "the right proportions of everything" to satisfy even

"some real highly developed park expert" and that it had been "left ... at

our back door step ... to help ourselves'?" The committee also noted

that the initial investment would be more than repaid by the attention

that the park would focus on the North and its resources. "We will have

connected Saskatchewan with the whole world," it boldly predicted. "It

must be obvious to any thinking man that the rapid completion of this

project is a necessity?"
Davis' letter, along with the Board of Trade report, was forwarded

by Stewart to his deputy, apparently with the order to come up with

a set of tentative park boundaries. This clearly contradicted Harkin's

position that the area in question had to be examined first. "A national

park in the true sense of the term is something created by nature," he

reflected in one of his memoranda on the Prince Albert proposal, "it

cannot be artificially created by simply establishing boundariesf" The

minister, however, was not interested in philosophy; he wanted to please
his leader and get the Prince Albert people off his back. A reluctant

parks commissioner consequently had to work with what information

was at hand.

Minister of Interior Charles Stewart overrode the objeaions of his own departmental staff to see that

Prince Albert got its national park (credit: NAG PA 41398)

From the time that the department of the Interior first began to

consider the Prince Albert proposal, four suggestions for the park area

had been put forward. Charles Dunning, the former Saskatchewan

premier and minister of railways and canals in the King cabinet, wanted

a 3000-square-mile area set aside that included all the lakes in central



Saskatdtetoans Playground 30

or national parks created in particular areas simply by cabinet order.
A new national parks bill had recently been tabled, however, which

stipulated that any new national park would now have to be established
by act of Parliament. In early February 1927, the parks branch urged
that the new park be declared by order-in-council as soon as possible
or else its merits could end up being debated on the floor of the Com­
mons. The minister of the Interior, however, steadfastly refused to have
the necessary papers drawn up until he had a chance to confer with
Prince Albert." This did not take place until mid-March when both

Tommy Davis and Charles McDonald came to Ottawa to discuss the

park again with federal officials. Stewart saw to it that their views were

heeded. Within a matter of days, Harkin was forced to submit a revised
set of boundaries that greatly exceeded those he had recommended.
The name "Prince Albert National Park" was also adopted at this time,
again against Harkin's wishes. The parks commissioner had advised
"that exception may be taken to it by other towns and cities in Sas­
katchewan on the grounds that the Department is creating a park for
the town of Prince Albert and not a national park or a park to serve

the provincial needs ... I think it would be preferable to call it the Sas­
katchewan National Park or even to give it the name of some of the
local lakes or important topographical features included within the
area."38 Like Harkin's other suggestions, this was ignored.

On 24 March 1927, Prince Albert National Park was formally
established by order-in-council. The 1,377-square-mile park area was

composed of all the Sturgeon River Forest Reserve, two tiers of townships
to the north, and the land around Bittern and Montreal lakes (excluding
the Montreal Lake reserve). This area roughly coincided with the Prince
Albert Board of Trade proposal. And perhaps to satisfy Dunning, a

large block of land east of Montreal Lake was temporarily set aside
until its suitability for park purposes could be determined." Politics
had won the day. Curiously though, Mackenzie King, the pivotal figure
in the creation of the park, made no specific mention of it in his diary
that day; he wrote that he was "very, very tired" and went home to
bed early'? - perhaps park making was exhausting work.

Four days after the passage of the order-in-council, Davis wrote

King that the executive of the Prince Albert riding association expected
to be consulted about the new park's first superintendent, advice he
repeated six weeks later. In fact, Charles McDonald wanted Dr. E.R.
Trippe for the position. 41 The national parks branch, however, already

Saskatchewan. Dr. E.R. Trippe, a Prince Albert hotel owner and sports­
man who had a hunting lodge on Red Deer (Waskesiu) Lake," sug­
gested that the park be made up of the Sturgeon Forest Reserve and
the three large lakes to the north - Red Deer, Big Trout and Litt1e
Trout. 31 Ironically, even Davis and the Prince Albert Board of Trade

disagreed over the park area; although both wanted all the large lakes
in the area incorporated, including Montreal and Bittern, the Board
of Trade wanted all of the forest reserve taken over, Davis only the north­
ern half."

Harkin was opposed to all of these alternatives on the grounds that

they were far too big for administration and development purposes.
He was also concerned that the withdrawal of hunting and trapping
privileges over too large an area might lead to hardship, particularly
for the Indians of the Montreal Lake Reserve, and that the absorption
of the forestry reserve might alienate the forestry branch. He conse­

quently recommended in late December 1926 that the new park be
restricted to the three large lakes on the northern edge of the reserve.

This area, according to Harkin, could be developed with relatively lit­
tle expense. Its small size also eased his concerns about not examining
the region beforehand. 33

Harkin's proposed boundaries ran into immediate opposition. The

forestry branch was upset that the new park would cut out its major
east-west patrol trail between Beartrap and Moose cabins, as well as

limit the reserve to "practically nothing but burned over country" from
the 1919 fire." The park's Prince Albert promoters, on the other
hand, believed that they were being shortchanged and that the pro­
posed park area was a mockery of what was possible. 35 Other
neighboring communities, in the meantime, began to put forward their
own proposals. Cameron McIntosh, Liberal MP for North Battleford,
wanted the park's western boundary to fall within his constituency, while
the Rosthern Board of Trade argued that a park north of Prince Albert
would prove inconvenient to the southern part of the province and that
the Pine Forest Reserve - coincidentally near Rosthern - would be
"the most logical Iocationf'"

The national parks branch was tired of the whole affair by this

point and wanted to see Harkin's recommended boundaries officially
adopted without further delay. In fact, there was good reason to move

on the matter. Under the terms of the 1911 Forest Reserves and Na­
tional Parks Act, forest reserves could be turned into national parks
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Following the creation of the park, .

TG. Davis told King, "The Park is going to be a grand thing
for Prince Albert; but, the benefits to be derived therefrom are going to be one ofgreater benefit to the
Province as a whole than to Prince Albert alone. It is going to preserve in perpetuity a great playground
for the people ofSaskatchewan: a playground which is totolly dtfforent than the prairie area ofour province
and I think that you will see a wonderful deodopmen: in connection with this park in the years that

are to come. Above all else, it is directing the attention of the public towards our vast North land which

is ly£ng dormant and undeodoped." (credit: NAG PA88438)

had their candidate. Outmaneuvered too many times in the past by
the Prince Albert people, Harkin had decided to appoint one of his

own officers while he still had the opportunity, and he recommended

James A. Wood, assistant superintendent at Banff National Park, while

the deliberations over the new park's boundaries were underway." He

then summoned Wood to Ottawa in early May for consultations, thereby
effectively settling the question. The position, however, could not be

completely divorced from politics. The minister of the Interior wanted

the new superintendent to receive the prime minister's blessing. 43

Wood consequently visited King at his summer home in the Gatineaus
on 11 June 1927 and was treated to a brisk walk through the local coun­

tryside, perhaps to see what kind of mettle he was made of. That night,
King recorded in his diary: "He is a fine looking and splendid type
of young man. I took to him at once ... Odd as it is, I seem to have

specialized in Parks this year. The PA Park 1400 square miles (secured
for the people) this park at Kingsmere ... and getting the centre of

Ottawa into a Park - for all 3 of which future generations will bless
me?" Wood was put through a similar evaluation one week later in
Prince Albert. At King's request, he was also advised by Davis as to

what local individuals and businesses were to enjoy park patronage.
45

With the park established and Wood in place, a Prince Albert Na­

tional Park citizens' committee began making plans for an official open­

ing. It was already mid:June, so it was decided to schedule the event

the following summer when a new park road and facilities at Primeau's

Landing would be in place. In the ensuing months, six subcommit­
tees in the areas of finance, publicity, transportation, accommodation,
catering and entertainment swung into action. The Board of Trade,
in cooperation with the local Liberal riding association, was determined

to guarantee that nothing spoiled their day in the national spotlight,
and tried to make it a community celebration of the park and their

prime minister. They also regularly called upon Superintendent Wood
for his assistance and even named him an ex-officio member of the
board. 46

Mackenzie King decided to combine the park opening with a few

weeks of political activity on the prairies, particularly in his home riding.
The morning of the opening ceremonies, Friday, 10 August 1928, he
was consequently asleep in his private railway car in Rosthern, where
he had laid the cornerstone of a new post office and spoke late into
the night the day before." He had another long day ahead of him.
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The selection ofJames UVod as the new parH first superiniendeni was made before Prince Albert
could put forward its own candidate. (credit: I Merrell)

He reached Prince Albert by mid-morning and, getting into a waiting
car at the Station with Superintendent Wood and Minister of the In­
terior Stewart, headed off for Lake Waskesiu, some 70 miles away, under

Royal Canadian Mounted Police escort. The party had a quick lunch
under canvas at the park gates at the southern boundary and then
resumed their northward drive over a winding, dusty road. By the time
the prime minister arrived at the lake around 2:30 p.m., the afternoon's

regatta and water sports competition were well underway before an

estimated crowd of 3000 people basking in the warmth of a perfect
summer day.

"Much has been written on the purpose of the State and of the boundaries between the domains which

properly belong to the community and the individual. For my own part I doubt if we shall ever improve
on the conception which had expression - in the political philosophy of Aristotle - that the aim of the
State was the highest good of the community. In opening today the Prince Albert National Park may
we ... dedicate it to the glory of the Creator whose bounty it mirrors in forest, lake and stream, and
to the highest good of the Canadian people for all time to come," (credit: E. Millard)

The formal proceedings commenced at 3:30 p.m. on a large,
elevated platform, decorated with spruce boughs and draped with Union

Jacks, which faced the lake. An honor guard of boy scouts stood near­

by while reporters from across the country sat at a press table. In ad­
dition to King, Stewart and Wood, the official party consisted of Harold
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Fraser, chairman of the citizens' committee and master of ceremonies,
Tommy Davis, now Saskatchewan attorney general, Mayor Branion

of Prince Albert and a number of Saskatchewan Liberal Members of

Parliament and the Saskatchewan Legislature. The speeches were brief.

Observing that "dreams sometimes do come true;48 Davis recounted

the events leading up to the creation of the park and the role that it

was expected to play in drawing attention to the North. Stewart then

outlined what was planned for the park and as he spoke, three planes
from the local forestry patrol base swept down and saluted the gather­
ing. The prime minister's address, prepared by his private secretary,
Norman Rogers, dwelt largely on the value of national parks to a na­

tion's well-being. "In the building of Canadian national life and in the

moulding of our national character," he remarked, "it is of the utmost

importance that we should cultivate an appreciation of all that is

beautiful in our physical environment. In a young country so amply
endowed with material resources there is always a danger that we may
turn to the gods of the market place and sacrifice the beautiful on the

altar of utility ... It is indeed cause for deep satisfaction that Canada

III her youth has learned the wisdom of conservation/'" King was then

'The sun was slu'ning in across the lake, pretty children were lying on the other side," King noted in his diary, "It

was a great & beautiful surprise, like wallcing into a golden land ojpromise." (credit: PANP 082-24 [E. Wieberg])

called upon to present Canadian Humane Society awards to Vern

Johnson of Big River and his lead sled dog, Prince, who had rescued

a sick woman during a blizzard.
At the conclusion of the speeches, King walked down to a huge

arch that had been erected on the beach and with a large key, unlocked

two wooden gates that opened up onto Lake Waskesiu. "The sun was

shining in across the lake, pretty children were lying on the other side,"
he noted in his diary. "It was a great & beautiful surprise, like walking
into a golden land of promise/'? A forest ranger then climbed a tall

spruce along the shore and by solemnly trimming the boughs in a uni­

que fashion, created a lobstick - an Indian symbol denoting that the

chief was on his home ground. This ended the opening ceremonies,
and King went for a quick spin around the lake in a motorboat with

Cy March of Prince Albert, followed by a refreshing swim.

King was driven over a rough trail to the site oj his new cottage at Prospect Point (credit: L. Ridley)

The citizens' committee, however, was not finished expressing its

gratitude to the prime minister for his help in securing the park. Towards

sunset, King was taken to a nearby height of land overlooking the lake

and presented with a cottage by James Sanderson, a personal friend

and long-time Prince Albert resident. The cabin, made of oiled spruce
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logs and chinked with green moss, had been something of a construc­

tion nightmare because of its location. But with the financial support
of Prince Albert and neighboring communities, who provided the fur­
nishings for the rooms, it was completed on time. King was visibly
moved by the gift and, according to his diary entry, made an emo­

tional reply: "[I] referred to all the loved ones who are associated with
Home - Heaven & Earth, meeting when the sun was setting & be­
ing a little nearer to all from where I was speaking, referred to the
good fortune which had brought me to P.A."51 Stewart was not so

lucky. Sitting on the railing of the freshly varnished verandah, the
minister of the Interior was stuck fast and had to be rescued by the

superintendent's wife.
That evening in his new home, King dined and visited with several

of the people who had helped with the day's festivities. Several hun­
dred people, meanwhile, attended an open air dance or paddled leisurely
around floating bonfires on the lakes. They then retired to their cars

under a spectacular display of northern lights. King slept fitfully and
was up for an early morning swim before heading back to Prince Albert
and then on to Ottawa. The day's events were still vivid in his mind
two days later, however, when he wrote Jack Sanderson, a member
of the citizens' committee and one of the people largely responsible
for the cabin. "To be presented by friends with so beautiful a home
in the constituency," he confided, "is a token of friendship much greater
than any for which I was prepared, and which I feel is far beyond
anything I have ever deserved ... I can only hope that as the years pass,
I may become more worthy of so great a tribute of regard and trust

and that I may have the pleasure of welcoming very often to the fireside
of the little cottage, yourself and other friends in Prince Albert to whom
I shall always be indebted for a gift so replete with happy memorable
associations/'"

Mackenzie King never fulfilled this pledge. In fact, he never spent
another night in his cabin at Waskesiu. In keeping with the spirit with
which it was given, the prime minister instructed park officials to place
the cottage at the disposal of distinguished guests. In many instances,
the tenants were prominent local Liberals who regularly booked holidays
at the cabin through Tommy Davis." This arrangement suited King
perfectly and on those few rare occasions when he returned to the park,
he stayed with someone else. True to his parsimonious nature, the prime
minister also never concerned himself with the cottage's upkeep, even

FolWwing the opening ceremonies, Prime Minister King (right) ioeni for a swim in Lake Waskes-iu
(credit: PANP 082-10 [Marion Pef£rsonj)



Saskatchewan's Playground 35

Funds for the King cottage were raised in Prince Albert and T1£ighhoring communities (credit: L. Ridley)

when its deteriorating condition was brought to his attention. 54 This
situation was particularly distressing to Davis and Sanderson who

already had to absorb most of the construction costs when many peo­
ple in Prince Albert failed to come through with their promised dona­
tions. A proposed maintenance fund suffered a similar fate, and
Sanderson looked after most of the repair work himself. King, at least,
did the honorable thing during an overnight visit to the park in July
1941 and promised Sanderson the cottage would be left to him. 55

Mackenzie King's failure to maintain' a close association with Prince
Albert National Park, let alone use his cottage, suggests that the crea­

tion of the park was largely a political reward. The prime minister
needed a safe seat and struck a deal with leading Liberals in Prince

Albert, many of whom were also on the local Board of Trade. Once
the park had been established, King believed he had fulfilled his side
of the bargain - nothing more was required. In fact, he was quite
content to let the local riding association look after constituency mat­

ters and he eventually lost the seat in 1945. As for the citizens' com­

mittee, they were probably not overly upset that King was an infrequent
visitor to the park. Granted, they appreciated his efforts and said so

with the gift of the cabin. The most important thing, however, was

that the city not only secured a national park but had done so in the
area and with the boundaries that it wanted. Despite Harkin's con­

cern about the name, it really was Prince Albert's park. It was now

up to the national parks branch to demonstrate that the setting aside
of the region was justified, as well as to ensure that King's fine words

during the opening ceremonies did not come to have a hollow ring.



The ceremonial gateway at Lak Waskeriu (credit: SAB R-A 9877 [1j)
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oF uc A E RH p T

GETTING STARTED
Prince Albert National Park was part of a new generation of Cana­

dian national parks. Up to then, most national parks had been estab­
lished in the Rocky Mountains by a federal government which, in

cooperation with the major railway companies, wanted to cash in on

the tourist potential of the region. In the early 20th century, however,
the coming of the automobile revolutionized North American travel
habits. Holidays by car, or "auto-tourism" as it was called at the time,
became fashionable, as a steadily growing number of motorists, anx­

ious to take advantage of their new independence, clamored for new

and better roads.' This development profoundly influenced the think­

ing ofJ.B. ("Bunny") Harkin, the former parliamentary journalist and

political secretary who assumed the new position of dominion parks
commissioner in 1911. Harkin believed that parks performed a valuable,
recuperative role as places where man could escape from the strains
of modern life and engage in soothing, outdoor activity. The establish­
ment of a truly national system of new parks, accessible by highway,
would now mean that more Canadians, not simply the well-heeled elite
who patronized the mountain parks, could enjoy these so-called "national

playgrounds" Drawing upon his Ottawa experience, Harkin also realized
that if he could demonstrate the importance of the national parks system
to the Canadian tourist industry, his department would be assured of

adequate government funding. The best way to attract more visitors
was to build better park roads. Automobile parks consequently came

to displace the railway parks of the late 19th century. 2

Prince Albert National Park was well-suited to being one of the
new autoparks. Not only had the park region been linked to Prince
Albert by a crude road for several decades, but it also owed its crea­

tion to an ambitious local Board of Trade that hoped to profit from
the tourist traffic that would be generated. The setting aside of the park
in March 1927, however, was only the first step. It had to be developed.
National park authorities, including Harkin, were not preservationists
who believed that a park should be set aside forever untouched in its
wilderness state. Rather, a park was like any other natural resource

and existed to be utilized for its scenery and for recreation.' The

R

Many of the waterways' in the southern portion of the park had to be deared of wgs - a legacy of
the Prince Albert Lumber Crnnpany (credit PA164341)

reserved area would only become a park, then, through the provision
of tourist facilities - something that the Prince Albert Board of Trade
was equally anxious to see developed.

In mid-August 1927, Commissioner Harkin made his first visit to

Canada's newest national park, along with T.C. Davis, Superintendent
Wood and J.C. Campbell, director of publicity for national parks. He

probably had mixed feelings about the trip because he did not like the

way in which the park had been established nor did he believe, on the
basis of information he had on hand at the time, that the region really
qualified for national park status. Harkin was greatly impressed,
however, by what he saw, and in an interview with the Prince Albert Daily
Herald, described the park as "a wonderful gateway to the Great
North." He also reached some interesting conclusions about the park's
potential. "There is no doubt in my mind," he reported to the deputy
minister of the Interior upon his return to Ottawa, "that the main

development to be expected in this park will take the form of summer

colonies along the shores of Waskesiu Lake ... This, and the other lakes
to the north and west can provide summer residence sites I believe,
for the whole of the Province of Saskatchewan,"
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Before any plans were finalized though, J.M. Wardle, national parks
chief engineer, and William Cromarty, chief of town planning and arch­

itecture, were dispatched to the park in late September 1927 to assess

the situation with Superintendent Wood. After a thorough examina­
tion of the southeast shore of Lake Waskesiu (Red Deer), between the
Waskesiu River on the east and the First Narrows on the west, they
recommended that Primeau's Landing - the same site that the forestry
branch had selected for its summer cottage subdivision in 1925 -

become the focus of activity in the new park. This did not mean,

however, that they accepted the existing layout. To ensure that the "Big
Beach" area was enjoyed by as many visitors as possible, they recom­

mended that this part of the shoreline "be reserved for a public beach
and campground and that no residences should be allowed along the

area, or any ground leased." The existing four rows of lots would
have to be abandoned in favor of a new summer cottage site at Pros­

pect Point, a height of land immediately to the west. Wardle and

Cromarty also noted that there were several other suitable building
sites towards the Narrows and advised that any park planning should
take these areas into account.

This assessment of the future course of development within the

park determined the road system that was eventually adopted. Follow­

ing the establishment of the park in the spring of 1927, it was initially
decided, on the recommendation of the Prince Albert Board of Trade,
that the national parks branch undertake to build an all-weather highway
from the southeast corner of the park to Lake Waskesiu (Red Deer)
and then on to Montreal Lake; this route would roughly follow that
of the old Montreal Lake freight trail and hook up with a new highway
that the province proposed to build from Prince Albert to the park's
southern boundary. Once parks officials had a chance to go over the

region, however, they began to question the necessity of extending the
new highway beyond Waskesiu. Since development was expected to

spread westward along the southern shore, it made more sense in the
immediate future to build a secondary road west from the main highway
towards the Narrows. Besides, as Superintendent Wood pointed out

to the parks engineering branch, if anyone wanted to reach the north­
ern lakes during the summer they could easily do so by boat. The parks
branch therefore decided to postpone the Montreal Lake portion of
the new highway in favor of making a contour survey along the old

Big River or 57 Trail towards the Narrows.' This decision effectively

Loading gravel for the park highway (credit: NAG PA 164349)

guaranteed that future park development would be concentrated at

Primeau's Landing; it would literally be the end of the road.
With the location of the road and townsite determined, Wood em­

barked on a one-man campaign to interest people throughout the prov­
ince in the new park. At first, Wood himself did not know what to

expect when he was appointed superintendent. His travels through
Saskatchewan had been limited to the southern prairies, and he prob­
ably doubted that any other place in Canada would match the scenery
of Banff, where he had been posted since 1919. The Quebec-born Wood,
however, had been a canoeist ever since he could lift a paddle and he
was immediately won over by the lake and forest setting of the new

park. "I am convinced that the Northern section of the park will develop
into something really worthwhile," he wrote in an enthusiastic letter
to Harkin after he assumed his duties." At the same time, Wood knew
that Canadians had to be shaken out of their image of Saskatchewan
as one large wheatfield - the same prejudice that he once held. "Scenery
was here in plenty," he later observed. "My job was to make it known
to the world and accessible." When not personally supervising the
work in the park or busy corresponding with or meeting various of­

ficials, Wood toured the province lecturing to crowded town halls. On
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One of the new parHfirst promotional pictures taken by Wj Ol£ver at Kingsmere Lake, June 1928

(credit: NAG PA800302)

24 April 1928, for example, his address on "Canada's National Parks
and Tourist Traffic" attracted 500 people in Melville. All of these talks
were tailored to automobile enthusiasts and were illustrated by mov­

ing pictures, as well as a series of photographs which national parks
photographer Bill Oliver had taken in the new park in late August 1927.

Wood was also a regular speaker at Board of Trade meetings in
Prince Albert. Concerned that tourist traffic to the park be adequately
served, he encouraged local businessmen at an October 1927 gather­
ing to become familiar with the park and try to cater to the visitors.
There were great profits to be made; according to Wood, Prince Albert
would be to the new park, as Banff was to Rocky Mountains Park.
"How is it that business men there," he queried, "after a summer season

of three months are able to spend their winters in Honolulu, Califor­
nia or Southern Francei''"? Wood quickly learned, however, that
Prince Albert business people not only shared his enthusiasm, but also

expected an equal, if not dominant, voice in park affairs. To further
this end, a Saskatchewan Provincial National Park Association was form­
ed in Prince Albert in September 1929 to lobby the federal govern­
ment to develop the park as rapidly and intensively as possible. The

Prince Albert Daily Herald supported this position. "To those few who will

express alarm that the modernization of the park will destroy its charm;
it said in defending a proposal to provide running water and electric

lights at Waskesiu, "we offer the consolation that virtually the northern
half of Saskatchewan still remains in its wild state and that they are

free to roam and rough it as they will in this vast area?"
There were a number of other issues, besides the extent and nature

of park development, that required attention during these first few years.
When Prince Albert National Park had been established, a large area

of some 1800 square miles had been set aside for possible future inclu­
sion. Wood personally examined this land in the summer of 1927 -

first by airplane and then by car and canoe - and recommended that
it be released. Except for the Candle Lake district, he found the area

generally lacking in any outstanding scenic or recreational value. He
also discovered that there was considerable local interest in the region
for agricultural and lumbering purposes and a general resentment that
reservation of the area was hampering development. Before the depart­
ment of the Interior moved on the matter, however, it sought 'TC. Davis'

opinion. And it was only after receiving his approval that the area was

released on 18 October 1928.12
Further boundary adjustments were made the following year. Dur­

ing his first few months on the job, Wood not only examined the reserved
area to the east, but with Jimmy Clare as his guide explored the region
lying north of the park. He came to the conclusion that the park's
southern and northern boundaries were poorly chosen. "It is quite ap­
parent," he reported to Harkin in a lengthy memorandum, "that areas

have been included which should not have been and areas which should
have been included have been left out" What particularly bothered Wood
was the fact that the southern portion of the park "cannot be considered
beautiful by any stretch of the imagination," while the area beyond the

park's northern boundary contained "some of the finest lakes ... many
very fine canoe routes ... excellent fishing ... also the nesting grounds
of pelicans, cormorants and every species of duck?" Wood's memo

eventually led to the northward extension of the park by two tiers of

townships (60 and 61) on 6 February 1929, bringing the total area to

1869 square miles. The department of the Interior refused, however,
to release any lands along the existing southern boundary because of
the opposition of the Prince Albert Board of Trade; it was worried that
if the distance between Prince Albert and the southern boundary was
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Getting to the park was an adventure in itself (credit: C. Curliss)

increased from its current 36 miles, tourists who would otherwise be
interested in visiting the park might be discouraged from making the
drive. Wood, who was just as interested in generating tourist traffic,
came to accept this argument. In fact, by 1930, he was an ardent
defender of the southern portion of the park. Not only had the vegeta­
tion finally recovered from the 1919 fire, but the area also provided
refuge for a steadily growing elk population. 14

Another issue related to the question of boundaries was the presence
of the Montreal Lake Indian Reserve on the eastern edge of the park.
Wood was worried that these Indians had become accustomed to hunt­

ing, trapping and fishing in the park area and that if they were allow­
ed to remain on the reserve, there would be problems in trying to enforce

park regulations. Within his first few weeks on the job, he advised
Harkin that the Indians should be moved and the reserve incorporated
into the park. 15 The department of Indian Affairs was equally con­

cerned about the impact of the new park on the livelihood of the local
Indian population; without access to the region's game and fish, they
faced possible hardship. In late June 1927, the local Indian agent warned
the Montreal Lake Indians that they might be required to relocate.
In the meantime, Indian Affairs officials tried to reach some kind of

compromise with their national parks counterparts. At first, they asked
that the Indians be allowed to hunt and trap within the park within
certain prescribed periods. Harkin, in response, pointed out that the

park was also a wildlife sanctuary. They then suggested that the In­
dians be given exclusive access to the whitefish in Bittern and Big Trout

(Crean) lakes in alternate years. This too was turned down."
It soon became evident that the only possible solution, apart from

revising the park's eastern boundary, was to move the Montreal Lake
Indians. "The majority of the inhabitants of such settlements," Harkin
wrote Duncan Campbell Scott, deputy superintendent general of In­
dian Affairs, in putting forward the proposal, "endeavour to co-operate
and make every effort to comply with the regulations but there are

always the odd ones with Bolshevistic tendencies who are a constant

source of trouble." Even here though, the two sides could not agree.
In February 1928, Harkin suggested that those Montreal Lake Indians
who wished to farm could take up residence on the nearby Little Red
River Reserve (I06A), while those who wanted to continue to pursue
their traditional lifestyle could be relocated to a possible new reserve

on the shores of Candle Lake. Scott was willing to consider this
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proposal, but on the condition that 12 sections of park land along the

southern boundary be added to the little Red River Reserve. Harkin

countered with his own deal: the area in question would be surrendered

if the Montreal Lake Reserve was turned over to the park. Scott could

not, however, guarantee that the Montreal Lake Indians would move

- nor was he prepared to force them to do so - and the whole mat­

ter was dropped. 18

While the parks boundaries were being adjusted, the Geographic
Board of Canada conducted a wholesale review of the names of the

major geographical features of the park. Some of the lakes at the time

of the park's creation were known by two names; in most cases, this

was a consequence of surveyors renaming features as they worked their

way through a region. In April 1910, for example, surveyor Arthur St.

Cyr suggested that Pelican Lake be changed to Lavallee in honor of

local resident Louis Lavallee, Big Trout to Crean after explorer J.P.
Crean, and Red Deer to Beale after Crean's assistant. St. Cyr later

suggested that the Cree name, Waskesiu, was preferable to Beale. 19

Other features were renamed shortly after the park came into existence.

In the fall of 1927, Little Trout was changed to Kingsmere, the name

of Prime Minister Kings summer retreat near Ottawa, while the island

along the southeast shore of Lake Waskesiu became known as Macken­

zie King Island. All of these new names received the official endorse­

ment of the Geographic Board. At the same time, it was concerned

that a number of lakes had names that were far too common or mun­

dane and called on Superintendent Wood to provide a list of all the

major lakes in the park, their location and the origin of their names

if known.
Wood was thoroughly opposed to any changes "as the names we

have are either supported by some legend or some episode which has

occurred in the vicinity of the body of water named" He warned Harkin

"these names will be used no matter what the decision of the

Geographical Board may be."2O He was powerless, however, to stop the

process, and in March 1929 the names of several lakes were formally
changed: Cross to Ajaawan, Spruce to Bagwa, Drunken to Hidden,
Mud to Arniskowan, and Deadhorse to Halfmoon. Wood was only suc­

cessful in having the Heart Lakes renamed Hanging Hearts in recogni­
tion of the battle legend. Following the expansion of the park to the

north in February 1929, this process was repeated: Clear Sand was

changed to Wabeno, Clearwater to Wassegam, Burntwood to Tibiska,

and Lake of Bays to Wasaw. It was ironic that Cree names were ac­

ceptable for many of the park's lakes but the Montreal Lake Reserve

was an unwanted presence on the eastern boundary.
Another problem at the time of the creation of the park was the

removal of local hunters, trappers and fishermen. Those active within

the former Sturgeon River Forest Reserve had their permits of occupa­
tion cancelled, while those living around Crean or Kingsmere lakes

were personally advised by the new park wardens that they would have

to move from the area. Further evictions were necessary when the park
was enlarged in 1929. Louis Lavallee, however, was not called upon
to move until 1934 when he reluctantly agreed to relocate in exchange
for financial compensation.

Similar arrangements were reached with individuals who occupied
cabins along the southern shore of Lake Waskesiu. Wood could easily
have had these structures removed; they were not only outside the pro­

posed residential area but violated the park regulation that stipulated
that no private building could be located within 100 feet of the lake

shoreline. He believed, however, that the forestry permits entitled these

people to certain proprietary rights and tried to be as accommodating
as possible. The aging Jimmy Clare, now an indigent, continued to

occupy his cabin at Clare Beach for $1 a year until his March 1937

death, when the building was razed. George Pease, meanwhile, accepted
a lot in the new business subdivision in exchange for demolishing
"Shadirest;" this deal was undoubtedly helped by the fact that Pease

was granted the exclusive right to net whitefish in the park for local

summer consumption.
Wood had considerably more difficulty in reaching an arrange­

ment with Dr. E.R. Trippe and C.M. Smith. Dr. Trippe, a former den­

tist and Prince Albert hotel proprietor who had played a role in the

creation of the park, owned a crude hunting lodge along the southern

shore of Waskesiu on a beach that bears his name today. Smith, a Prince

Albert grocer, had erected two structures within the new park bound­

aries: a log cottage on Kingsmere and a general store with living quarters
in South Bay on Lake Waskesiu, southwest of the townsite. InJanuary
1928, both men were advised by ministerial letter that they could con­

tinue to occupy their lots on Waskesiu if they upgraded their buildings;
Smith, at the same time, would have to give up his dwelling on

Kingsmere. When neither did anything to bring their cabins in line

with park regulations over the next four years, they were asked to pick
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a lot in a new subdivision that was soon to be opened. This too was

ignored, and inJanuary 1936 an exasperated Wood ordered the destruc­
tion of Smith's cabin which by now had been abandoned. Trippe was

left alone. He had not only demanded compensation before relocating
but had also taken his case to Mackenzie King and the commissioner
of national parks. "I discovered the park and its possibilities," he boasted
to Harkin. "I claim to be the Godfather of the park.?" Since it might
have proven embarrassing to force Trippe to move, he and his wife
were allowed to occupy the cabin until their deaths.

When not caught up in boundary revisions, name changes or the
rights of pre-park residents, Wood was busy overseeing the construc­
tion of various park facilities. In May 1928, contracts were awarded
to two Prince Albert and one North Battleford firm to build sections
of the new 34-mile highway between the southern boundary and
Waskesiu. Dominion Parks Engineer Philip Shaw tried to make the
route as scenic as possible. The road consequently contained a number
of deliberate curves and hills, such as Corkscrew Hill, Windy Point,
and Hairpin Hill; in fact, the one long, level, straight section was sar­

castically dubbed "Shaw's holiday" because it was built during the en-

Alex Pease in front of the Pease's new cottoge in the Waskes-iu business subdunsion (credit: Friends of
the Park [E. Pease])

The new park highway, here shoum skirting Sandy Lake, was built with as many curves as possible
(credit: NAG PA164348)
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gineer's absence. 22 Driving the new highway was an adventure in

itself, and some of the sharper turns had to be straightened in subse­

quent years. Other sections were virtually impassable during the spring,
causing traffic to switch over to the old freight trail. When Wood in­

quired about the condition of the road prior to making a trip from

Prince Albert in mid-April 1930, he was advised to "carry food, shovels

and axes."23

Progress was also made at Waskesiu. Having been advised that

there would probably be a large number of Prince Albert people anx­

ious to take up summer cottage lots, Wood had surveyor C.M. Walker

of the engineering division layout the Prospect Point subdivision in

mid-October 1927. In the meantime, he had to fend off a number of

requests for special lots. Two school teachers wanted to retire to King
Island, while T.C. Davis first asked for a cottage site near the Hanging
Heart Lakes and then tried to secure the use of one of the islands on

Crean. To ensure that he could get there easily by boat, Davis also

suggested that the Waskesiu River be dammed and a channel opened
up along the Heart Lakes portage; the department of Public Works

later estimated that such an undertaking would cost $40,000.24
Thirty-eight lots at Prospect Point, or the "villa" as it was popular­

ly known, were thrown open for entry on 14 June 1928. Each appli­
cant was required to erect a cottage with a minimum value of $1,000
within a year. Before construction could commence, however, the plans
and specifications had to be approved by the parks branch. Upon the

satisfactory completion of the structure, the lot holder was issued a stan­

dard 42-year lease with the option of renewal. The seasonal rental fee

was $10 for the period from 1 April to 30 October; for the balance

of the year, the structure could not be occupied.
At first, there was substantial interest in the lots; the subdivision

offered an unrivalled view of the lake and it was not every day that

someone had the chance to live next door to the prime minister. Most

applicants were soon discouraged, however, by the high costs of con­

struction, particularly when they could occupy the cottage for only a

few months each summer. Building progressed slowly. Although three

cottages were erected in 1929 (lot 3, E.C. Osbourne; lot 4, E. deWolf,
lot 14, A.C. March), seven other applications had to be cancelled."

The mixed success of the subdivision, together with the constant

demands from people for a place where they could erect smaller, cheaper
cottages, prompted Wood to suggest to Harkin in July 1930 that "we

subdivide all areas fronted by a sand beach" along the southern shore

of Waskesiu. Ottawa officials were extremely reluctant though to create

any new subdivisions outside the main townsite and would agree only
to the construction of five miles of new road westward from the main

highway towards the Narrows."

The opening day archway was subsequently used for the entrance to the Waskes-iu campground
(credit: L. RUlky)

For those who found Prospect Point too expensive, a public camp­

ground, capable of accommodating 150 cars, had been underbrushed

and cleared at Big Beach for the 1928 summer season. It proved far

too small, however, for the number of campers that visited the park,
and over the next few years the area was gradually enlarged with the

ultimate aim of handling 700 cars. This work was plagued by a large
patch of muskeg just back from the beach. Indeed, future Prime

Minister John Diefenbaker was well within the truth when he later

referred to Waskesiu as "that mosquito park offered to Prince Albert

as a reward for the election of Mackenzie King."27 In an effort to

drain the swamp, Wood regularly sent teams of newly hired men into

the area with instructions to clear everything except large trees. In the

meantime, park authorities were forced to choose an alternate site for the
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A system of notice rails masked off lots in the Waskeriu campground (credit: C. Curliss)

business subdivision. Originally to be located next to the campground,
it was laid out in two rows in the summer of 1929 on a slightly elevated
bench of land to the west. Even here though, six of the 25 lots were

on wet ground, and Wood had his doubts whether they should be oc­

cupied. When the new highway was constructed through the area,
however, the swamp began to dry up to such an extent that Wood pro­
posed that eight additional lots (Block 2) be added to the east end of
the business subdivision. He was concerned that although the subdivi­
sion offered a wonderful view of the lake, it was too far from the main
beach and campground." Initial interest in the business subdivision,
as in Prospect Point, was quite strong. Several months, and in a few
instances a year, however, elapsed between the time that the lot was

applied for and the building sketches were submitted or between the

approval of the building plans and the taking out of a building per­
mit. Several lots remained vacant. By 1930, only four structures had
been erected: a temporary Royal Canadian Mounted Police canvas bar­
racks (lot 21, block 1), an Imperial Oil gas station (lots 5 & 6, block

1), Spear Millar's Lakeview Hotel (lot 9, block 1), and EG. Madden's
Waskesiu Lodge dance hall (lot 11, block 1).29

When Superintendent Wood took up his duties, he moved into

The main campground registration office, Waskeriu, early 1930s (credit: Prince Albert Historical Museum)

the former game guardian's cabin at Primeau's Landing and used it
as a combination administrative headquarters/residence. Despite the
crowded conditions this arrangement was tolerable, for he was con­

stantly on the move at the beginning and spent as much time in Prince
Albert as he did in the park. As the new townsite began to take shape
at Waskesiu, however, a number of government structures popped up.
In 1928, a frame boathouse and storehouse were erected on the govern­
ment reserve, a parcel of land that had been set aside between the
business subdivision and campground. Two years later, an impressive
stone administration building was added, as well as an oil and gasoline
storage shed. Wood also secured new lodgings when a superintendent's
cottage was constructed in the Prospect Point subdivision in 1929.

Despite the provision of these facilities, communication with Prince
Albert was a problem; there was no telephone service between the park
and the city, and messages had to be sent via Big River through the

department of National Defense radio station which had been erected
at the east end of the business subdivision in 1928. Nor were the new

government buildings at Waskesiu occupied year-round. The park was

considered strictly a summer tourist attraction. Each October, ad­
ministrative and maintenance operations would shut down, and the
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The first RCMP barracks at Waskeriu was a simple cannas tent (credit: L. Ridley)

The Imperial Oil Gas station was one of thefirst structures to be erected in the new business subdivision

(credit: NAG G131555)

The park administration build£ng was erected on a height of land just east of the business subdivision

(credit: NAG G131618)

The WaskeszU Lodge dance hall in the new business subdivision froued ouo Lake WaskeszU. The Lakeoiao

Inn is located to the lift (credit: NAG G131554)






































































































































































































































