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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

During the summer of 1950 a field party under the 

leadership of Dr. Bogdan Za~orski of McGill University car

ried out a geographical reconnaissance survey of selected 

areas in central Alberta for the Geographical Branch of the 

Department of Mines and Technical Surveys, Ottawa. A rapid 

traverse made along the south shore of Lesser Slave Lake, 

from the village of Slave Lake in the east to High Prairie in 

the west, revealed much of interest to the human geographer. 

This marked the starting point of the field research for this 

thesis in human geography. The writer was able to return to 

the Lesser Slave Lake area later in the summer of 1950 for an 

additional fourteen day period of more detailed study. The 

field research increased the interest in the history of the 

area. The Public Archives and the Library of Parliament in 

Ottawa proved to be excellent sources of material of an hist

or1cal nature. Research has been cont1nued during the past 

yea:J.' at the University of Oalif'ornia in Berkeley. Much of 

the material presented was gathered while in the employ of' 

the Geographical Branch, and the Branch has kindly consented 

to its use in this thesis. 

Location of' the Area 

0 0 The area of study is located between 55 13' and 55 46' 
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0 0 

north latitude, 114 25 1 and 116 47 1 west longitude. It cor-

responds roughly to Improvement Districts 124 and 125, as set 

up by the Alberta Department of Municipal Affaire. It is in 

no manner believed that the area thus defined represente a 

geographical region. Much of the ava1lable information on 

the area has been in terme of the -~rovement Districts, and 

it has been considered desirable to adopt similar boundaries 

in order to handle the material. After the geography of the 

area has been dealt with, a critical analysis shall be made 

with a view to the recognition of geographical regions. Al- · 

though the area of study is large, covering approximately four 

thousand square miles, settlement has been limited to a narrow 

fringe along the south shore of the lake, and to the agric

ultural area to the west, centering upon High Prairie. It is 

estimated that approximate1y six hundred square miles of the 

area have been settled up to the present time. 

Lesser Slave Lake is the major physical feature of the 

area, and is located in 1ts central part. The locational map 

of the Lesser Slave Lake area shows its space relationship to 

Edmonton and to Peace River. The village of Slave Lake, at 

the eastern end of the lake, is approx1mately one hundred and 

thirty miles north-northwest of Edmonton. Peace River is 

located approximately one hundred and twenty-five miles north

west of Slave Lake. Situated roughly midway between Edmonton 

and Peace River, this area has served as a thoroughfare to 



points north since the beginning of white settlement. This 

is a fact of. considerable importance, as much of the history 

of the area has been written in terms of movements of people 

through the area to the Peace River and Yukon districts. 

In eastern Canada agriculture, even pioneer agricul

ture, has not extended much beyond 49 north latitude.1 Lesser 

Slave Lake is located four hundred and fifty miles north of 

the international boundar~ line, above 55 north latitude, 

and must be considered to be on the northern fringe of prairie 

settlement. This fact is beat underlined by considering the 

area to the e~st of Lesser Slave Lake. North of the town of 

Athabaska, agriculture does not extend beyond Calling Lake, 

which is approximately the same latitude as Lesser Slave Lake. 

On the other hand, agriculture has pushed farther north in 

the area which lies to the west, in the Peace River District. 

But one must not attach too much significance to the position 

of Lesser Slave Lake on the northern fringe of settlement. In 

many respects the area has lost the qualities of the frontier. 

Geographie Interest of the Area 

Many elements of the cultural landscape of the are a are 

of particular interest to the human geographer. It is an area 

1 W. A. Mackintosh, Prairie Settlement, The;~eograph-
ical Betting. p. 153. 
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youthful in its history, with the major portion of its 

settlement having been accomplished in the last thirty-five 

years, or since the building or the railway in 1914. The 

earliest interest in the area was centered upon the fur trade, 

and the first settlements sprang up around the trading poste. 

Grouard, which has since become a ghost town, was the site of 

the first settlement in the region of Lesser Slave Lake. The 

early settlers at Grouard did not farm extensively, as they 

had only a local market for their grain and vegetables, but 

they produced good crops. The excellent quality of the grain 

and vegetables was commented on by early travellers, and the 

fame of this country was known for many years before extensive 

settlement took place.2 A number of the true pioneers·of the 

Lesser Slave Lake District are still living there to-day, and 

they represent a source of much interesting information on 

the conditions of life in the early years of settlement. 

To-day a number of economie activities contribute to 

the weal th of the are a. An excellent agricul tural cornrnuni ty 

is located to the immediate west of the lake, where good soils 

provide the physical basie for sell~lement. Smaller pockets of 

agricul tural land are round in the valleys and del tas of the 

Driftpile and Swan Rivera, which enter Lesser Slave Lake from 

2 F. A. Wyatt, Prel1minary Soil Survey of the Peace 
River-High Prairie-Sturgeon tâke Are a. p. 9.- - . 
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the south. Lumbering is also an important industry in this 

area, and present expansion indicates an even greater role 

for it in the future. Several industries are based directly 

upon the resouroes of Lesser Slave Lake. Commercial fishing 

is a well-established industry, and at the present time there 

are many mink farmers looated on the south shore of the lake 

in order to exploit the non-commercial varieties of fish as 

mink feed. The development of theses1ndustries, and the 

sharp differences in appearance that they Cive to the landsoape, 

are of considerable geographie interest. 

A number of ethnie groups are represented in the pop

ulation of the Lesser Slave Lake area, as is true of most 

areas in the prairie provinces of Canada. Anglo-Saxon, 

Ukrainians, Poles, Germans, French, and Soandinavians are Ff'@S

ent, and the distribution of these groups in the area under 

study appears to show a pattern. Settlers of east European 

origin arrived in the area later than the Anglo-Saxon settlers, 

and have tended to settle on the poorer soils with1n the 

pookets of agricultural land. Smaller concentrations of other 

groups, auch as French and Scandinavians, are recognized but 

less readily explained. Although the assimilation of the east 

European people appears to take place fairly rapidly, certain 

aspects of their culture stand out in oontrast to that of 

other groups in the area. 
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Aim of the Thesie 

In this introductory chapter an attempt has been made 

to outline the major points ot human geographie interest in 

the Leeser Slave Lake area. It is an area of present day 

contrast and of historical change, and it is felt that the 

application of geographie techniques of study shall contrib

ute toward an understanding of the history and the develop

ment of the area. A number of the elements of the cultural 

landscape, auch as the pattern of settlement, and the distri

bution of ethnie types, have been expressed on maps which 

have proved to be useful aide to synthesis. Perhaps the 

greatest justification of this thesie is to be round in its 

contribution to the historioal geography of the area. The 

0living history 11 represented by the intimate knowledge of the 

still living pioneers is interesting, and 1s worthy of being 

reoorded. 



CHAPTER II 

Physioal Geography of the Area 

The reconnaissance nature of the field work did not 

permit a detailed study to be made of the physical geography 

of the Lesser Slave Lake area. But it is believed that a 

knowledge .of the physical geography is necessary to an under

standing of the nature of settlement and land use. This chap

ter, and the one tollowing, aim at a description of the of the 

physioal environment, and are based almost entirely upon the 

available published material. 

Geology 

Geologioally and struoturally, this area occupies a 

position similar to the plains of Alberta. The Geologie~ 

Survey of Canada, through a field study made in 1918 of the 

geology of the Swan Hills in the Lesser Slave Lake district, 

connected the stra~graphy ot the Edmonton district and central 

Alberta with that along the Peaoe R1ver.1 The structure is 

simple, with no indications of important faults or structural 

breaks. Unconsolidated deposits of Quaternary age are w1de

spread throughout the area, and oonsist of alluvial, sand

dune, glacial, and lacustrine deposits. Sediments of lower 

1. John A. Allen, Geology of the Swan H1lls in Lesser 
Slave Lake District, Albert~, p. 7ë; ------- --



Tertiary age were probably deposited over most of the area, 

but most of these and any later Tertiary sediments that may 

9 

2 have been deposited were removed by erosion. In this connection 

it is interesting to note that the Swan Hills represent resid

uals of erosion from the preglacial plains level which stood 

upward.s,·)C!Jf two thousand feet higher than at present. In this 

respect the Swan Hills can be compared to the Hand Hills and 
3 . 

the Oypress Hills of southeastern Alberta. 

The geographer is primarily interested in the topog

raph:y' of an are a, and only in a more lim1 ted sense in i ts sub

surface geology. The present surface of the Lesser Slave Lake 

area is the result of erosion and deposition over a long per

iod of t1me, and has a similar geologie history with that of 

most of north central Alberta. Apparently there were three 

main stages 1n the development of the surface features. These 

may be referred to as, pre-glacial erosion, glacial erosion 

and deposition, and post-glacial erosion. 

The stage of pre-glacial erosion was the longest of the 

thbeei although it has not been determined definitely when it 

began. In the area of study this period of erosion removed 

most of the deposits of Tertiary age, with the exception of 

sediments of Tertiary age remaining as residuals in the Swan 

2 Ralph L. Rutherford, Geology and Water Resources 1n 
parta of~ Peace River~ Grande Pralrre Districts, me~a, 
p. • . 

3 Allen, ~· ~., p. 9c. 



Hills. The general result of this erosion was a surface of 

gentle slopes extending from the upland to the base of the 

stream valleys. The0stream valleys were not entrenohed to 

their present depth, so that apparently the relief at the 

close of this period was not so marked as at present.4 

10 

From the standpoint of the geographer, the second stage 

of glacial erosion and deposition is of major interest. Large 

areas with relatively flat surfaces resulted from this stage 

in the physiographic history. It is believed that the low

land area centering upon High Prairie is one auch area. It 

is difficult to determine the extent of glacial erosion 

accomplished by the ioe sheet during Pleistocene time, but the 

most important resulta with respect to the present surface 

were accomplished during the gradual retreat of the ice-front, 

when drainage was blooked by the ioe-sheet, glacial lakes 

were formed, and deposition was widespread. At this period in 

geologie history Lesser Slave Lake was more extensive in area 

than it is to-day. Gradually the more shallow parts of Lesser 

Slave Lake have silted up, chiefly with claye and fine mate

rial derived in large part from the marine shale formations 

which form the underlying strata. 

The third stage in the development of the present sur

face is that of post-glacial erosion and deposition. Streams 

.4 Rutherford, ~· ill· 
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have eut channels into the soft deposits of the lowland 

are as; as for exa.rnple the East Prairie and West Prairie 

Rivera as they have flowed through the lowland a.rea dlf High 

Prairie. Geo~ogica.lly speaking, little time has elapsed since 

the Pleistocene, and post-glacial erosion has lowered the up

land a.reas only to a miner degree, ~ince in many places the 

mantle of glacial debris has not been removed. It appears 

clear that glaciation has been the single most important fact 

in the geologie history of the Lesser Slave Lake area, having 

been the agent of formation of what is now the finest agricul

tural region wi thin the area. 

Topography 

Lasser Slave Lake has an elevation of nineteen hundred 

feet above sea-level. A narrow fringe of lowland extends 

along the south shore of the lake, and broadens out at itw 

western end, forming the extensive lowland area which canters 

on High Prairie. Rail and highway routes are located on this 

lowland fringe, and settlement has been limited fairly sharply 

to this area, particularly to the High Prairie region and the 

valleys and the deltas of the rivera emptying into the lake 

from the south. The pattern of settlement is shown by map 2 

on the following page. This lowland area was at one time in 

the geologie past a part of the lake bottom. 

From the south shore of the lake the land rises slowly 
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for the first ten to fifteen mil.es, then very abruptJ.y to the 

summit of the upJ.and, known à.s the Swan HiJ.J.s, which begins 
' 

from twenty to thirty miles south of the lake. Stream action 

has dissected the upland, and has produced a number of mesas, 

auch as Wallace and House Mountains. The Swan Hill.s stand up 

to 4,300 f'eet above sea-J.eveJ., representing a relative relief' 

of' 2,420 reet above Lesser Slave Lake. This range of hiJ.ls 

has an east-west trend, and taken with the shape and the 

direction of drainage of the J.ake, permits the recognition of 

an east-west grain to the physical landscape. 

Marten Mountain is a conspicuous feature in the topog

raphy of the area, and may be seen for a number of miles by 

travelers approaching from the south. It is J.ocated to the 

immediate east of the lake, and stands approximateJ.y eleven 

hundred reet above it. Although lower than the Swan Hills, 

Marten Mountain representa a more matùrely dissected part of' 

the same upland. 5 

Between the Swan Hills and the alluvial plains are 

numerous irregularly rounded apura and ridges, all thickly 

forested. This is a region of considerable economie interest 

to the lumberman, but it has little agricultural value, and 

has not been settled. 

The valleys of the rivera are not deeply entrenched in 

5 Allen, .22· ill·, p. 9c. 
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the lowland area along the south shore of the lake. Farther 

to the south in the upland, the Swan River valley forms a 

very conspicuous break in the topography. The valley of the 

Swan broadens rapidly as it leaves the hills, and representa 

a good agricul turaJ. are a. The Driftpile R1 ver valley also 

broadens out considerably in its lower course, providing 

another pocket of flat, alluvial land suitable for agriculture. 

Drainage and Hydrography 

Lesser Slave Lake occupies a long and irregular basin 

which extends from Grouard in the west to Slave Lake in the 

east, a distance of over sixty miles. The major axis of the 

lake is oriented in an east-west direction. The width of the 

lake varies from a minimum of thrAe miles at the Narrows to 

twelve miles at Giroux Bay, and has an average width of eight 

miles. The approx1mate area of the lake is 485 square miles. 

The south shore of the lake is very irregular, a result 

of the extensive deltas built up by the streams which enter 

the lake from the south. The Swan River is the largest of 

these streams, extending between fifty and sixty miles south 

of the lake, and draining an are a of approx1mately one thou

sand square miles. The Driftpile River is only slightly 

smaller, and has also built up an extensive delta. The third 

stream of significant sixe entering the lake from the south is 

the Assineau River, which has not built a large delta. 



15 

The area to the west of the lake is drained by the 

Heart River, with its main tributaries, the East and West 

Prairie Rivera. From the north the principal streams are the 

Narrows River, Marten River, and Salt Creek. The north shore 

of the lake is very regular, as these streams from the north 

have not built deltas into the lake. 

Lasser Slave Lake is drained by the Lasser Slave River, 

which entera the Athabaska River at Smith. In its lower 

course the Lasser Slave is approximately two hundred feet wide, 

shallow with a stony bottom, and a number of rapids. Above 

this lower portion of the river, which extends for a distance 

of eighteen miles upstream from Smith, the river decreases in 

width to one hundred feet or less, becomes deeper and more 

tranquil. In ascending the stream the banks decrease in ele

vation, until near the lake they are scarcely above the water

level, and broad swamps with fine grasses are found close to 

the river. The Lasser Slave River is one of the largest trib

utaries of the Athabaska, and at ordinary highwater has a dis

charge of about 2,300 oubic feet per seoond.6 Drainage of the 

area of this study is thus to the east by the Less~r Slave 

River into the Athabaska and eventually into the Arotio Ocean. 

No sounding operations have been oarried out system-

6 Geologioal Survey of Canada, Memoir .!2.§., Mackenzie 
River Basin, p. 23. 
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atically on Lesser Slave Lake 1 and no charts of the lake are 

in existence. However, the local fishermen have a consider

able knowledge of the physical characteristics of the lake. 

Figure 3 combines information from a number of sources on the 

depths of the lake, and although the map is only approximate, 

it is probably a fairly true representation of the form of 

the lake. It is noted that the portion of the lake west of 

The Narrows is quite shallow, with a maximum depth of approx

imate'ly forty feet. The lake tends to get quite rough and 

choppy during storms, and a danger to navigation definitely 

exista at:i,these times. The roughness is no doubt due to the 

great expanse of water which is exposed to wind action, com

bined with the extreme shallowness of the lake. 

In 1940, Professor R. B. Miller of the University ot 

Alberta carried out a study of Lesser Slave Lake for the Alb

erta Department of Fisheries. Miller was chiefly conoerned 

with the degree of infestation to be found in the fish ofooamm

eroial var1ety in the lake. Dur1ng the course of his invest

igations, Miller made several haule for plankton, and the fibll

owing forma were found: Daphnia pulex-not common; L1mnetis 

sp--abundant; Diapotomûs ashlandi--abundant; Cyolops v1r1dis-

abundant; Cyclope bicolor--abundant.7 

7 R. B. Miller, Lesser Slave Lake Wh1tef1sh Invest1~a
t1on, ( an unpublished report to the-xrDerta Department of 
l'IS1ier1es, 1940 ) , p. 1. 
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The supply of groundwater is quite adequate in the Lasser 

Slave Lake area. In the parkland soils groundwater is round 

at a depth of approximately fifteen feet. In some of the areas 

of grey wooded soil the wells must be much deeper, and the gov

ernment gives financial assistance up to one hundred dollars 

in preparing auch wells. 

A knowle~e of the dates of freezing and thawing of the 

lake is of considerable value. Although the ice cover of the 

winter does not halt the commercial fishing on the lake, its 

formation marks the time of shift to a winter fishing tech

nique. In addition, these dates are of climatic significance. 

The spring break-up of ice occurs about the middle of May. 

The freezing of the lake in the fall normally takes place 

between the lOth and the 20th of November, with departures 

from normal as great as the lst November to the 7th December. 

Cl1mate 

c. E. Koeppe, in his book entitled The Canad1an Climate, 

divides the country up into a number of climatic provinces. 

The Lasser Slave Lake area is a part of the Continental Low

lands province, as defined by Koeppe. Situated inland from 

the oceans, the area has a continental climate. This charact

eristio is the more pronounoed beoause of the formidable nature 

of the great Cordilleran barrier which keeps out the amelior

ating affects of the Pacifie. 
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The region is marked by cold winters and warm to hot 

summers, with considerable extremes of temperature, both di

urnal and annual. In the prairie provinces there is a great 

northward sweep of the summer isotherme, bringing high summer 

temperatures to areas of high latitude. This tendency is the 

more pronounced in the northwestern part of the prairie prov

inces, as evidenced by the fact that the northwestern conifer

ous forest disappears about latitude 53 north on the eastern 

boundary of Manitoba, while it extends to latitude 61 north 
8 just east of the Rocky Mountains. Winters are generally sev-

ere, with low temperatures, but considerable variation takes 

place from year to year in the nature of the winters. People 

living in the area talk about the mild winters of certain 

years, the hard winters of other years. Occasional Chinook 

winds do bring high temperatures in winter, but Koeppe believes 

that the reason for this variation in the severity of the win

ters is to be round in the lack of uniformity from year to 

year in the paths of cyclones across the country. 9 This appears 

to be a plausible explanation. Variations in winter cyclone 

tracks in other parts of Canada bring great variabili ty in the 

nature of the winters. 

T.he Lesser Slave Lake area has an average yearly 

8 W. A. Mackintosh, Prairie Settlement, The Geographical 
Betting, p. 12. 

9 C. E. Koeppe, ~ Canadian Climate, p. 118. 
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precipitation of approximately seventeen inches. Although 

this figure is low, a high percentage of the precipitation 

falls during the growing season. Equally important is the 

dependability of the rainfall in this area. During the course 

of the field etudies, many people directly engaged in agricul

ture were questioned about the rainfall, and without exception 

all emphasized ite dependability. Crops are produced success

fully in this area when they are being burned through lack of 

rain in areas to the south. The reliability of the precip

itation is capable of measurement. One method is to take the 

average variation from the mean annual precipitation, and 

express it as a percentage of the mean. Employing this meth~, 

the Lesser Slave Lake area has an average variability of 19 

per cent, as compared to an average variability of 25 per 

cent at Medicine Hat. Areas of lesa than 20 per cent var1-

ability are not considered to be 8problem areas" in the , 

prairie provinces.l0 

A1though the area enjoys h1gh temperature in the sum

mer, with an adequate amount of summer rainfall, and a grow

ing season of sufficient length for the type of crops grown, 

a real climatic hazard is round in the occurrence of early 

frosts. A number of farmers in the area have experienced 

heavy losses as a result of frosts in August. In general, 

10 Mackintosh, ~· ~-~ p. 174. 
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however, the climate of the area is a favorable element of 

the physical environment, in marked contrast to a number of 

areas located tarther to the south in the prairie provinces. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PHYBICAL BETTING IN TERMB OF BOIL, VEGETATION, AND FAUNA 

Boil 

Agriculture is the most important industry in the are a 

of this study. The patches of good soil which are round with

in the area provide the physical basie for agricultural settle

ment. A knowledge of the soil, and the vegetation which in 

turn reflects the quality of the soil, thus becomes basic to 

an understanding of the settlement of the Lesser Slave Lake 

are a. 

In 1935 'the Boil Survey Division of the liesearch 

Oouncil of Alberta published a report on the soils of the 

High Prairie are a. The work was of a preliminary nature, 

with the soil types recognized on the basie of relative vir

gin productivity and their possibilities for immediate and 

future settlement. The soils were related to the vegetation, 

a simple method and yet one which gave a good indication of 

the agricultural worth of the soil. The soil map which accom

panies this thesis is based upon several maps published by 

the Rese'arch Counc1l of Alberta. 

There are a few areas where the &o1ls st1ll retain 

many of the characteristics of prairie or parkland soils. 

The se have been mapped as park.land so1ls, and are the beat 

soils within the area. They invariably have a surface A1 
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horizon whiCh is dark colored, and one in which the organic 

matter is int1mately mixed with the mineral matter. The most 

extensive area of parkland soil is roughly a circular area 

located to the immediate west of Lesser Slave Lake, cover

ing an area of approx1mately two hundred square miles. The 

alluvial soils of the Driftpile and Swan valleys also belong 

to this general type. The phyaical characteristica of the 

parkland soils have been described by F. A. Wyatt as follows: 

Horizon A1 

Horizon A2 --

Horizon B1 --

Horizon C 

black loam to clay loam from 5 to 10 inches 
thick. 
light-colored, leached layer, usually 1 to 
3 inchea thick, ailty. 
darker in color than A2, heavy clay loam to 
clay; columnar and granular; from 6 to 15 
inches thick. 
from 2 to 8 inches thick and encountered 
at depths from 20 to 30 inches below the 
surface, usually granular. 
This is the partly modified parent material, 
usually heavy texjured, aometimes having 
the a.ppearance of aecondary shale. The 
tree and shrub roots often penetra.te this 
to the depth of several feet.l 

( The ar~of study lies within the wooded aoils belt of 

Alberta, and the majority of the soils in the area belong to 

the wooded groups. Between the true wooded and the true park

land soils are to be found many soils which are transi tional. 

The area of the aoil map shown as "third class wooded 0 may be 

considered to have a true wooded soil. The typical soil of 

/ 1 F. A. Wyatt, Prel1m1nart Boil Burvey of the Peace 
River - High Prairiè - Sturgeon al:të""'Area, p. '""!'5:--
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this type has an upper layer, or Ao horizon, which consiste 

largely of leaf mold or plant debris, and which varies in 

thickness from one to four inches. Below the A1 layer is a 

badly leached A2 layer. The essentiel difference between a 

parkland and a true wooded so11 1s the hearness to the sur

face of the leached layer in the case of the wooded soil. 

When true wooded soils are broken the plowed depth consista 

almost wholly of the A2 or badly leached layer, which is low 

in fertility. The first and second class wooded soils are 

actually transition phases between the parkland soils on the 

one hand and the true wooded soils on the other.2 

First class wooded soils appear to occur adjacent to 

the parkland soils, but i t may be noted that not all are as 

of parkland soil are bordered by this type. Although infer

ior to the parkland soils, they are considered to be suitable 

for agriculture, and are· now largely settled. Second class 

wooded so1ls occur extensively throughout the western portion 

of the Lasser Slave Lake area. In areas of good location, 

close to the highway or the railway, settlement has taken 

place on this soil, but much of it is st1ll open to settle

ment. Third class wooded soil 1s submarginal to present day 

agricultural techniques, and 1s w1thout agricultural settle

ment. Roughly 50 per cent of the Lasser Slave Lake area has 
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sail of this type, and the figure should probably be 1ncreas

ed to 75 per cent, as the unsurveyed portion in the northeast 

of the area is considered by the local inhabitants to be of 

this soil type. 

The sail of the muskeg areas remains to be discussed. 

This sail type is small in terms of area, and is of limited 

agricultural value. It presents •any problems to the settler 

who attempts to bring it under cultivation. The muskeg con

sista largely of organic material, underlain by clay or ether 

soil material fine enough to hold the moisture in the basins 

or flats. Many settlers attempt to bring muskeg land into 

cultivation by burning off the surface material. Muskeg 

areas which have been burned are a familiar sight in north 

central Alberta. Informed sources claim that the burning of 

peat land should be Pesorted to in only a small number of 

cases. In addition to destroying the valuable humus, this 

praotice often leaves the field in an irregular and unwork

able condition. 

This brief summary of soils is sufficient to reveal the 

11miting nature of the env1ronment in terms of soil for agri

cultural settlement. Much of the Lesser Slave Lake area is 

of no agricultural value to-day, nor is it likely that im

provements in agrioultural techniques alone shall alter the 

situation a great deal. 
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Vegetation 

The forest cover of the area under stud7 representa a 

source of considerable wealth, and is the basle tor a well 

established lumbering industry. Much of the land to the south 

of the lake is tot ally unfi t for agriculture. The Alberta 

Government has wisely closed this land to settlement, and has 

placed it in the Lesser Slave Forest Reserve. Another large 

tract of land to the northeast of the lake, includ1ng Marten 

Mountain, also belongs to this reserve. 

Many different species of trees are found in the foreste 

of the area. Spruce and popllar are predominant, and may be 

considered to be the characteristic cover. Birch is also 

quite widespread. Black spruce and tamarack are found on 

poorly drained areas, and considerable stands of lodgepole 

pine occur on sandy and gravelly elevations. Thus, consider

able variation exista in the forest cover throughout this 

whole area, in response to local conditions. Much of the 

timber in the area has been burned over, and the good stands 

are usually small in area, and well scattered. 

In tracts of merchantable timber the possible v.ield par 

acre varies between rather wide limita. On certain areas 

around Lesser Slave Lake there are stands of spruce running 

up to thirty thousand board feet per acre. Elsewhere through

out the district, particularly in the stream valleys, stands 

of ten thousand to twenty-five thousand are fairly common. 



Taking the country as a whole, the exploitablè forest will 

yield on the average three thousand to five thousand board 

feet per acre, inoluding saw material, fuelwood, and other 

timber of merohantable size.3 
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The land which is open to agricultural settlement in 

the area generally has a bush oover. Cle~ing oosts are rel

atively high, as the caver is often dense, but in many cases 

some return may be gained. A number of settlers in the High 

Prairie district have sold eut timber for wood pulp, and al

though the volume of pulpwood which leaves the area is not 

high, it is 1nteresting to note the existence of suoh activ-

ity. 

Large areas of excellent natural grassland oocur along 

the lowland areas bordering Lesser Slave Lake. The most ex

tensive area of grassland 1s round in the v1c1nity of Buffalo 

Bay, at the western end of the lake. Early travellers in this 

area were impressed by this resource, and bel1eved that it 

would soma day be the basie for large saale raising of cattle. 

In 1899 a federal government party passed through Grouard on 

its way to the Peaoe River district to make treaty with the 

Indiana. Members of this party gave descriptions of the vast 

hay meadows to be found near Grouard, reporting the area to 

be capable of supply1ng w1nter feed for thousands of oattle. 

3 F. H. Kitto, The Peaoe River Country~ Canada, 
p:- 54. 
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At the present time a smaJ.l quanti ty of hay is out from this 

natural grassland, but frequent flooding in this area has 

prevented its development. Natural hay meadows ~eo existed 

throughout muah of the lower Swan R1 ver valley, and were the 

initial attraction whioh brought the tiret settlers into that 

are a. 

Fauna 

The earliest economie aotivity in the area was that 

oarried on by the tur traders. The Hudson Ba~ Company had a 

post at Grouard for a number of years, but to-day the old post 

18 âbandoded and in a miserable state of repair, refleoting a 

change in the economy of the area, and also the failure of 

the country to stand up to intensive trapping. Large numbers 

ot marten and beaver were taken in this area during the nine

teenth century. As late as 1878, as many as twelve thousand 

beaver skins were taken from the Lasser Slave Lake district 

by the tur traders.4 To-day trapping is ot smal1 importance 

in the area. 

Big game, sueh as moose, deer, and bear are still quite 

plentitul, at least in the areas removed from settlement. 

Wol ves are also present, and probably aecount tor the small 

number of sheep raised in the area. 

4 Geologieal Survey ot Canada, Report ~ Progress, 
1879-80. p. 90B. 
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The only element in the fauna of present major econ

omie importance is the fish in Lesser Slave Lake and in the 

many small streams. Whitefish is the most important commer

cial variety, although many other varieties of fish, auch as 

pike, ling, grayling, and tullibee are present. 

~n summary, the pbysical environment of the Lesser 

Slave Lake area has been one offering both possibility and 

limitation. Agriculture is possible in the area, indeed some 

very fine patches of agricultural land are scattered through

out the district, but it is an agriculture which is l1mited 

in its areal distribution, and limited in its choice of crops 

by a cl1mate wh1ch has a number of l1mit1ng features. Re

sources of the area are many, but they are not inexhaustible. 

For instance, furs at one t1me were of major economie import

ance, but intensive trapping tended to exhaust this resource. 

Perhaps the most impoPtant characteristic of the physical 

environment of this area is its variation from place to place. 

This variation has given distinctive patterns of distribution 

to many elements of the cultural landscape. 



CHAPTER IV 

HISTORICAL GEOGBAPHY OF THE AREA UP TO 1914 

The Edmonton, Dunvegan, and British Columbia Railway, 

now known as the Northern .Alberta RaUway~ was buil t during 

the First World War in order to open up the Peace River dis

trict. It reached High Prairie in 1914, McLennan in 1915, 

and Peace River in 1916. The arrival. of steel in the Lasser 

Slave· Lake area gave a great impetus to settlement, hence 

the year 1914 is a significant date in the history, marking 

the end of one period of settlement, and the beginning of 

another. 

Prewhite Era 

Anthropologiste to-day find many striking similarities 

1n·the culture traits of the North American Indiana and cer

tain tribes of northeast Asia. If early man entered North 

America across Ber1ng Strait and moved southward along the 

eastern sida of the Cordillera, it is quite possible that this 

area was first visited by man at a very early date. Such a 

discussion is beyond the ecope of this study, and with this 

sole suggestion of the antiquity of man in the area, the em

phasis shall be placed upon the more recent history. 

Jenness believes that prior to 1750, bands of the 

Beaver tribe occupied the territory around Lesser Slave 
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Lake.l ~hese Indiana were a hunting people, with a material 

culture based upon the moose, caribou, and beaver. Buffalo 

were also hunt ad by the Beaver Indiana, but they did not hold 

the buffalo in as high esteem as the moose, which gave them 

not only meat, but skin for clothing and the covers for their 

tents.2 Jenness further states that the Beaver did not have 

a real tribal unity, but were divided into a number of inde

pendent bands that roamed over separate hunting territories.3 

This no doubt helps to account for the later failure of the 

Beaver to hold the territory of Lasser Slave Lake against the 

invading Plains' Cree. 

In p~e-European times the Cree lived in northern Sask

atchewan and Manitoba, and periodically moved out from their 

home .on the edge of the forest to hunt the buffalo on the 

prairies. There they allied themselves with the Assinàboine, 

a prairie tribe of Indian. The introduction of the horse and 

firearms encouraged other bands of Cree to join them, and the 

number of Plains• Cree· increased. 

Although the actual date is uncertain, at least some

time prior to the year 1760, bands of Cree Indiana moved into 

the basin of the Mackenzie, and drove out or destroyed the 

1 Diamond Jenness, The Indiana ~ Canada. p. 383. 

2 Loc. oit. --
3 .9.E.. ill· p. 384. 
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Indiana of the Lesser Slave Lake area. Presumably these were 

the Beaver. Sir Alexander Mackenzie visited this district be

tween 1789 and 1793, and he wrote in his journal the HSlave• 

Indiana of Lesser Slave Lake, presumably referring to a number 

of Beaver Indiana held in captivity by the Crees, and not re

ferring to the correctly named Slave Indiana who occupied the 

land in the vicinity of Great Slave Lake. Although some con

troversy exists over the origin of the name "Slave" as applied 

to the Indians of the Lesser Slave Lake a.rea, the essential :;) 

point to record is that the area was in the hands of the Cree 

when the whiteme.n arrived. 

The Cree Indiana did not possess a strong culture, and 

it appears that they borrowed many features of their culture 

from the other Indiana of the plains region. The Cree had a 

military society to which entrance was gained by doing a 

valorous deed, and numerous religious societies wh1ch sought 

to increase the success of the hunters. These were culture 

tra1 ts common to many Indiana of the plains. The Cree were a 

hunting people with little agriculture, and it is interesting 

to note that even to-day, although settled on good agricultur

al land on the Driftpile and Swan River Reserves, these people 

do not readily take to tilling the soil. 

Early White Activity in the Area 

The fur traders began .to penetra-te into this part of 
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Canada during the latter part of the eighteenth century. Sir 

Alexander Mackenzie is reported to have been the tiret white

man in the Lesser Slave Lake area, reaching there beeore 1793. 

A compete survey of the Athabaska river appears to have been 

made in 1799 by David Thompson, one of the greatest of Can

adian explorers. 4 Thompson reahhed Lasser Slave Lake in 1802. 

The rapidi ty wi th which the fur trade expanded into this area 

is evidenced by the fact that the Northwest Company had built 

a post at the western end of the lake before 1802. The Hud

son 1 s Bay Company also built a post in the same general are a. 

As one writer has caustically stated it, the two companies 

always planted themselves cheek by jowl so that there should 

be no lack of provocation.5 Open conflict between the two 

companies resulted, here as elsewhere in the lands of fur, 

and in 1817 the Northwest Company seized the Hudson' -s Bay 

post. These posta were combined after the union of the two 

companies in 1821. A long and quite successful period of fur 

exploitation followed. 

In 1870 the western lands of the Hudson 1s Bay Company 

were transferred to Canada. One claim to the land being elim-

4 Geological Survey of Canada, Memoir 12§, Mackenzie 
River Basin. p. 3. · 

5 
C. Mair and R. Macfarlane, Vwough the Mackenzie 

Basin ( a narrative of the Athabaska and Peace 
River Expedition of 1899 ). p. 50. 



inated, the government recognized the legality of the claim by 

the Indiana to their native and traditional soil. Treaties 

were made with the Indiana of these western lands in order to 

open up various parts of the west to settlement. In 1888 the 

Canadian government made its first earnest effort to 1nquire 

into the resouroes of the great Mackenzie basin, and believ

ing the area to be rich in economie resources, determined to 

prepare the Wa1 for a treaty with the Indian~. 6 

The interest of the government in making a treaty with 

the Indiana was understandable. A number of factors operated 

to make the other party to the agreement, the Indiana, also 

desirous of treaty. Soma were immediate, and others had op

erated over a long period of time. Contact with the white

man had meant contact with the many diseases to which the In-

dian had not built up an immunity, with the result that the 

Indian population was greatly reduced by epidemies. It is 

reported that an epidemie of small pox in 1838 swept off at 

least half the population of the prairie tribes. In 1886 Dr. 

Mackay, offioer-in-charge of the post at Lasser Slave, wrote 

a letter to the Commissioner of the Hudson's Bay Company in 

wh1ch he reported details on an epidemie of measles in that 

year whioh had caused the deaths of sixty-four Indiana at 

6 ~.p. 30. 
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that post alone. A more immediate reason for seeking treaty 

was the failure of the fur trade. The fur animale were be-

ooming soarcer and scaroer the result of intensive trapping 

over a long period, and many of the natives were suffering 

extreme privation. Many letters to the government were writ

ten.r:.by missionaries and trading post factors in the northwest, 

demanding some sort of governmental action on the problem. 

The tollowing is an extract from a letter written in March, 

1890 by the Rev. F. Desmarais of the Lesser Slave mission to 

the Lieutenant Governor of the North West Territories: 

I am in great need of help, that any delay whatevèr 
makes my poor heart uneasy for my poor children. Some 
of these poor little ones arrive every day from different 
parts of the north. They are starving. I must find 
means to teed them.7 

In June of the same year the Cree Indiana of the Lesser Slave 

Lake area applied to the government for a treaty. 

Although many of the Indian treaties were made in order 

to open the land :for settlement, it appears as though the d1s

covery of gold in the Klondike was a more immediate motive to 

the government :for the writing of a treaty with the Indiana 

ot the Lesser Slave Lake and Peaoe River districts. It was 

decided to hold the :first conference in 1899 with the Indiana 

of Lesser Slave Lake. The meeting was held at the settlement 

7 Letter of Rev. F. Desmarais to the Hon. J. Royal 1 

7 March 1 1890, E!! ~ at Indian Aff airs Branoh, 
Ottawa, Canada. 
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of Lesser Slave, which is present day Grouard. Kinooshayoo 

and Moostoos, a worthy pair of Cree brothers, were the 

spokesmen for the Indiana, and impressed the Hon. David Laird, 

Treaty Commissioner, by their straightforward manner and 

ability to enter into discussion. The treaty was signed on 

the 2lst. of June, 1899, and the Indiana surrendered their 

land on the following terme: 

(1) Lands were to be rèserved for the use of the Indiana 

to the extent of 150 acres for each Indian. 

(2) Each Chief was to receive a present of $32, each 

Head-Man $22, and each Indian $12 at the time of 

treaty. 

(3) Each Chier·was to receive an annuity of $25, each 

Head-Man $15, and each Indian $5. 

(4) Each Chief was to receive a medal and a flag, and 

each Chief and Head-Man a suit of clothes every third 

year. 

(5) School teachers were to be provided for the Indiana, 

and implementa, cattle, ammunition and twine were to 

be supplied. 

In July 1950, the writer had the opportunity of attending an 

Indian meeting held on the Driftpile Indian Reserve. The 

Indian Agent was outlingng at this meeting the principal points 

in a new Indian Act that was before parliament at that time. 

The Indiana showed great interest in the legislation, and in 
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addition, a remarkable ability to see the future significance 

of any changes in the Indian Act. The terme of the treaty 

signed in 1899 were known by all the members of the band, 

and were injected into the meeting at every turn. 

The task of writing a treaty with the Cree brought a 

number of civil servants into the area. It is possible to 

reconstruct conditions of lite in the Lasser Slave Lake area 

in the closing years of the last century from a number of the 

accounts written by these men. It appears that many members 

of the government party were disappointed to find the Indiana 

quite so civilized. Expecting to find paint and feathers, 

the scalp-look, the breech-cloth, and the buffalo robe, in- · 

stead they met a body of respectable-looking men and women, 

well dressed and independant in their feelings. 

The settlement of Lesser Slave was described in some 

detail. The Indiana arrived in great numbers to attend the 

treaty conference. It was a scene of much activity, the 

settle~ent virtually overflowing with buggies, buckboards, 

and saddles. The women were brightly clad, in a modern fash

ion acoording to most accounts. 1A number of the girls were 

extravagantly dressed, the love of finery being the ruling 

trait here as elsewhere.•B It is not clear whether the author 

meant that the love of finery is common to all members of the 

8 Mair and Macfarlane, .22. .ill· , p. 38. 
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femil\e sex, or just to those of the Indian race. But in de-

fanee of the squaws, one must add that no doubt they were 

dressed for the occasion. 

It is interesting to note that scenes of privation 

were not recorded. On the contrary, a number of the members 

of the treaty-making body wondered how the fur trade could 

have supported auch a large number of people in auch style. 

But it must have done so, for there was as yet little or no 

farming among the old 1Lakers 1 • Perhaps one should not place 

absolute faith in auch accounts of prosperity. The Indiana 

would not have increased their bargaining power by appearing 

destitute, and they probably realized the fact. At the same 

time, the representatives of the government would not have 

wished to describe the Indiana in too dismal terme, as it 

would ~ave reflected adversely upon the government. All 

things considered, the descriptions given by the missionaries 

and traders must be considered as being closer to the trutb.:., .• 

The Klondike Gold Rush 

The discovery of gold in the Yukon at the close of the 

last century was an important event in the historical geog

raphy of the Lasser Slave Lake area. The people who took 

part in the Klondike gold rush made their way north along a 

number of different routes. One auch route was north from 

Edmonton, through the Lesser Slave Lake country, into the 
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Peace River d~st»tpt, and beyond into the Yukon. A large 

number of the prospectors followed this route in the years 

following 1898, and the Klondike gold rush must be recognized 

as an important factor in the early development of the area 

of this study. Here is the first example of an oft-recurring 

theme in the local history of settlement. The development of 

areas farther to the north, first the Klondike, then the Peace 

River district, and now Alaska, all have had an affect upon 

the development of the Lasser Slave Lake area. 

The Klondikers actually followed two routes north from 

Edmonton. The most popular of the two was north to Athabaska 

Landing by roàd, following the valley of the Tawatinaw River, 

as does the highway to-day. Tawatinaw means, 11 a passage be

tween the hills ", and is most descriptive of the approaches 

to Athabaska Land1ng. From there, it was customary to travel 

by York boat up the Athabaska and Lasser Slave Rivera to the 

lake. A steamboat of the sidewheèl variety, called the " North

land Sun ", was opera ting on the lake at this time, and i t 

carried men and freight to Grouard at the western end of the 

lake. The alternative route was along a direct trail from 

Edmonton over the Swan Hills to Grouard. The two trails join

ed at Grouard, from where the route was again overland to the 
Peace River and points beyond. 

The overland route was across the Swan Hills, and was 

used mostly in winter. Travel was not easy along it. A man 
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would probably have welcomed as much encouragement as possi

ble while struggling slowly over auch rough country. But 

encouragement was not.always found. It is reported that a 

sign board erected along the trail at the summit of the Swan 

Hills gave the following warning to travelers: 1Due north, 

Dawson City, starvation, and death; due south; home sweet 

home, and a warm bed. 19 

The trail from Edmonton to Athabaska Landing also pre

sented a number of difficulties. There was no actual road, 

but only a natural track through the bush. A few short but 

inde~pensable bridges had been erected, but beyond this nec

essary improvement, little work had been done along it. The 

trail has been described as one mud-hole after another, each 

one apparently deeper than the former. There were stopping

places at intervals of about fifteen miles, but they provided 

nei ther hay :Dot? oat;s; for the hors es, nor even a decent meal 

for human be1ngs, and as they were too filithy to sleep in, 

one wenders what purpose they were expected to serve.l0 Bu~ 

auch hardship would matter little to people seeking fortunes 

in gold. And strangely enough, despite the conditions of 

the trail, the rates for freight from Edmonton to Athabaska 

Landing were not high, varying between a dollar and a dollar 

9 News item in the Edmonton Bulletin, 13 March, 1899. 

10 David T. Hanbury, Sport and Travel in the North-
land of Canàiiâ. p.-z!. ----
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and a half' per hundredweight. 11 

The journey from Athabaska Landing to the lake by York 

boat was equally slow and arduous. To-day the trip is made 

by motor vehiole over a good highway in a matter of' a f'ew hours. 

But baok in Klondike days the boat trip required from eight to 

f'ifteen days. Many travelers were quite vocal in their com

plainte against suoh poor f'acilities f'or travel. The Reverend 

Erastus J. Lawrence, a missionary who travelled over this route 

in 1887, decided that it warranted a letter to the Benate Cham

ber. He wrote to the Honorable G. G. Stevens as f'ollows: 

" I think the government owes it to us to open a good trail 
tip the Athabaska and Lesser Slave Rivera, and around Lesser 
Slave Lake. It has taken seven full daye to travel the 
fifty-f'ive miles from Athabaska Landing to the junction of 
the Lesser Slave River and the Athabaska River present 
day Smith • Another six daye were taken to ascend the 
Lasser Slave River to the Lake. This section will in time, 
I think, be one of the f'inest stock regions in the north
west. Pasturage, hay, and an abundance of water are to be 
found throughout the entire region~I2 

The opinion of the Reverend Lawrence on the possible future 

of this part of the country was not shared by all his fellow 

travelers, but his demanda for a good road were echoed again 

and again by people who made the trip in the years that fol.l-

owed. 

:I:h,:l~OQr·thg set:tl.léi!lent, ot~Lèsser Slave became known as 

11 Ibid. -
12 Latter of Rev. E. J~ Lawrence to the Hon. G.G • 

Stevens of the Benate Chamber, 13 December, 1887, on 
~ .!! Indian Af'f'airs Branch, Ottawa, Canada. 



Grouard, atter a Roman Catholic bishop who built a mission 

there. Little written material exista on the conditions ot 
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lite in Grouard at this time, and what does exist is somewhat 

contradictory. In January, 1899, a correspondent tor the 

Edmonton Bulletin wrote an article for his paper in which he 

gave a figure of one thousand for the resident population of 

Grouard, or Lesser Slave, as it was called at that time.l3 

On the 7th of August of the same year, another erticle in the 

Edmonton Bulletin gave a figure of three hundred for the pop

ulation.14 No doubt the population changed from day to day in 

this thriving community, and both figures might well have been 

correct, but it is clear that one must be hesitant about reach

ing too many definite conclusions on auch a basic feature of 

the settlement. But there appears to be no controversy on 

the nature of the citizens. The population is reported to 

have been composed of Indiana, half-breeds, French, and a 

conglomerate mixture of faint-hearted ( or tenderfeet ) Klon

dikers, who would go no turther because the trails were not 

macadamized.15 

Mr. Vicotor Maurice, a former mayor of High Prairie, 

and a pioneer in Grouard, was able to give a number of inter

esting tacts about the early daye of settlement in the latter 

13 News item in the Edmonton Bulletin, 26 January, 1899. 

14 Ibid, 7 August, 1899. -
15 Loc. oit. --
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place. · In his opinion, Grouard was built by the Klondikers. 

Situated at the western end of the lake, at the terminus of 

the water route, it became an outfitting center tor the pros

pecting parties setting out on the overland route to the Peace 

River and the Yukon. In 1900 Grouard had two saw mills, a 

blacksmith shop, a mission, and a number of trading posta. 

Probably a number of other small businesses had been establish

ed there by this time. Trading in fur appears to have been 

slow in 1900, explained by some on the grounds that the Indi

ana still had treaty money, and would not trap the animale. 

Others claim that the Indiana were without tunds within tour 

days of receiving treaty. The latter seems more likely. But 

if activity was low in tura, it was not so in agriculture. 

A large resident population in Grouard provided a ready mar

ket for agricultural products grown locally. Many potatoes 

were grown in the area at this time, and enough grain to 

warrant the building of a grist mill at Grouard. Over two 

hundred thousand pounds of whitefish were canned for winter 

consumption in 1900, and it appears that whitefish and pot

atoes constituted the staple diet. 

The Opening Up ot the Peace River District 

Many Klondikers passed through the Peace River country 

on their trek to the Yukon gold fields. Settlement in the 

Peace as well as in the Lesser Slave Lake area was stimulated 



45 

by the focus of world attention occas1oned by the d1scovery 

of gold, and the arrivaJ. of many fortune-seeking people. No 

doubt a number of Klondikers, either betore or after failure 

in the gold fields, wettled in this trontier farming area. A 

figure of ten thousand acres is given as the occupied acre

age of the valley bottom at Peace River Crossing in 1904.16 

Although the greatest amount of settlement has Daken place 

in this area since the arrival of the railroad in 1916, the 

fame of this valley was spreading during the opening decade 

of the twentieth centuny, and land-hungry people began to 

move. These people followed the same route north from Ed

monton as had the Klondikers before them, and history began 

to repeat itself in the area around Lesser Slave Lake. Once 

again people were pass1ng through the area on their way to a 

more northern settlement. These people required goods and 

services at this midway point on their journey, and of even 

greater importance, a ~umber of them decided to homestead in 

the Leeaer Slave Lake area. 

Grouard began to boom after 1900. The IO.ondikers may 

have built Grouard, but it remained to the settlers bound for 

the Peace River .district to bring the period its greatest 

development. In 1908 Mr. Victor Maurice operated a steamboat 

on the lake, in àddition to a general store and a blacksmith 

shop at Grouard. Accord1ng to Maurice, the town at this time 

16 W. A. Mackintosh, Prairie Settlement, The Geograph
ical Betting. p. 169. 
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had twenty-two stores and businesses of all kinds, a police 

center, a newspaper office, and three churches. The Roman 

Catholic Mission at Grouard had a fine church, a convent, and 

a large school. The Hudson 1 s Bay:·Company post at Grouard was 

a headquarters for many other smaller poste in the northwest. 

It was ~uring these years that agriculture really be

gan to show promise of later emergence as an important in

dustry in the Lesser Slave Lake are a. Pioneers beg an to !: - "'·' 

"squat" on land in the vicinity of Grouard. When the area 

was surveyed, the government granted "squatter 11 rights to 

these people, and departed from the regular Dominion land sys

tem of survey in the township and range pattern in order to 

conform as closely as possible to the 1mprovements made by the 

people. Thus, in place of the regular townships, we find 

•settlements", namel,, Lesser Slave Settlement with forty-one 

lots, Big Prairie Settlement with thirty;ftv~ lots, and the 

Heart River and Sâlt Prairie Settlement with forty lots. These 

were the areas of earliest agriculturàl settlement, and re

flect the advantage of a location close to Grouard. The fine 

agricultural land near High Prairie was not being settled to 

any extent in these early years of the present century, as it 

was located too far away from the center of activity in 

Grouard. 

The conditions of travel began to 1mprove about this 



Fig. 1. Salt Prairie Settlement, 

an area of gently rolling topo

gra:phy. 

Fig. 2. Natural hay meadows of 

Buffalo Bay. 
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time. By 1911 the Alberta Government had already spent a 

considerable amount of money on road building and improvement. 

A road had been built from Athabaska Landing to Grouard, fol

lowing the Athabaska and Lesser Slave Rivera, and the south 

shore of the lake. This road was excellent for winter travel, 

but it was not suitable for heavy hauling in the summer. For 

this reason, settlers were advised to come into the area dur

ing the summer carrying light loads, to erect buildings and 

put up hay for the winter, then to bring in their heavy loads 

during the winter.l7 Similar improvements had been made on 

the road from Edmonton to Athabaska Landing. Thus, the pres

ent pattern of roads began to emerge. 

Steamboat transportation flourished during the period 

from the Klondike gold rush in 1898 to the building of the 

railway in 1914. To-day no vestiges remain of this early and 

colorful method of transportation. In 1911 there were five 

vessels operat1ng in the oarry1ng trade from Athabaska Land

ing to Grouard. The traffic is reported to have been very 

heavy, and the Northern Transportation Company which operated 

these steamboats had difficulty meeting the demanda for ser

vice. The company provided comfortable accommodation for its 

passengers. The "North-Land Call", a new steamboat placed in 

17 News item in the Edmonton Bulletin, 17 June, 1911. 
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service in 191~, was modern in every respect, having electric

ity, staterooms, cabin service, and a dining salon.18 

At about this t1me it became apparent that a railroad 

was going to be built from Edmonton north to the Peace River 

district. Enthusiasm was high in Grouard, as tt was beleived 

that the railway would pass through the town, ushering in an 

era of even greater prosperity. Lots were surveyed· far back 

from the limite of the town, and were sold to speculative 

buyers throughout the world. One choice lot was sold to a 

San Francisco millionaire for a reported purchase priee of 

thirty thousand dollars. In a conversation with Mr. Domp

nier of the office of Municipal Affaira in High Prairie, it 

was learned that a number of these lots in Grouard were sold 

to purchasers in auch distant places as India. Some of these 

absentee owners still hold title to the land, but their en

thusiasm must be low after the passage of forty years and 

still no return on their investment. 

The Edmonton, Dunvegan, and British Columbia Railway 

reached the Lesser Slave Lake area in 1914. The engineers 

engaged in the building of the railway decided the route to 

be followed on the basie of ease of construction and mainten

ance. It failed to pass through Grouard, and the bubble of 

18 News it~m in the Edmonton Bulletin, 15 January, 1911. 



Fig. 3 . Sev eral abandoned 

buildings in the ghost tor.m 

of Grouard . 

Fig . 4 . Present day Grouard , 

with Indian Co-operative in the 

dist ant background. 



prosperity which had surrounded that oommunlty broke. The 

decline of Grouard took place virtually over night. Many 

buildings were removed immediately from their foundations, 
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and placed on foundations in the new oommunity of High Prairie. 

The jopulation of Grouard fell rapidly, and soon only a few 

Indians and half-breeds were left in this truly ghost town. 

The period of settlement which ended with the building 

of the railroad in 1914 had acoomplished little more than the 

rapid fall of Grouard would suggest. The agricul tural pos

sibilities of the Lasser Slave Lake area had been recognized, 

but only a small number of settlers had taken up land for farm

ing purposes. But although the railroad was built in order to 

open up the Peace River district, it was nevertheless realized 

that it would also bring a measure of prosperity to this re

gion. The opinion expressed by a Dominion land surveyor in 

1909 was held by many, and it is worth repeating. After work

ing in the district west of the lake, this man wrote to the 

Surveyor General of Canada as follows. 1 0nly the fac111ties 

of a railway are wanting to malte this as fine a tract of 

farming land as there is in the West.n.l9 

19 News item in the Edmonton Bulletin, 17 June, 1911. 



CHAPTER V 

THE HISTORY OF SETTLEMENT SINCE 1914 

The building of the railroad in 1914 reduced Grouard 

to the state of an abandoned town, but at the same time it 

brought the possibility of sound economie development to much 

of the Lesser Slave Lake area. It has made no essential dif

ference to the land to the north of the lake9 which has al

ways been without settlement. · But along the south shore of 

the lake, from Sawridge ( the present day village of Slave 

Lake ) in the east to High Prairie in the west, it has had a 

tremendous influence. Before the arrivai of the railway, 

Grouard was the center of activity in the Lasser Slave Lake 

area, serving as it did as a way station between Edmonton and 

the Peace River district. Agricultural settlement was limited 

to the areas close to Grouard, and to the delta land of the 

Swan River. The present day communities of High Prairie, 

Faust, Canyon Creek, and Widewater did not exist before 1914. 

Sawridge had been the site of a Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

post since Klondike time, but prior to the coming of the rail

way it had a very small population, and was of little signif-

icance as a settlement. 

The railway preceded settlement in many parts of the 

Canadian West, and to a very high degree that is also true in 
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the area under stuay. One might well ask why this had to be. 

The tifteen~ years of settlement prior to the coming of the 

railway had produoed muoh oolor, but little of a lasting na•

ture in the way of settlement. The resources of the region 

had been the same before aa;:e.i"ter the coming ot steel, but 

the improved transportation ~aoilities permitted fuller ex

ploitation of them. 

Prior to the building of the railway, the journey from 

Edmonton had required weeks of toil and hardship. With the 

railway, the trip could be made in one day, while the travel

er enjoyed all the comforts and conveniences of modern rail

way service. It is no doubt true that the determined pioneers 

did not need the luxury of first class rail travel, but on the 

other hand the Lasser Slave Lake area needed settlers in rea

sonably large numbers, and the railway was able to carry all 

who wished to settle in the area. 

The primary industries of the Lesser Slave Lake area, 

agriculture, lumbering, and fishing, required outside markets 

before a significant degree of development could take place. 

In the early days the farmers in the Swan River valley used 

to sell their agricultural produce in Grouard, and this con

stituted their cash income, if indeed it was paid for in cash. 

The railway made it possible for the agriculture in the whole 

area to produce for what was virtually a world market. The 



54 

same g-eral commenta hold true for lumbering, although in 

the case of this industry it had a pre-railway development of 

even lesser significance than that of agriculture. Faust, an 

important lumbering center at the present time, did not even 

exist prior to the railway. It is reported that a small 

amount of fish was shipped out from the Lesser Slave Lake area 

to Edmonton annually even before the railway was built. At 

this time it was a winter fishing industry, with the catch be

ing frozen and hauled to Edmonton by horse-drawn sleighs.l 
1 

But the real development of the fishing industry had to await 

the errival of the railroad. 

Although the whole area to the south and west of the 

lake developed rapidly after the coming of the railway, the 

most spectacular change occurred in the a.rea of parkland soil 

situated to the west of the lake. Despite the fact that the 

agricultural possibilities of this locale had long been re-

al1zed by many :P.eople, settlement of i t had not taken place 

for lack of transport facilities. The pioneers of High 

Prairie credit the first breaking of the sod in the· area to 

one Frank Me aron, from Aylmer, Q,uebec. This man worked for 

se veral vears in Grouard as a blacksmi th, then in 1904 he : .. a 

took up a homestead near the present day High Prairie. 

l F. H. K1tto, ~ Peace River Country 2!_ Canada, 
p. 59. 
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Although he is reported to have farmed there with moderate 

success, few settlers, followed his example of tak1ng land so 

far from the old transportation route through Grouard. But 

when the railroad was bu1lt directly across the High Prairie 

lowland, settlers began to come into the area in great numbers. 

As the land had been surveyed in 1909, the government 1mmme

diately opened 1t to settlement, and several townships were 

very quickly taken up. The hamlet of High Prairie sprang 

into existence near the point where the railway crossed the 

West Prairie River. From a population figure of lesa than 

twenty-five inl913, the four townships in the immediate 

vicinity of High P~atr~e had a population in 1921 of over 

five hundred people. 

Improvements in road transportation did not keep pace 

with the growing development of the Lasser Slave Lake area, 

Prior to 1926, the road from Athabaska Landing to High 

Prairie was still best described as a tra11. It was unfit 

for motor vehicles, and traffic along it consisted chiefly 

of horse-drawn vehicles, Between the years 1926 and 1930 

however, improvements began to be effec'ted in the road system, 

and at the end of this short period a fairly good road exist

ed between Edmonton and High Prairie. The old section of 

road from Athabaska Landing to Mirror Landing (present day 

Smith), which in the early days had kept to the north aide 

of the Athabaska River, was abandoned in faveur of a new road 
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we~l to the south of the river. From Mirror Landing to the 

east end of Lesser Slave Lake, the old trail along the north 

bank of the Lesser Slave River was kept and put into fairly 

serviceable condition. The old trai~ ~ong the south shore 

of the lake was ~so retained, and brought up to the stand

ard of a good road. It is interesting to note that many of 

the original trails in this area have thus become the high

ways of to-day. 

The most· recent improvements in the roads have result

ed from the pressures of wan. During the Second World War, 

the importance of the route along Lesser Slave Lake as a 

feeder-line to the Alaska highway was realized, and a number 

of improvements resulted. The heavy nature and volume of 

traffic in the years of war required a good surface, and the 

. road was much improved by a gravel surface. But lest one 

attach too much significance to these improvements, it is 

perhaps necessary to point out that heavy summer rains can 

malte the road difficult of passage even to-day, although 

travel is always possible. 

In 1943 a daily train service to and from Edmonton 

was started, and since 1947 an excellent service has been 

provided by bus, both to Edmonton and to Peace River. The 

improvements in rail and road transportation are very impor

tant features in the development of this area since 1914, 
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reflecting the growing need of the area for outside contacts, 

and its growing prosperity. 

Binee 1914 the Lesset Slave Lake area has lost many of 

the features of the frontier. The population has increased, 

and a more complex regional economy has developed. These 

features are to be given consideration in later chapters. But 

at this point it is desirable to outline in brief the growth 

of a number of the present day settlements. 

The village of Slave Lake is located at the eastern 

end of the lake, within a pocket of sail of agricultural value. 

No farming was carried on here at all in the early days of 

settlement, according to one pioneer of this district, and 

even to-day there are only about thirty farms in the vicinity 

of the village. The railroad brought a small amount of pros

perity to Slave Lake, but the real development came with the 

raad improvements of the late twenties. Slave Lake is locat

ed far enough.:from Edmonton that most of theedrivers of motor 

vehicles bound in either direction decide to stOp there for 

rest and a tank of gasoline. A study was made in the summer 

of 1950 on the number of cars which stopped at Slave Lake, 

and the number represented a large percentage of the total 

traffic. Although it is almost all through tra:f:fic in the 

broad sense of the term, the services provided by Slave Lake 

to the large number of motor vehicles and their occupants 
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account for much of the loqal activity. 

Canyon Creek and Widewater are small commun1t1es loc

ated along the south shore of the lake, between Slave Lake 

and Kinuso. Al though Canyon Creek came into being early, 

with the establishment of a saw mill there in 1916, little 

real developmènt in either of these places took place until 

atter the building of the road in 1926. Kinuso came into 

being with the railroad, and has enjoyed a steady growth 

since its beginning. The local history of Faust on Giroux 

Bay is of considerable interest, showing as it does the influ

ence of the railway and the later improvement in the road 

transportation. Faust dates from the arrival of the railway 

in 1914. The first settler was a manrnamed Adams, who very 

early in the lite of Faust attempted to establish a box tact

ory there. The business failed, AdP..ms moved EtWR.~r, hut other 

people came into the community, and it began to develop. In 

1916 a fish plant was established in Faust, and it is still 

operating to-day, a well established and successful industry. 

Lumbering also had an early start in Faust, wi th a lumber mill 

being established there in the early twenties. The road in 

1926 brought turther development, particularly in the field 

of services to be offered to a travelling public. This small 

community now has a modern first class hotel, built to meet 

the demand for accommodation made by the many travelers using 
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this route. 

Perhaps the significance of the transportation faoil

ities in promoting settlement and development is best realized 

when viewed in a negative manner. Joussard is located approx

imately twelve miles from Grouard, on the south shore of the 

lake. It is an old settlement, which started early in the 

present century when the Roman Catholio Churoh established 

a mission and a residential school for the Indiana there. 

Looated as it is off the ma1n"•road and not served by the rail

way, Jqussard has had a very slow growth. The quietness of 
' ' 

Joussard is in marked oontr~st to the bustle and aotivi.ty of 

all the other settlements located along the south shore of 

the lake. But there is a virtue to the location of Joussard. 

It is a most pleasant little oommunity, and a number of sum-

mer cottages are located there, in appreciation of its solitude. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF THE POPULATION 

The prairie provinces of Canada are noted for the large 

bumber of ethnie groups which compose the population. This 

is in marked contrast to the eastern provinces where the 

Anglo-Saxon and the French elements are predominant. A study 

of the ethnie origin of the population, the distribution of 

the various ethnie groups throughout the area wherever the 

concentration is sufficiently great to recognize a pattern, 

and the most important of their racial characteristics which 

find expression in their life in the Lesser Slave Lake area, 

these are to be t~e points of interest in this chapter. 

Ethnie Groups Involved in Settlement 

The population of the Lesser Slave Lake area shows 

the mixture of ~aces charaoteristic of the prairie provinces. 

Anglo-Saxon, East Europeans ( Pales and Ukrainians ), Germans, 

French, Scandinaviane, Indiana, and half-breeds are the ethnie 

groups most common to this area. 

Robert England, in his book entitled, ~ Colonization 

of Western Canada, recognizes three periode in the settlement 

of the prairie provinces. The first period, from 1870 to 

1896, took place before the Lesser Slave Lake area was being 
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actively settled by people seeking to establish farms. But 

no doubt the area of this study received many settlers during 

the other two periods described by England, namely, the sec

ond period from 1896 to 1914, and the third period from 1914 

to 1930. The proper method to have adopted in a study of 

the ethnie groups of this area would have been in terms of 

direct interviews with a sufficient number of people of each 

group to permit generalities to be drawn concerning the time 

of their arrival in the area, their reasons for coming, and 

so forth. But auch a method would have involved more time 

than was available, and a dependance upon· the literature is 

forced upon the author. However, this is valid to a degree. 
A number of the features of settlement described by England 

find expression in the Lesser Slave Lake area. 

During the first decade of the present century Canada · 

sought settlers for her western lands. Cheap agricultural 

land was no longer available in the United States, and it 

was apparent that governmental aotivity along promotional 

lines would bring settlers. 1 The'government through offices 

mainly in the western states took advantage of every method 

known to salesmen ••••• trips of rural editors, conducted tours 

of groups of landseekers, displays of farm produce, and liter

ature.•l A number of the settlers who came into the prairies 

l R. England, ~ Colonization ~ Western Canada. p. 68. 
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from the United States at this time settled in the province 

ot Alberta, in tact, it is said that Alberta now has more 

citizens of American birth than any other province in Canada. 

The agricultural settlement in the valley land of the 

Swan River was started by a group ot familles from North Da

kota. Mr. F. Hill, who is a successtul tarmer in the Swan 

River valley to-day, was a member ot the original party which 

lett North Dakota in 1907, bound for the Peace River country, 

which, according to Mr. Hill, was be1ng promoted at that time 

as a 1 Garden of Eden" by the Canadian Government. These 

people came in wagons d»awn by horses and o.xen. They took 

the north shore of the lake on the1r planned journe~ to the 

Peace, and eventually they reached Grouard. There they were 

told by the Indiana about a very fine valley to the south ot 

the lake. The party had travelled a long distance, the women 

and children had found the trip difficult, and the members 

of the group decided to remain in the Swan River valley for 

at least the coming winter, and possibly to move on to the 

Peace River district in the spring of the following year. In 

the valley they found hay meadovts, thick grass vegetation, 

and a sail bath fertile and easily worked. They decided to 

stay, and more people from North Dakota jo1ned them in the 

tollow1ng years. American settlers formed thus the core about 

wh1ch grew the successful agricultural settlement of the Swan 
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River valley. 

The movement of American settlers ihto the Canadian 

prairie provinces was of considerable magnitude during the 

first decade of the twentieth oentury. Statistics given by 

England show that in 1901 over five thousand Americanssemi

grated into Western Canada, in 1903 over thirteen thousand, 

and in 1904 the number had increased to over forty thousand,2 

It is possible that a number of these eventually settled in . 
parts of the Lesser Slave Lake area, but the Swan River val

ley is the only place where one finds a concentration of 

settlers of American birth. 

The rich agricultural land to the west of the lake, 

centering upon High Prairie, experienced its initial rush of 

settlers after the coming of the railway in 1914. This was 

a period in the colonization of Western Canada when the war 

had interrupted the arriva! of immigrants into Canada from 

overseas. No doubt this accounts for the fact tha~ wettlers 

of Anglo-Saxon origin were the earliest ones to arrive in 

this particulat area. 

Another group which arrived in the area at an early 

date was the French. The Roman Catholic Church had bèen ac-

tive here since a very early time in the history of settlement. 

2 !1:.!.!!, p. 68. 



A number of French settlers were attracted to the area around 

St. Bruno 1 s Mission, and this tact is reflected in the con

centrationoof peopl~ of French origin in present day Joussard. 

The arrival of settlers of French origin was not concentrated 

in any one period, but continued until very recent years, and 

may still be going on. An illustration of this fact is pos

sible. During the course of the field study, a visit was 

made to the Heart River Settlement, near Grouard. The most 

successful farmer in this settlement has a farm of over one 

thousand acres. This man arrived in Grouard in 1934, and 

worked for the next two years as a chauffeur to the Roman 

Catholic priests at the Grouard · missi.on. He then began to 

farm on mission land as a sharecropper, and in the next four

teen years he succeeded in purchasing a farm of the present 

size. Perhaps it is not out of place to add that his native 

•habitant• ability to farm was not the only characteristic 

that he brought f'rom Q.uebeo. Sinoe 1936 his f'amily has grown 

by the addition of twelve healthy children. 

Many Ukainians and Pales have settled in the Lesser 

.Slave Lake area, particularly in the vicinity of High Prairie. 

The local people make no distinction between these two nation-

alities. Hence both Ukrainians and Poles shall be grouped 

tor purposes of this study under the general head1ng of peo

ples of East European origin. Although this tact has not been 
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verified in the field, it is beleived that these settlers of 

East European origin did not arrive in the area until after 

the First World Wa* probably first coming in during the twen

ties, and possibly continuing during the next several decades. 

These people were late arrivals in the High Prairie district, 

and have taken up lands adjacent to the core area. of parkland 

soil. 

A numb~r of other settlers of North European origin, 

German a and Scandinavians in particular, have settled in the 

area of study. These people are not as numeroua as the other 

groupa, and the author is able to offer little information as 

to the time of their arrival in the area. A amall settlement 

consisting almost exclusivelr of people of Scandinavian origin 

is located between High Prairie and Grouard. One correspond-

ent~êl,~ed that these people settled in there after the First 

' World War, but this opinion has not been verified. 

The original owners of the land, the Indiana, are lo

cated on the numerous reserves along the south shore of thè 

lake. The number of Indiana on these reserves is not large, 

but the native population is considerable when the half.::.breeds 

are taken 1nto consideration. 

A number of people holding administrative positions in 
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the Lesser Slave Lake area were will1ng to assist in the ident-

ification of ethnie types, thus permitting this aspect of the 

population to be treated in àome detail. Mr. Dompnier, of 

the High Prairie office of the Alberta Department of Municipal 

Aff airs, was particularly helptul, making available to the 

writer up-to-date information on the sections of land in pri-

vate hands, and identifying the ethnie origin of each land

owner. Perhaps i t is proper at this point to evaluate the 

authenticity of this information. In at least 90 per cent of 

the cases, Dompnier was absolutely certain about the reliabil-

ity of his statements concerning ethnie origin. In the remain-

ing 10 per cent, he made what should be considered well-in

formed guesses. Mr. Charles Scott, Fishery Inspecter of Les-

ser Slave Lake, gave some information on the ethnie origin of 

the commercial fishermen of the area, all ot whom he knew per

sonally. Thus, it appears that few reservations need be plac

ed on the information presented on this tapie. 

A map has been prepared showing the ethnie origin of 

the landowners. Although there are a considerable number of 

people resident in the area who are not landowners, detailed 

information was not available on them. Despite the missing 

element of the population, it is believed that the map does 

show the general distribution of ethnie types throughout the 

area of study, and if non-landowners were included, probably 

few differences in pattern would result. One difference, 
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however, is certain; a large number of half-breeds and non

treaty Indiana living in and around Faust and Xinuso are not 

owners of land, but they are, permanent members of the pop~ 

ulation of the se places, and must be taken in tG acoount. 

People of Anglo-Saa:on origin account for 'approx1mately 

50 per cent of the population of the Lasser Slave Lake area, 

and are distributed w1dely.throughout it. :Most of the hotels, 

stores, service stations, garages, and similar businesses are 

owned and operated by these people. In particular is this 

true of the larger unitw of industry, auch as the planing 

mille and fish plants. In addition, many of the successful 

farms in the area are in the hands of members of this group. 

A detailed study has been made of the agricultural 

area in the general vicinity of High Prairie. A series of 

maps showing the distribution of landowners of Anglo-Saxon 

and East European origin, and the value of the land, are found 

on the following pages. The advantages of an early arrival on 

the part of the Anglo-Saxons is apparent. These people set

tled on the parkland so1l ne ar High Prairie 1 and have buil t 

up an excellent agricultural community. 

The Ukrainians and Poles arrived on the scene at a 

somewhat later date. The beat soils having largely been 

taken up, these people tended to take up the soils that are 

transitional between the parkland and the true wooded soils. 
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It is interesting to note how marked is the tendency of these 

people of East European origin to remain farmers. Very few 

commercial establishments here are owned or operated by Poles 

and trkrainians. However, the second generation of the se peo-

ple shall probably be more inclined to leave the farm. Very 

few peop~e of East European origin are employed in the labor 

force of the lumber industry, al though a few may take employ-

ment in the woods during the winter logging season. In a · 

similar manner, commercial fishing holds little attraction for 

them, as shown·by the graph which has been prepared on the 

ethnie origin of the people engaged in the'commercial f1sh

ing industry of lesser Slave Lake. 

The p~elerence of the people for agriculture is re

flected in the degree of success attained in that industry by 

them. Industrious and energetic, few cases of failure in 

establishing a homestead are recorded among them. At the 

present time there is a movement of these people onto the 

parkland soils of the High Prairie district, by purchase of 

farms.put up for sale. 

The East Europeans are highly respeoted members of the 

community. Assimilation of the second generation of these 

people is rapid, the result of the sohool system which brings 

the children of all groups together. It is interesting to 

note the value that these people place upon. education. The 
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central school system of this area is an excellent one, but 

it involves rouch time spent in the echool van. Sorne groups 

are against the centralized schools tor that reason, but the 

East Europeans are the group most vocal in its support, de

siring the beat possible education tor their children. 

The number of people of' French origin in this area is 

not great. The only sizeable concentrationcof French is found 

at Joussard. Al though there are sorne f'armers among them, the 

majority of French located there are chiefly engaged in com-

mercial fishing and mink farming. 

A small settlement of Scandinavians has already been 

mentioned at an earlie.r point in this thesis. Other E\Wo-

peans, auch as Germans and Begians, are represented in the 

population, bUt t.o district has a majority of these people in 
'•. 

its population, and in actual numbers these groupè are small. 

It appears that no sharp differences exist in the approaèh 

that these people take to settlement. 

The Indian and half-breed popUla~ion of the Lesser 

S;Lave Lake are a is large. The original Indian treaty signed 

in 1899 established a number of reservations along the south 

and west shores of the lake, and the Indiana who have remain

ed on the treaty live on these reservations. In a conversa

tion with Mr. Lapp, the Indian agent for the district, it 

was learned that there are approximately sevan hundred treaty 

Indiana administered by his department. The Sucker Creek, 
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Driftpile, and Swan River Reserves are the largest, account

ing for six hundred of the Indiana. !he remaining one hun

dred live on the smaller reserves located near Slave Lake and 

Grouard. 

The Indian Affaire Branch has made a conscious effort 

to encourage farming on the se reserve lands. In tru th 1 t 

must be said that little success has been gained along these 

lines. Although the Driftpile and Swan River Reserves have 

some excellent agricultural land, only a handful of treaty 

Indiana have taken to farming. At one time these Indiana 

kept a large number of oattle, but high priees ~Ir beef, and 

unscrupulous buyers, have, aooording to the Indian agent, 

destroyed this activity. The fa1luresof the Indiana to make 

full use of their agricultural land is the source of some 

conflict between them and the1r ne1ghbors, particularly in 

the Kinuao district. A number of farmers in that area would 

like to 1ncreaee the aize or their farms by means of the pur

chase of reserve land not in aotual use. Although a tr1be is 

permitted to sell reserve land if it so wishes, seldom does 

the willingness to sell exist, and a certain amount of ill

feeling resulta. 

The education of the children of treaty Indiana was 

made a responsibility of the Orown by the Treaty of l899i 

All of the Indian ohildren of the Lesser Slave Lake area 
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attend residential sohools operated by the Roman Catholio 

missions at Grouard and Joussard. The Indiana Affaira Branoh 

pays the oost of this education, whioh amounts to three hun

dred dollars per year per student. The Indiana are in favor 

of sending their ohildren to the non-residential provincial 

sohools, and a number of auch ohildren are now attending the 

oentralized sohool in Kinuso. 

The difference between a treaty Indian and a half-breed 

1s usually oonsidered to be a matter of racial purity. In the 

Lesser Slave Lake area this is most defin1tely untrue. The 

treaty Indiana are reported to have as muoh white blood in 

their veina as the half-breeds, but they are oonsidered to 

be full-blood Indiana beoause they have not eleoted to go off 

treaty. The two groups, treaty Indiana and half-breeds, have 

many contacts with eaoh other, usually to the disadvantage of 

the former. Half-breeds are permitted by law to buy liquor, 

and a certain amount of their purohases are reported to 

eventually reach the treaty Indiana. 

Although figures are laokin~, 1t 1s ~ recoggized faot 

that the half-breed population is muoh larger than that of 

the treaty Indiana. Many of the half-breeds are engaged in 

the lumber industry. They make up a high proportion of the 

winter employees of the industry, working in the lumber 

camps. An interesting establishment is the Indian co-operative 



Fig. 5. Delta l and of agricultural 

value in the Driftpile Indian Reserve . 

Fig. 6 •• Hospital , Driftpile Indian 

Reserve. 
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at Grouard. The members are non-treaty Indiana and half

breeds, and under the direction of Father Fogard, a Roman 

Catholic priest, they have established a successf'ul co-oper

ative. The aim of' this undertaking has been to increase the 
independance of' these native people, and to develop their 

native skills. Products of manufacture, such as mocasins, 

have won a wide market throughout Canada. 

One other element ex~sts in the population of the Les

ser Slave Lake area. The lumber industry requires a large 

number of seasonal employees during the winter logging sea

son. The labor force resident in the area is not large 

enough to meet this demand, with the result that men are 

brought in from Edmonton each winter for work in the lumber 

camps. 

Although the area has experienced several periode in 

which the population increase was rapid, such as during the 

Klondike gold rush, and immediately af'ter the railroad was 

built in 1914, in general the population has grown slowly but 

steadily. This is understandable. As shall be discussed in 

following chapters, the economie development of the Lesser 

Slave Lake area has proceeded at a moderate rate since 1914, 

and the population growth has tended to keep up with it, but 

not to surpass it. People of' mixed ethnie origin have taken 

part in the settlement of' this area, but racial differences 

have tended to disappear quite rapidly. This is a generality, 
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but it appears to be valid. An exception could be made in 

the case of the Ukrainians and the Poles, who are in a sense 

a separate group. Little conflict exista between these people 

of East European origin and the other elements of the popula

tion, but perhaps there is a small amount of jealousy on the 

part of the latter when the willingness to work hard on the 

part of the former resulta in a considerable degree of rapid 

success. 



CHAPTER VII 

AGRICULTURE IN THE LESSER SLAVE LAKE .AREA 

The leading industry in this area of study is agri-

culture, both in terms of wealth produced, and in the number 

of people directly engaged in it. Climatic differences are 

believed to be slight from one place to another within the 

boundaries of this study, and although the climate largely 

determines the types of crops grown, the type of soil is the 

critical factor in the distribution of agriculture. A very 

close correlation is seen to exist between the pattern of 

settlement, map 2, on page 12, and the distribution of soil 

types, map 3, on page 23. In places where the so11 provides 

the physical basie for agriculture, settlement based on that 

industry has taken place. Within any soil zone, there are 

many classes of soil separated on the basie of physical 

properties, such as topography, drainage, number of stones 

present, texture and size of soil particles, and so forth. 

These no doubt condition the pattern of settlement within 
. 

small units, such as the townships, but in broader outline it 

may be said that agricultural settlement has tended to take 

place on the parkland and the first class wooded soils. 

Soil suitable for agriculture is of limited distribu-

tfon. Agricultural settlement has taken place in the High 
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Prairie district, and in the Swan River valley. Several 

other small patches of good soil exist, but other factors 

have prevented the development of farming communities on them. 

The Driftpile Indian Reserve is one example of this, with the 

cultural at ti tude of the Indiana toward agriculture condi

tioning the use to which they put their land. Isolation is 

also a determining factor. Some good valley land of limited 

extent exista south of High Prairie, but it is separated 

from the High Prairie core area by poorer soil types, with the 

result that its settlement has not yet taken place. Although 

agriculture is the leading 1ndustry, it is of limited areal 

distribution, using approximately 15 per cent of the total 

area included in this study. 

During the early years of settlement, a large number 

of cattle were kept in the High Prairie district. The nat

ural grasslands northeast of High Prairie, on the lowlands 

bordering Buffalo Bay, attracted stock-raisers. To-day these 

lands are still used to gr aze sorne animale, and in sorne years 

hay from this area is shipped out to other points, but fre

quent flooding has reduced the value of this land. A number 

of the old inhabitants of this dist~ict were interviewed dur

ing the field stüdies of 1950, and they stated that cattle 

raising was quiokly followed by a period of greater depend

ance upon wheat and barley. To-day agriculture in the Lesser 
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Slave Lake area is characterized by mixed farming. If a 

point of change must be recognized, most people in the area 

would place it around 1930, when the farmers began to realize 

that mixed farming promised more economie return over the 

years. 

Agriculture is a relatively safe venture in this area. 

Crop failures do not occur with the same frequency as in 

some areas in the more southern parts of the province. Rain

fall is generally quite adequate, and of proper seasonal dis-

tribution. Rail damage is also relatively infrequent of occur

rence. In 1949 a hail storm brought some damage to crops in 

the Swan River valley, reducing the yield by 10 percent. Local 

inhabitants of that area report this as being the first hail 

damage experienced in the Kinuso area for the past twenty-five 

years. The greatest hazard is to be found in early fall frosts, 

to which all farmers here appear to have adopted a philosophie

al attitude. A number of them have seen entire orops destroy

ed by early frosts in August. But many years are free of early 

killing frosts, and in general the farmers enjoy a steady ret

urn for their efforts. The consistency with which reasonable 

crops are produced in this area is beat shown by a graph. On 

the tollowing page is Figure 7, a graph based upon wheat ret

urne over a fifteen year period. The poorest year, 1935, gave 

a return of thirteen bushels to the acre. The average y1eld 
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of approximately twenty-six bushels to the acre compares most 

favourably with yields in ether parts of the province~ 

Good transportation facilities permit the farmers of 

this area to produce for distant markets. Over the years a 

definite type of agricultural economy has emerged, and one 

which appears to be well suited to the area. Barley, wheat, 

and oats are the most important crops, given here in the order 

of their importance, although individual years may show wheat 

or oats in the leading position. The number of cattle kept 

is large, some for beef and some for milk. High Prairie has 

a pasteurizing plant, but as yet it has no creamery. During 

the war a large number of hogs were raised in the Lesser Slave 

Lake area, but this has not continued during the post-war years. 

The number of poultry kept is not large, although some indiv

idual farms have as many as five hundred head of poultry. 

Although two distinct centers of agriculture are recog

nized within the area of this study, namely, Kinuso and High 

Prairie, the latter town serves the larger agricultural dist

rict. Three grain elevators are located in High Prairie, and 

in 1949, according to one estimate, these elevators handled 

over one million bushels of grain, mostly barley and wheat.1 

As a means of comparison, the elevator at Kinuso in the same 

year handled approximately 110,000 bushels, or roughly 10 per 

1 Estimate made by Mr. Reynolds of High Prairie. 



cent of the High Prairie output.2 During the same year 105 

carloads of beef cattle were shipped out from High Prairie 

by rail. The annual wealth produced by agriculture in this 
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area is thus of considerable proportion, and makes it the num-

ber one industry. 

The farms are generally large, the average being about 

one half section. The farms are well-mechanized, and the f~ 

operators follow progressive methods. Wind erosion can be a 

problem here, and a number of farmers have grown wind breaks. 

In the High Prairie district auch wind breaks are quite a comm-

on feature of the landscape. 

But one must not believe that the agricultural economy 

in the Les·ser Slave Lake area is fully developed, and complet

ely stable. In a number of ways change occurs, the most import

ant one being yearly increases in the amount of cultivated land. 

The most recent increase followed closely after the last war, 

when many veterans took up land under the Veteran 1 s Land Act. 

This is particularly true in the Swan River district, where in 

1947 the permits issued to sell grain jumped in number from 

forty-seven to ninety-seven. 

2 . 
Information provided by elevator operator at Kinuso. 



Fig. 8. Planted windbreak, comraon 

in the High Prairie district . 

Fig . 9. Typical Ukra inian farmstead 

in the Heart River Settlement. 



CHAPTER VIII 

NON-AGRICULTURAL INDUSTRIES OF THE AREA 

The most active period of settlement in the Lasser 
.... 

Slave Lake area was based upon agriculture. Binee the arriv-

al of the railroad in 1914; however, the possibility has 

existed for the development of other industries. To-day lumb

ering, commercial fishing, and mink farming play relatively 

important roles in the economy of the area. The development 

and present day activity of these industries shall be discuss

ed in this chapter. 

Lumbering 

In the agricul tural are a of High Prairie, lumbering 

most definitely plays a secondary role. However, in the land 

to the south of the lake, lumbering is the most important ind

ustry. Faust has long been a center for the industry, but 

recent expansion has brought development in lumbering to other 

are as along the lake, and in particular, to Kinuso. 

Spruce is the only species which is economically val

uable in the region. Several years ago an attempt was made 

to promote the use of poplar but for several reasons it fail

ed. According to the mill operators, the public has a prej-

ud1ce agafnst pople.r, and in addition i t has a bad name in 
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the trade. It tends to warp badly, and 1t soaks up mo1sture, 

which from the v1ew of the mill operator is most undesirable, 

as the 1ncrease in we1ght makes shipping charges very h1gh. 

Despite such a drawback, the mill operators of the Lesser 

Slave Lrute area would welcome a market for poplar, as it is 

w1deapread throughout the timber tracts. 

Early surveys in the Lesser Slave Lake area revealed 

the limi ted amount of good agr1cul tural land av ail able to 

settlement. The government decided to close certain parts 

to agricultural settlement, and established the Lasser Slave 

Forest Reserve, which embraces the Swan Hills and the upland 

area between these hills and the lake. The government con

trole the activity of the lumbermen in this reserve. The 

companies are free to carry out investigations in the reserve 

area, and an individual company may ask the government to 

put up for lease a certain tract of land as a timber berth. 

All companies are then able to make a bid for the lease. 

Whenever a company has a bid accepted, it must then conform 

to the regulations set down by the government concerning the 

aize of the timber eut, and the condition in which the area 

is to be left. Thus, the government has a considerable 

measure of control over the exploitation of these forested 

lands. 

The timber bertha are usually quite small, and 
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scattered in their distribution. Most of them yield between 

five hundred thousand and three mill:d:on board feet, ma.king i t 

necessary to move the camps in the woods every two or three 

years. A .. good average yield for the t1mber bertha worked 

during the past few years would be eight thousand board feet 

per acre, according to the owner of the McRae Lumber Company 

of Faust The scattered accurrence of good tracts of timber 

have forced the operators to work farther and farther away 

from the mille. At the present time, the companies are haul-

1ns·lumber from areas twenty-five to forty miles south of the 

lake. Tractors operating on winter logging roads carry this 

lumber to the planing mille located on the shore of the lake. 

Although it appears to be a long distance, the consensus of 

opinion among the operators would 1nd1cate that the cheap and 

efficient transportation provided by the tractors has all but 

eliminated distance as a oost factor. 

A number of ~arge companies dominate the industry, but 

there is still a place for the small operators. The amount 

of capital required to start a sawmill in the woods is not 

h1gh. A number' of peop~e do this as a seasonal activity, 

operating a sawmill during winter, and fishing during the 

summer. These small sawmills do not produce finished lumber, 

but sell their output to the larger companies who operate 

planing mille. Lumbering is an industry of seasonal employ-
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ment. The permanent employees of this industry for the whole 

Lesser Slave Lake area number lese than one hundred persans. 

But during the winter operations, seasonal employment is pro

vided for upwards of eight hundred men. Many are local men, 

often Indian and half-breeds, but the supply is always unable 

to meet the demand, and workers are brought in from Edmonton. 

Lumbering is a primary industry, made possible in this 

area by the transportation facilities provided by the railway. 

The local market for lumber is quite inàignificant, accounting 

for less than l per cent of the total output. The mills sell 

direct to dealers in all parts of Canada and the United States, 

good grades of spruce finding a ready market in areas as far 

distant as Clearwater, Florida. The total output of the indus

try in the Lesser Slave Lake area is approximately fifteen rail

raad cars each week throughout the year. 

The McRae Lumber Company started in Faust during the 

early twenties, and is the oldest company in the area. The 

high priees for lumber has brought considerable development 

in the industry in the Lesser Slave Lake area during recent 

years. In 1948, the Imperial Lumber Company began operations 

in a new planing mill located in the village of Kinuso. The 

Swanson Lumber Company of Edmonton went into production in the 

village of Slave Lake in 1949, and it is believed by a number 

of people that a planing mill similar to the one in Kinuso 

shall be built in Slave Lake within the next few years. 



Fig. 10 . Lùmber yard , I mperial 

Lumber Company, Kinuso . 

Fig . 11 . Bu r ned- over forest in t h e 

vicini t y of Kinus o . 
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Whether this takes place or not, the fact remains that lumber

ing is an important industry in the Lasser Slave Lake area to

day. A governmental policy of controlled cutting, and an in

dustry producing a finished product, suggest a continued exist-

ence for lumbering in this area. 

Fishing 

Reference has been made earlier in this thesis to a 

small ecale commercial fishing industry in the Lesser Slave 

Lake area prior to the coming of the railwa.y in 1Gl4. At 

that time the catch was frozen and hauled on sleighs to Edmon-

ton. The transport facilities limited this activity to the 

winter season. Thus, as ie true of the ether industries of 

this area, development of fisheries on a large scale could 

not take place until railway transportation became available • 
• 

In 1916 William Menziee built a fish plant in Canyon 

Oreek. Several years later he moved to Faust, and establish

ed there the Menzies Fisheries, a company which is still in 

operation, and which to-day plays a major role in the commer-

cial fishing industry of this lake. The move from Canyon 

Creek to Faust was prob.ably in response to the better fishing 

opportunities in the western portion of the lake. In addition, 

Giroux Bay offers a sheltered harbor to the fishing craft. The 

advantages of a location in Faust are expressed on a map.on 
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the following page, which shows the distibution of fish pack-

ing plants in the Lesser Slave Lake area. Seven of the nine 

such plants are located west of The Narrows, and four of them 

are located in Faust. 

A number of different varieties of fish are caught in 

Lesser Slave Lake. Tullibee, pike, perch, pickerel, two kinds 

of sucker, ling 1 and Rocky Mountain whitefish are the most 
1 

common. Of these varieties, whitefish is the only one of comm-

ercial value. 

During the twenties, when commercial fishing was in an 

early stage of development, sorne truly enormous catches of white-

fish were made. Operating without a limit on the catch, the 

commercial fishermen at that time took between one and a half 

million and two million pounds of whitefish each year out of 

the lake. The result of such heavy fishing was a sharp decline 

in catch, as too heavy demanda were being made on this resource. 

About the year 1930, a measure of governmental control on the 

quantity of fish tru~en was adopted. Since then the catch has 

not been permitted to exceed one million pounds per year. The 

war years were an exception, when commercial fishing was again 

permitted to operate without a limit on catch. Heavy fishing 

once more reduced the numbers of fish in the lake, and since 

the war the limit has been reduced sharply, varying from year 

to year between five hundred thousand and seven hundred thous-

l 
Miller, .21?.· ~·, p. 3. 
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The Alberta Department of Fisheries has an office in 

Canyon Creek, with a resident Fishery Inspector stationed 
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there. In addition to controlling the amount of fish taken, 

the inspector enforces a number of closed seasons throughout 

the year. Commercial fishing begins with the spring break

up of ice, about the middle of May, and continues until the 

l5th of June. The lake is then closed to commercial fishing 

until the lst of August. after which date it remains open 

until a summer limit of four hundred thousand pounds of white-

fish is taken, or until the 30th of September, whichever 

comes first. Commercial fishing is again permitted during 

the winter, when fishing is carried on through the ice. Win

ter fishing begins on the lst of December, and continues until 

the end of March, or until the winter limit of three hundred 

thousand pounds of whitefish is taken, whichever comes first. 

The writer is able to speak with some authority on the 

quality of this product. Menus offered to the public by eat-

ing establishments· in the Lesser Slave Lake area 1nvar1ably 

include whitefish, and it is excellent. A similar judgment 

must be accorded to this product in other parts of C~a 
and the United States, as the industry produces for a wide 

market. The American market is of considerable importance, 

taking a large portion of the catch. In this regard it may 
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be pointed out that the investigations oarried out in 1940 by 

R. B. Miller were oooasioned by the inability of the prdduot 

to gain entry into the United States under a pure foods law. 

A study was made of the infestation of whitefish in the lake, 

and it appears that suitable measures were adopted to correct 

the situation. 

To-day commercial fishing is an industry of seoondary 

importance in the Lesser Slave Lake area. It is an industry 

providing employment to a considerable number of small oper

ators. The Fishery Inspecter estimated that' approximately 

one hundred and twenty-five commercial licenses would be 

issued in 1950. The majority of these fishermen own their 

own small oraft and fishing gear; and sell the ir catch to 

the large fish 09:mpanies, suoh as Menzies Fisheries, in Faust. 

A graph has been prepared showing the ethnie ofigin of 

the people engaged in commercial fishing in Lesser Slave Lake. 

This graph appears on the following page. It is based upon 

a list of lioense holders for the spring fishing Of 1950, 

about one hundred in number, and thus quite representative. 

It 1s 1nterest1ng to note the large number of half-breeds 

engaged in this 1ndustry. Perhaps more emphasis should be 

given, However, to the small soale operators. Only a small 

amount of capital is required to start commercial fishing in 

the lake. The number of people engaged in this industry 
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varies from year to year, and many people move in and out of 

the industry within a relatively short time. At the other 

end of the ecale, the East Europeans show very little interest 

in this sort of employment. 

Mink Farming 

During the nineteenth century the chief product of the 

Le aser Slave Lake are a was fur. The decline of the fur trad.e 

has been discussed elsewhere in this thesis. However, it is 

interèsting to note that once again fur is demanding attention. 

To-day there are more mink farmers located in this area than 

in any other area of comparable size in Alberta. A very con

siderable portion of the wealth produced along the south shore 

of the lake comes from mink, and the role p&ayed by this in

dustry in the present day economy is an important one. 

Mink are the largest members of the weasel family, 

Mustelidae. They belong to the genus Mustela and the spec1es 

vison, therefore the scientific nrune of the mink is Mustela 

vison.l Mink are small animale, weighing from one and a half 

pounds to four pounds, having small heads, short ears, long 

slender bodies, and short legs. Inthe wild state the mink 

is round ch1efly in the northern regions of this continent. 

The raising of mink began in Canada early 1n the present 

1 o. X. Gunn, ~ Ranching, p. 3. 
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century, and has sinoe grown to be an important ~Dàï' ·~the 

Canadian fur tarming industry.2 Several strains of wild 

stock were used as parental stock, but a long period of con

trolled breeding has made these strains no longer readily 

distinguishable in ranch-bred mink. 

The concentration of mink farms along the south shore 

of Lesser Slave Lake is of particular interest to the geog~ 

rapher, showing as it does a very neat adaptation to the 

possibilities offered by the environment. Since the mink is 

a carnivorous animal, its main feed ingredient is meat or 

fish. A location on the lake permits mihk farmers to exploit 

the resources of the lake as mink feed, tullibee, ling, suok~ 

ers, and ether rough fish being the major item in the diet. 

Although this is no doubt the main reason for the concentra

tion of mink farms along the south shore of the lake, i t is 

not the only one. Moderate shelter from excessive wind is 

also desirable in the location of a mink ranch, because ex

cessive wind has a detrimental dr~ing effect upon mink fur 

which detracts from its lustre and quality as a market prod

uct. To obtain suoh conditions, mink farmers prefer a loca

tion close to water dampness at night to produoe most favor

able turring conditions. The Lesser Slave Lake area thus 

2 ~· .2!1· 



Fig. 13 . Mink pens , a common 

à.ight from Slave Lake to Joussard. 



lOO 

emerges as an ideal location for the industry. 

A map has been prepared showing the distribution of 

mink farms, and i t accompanies this the sis on page 93. Mink 

farmers prefer a location on the shore of the lake. Concen

trations of mink farms are found at Slave Lake, Widewater, 

Canyon Creek, Faust, and Joussard, all at points where the 

highway is close to the lake. In the delta lands of the Drift

pile and the Swan Rivera, the highway is located severaJ. 

miles inland from the lake, and little development in mink 

farming has tak.en place in the se parts, and of course the land 

here has an agricultural value. The qualities of location 

demanded by the mink industry are thus fortunate, permitting 

sound deveopment in areas of limited utility to the other in

dustries of the area. 

Here ~a an industry for a man who likes variety 1n his 

working day, for full exploitation of the lake demanda much 

time spent fishing. No limit is placed upon the catch of 

rough fiah used as mink feed, except a time limit made nec

essary by the movements of fish. The season is closed to 

mink fishermem when commercial fiah and rough fiah ar~ in the 

same feeding grounds. The season opens for these fishermen 

about the loth of July, and remains open until the end of 

October. A winter season of aix weeks duration begins about 

the loth of January. Thua, for five months of the year the 

lake is open to fishermen taking catches of rough fish. One 



Fig. 14. Provincial school in 
Kinuso . 

Fig. 15. Provincial school in 

High Prairie . 
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further control however is enforced as a protection to the 

commercial fishing industry. If, during any open season, the 

mink fishermen are taking whitefish in excess of 5 per cent 

of the total catch, the lake is automatically closed to mink 

fishing. 

It has bee~ estimated that five million pounds of rough 

fish are taken from the lake by the mink fishermen each year. 

This catch représenta a tremendous saving to the operators 

of mink farms. Elsewhere in the pr·ovince, mink are fed poor

er grades of meat, auch as horsemeat, beef tripe, and so on, 

at a oost of approximately four cents per pound. An everage 

expen!iture is made in the Lesser Slave Lake area of two cents 

per pound in order to obtain fish as mink feed. A different

ia! thus exista of two cents per pound, giving a considerable 

economie advantage to the mink farmers of this area. One 

operator alone saved over two thousand dollars in 1949 on his 

feed bill by us1ng rough f1sh. 

The advantages of the Lesser Slave Lake area for mink 

farm1ng having been outlined, consideration shall now be giv

en to the development of the industry. The fiPBt mink were 

introduced into the area in 1926, and s1nce that t1me a slow 

but steady 1norease has taken place in the number of mink 

farms along the south shore of the lake. Mr. D. Fraser, head 

of the Fur Farm1ng Branch of the Alberta Department of 
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Agriculture, in a personal interview estimated the mink pop

ulation of the Lesser Slave Lake area in 1950 to have been 

approximately fifty thousand, and the number of licensed mink 

farmers to have been over two hundred. The development of 

the industry has been described above as slow but steady. In 

the.long term consideration, this is true. But during those 

years when priees are high for mink pelta, a large number of 

people start up in the business, only to fail when the priee 

leval returns to normal. SuccessfÙl mink farms require .heavy 

capitalization, and in terme of the establishment of success

ful farms, the increase in number has been slow but steady over 

the years. During the course of the field study in the sum

mer of 1950, the writer visited the Kenny mink farm located 

close to Faust. This farm is considered to be the beat one 

in the area, and as auch it is not trU1y representative, but 

it reveals the large amount of capital required to produce a 

modern, well-equipped mink farm. An investment of over 1.;·.c.:n 

$20,000 had been made in fishing equipment, the major expanse 

being a motor launch. The fishing gear permits the operator 

of this farm to take rough fish in excess of his own needs, 

and he sella feed to other mink farmers. Another $10,000 had 

been spent on a modern freezing plant, permitting the storage 

of feed for the months when the lake is closed to fishing. 

Expansive machinery, such as grinders, had been installed for 

the preparation of the mink feed. The pens were of sound 



104 

construction, as were all the other necessary buildings. In 

all, the tarrn was velued at $75,000, the figure including the 

value of the breeding stock, but not the 1950 kit, which it 

was estimated would bring $20,000 on the market. 

Lumbering no doubt produces the most wealth in the 

area along the south shore of the lake, but mink farming is 

more important in terme of the number of people dependent upon 

it for a livelihood. The future of the industry is far from 

certain. It is dependent upon the fashions of the day, and 

as such is vulnerable to any change in the fur fashions of 

the world. It is a luxury product, and hence is subject to 

large fluctuations in demand. But of even greater concern in 

the Lesser Slave Lake area is the continued availability of 

rough fish for feed. Some years ago a concentration of mink 

farms existed around Lac la Biche, northeast of Edmonton, but 

the demanda made on the fish population for mink feed were 

too heavy, the supply diminished, and the industry failed. 

The Alberta Department of Fisheries is interested in the com

mercial variety of fish in Lesser Slave Lake, and it is per

mitting the present he~ fishing of rough fish in order to 

determine what effect, if any, it has on the quantity of 

whitefish in the lake. It is possible that the department 

may at some future date decide to curtail the mink fishing in 

order to protect the commercial fishing industry, or the 

rough fish may fail to reproduce in sufficient numbers. 
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Although a number of well established mink farms would no 

doubt continue sorne sort of operation despite a closed lake, 

many of the smaller operatore would leave the area. Thus, 

although the industry is important to-day, its economie found

ations are not absolutely secure. 



CHAP'l'ER IX 

'l'HE CULTURAL LAND SC APE 

'l'he writer has been impressed, time and again during 

this study, by the amount of development which has taken place 

in this area during the past fifty odd years. Prior to the 

Klondike gold rush, the cultural landscape was of great sim

plicity. 'l'he population at that time consisted of Cree In

diane, and a handful of whites engaged in the fur trade. The 

transportation routes were those provided by nature, and 

according to all reports, nature had not been overly generous. 

But since 1898 a modern network of transportation facilities 

~' has been ~iven to the area, a number of different industries 

have developed, and the cultural landscape has changed from 

the simplicity of a frontier to the complexity of a settled 

are a in which man is active in many ways. 

It is sometimes p.ossible to recognize a pattern in 

the history of a selected area. For instance, an island 

might well have a history which has been dominated by the one 

simple fact that it is an island. In much the seme way, to 
·, 

the mind of the writer at least, the history of the Lasser 

Slave Lake area has been intimately concerned with the basic 

tact of its location, on the best land route north from 

Edmonton to the Peace River district and beyond. In 1898 
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this mere tact of location brought the men of the Klondike, 

streaming through the area on their long trek to the Yukon. 

Grouard came into being for the Klondikers, and a number of 

them decided to stay, some as failures to be sure, but sorne 

fired with enthusiaem over the future of the Lesser Slave 

Lake area. During the early years of the present century, 

location again brought benefits, as settlers heading for the 

Peace River district slowly made their way north through the 

area. A man seeking new land is apt to take it where he finds 

it, and a number decided to remain in the Lesser Slave Lake 

area.· In 1914, the railroad was built, not to promote 

settlement around the lake, but to connect Edmonton and Peace 

River. But location along the beat railroad route to the 

north brought a high measure of development in the Lesser 

Slave Lake area. Of recent years, the Alaska highway has 

exerted a similar influence, but of lesser degree. The high

way along the south shore of the lake is a feeder-line to the 

famous Alaska highway. Although the local people often corn

plain about the heavy traffic of these recent years, the mer

chants know that the increased traffic has meant an increase 

in business. Thus, it appears that time and again the dev

elopment of the Leeser Slave Lake area has been in reeponee 

to the new opportunities invariably ushered in by another 

development farther to the north. It has been these events 
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in history which have changed the cultural landscape, bring

ing in people, and a variety of industries. 

The cultural landscape is here dominated by contraste. 

One cannot travel from Slave Lake in the east to High Prairie 

in the west without noticing the variation in the landscape 

from district to district. Pockets of agricultural land are 

separated by areas where the only economie activity has been 

in the hands of the lumbermen. Other areas are characterized 

by the oblong pens of the mink farms. Perhaps the greatest 

amount of contrast of all is experienced when the well dev

eloped, prosperous farming region near High Prairie cornes 

into view. Nothing like it has been seen for over a hundred 

miles, and it appears as an oasis. 

A further contrast is seen in the population. Within 

the course of one block in High Prairie it is possible to 

meet a great variety of people; perhaps several Indiana off 

one of the reserves, an old American who came into the area 

at the turn of the century, a Ukrainian who has won for hlm

self a good farm in the past fifteen years, a Canadian busi

ness man who failed in a drier part of the prairies in the 

thirties and decided to try his luck in the north. These 

people lend a flavor to the cultural landscape. Although of 

different backgrounds, they at least hold one thing in common, 

enthusiasm for the Lesser Slave Lake area, and a confidence 
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in its future. This is more than a topic of conversation. 

Most of these people have witnessed the slow but steady de

velopment of this area. Perhaps the best measure of their 

confidence is the activity of their sons and daughters. In 

general, _they refuse the pull to Edmonton, and remain at 

home. Much new land is broken·.~and brought into cultivation 

each year, and in many cases it is at the hands of young 

people who have been born and brought up in the area. 

The place-names which people give to an area are a 

part of the cultural landscape, and a certain amount of re

search has been carried out on their origin. The writer be-

lieved that sorne of the place-names might well show interest-

ing connections with the homelands of the people who settled 

here during the past fifty years. It is true that a number 

of place-names have their origin in the earlier Indian names. 

Kinuso is the Cree word for 11 fish 0 • ·The name "Slave" has its 

origin in a Cree word of similar meaning whicn was used in 

reference to a tribe of Indiana of marked timidity. Several 

places are named in appreciation of the natural landscape, 

hence High Prairie, and Driftpile. The latter is a translation 

of the Cree name for the river, at the mouth of which drift-

wood piles up. But any connection with other areas is totally 

lacking. Faust is named after T.E. Faust, an engineer on the 

railway. 1 Aggie and Wagner, although only points on the railway, 

P. 50. 

1 Geographie Board of Canada, Place-Names .91.. Alberta, 
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are on the map, recording again the names of early employees 

of the railway. Enilda is a pleasant change from this de

pendance upon the names of railway people. It is named after 

the wife of the first postmaster, a woman by the name of 

Adline, and it is merely the reverse spelling. Perhaps the 

sought-after coloris only to be found in Shaw 1 s Point, named 

after a whimsical old chief factor of the Hudson's Bay Company 

post at Grouard. 11 He appears to have been a man of many 

eccentricities, one of which was the cultivation of a very 
2 long fingernail, which he used as a spoon to eat his egg. 

The concept of the frontier appears to be largely a 

matter of the cultural landscape. It is difficult to find 

many expressions of the frontier in the Lasser Slave Lake area 

of to-day. In various parts of north central ~lberta, the 

progress of settlement has been recorded in a unique and inter-

esting manner. It is possible on occasion to recognize three 

homes on the farmstead of to-day, a log ce_bin dating from the 

period of first settlement, a very modest frame house which 

was the next family dwelling place, and finally a third house 

at present in use. The frontier is thus recognizable in these 

parts as being a phenomenon of the immediate past. But auch 

a sequence of events is not recorded in the Lasser Slave Lake 

2 
F. H. Kitto, The Peace River Country of Canada, p. 51. 
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are a to any marked degree. Perhaps the frontier days are too 

far removed from the present to be given auch expression. At 

any rate, the appearance of the farms and the vi11ages suggests 

activity, prosperity, and outside contacts not characteristic 

of the frontier. 

The schoo1 system of to-day serves as an exce11ent index 

of the progress of this area. From S1ave Lake to High Prairie, 

the school chi1dren benefit from the present system of centraJ.

ized schools. Many highschool students are carried in school 

vans from points as far distant as forty m11es, in order to 

give to them the many advantaces of the larger schools. The 

o1d one-room school has disappeared in the Lesser Slave Lake 

area, as have most of the other characteristics of frontier 

days. 



CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

Emphasis has been placed upon the variations in the 

cultural landscape found throughout the are a of this study. 

In the beginning administrative boundaries were chosen as the 

limita for the Lesser Slave Lake area. After having developed 

the essentials of i ts human geography"' an ana)ysis is now 

necessary. The area of atudy is not a geographical region, 

but within it auch a region doea exist. It is the area of 

lowland along the south shore of the lake, opening up in the 

west to include the agricultural region around High Prairie. 

This lowland area stands up to scrutiny as a geographical 

region, in terms of both its physical and cultural geography. 

All of this lowland area was at one time in the geo

logie past beneath the waters of the lake, and shares a common 

geomorphological origin. In the more recent geologie past, 

modifications have taken place in the lowland, by the delta

making activities of the Swan and Driftpile Rivera. Human 

records in this area permit no estimates of the rate at which 

this process is preceding to-day, but no doubt it is still 

going on. There is considerable physical variation through

out this lowland area. From one place to another within 

this physiographic province the soil varies from true wooded 
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to pe~kland type. The vegetation cover includes areas of 

forest, parkland, and natural hay meadows. But all of this 

lowland shows an essential physical unity, all the more clear

ly when one considere the role it has played in the human 

geography of the area. 

In the early days people heading for the Yukon and 

the Peace River district often followed the no~h shore of the 

lake for reasons which are not entirely clear. But modern 

transportation routes follow the lowland, and to-day along the 

south shore of the lake, the villages are spread out along the 

railway and highway as beads along a string. 

The beat opportunit&es for settlement are found on 

this lowland fringe. South of the lake, the land begins to 

rise, and physical conditions preclude settlement. It is true 

that lumbering is active in this area, but the permanent as

pects of the lumbering industry, such as the planing mills, 

are all located on the lowland. Africultural settlement is 

also largely confined to the same are a, and of course, the 

industries based upo~ the resources of the lake are all located 

along the shore. 

The pattern of settlement map which accompanies this 

thesis is of considerable aid in establishing the boundaries 

of the geographical region. The westernmost part of the map 

begins to show a decrease in the amount of land in private 

hands. An extension of the map in all directions would bring 
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into view areas very sparsely settled. This is particularly 

true of the land to the north and to the south of the lake. 

The Swan Hills are not settled at all, and a similar concen

tration of people would not be found until one reached the 

Athabaska watershed south of the Swan Hills. Thus, in com

parison to the surrounding country, this lowland area along 

the lake begins to emerge as a concentration of people, al

though not of major proportions. 

High Prairie is not centrally located in this geographical 

region, but it is the core in terms of the human geography. 

Slave Lake, at the eastern end of the geographical region, is 

located approximately midway between High Prairie and Athabaska~ 

But the people of Slave Lake recognize High Prairie as their 

most important neighboring town. High Prairie is the'banking 

and medical center for all the settlements along the south 

shore of the lake. The Sisters of Providence operate a hospit

al in High Prairie. There are three resident doctors at this 

hospital, and a modern clinic is in operation there. 

Throughout the whole area of this study, Edmonton is 

recognized as "the city 11 , and is often referred to as such. 

But the everyday demanda of the people living within the Lesser 

Slave Lake area are adequately met by the services offered in 

High Prairie. Edmonton serves chiefly as a marketing center 

for the products of the primary industries of this geographical 

region. 
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The limited amount of time spent in the field study 

has not permitted answers to be given to all the questions 

concerning the human occupance of this region. A more de

tailed study could be made of the ethnie groups present in 

the population. More detailed treatment could be given the 

various forms of land utilization in the area, particularly 

the agriculture. But the present study has shown the his

torical development of this area since the turn of the cen

tury. In a short period of fifty years, the Lesser Slave 

Lake area has established itself as an important producer in 

a number of industries. Many of these industries are well 

established, and show evidence of expansion. Thirty-seven 

years ago Grouard was reduced to a ghost town, reflecting 

the poor economie foundations upon which it had been built. 

To-day, High Prairie, the successor of Grouard, could suffer 

no such fate, strong evidence of the sound development of 

this area along the northern fringe of prairie settlement. 
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