of Canada . du Canada

.Canadian Theses Service

Ottawa, Canada
K1A ON4

NOTICE

The quality of this microform is heavily dependent upon the
qQuality of the original thesis submitted for microfilming.
Every effort has been made to ensure the highest:quality of
reproduction possible.

If pages are missing, contact the university whigh grante¢
the degree.

Some pages may have indistinct print especialiy if the

- origir:al pages were typed with a poor typewriter ribbon or

if the university sent us an inferior photocopy.

Reproduction in full or in part of this microform is goveined

. by the Canadian Copyright Act, R.S.C. 1970, ¢. C-30, ari

{

]

!

1. . - :

| e owone.

subsequent amendments.

* National Library Bibliothdque nationale

Service des théses canadiennes

AVIS

La qualité de cette microforme dépend grandement de ia
quaiité de la thése soumise au microfilmage. Nous avons
tout fait pour assurer une qualité supérieure de reproduc-
tion.

Sl manque des pages, veuillez communiquer avec
Funiversité qui a conféré le grade.

La qualité d'impression de certaines pages peut laisser 4
désirer, surlout si les pages originales ont élé daclylogra
phiées a l'aide d'un ruban usé ou si l'université nous a fait

parvenir une photocopie de qualité inférieure.

La reproduction, méme partielle, de cette microforme est
soumise & la Loi canadienne sur le droit d'auteur, SRC
1970, c. C-30, et ses amendements subséquents.

Canadi



UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

The Burning North:
a History of Fire and Fire Protection in the

Northwest Territories

by

Sidney Stephen Janzen

A THESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND
RESEARCH
IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
MASTERS OF ART

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

EDMONTON, ALBERTA
Spring, 1990



Natioﬁali.ibra:y
of Canada

du Canada

Bibliothéque nationale

Canadian Theses Service Sertvice des théses canadiennes

Ottawa, Canada
K1A ON4

NOTICE

Thequality of this microformis heavily deperdent upon the
quality of the original thesis submitted for microfilming.
Every effort has beenmade to ensure the highest quality of
reproduction possible.

I pages are missing, contact the university which granted
the degree.

-

Some pages may have indistinct print especially if the
original pages were typed with a poor typewriter ribbon or
if the university sent us an inferior photocopy.

Reproduction in full or in part of this microform is governed
by the Canadian Copyright Act, R.S.C. 1970, ¢. C-30, and
subsequent amendments.

AVIS

La qualité de cette microforme dépend grandement de la

qualité de 1a thése soumise au microfilmage. Nous avons

:put fait pour assurer une qualité supérieure de reproduc-
ion.

Sl manque des pages, veuillez communiquer avec
funiversité qui a contéré le grade.

La qualité dimpression de certaines pages peut laisser a
désirer, surfout si les pages originales ont été dactylogra-
phiées A laide d'un ruban usé ou si l'université nous & fait
parvenir une photocopie de qualité inférieure.

La reproduction, méme partielle, de cette microforme est
soumise & 1a Loi canadienne sur le droit d'auteur, SRC
1970, c. C-30, et ses amendements subséquents.

ISBN 0-315-60146-9

NL-239 (r.88/04) ¢

Canadia



UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA
RELEASE FORM

NAME OF AUTHOR: Sidney Stephen Janzen
TITLE OF THESIS: The Burning North: a History of Fire and

Fire Protection in the Northwest Territories

DEGREE: Master of Arts
YEAR THIS DEGREE GRANTED: 1990

Permission is hereby granted to THE UNIVERSITY OF
ALBERTA LIBRARY to reproduce single copies of this thesis and
to lend or sell such copies for private, scholarly or scientific
research purposes only.

The author reserves other publication rights, and neither
the thesis nor extensive extracts from it may be printed or

otherwise reproduced without the author’s written permission.

......... k %xng@m

Az 0sheek, Ydwonien, 8.

RITACRRICEa
P Rpal 16, 1990



THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND RESEARCH

The undersigned certify that they have read, and
recommend to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research, for
acceptance, a thesis entitled "The Burning North: a History
of Fire and Fi:e Protection in the Northwest Territories"
submitted by Sidney Stephen Janzen in partial fulfilment of
the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in History.

Ol atbesnicten

Supervisor

SEE T ) L 4

Date: M /‘73 /?Y

¢ ® 06 80000980900 ® e o090 o/s e



In loving memory of my parents,

John and Sidney Janzen



ABSIRACT

Fire has played an important rofz . the boreal forest of the Northwest
Territories. For thousands of years it has lent shape to the region’s mosaic
of flora and fauna. Predating man by at least a few millennia, wildfire was
critical in determining the forest habitats that greeted the first immigrants
to the Mackenzie region. Until man’s arrival, the frequency and pattern of
wildfire depended solely on lightning. With the coming of the earliest
prehistoric population, a new source of ignition entered the northern
forests. Moreover, man'’s presence in the North’s fire environment meant
that his activities were, to a large degree, determined by fire. This study
focuses on the dynamic relationship northern peoples have had with fire
since the prehistoric period, but concentrates on the evolution of fire
control efforts in the Northwest Territories during this century.

It is clear that by applying fire to the landscape, early nomadic man
was able to manipulate the surrounding forest habitat. At the turn of the
last century, these traditional fire practices gave way to the European ideals
expressed by the Canadian government. From 1900 to 1920, the rise of
professional forestry and the conservation movement accelerated the
government’s attempts to limit fire occurrence beyond the settled regions.
Ottawa's commitment to fire prevention and protection waned during the
interwar years, effectively stalling the delivery of su<h services to federal
lands for another three decades. A large-scale development boom in the
North during the postwar period produced a wave of man-caused fires.

After 1950, the federal government felt it necessary to take a more



authoritative approach to land management in the territories. As a result,
a relatively advanced fire program was established in the Mackenzie
District. The size, diversity, and population of the Northwest Territories,
presented the program with a wide range of unique problems. In 1987, the
federal government transferred the fire program to the Government of

the Northwest Territories.
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PROLOGUE

If we go back far enough, we find that the first acts of civilization
were the use of tools, the gaining control over fire and the
construction of dwellings. Among these the control over fire
stands out as a quite extraordinary and unexampled
achievement. . . . —Sigmund Freud!

Fire policies and programs are outcroppings of deeper cultural
history. They are also expressions of a boreal environment with
which, I suspect, Canadians have had a difficult but expressive
relationship. —Stephen Pyne2

Fires burn in the forests of Canada with unrelenting regularity. Almost
every summer, in some region of the country, spectacular conflagrations are
brought to the public's attention. As a result, most Canadians *zve grown to
recognize fire as simply another telltale sign of their country's seasonal
rhythms. This acceptance of fire is a rather recent phenomenon, and is a
direct result of man's increasing distance from the untamed wilderness. The
settlement and urbanization of the greater part of society has all but ended
most people's close interaction with the forest environment, and the fires
that periodically burn there. For the majority of contemporary society, the
on'y relationship they will ever have with fire is one now maintained by the
media.

This has not always been the case. Prior to the coming of fire protection
and large-scale settlement during the nineteenth century, any knowledge
Canadians had about forest fires was more than likely gained by firsthand
experience. Explorers, fur traders, early settlers, and ¢f course, the hunters and
gatherers before them, were all forced to coexist with fire in a much more

intimate manner than most of us today. The relationship each respective



group came to have with fire varied, but the basic characteristics of each
relationship entailed either fleeing from fire, applying fire, or combatting fire.

This study primarily concerns itself with the latter characteristic as
expressed by the evolution of fire protection in Canada's northernmost
forests, and more specifically, the forests of the NWT. Organized fire
protection was a relative latecomer to the NWT, and as such, provides an
excellent opportunity to view the changing relationship of man and fire over
a compressed time period. An “official” history of the NWT's fire program—
which this study does not purport to be—would simply examine Ottawa's
administration of the NWT's forests since about the turn of this century.
Although the last three chapters of this study focus on the federal
government's efforts to deal with the problem of fire in the NWT, the
discussion begins with some background on the interaction of fire and man
long before close government involvement. It is hoped that by viewing
man's dynamic role in the northern forests over a broad sweep of time, a
better understanding might be gained of man's place within that
environment.

There is also an important secondary theme at work within this
examination of fire and fire protection in the NWT. The management of far-
flung regions and the resources they contain has typically been one of the
Canadian government’s most challenging preoccupations. Even given the
rise of provincial responsibility and control of resources in this century, the
federal government has had a long history of trying to implement a civilizing
force in vast regions, thousands of miles away from Ottawa. The story of fire
protection in the NWT is an extreme but illuminating example of this central
function of Canada's federal authorities. Therefore, while the pages which

follow are devoted mostly to a chronology of man's relationship with fire in



the NWT, and the evolution of fire programs and policies, they also attempt

to provide a larger picture of Ottawa's stewardship of the nation's forestlands.

1Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company, 1961), p. 37.
2personal communication with author, 27 January 1989.
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Figure 1.2. Woods on fire in the Canadian North. (n. doc.)



CHAPTER 1

Distant Fires: A Fire History of the North from
Prehistory to the Period of European Contact

In a study of nature, one of the first prerequisites is to attempt to
discover and understand the interrelationships of plants and
animals and their environment before these were manipulated
by man.—E. V. Komarek!.

For thousands of years the area has been occupied by scattered
human populations who understood and nanaged the taiga for
survival.—R. W. Wein2

A historical study of fire and forest protection in the Northwest
Territories (NWT) is not easily reconciled with a specific timescale. Though
the development of official fire control policy can itself be set within a
chronology, the occurrence of wildfire cannot. The history of fire in forested
regions certainly predates mankind. Fire is reflected well in the Earth’s
geologic record, with fossils attesting to its presence over 400 million years
ago.3 The relationship between fire and the forest habitat of northern Canada
was entrenched long before humans appeared. Early northern man, however,
existed in a habitat that owed much of its character to recurrent and large-
scale forest fires. In a sense then, the story of fire’s influence on man begins
long before his arrival. An understanding of fire’s traditional place in the
boreal forest is necessary before the subtle complexities of the human effort to
confront and control it can be appreciated. A cursory investigation of fire’s
prehistory provides the perspective needed for any discussion of fire and man

in this century.



Recently, ecologists and those involved in land management have
become increasingly interested in the evidence of historical fire. Reéaching
back beyond what is documented, scientists have probed the environment for
telltale signs of wildfire. In the future, it is hoped that the results of their
research will enable those entrusted with the conservation of forests to
correctly decide on fire management policies that reflect, as closely as possible,
the work of nature alone. Although studies of fire history have yet to
-profoundly influence forest management in the NWT, they can enrich a
cultural review of fire and, in this case, assure that the natural and rightful

place of fire in the northern ecosystem is better understood.

The term “fire history” is used by specialists to denote the record of
forest fires in a particular locality. The value of this natural chronicle is not
limited to its representation of individual fires, or fire seasons; it is more
useful as a tool for laying bare the frequency and pattern of ignition in a fire
environment, and discerning man’s influence. Fire history differs from
general historical study in both scope and depth. Experts assembling a fire
history for a region would be interested in human causation but would care
little if fire occurrence had any sort of effect on human populations while, on
the other hand, a historian might be more interested in the human element.
The ability to assemble detailed fire histories for the varied forest
environments of the NWT is years away. Numerous fields of study must be
consulted before a faithful chronology of fire can be assembled. Geological
data, the botanical investigation of pollen grain and plant spore remnants,

analysis of annual tree rings, forest inventories, photographs and written



documents, can all provide clues to a region’s fire history.5 Although
advanced research has yet to provide the requisite data, some conclusions can
be reached about fire in the taiga’s past.6 The use of fire history within the
body of this discussion on forest protection policy will help to describe the
forests of the NWT in the prehistoric and contact periods—a time predating
effective governmental influence, but an age less than pristine.

Recalling botanical studies he had made in the NWT during the late
1920s, Harvard University’s eminent professor Dr. Hugh Raup deemed the
northern coniferous forests “notoriously flammable.”7 While noting the
“effects of fire everywhere,” he admittedly failed to see its “broader
meaning.”8 Raup can be forgiven. Like countless other scientists drawn to the
North in this century, he attempted to understand the extent to which the
region’s natural history was interwoven with periodic wildfire. Fire, one of
the strongest dynamics at work on the boreal forest, is surely the most
dramatic. Flames have been partly responsible for the pattern of northern
vegetation from Alaska to Newfoundland (Figure 1.1). In determining the
natural habitat, fire has also directed the activities of man.

Analysis of the untouched natural world is essential before man’s
influence on the environment can be correctly gauged. In the case of northern
wildfire, one has to rely strictly upon the geologic record, for humans existed
in this part of the New World long before the last period of deglaciation and
have been placed in Alaska 40,000 to 50,000 years ago®. Consequently, it is
difficult to separate man from the forests of the circumpolar region' with any
certainty, and impossible to determine what effect the earliest populations
might have had on their surroundings. In facf, the area was probably on the
fringe of habitation, supporting only a small and thin population of hunters.

When one considers that the population of the NWT in 1905 was about



6500—a density of approximately one person for every five hundred square
kilometres—it seems hard to imagine man having a substantial
environmental effect.10-However, with fire in hand, early man could very
well have profoundly influenced the original pattern of ignition shaped by
lightning.

The original frequency and pattern of lightning fires is a mystery as
well. We do know that the history of wildfire in the northern boreal forest
reaches back thousands of years and certainly predates man. The evidence of
fire history before the coming of man is derived from advanced geologic
research that has yet to be applied to the western sub-arctic. However, in
many other areas of the Earth, geologists have located inorganic evidence of
lightning ignition and “fossil fires.”11 Again, findings in Alaska point toward
some possible suppositions applicable to the neighbouring inland areas. E. V.
Komarek, a fire ecologist, noted the mixture of specific environmental factors
that shaped Alaska’s pristine biological communities. Temperature,
humidity, soils, and other environmental dynamics gave rise to what he
described as an ever-evolving mosaic of plant and animal communities and
upon “this pattern was another mosaic caused or created by lightning fires.”12
The biological communities to which Komarek referred are not unlike those
of the entire boreal forest and are very similar to plant communities in the
NWT. In these areas the plants have adapted well to fire and in doing so
reflect the historic regularity of fire. This is not a recent discovery. In the 1880s
the roving geologist Robert Bell wrote about the “fires which have in tum
swept over every part of this enormous country . . . again and again . . . "%
Though he did cite “spontaneous combustion due to the decomposition cf
pyrites,” Bell quite correctly stated that lightning was the main source of

ignition.14 Consequently, the conifers that make up the boreal forest have



evolved adaptations over the millennia to deal with fire and, in fact, estabiish
themselves more readily on sites that have previously burned-over. Even
today well over 80 per cent of all fires in the NWT are a result of lightning
strikes. Though a variable of climatic fluctuation, lightning was certainly at
work on the forests of the Mackenzie region for a very long time.
Archaeological evidence found in the Yukon, although constantly
reinterpreted, indicates that man has inhabited the region for at least the last
9,000 years of the present post-glacial period.}5 Like the fire history in the
previous inter-stadial period, it is improbable that man disrupted the natural
fire regime to any great extent. That is not to say that man was averse to using
fire. Early explorers’ accounts offer ample proof that anthropogenic fire did
have its place in the Mackenzie regionl!é. Before citing documentation
relevant to man'’s early influence on and use of fire ecology, the value of
other sources pertaining to fire history in the NWT will be pursued.
Investigation into fire history in the boreal region has revealed some
factual data relevant to this post-glacial period. Advanced scientific
techniques have allowed researchers to reconstruct the prehistoric fire record.
Sediment cores taken from northern bogs and lakes reveal charcoal fragments
among the layers of pollen which reflects vegetative decomposition through
time. Such analysis of fossil pollen content, or “palynology,” was used in
tandem with carbon-dating to prove the presence of fire in the Mackenzie
District as early as 3100 B.C.17 To date, extensive studies utilizing these
sedimentary samples have not been undertaken in the North, but the general
trend laid bare by this technique in other parts of North America suggests that
fire has played a dominant role in determining the pattern of coniferous
forests for 10,000-12,000 years. One estimate suggests that every square mile
within the NWT's tree line has been visited by fire at least 100 times since the

10



departure of the last ice age 10,000 years ago.18 Moreover, early investigations
tend to support the view that fire frequency in the northwest has increased
within the last 2000 years. Some have suggested that the higher frequencies
are the result of a shift in aboriginal hunting patterns.19

It is possible that this investigative line of research will, in the future,
give a more comprehensive and conclusive view of the long term history of
wildfire in the North. Enormous strides were made in this area within the
last few decades. In this field, scientific data are very capable of aiding those
interested in cultural history. M. L. Heinselman, a pioneer of fire history,

summed up the important question to be asked in such research:

How much fire was natural, and were there changes associated

with the buildup of human populations, with the arrival of

white men, and with post-glacial climatic fluctuations?20
The perfection of scientific techniques such as pollen/fossil dating combined
with a more extensive study of northern archaeology could yield a more
conclusive date as to when man first used fire in the North. Without such
knowledge, a historian is unable to delineate the moment that fire in the
pristine forest became fire the cultural event. Even before man could
independently make fire, it was being carefully maintained and utilized after
natural ignition. No matter how limited the effect, fire in the hands of man
surely altered the pattern of forest fires.

Frequent fire shaped the northern boreal forests, enabling the
préduction of food, fuel, and the wildlife primitive society needed, but
without anthropogenic fire the environment was uninhabitable.2! Flames
have always been necessary to provide warmth in areas of winter cold.
Primitive societies built fires and in turn produced artificial climates for their

habitations “fromt England to northern China.”22 To eke out an existence in

i1



the sub-arctic forest, people have always relied upon fire. While perhaps its
use in northern climes would not have been a necessity in the last inter-
stadial period, one can hardly imagine a post-glacial climatic fluctuation that
would have allowed people in :more recent ages to exist without fire.
Conclusions regarding the relationship between natural fire and
ancient culture are difficult to gauge unless something more is known about
this prehistoric period. Whether the arrival of humans in the taiga grestly
affected fire frequency and size is a question whose answer is dependent upon
advances being made in both the science of fire history and the study of
primitive peoples. Until such advances are made, explaining the earliest
interaction in f#: North between fire, forest, and man is best left to more

traditional sources.

II
Retter evidence supporting the tenet that man has traditionally played
a dynamic role in the northern boreal forest is found in the accounts of
explorers, missionaries, fur traders, prospéctors, and surveyors. Contact with
these foreigners slowly changed aboriginal people’s perception of the forest.
The stream of newcomers transformed the native people’s accommodation
with their environment after centuries had passed without an appreciable
“hange in their ecosystem.23 The arrival of explorers and fur traders heralded
1t inexorable shift in nature’s bal>nce. Indians became increasingly
- the different values their northern hinterlands held for explorers
an. ur traders. &n established northern fur trade in the late nineteenth
century redefined the forested region. No longer were forests simply a

storehouse of essentials for inhabitants; the woodlands of Canada held a

12



wealth of exportable furs which dramatically changed how nature and man
waould interact. Consequently, the Indians’ prehistoric relationship with fire,
both applied and wild, was altered by the trade in fur. Peter Murphy
recounted that the introduction of trade diverted the energies of many
Indians to trapping and “may have resulted in increased attemtion to
maintaining particular habitats” within the boreal forest.2¢ Anthropological
stuuies support the contention that fire-maintained areas were “an important
feature of hunting-gathering-trapping technologies in the Canadian north.”25
Mareover. the effect the fur trade had on Indians’ relationship with their
auvironument indicates neither a beginning nor end in what is certainly a
.- bPstory of varied interactions. Not unlike the fur trade, protection
poucies in the twentieth century mark only another step towards affecting
this relationship. Admittedly, early alterations in man’s perspective are
difficult to quantify, but some conclusions can be reached. In fact, the contact
era can effectively anchor the cultural history of fire in the NWT.

Any reconstruction of history in the North relies heavily on the
observations of early explorers. A handful of studies by foresters,
anthropologists, and historians have delved into these records to show the
link between man and boreal fire.26 Much of the work is devoted to the topic
of traditional burning by Indians and, more generally, man as a causal factor
in unintended fire. In the 1950s, Harold J. Lutz, a professor of silvietilture at
Yale, made the first exhaustive study of man as an agent of fire in the boreal
forest. Though only a part of a full-scale investigation of wildfire in Alaska,
one of Lutz’s aims was to stress the destructive nature of fire in the hands of
careless people. Recognizing lightning as an important cause of fire, Lutz
went on to claim that “man, both aboriginal and white, has been an even

more prolific source.”27 More recently, another respected professor of forestry

13



has offered a more complete view of man and fire in the northwest.
Unwilling to accept man as simply careless with fire, Peter J. Murphy
considers Indian and Metis burning practices in his history of forest
protection policy in Alberta.28 The fact that two scholarly foresters would take
rather divergent approaches to Indian burning can be largely attributed to
intervening investigations by anthropologists. Interpretation of early
references to fire in light of the conclusions offered by contemporary
ethnologists emphasizes the changing nature of this historiographical
interplay. While interest in human ecology was fixed upon man’s reaction to
the environment, some anthropologists sought to investigate man’s
reciprocal effect on his environment.29 Man'’s reciprocal effect on the boreal
forests is today best symbolized by modern protection policy. Prior to the
twentieth century, man’s effect was more Promethean in nature.

It is safe to suppose that fire and prehistoric culture interacted similarly
throughout Canada’s taiga. Ethnographic study has made strong cross cultural
comparisons of pyrotechnology utilized at opposite ends of the Earth.30
Canadian anthropologists Henry Lewis and Theresa Ferguson have paralleled
the fire practices of North American Indians and Australian Aborigines. That
cultures so distant would manipulate their environment in a like manner
should not be too surprising. Fire was the first powerful tool man could wield
to alter his habitat. Today there is general acceptance that hunter-gatherers
across North American and around the world assumed the role of “fire
manager” long ago. Across the globe similar burning “patterns are (or were)
maintainesk in a variety of environmental settings and by culturally unrelated
groups of hunter-gatherers . . . in areas of resource scarcity.”31 One area of

resource scarcity not overlooked by ethnographers is the northern boreal
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forest, where traditional accounts of man-caused fire springing from the era
of exploration are best interpreted with an eye on relevant ethnological data.

The most conclusive historical reconstruction of native burning
practices in the boreal forest was undertaken by Lewis and Ferguson near the
NWT, in northwestern Alberta.32 Interviews with elder Indians enabled
them to discern the traditional burning patterns that had ended with the
arrival of protection policy in this. century. Early Indians in the area
commonly utilized fire to create meadows and other habitats frequented by
game. Later, adapting to the needs of the evolving fur trade, productive
trapping habitats near sloughs and streams were maintained by applied fire.
Techniques employed by the Indians normally assured a controlled,
predictable fire. Local weather conditions would be monitored and much of
the burning would be carried out in the spring when snow still lay upon the
forest floor. By firing an area, the natives of the boreal forest could influence
the local availability of various forest resources while distancing themselves
from the whims of mother nature. Natural fire was an enemy of sorts—a
large fire could effectively destroy a forested region’s ability to sustain people
thereby making it necessary to move elsewhere. In fact, Lewis found evidence
that Indians would set decadent forests afire so as to reduce the dangers of
natural fire running unexpectedly through explosive fuels. Other common
motives for burning included making trails and procuring firewood. Not
attempting to “create or recreate an ‘Ecologically Noble Savage,’ ” Lewis
stressed that Indian controlled burning “was simply part of a sound strategy
for adaptation in a northern boreal forest.”33

Insight into how fire and man interacted helps underscore the
dichotomy between the ways in which Europeans and Indians adapted to

wildfire. Exploration in the Canadian northwest lead to numerous references
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to fire, both natural and anthropogenic. But Europeans probing the northern
frontier brought their cultural baggage with them. Thus, an explorer’s
description suggesting that northern Indians were careless with fire says as
much about the observer as the observed. Their typically melancholy reaction
to fire during the contact era was shaped by its less frequent occurrence in the
settled homeland. To early European explorers fire was destructive and
wasteful but, as they discovered, fire was also necessary. Through shrouds of
bias, the observations of early Europeans still clearly substantiate man as an
important historical cause of fire. In applying fire to the landscape as Indians
did, early Europeans also ratified the first unofficial “fire management”
policy. In the American West, Stephen Pyne recognized that frontiersmen
adopted Indian fire practices: “It was from the Indian—into whose fire
environment they moved—that the European . . . learned basic survival
skills.”34 And so it was on the Canadian frontier. In fact, without the
widespread use of fire, exploration in Canada’s North would have been a
much slower and more difficult undertaking.

Deciding what historical data are most applicable to the NWT is
difficult. Just as today’s policy issues are better understood when related to
other jurisdictions, so is fire in the age of the explorer. After all, fire in the
forest was, and is, a world-wide phenomenon. As such it fits nicely within the
framework of a comparative study; fire the global event interacted with
people in some common ways, and given that applied fire was a pan-Indian
practice, references from outside the geographic NWT help rough out the
early history of fire and man Canada’s boreal forest.

Campfires were thought to be the most common cause of
anthropogenic wildfire in the North. Though it is impossible to know how

many conflagrations began as Indian campfires, Lutz declared that the
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proportion “must have been substantial.”35 That proportion took a sharp
jump with the arrival of explorers in the boreal forest. Pyne shrewdly noted
that a mobile population contributed greatly to the boreal forest’s natural fire
load: “Nomadism and fire” [were] “mutual causes and effects.”36 In 1861,
Bernard Ross unwittingly laid bare this relationship when summarizing
botanical and mineral products useful to Mackenzie River Indians. Ross
concluded that “without fuel to warm them [the Indians] and without canoes
to migrate, they would soon cease to exist.”37 Ross failed to mention that fuel
and canoes were also necessary in keeping him and his fellow explorers warm
and on the move.

Campfire as a cause of forest fires in the NWT went through a
revolution of sorts in the nineteenth century. The expansion of the fur trade
into the Mackenzie region and the consequent increase in mobility and traffic
meant more campfires, and more campfires meant more forest fires. Not
surprisingly, what limited evidence there is of man’s carelessness with fire in
the North tends to invoke images of pyromaniac Indians.3® Emile Petitot, a
French missionary, geologist, and ethnologist, who toured the Mackenzie
region in the 1860s, seemed to think that évery charred forest he came across
was the result of “savage destruction.”3? After gloomily observing a forest
near Great Bear Lake burnt by the “savage’s carelessness,” he commented that
the Dene were “insane” to destroy their land in such a way.40 Fetitot’s biases

aside, he does indicate the effect man’s need for fire and mobility could have:

If drywood becomes scarce, the Indian does not hesitate a
moment, he sacrifices beauty to necessity, by setting fire to the
forest. The fire will spread over the land, will ravage the country
for many leagues. Little cares he. ‘What a beautiful country’, he
will cry some years after, ‘it can be traversed without the
branches putting out your eyes, and we have plenty to warm us
for a long time.’41
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In 1888, the surveyor Robert Bell took an entirely different view. He
proclaimed that fires in northern Canada were becoming more frequent as
the contact era progressed. Going to great lengths to dispel the notion of the
careless Indian exemplified in Petitot’'s writings, Bell indicates that matches in
the hands of wandering Europeans caused many fires:

. . . [he] very often avails himself of this easy means to make a

smudge to keep off the mosquitoes, to light his pipe, dropping

the burning match, or to make a little fire in rder to boil his

kettle and refresh himself with a hot drink. The number of fire-

setting travelers has greatly increased in comparatively recent
times. These include fur traders, missionaries, surveyors,
explorers, prospectors, & c. and, nearer to civilization, railway

builders, common-road makers, lumbermen, bush-rangers, and
settlers.42

The bulk of travelers mentioned by Bell had little effect on the forests of the
Mackenzie region until the twentieth century but his point is insightful. The
migrant cared little if his fire burned the forests of an area he would never
pass through again. The boreal forest’s breathtaking size curbed man’s interest
in making sure the fire was out. This particular side effect of Canadian
geography afflicted Indian afid European alike. Even ethnocentric Petitot
could rationalize the burnt woods near Fort Franklin by asking what good it
was for Indians to deprive themselves of fire in a region where forests were
abundant, where wood was free, and where there was nothing to do but keep
warm?43 In this case Petitot was referring to the torching of forests for
firewood. Burning large tracts of timber near habitations was certainly
common and ensured that people had an adequate supply of dead, dry, clean-
burning fuel. Moreover, with time many burnt snags would blow to the

ground providing firewood that was both accessible and easily transported.
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The most easily understood use of fire in the North was as a means of
combatting insects. Lutz, who devoted sections of his historical work on fire
causation in Alaska to insect pests, succinctly defended his interpretation:
“The credibility of some of the accounts relating to the severity of the torture
inflicted by mosquicoes is sometimes questioned, but only by those whose
experience does not include at least one summer in the northern forests.”44
Residents of Alaska claimed that mosquitoes caused “more fires than any
other one thing.”45 As Bell mentioned with regard to “fire-setting travelers,”
smudges did help “keep off” mosquitoes and, before the advent of special
nettings and effective repellents; was the only natural means of relief besides
gale force winds. Geologist Charles Camsell put the matter in proper
perspective during a 1905 survey amengst myriads of mosquitoes in the Peel

River area:

They rose up in clouds with every step I took. I had no
protection from these pests . . . and from time to time as I got
tired I also became almost panicky. When I felt myself beginning
to run I immediately pulled up and made a small fire so that I
could get some relief in the smoke. I could easily imagine a man
going off his head if he should have to endure such torture for
any length of time.46

Signal fires were also necessary in the North and are well represented
in the literature. One of the earliest references to anthropogenic fire is found
in the journals of the explorer and fur trader Samuel Hearne. Returning to
Prince of Wales's Fort in 1770 from an aborted journey across the barrenlands
to Coppermine River, Hearne searched the southern horizon in vain for
smoke signifying the presence of his messenger Keelshies :

. . . though we saw many smokes, and spoke with several
Indians on my return that year, . . . he and I missed each other
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on the barren ground, and I had not seen or heard of him since

that time.47
Hearne is apparently one of the first northern explorers to have relied upon
smoke as a means of locating someone in the NWT. Alexander Mackenzie’s
accounts of the same region twenty years later demonstrate that he too relied
on fire for general information. In October of 1792, he notes the position of
fires left burning on the banks of a river indicating that canoes belonging to
his party “could not be far ahead.”48 Another incidence of fire along a river’s
edge, noted by Mackenzie in June, 1793, implicates Indians:

When we had passed the last river we observed smoke rising

from it, as if produced by fires that had been fresh lighted; I

therefore concluded that there were natives on its banks ... We

saw smoke rising in columns from many parts of the woods ....4%
Whether these smokes were drifting up from contained campfires is not
known. It is difficult to guess just how many such fires were set for purposes
of communication. It seems clear that techniques were employed in
signalling so as to distinguish the smoky communique from the ubiquitous
campfire. The firing of moss and the torching of a single spruce tree would
put up a characteristically dark column of smoke and their use is well
documented.? Had signal smokes not differed, searching the vast forests for a
particular individual would have been impossible. At any rate, that
Mackenzie noticed how “fresh” the smoke was is a good indication of how
familiar explorers became with fire in its various forms. Certainly, this
particular utilization of fire was one of the most common.

John Franklin’s narrative of his first northern experiences also offers
insight into the use of signal fires and the various sizes they could assume.
Travelling from Fort Chipewyan to the Coppermine River, Franklin’s party

of Indian guides often used signal fires. While making camp one August
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of Indian guides often used signal fires. While making camp one August
evening the “Chief made a large fire to announce our situation to the
hunters.”51 It is not surprising that at times these “large” signal fires would
turn into sizable conflagrations. We learn that one week later, spotting a
distant fire thought to be the work of the “Dog-ribbed tribe,” Franklin’s

entourage responded in kind:

A fire was made on the south side of the river to inform the

chief of our arrival, which spreading before a strong wind,

caught the whole wood, and we were completely enveloped in a

cloud of smoke for the three following days.52
Later, a group of Franklin’s men, returning to the Fort from the Coppermine,
reported that they had “frequently made fires to apprize” others of their
approach.53 Obviously some care was taken with signal fires or such regular
use would have left little unburned along well traveled routes. Sir George
Back, Franklin’s fellow arctic explorer, shared nis belief in the merits of this
early form of long distance communicatiori. On a search mission east of the
Mackenzie River in 1833-1835, he recorded a few instances in which signal
fires were lit. In August 1833, as Back was proceeding north to the
Coppermine River, he made his earliest mention of signal fires. Failing to
meet his men he “raised a dense smoke, by firing the moss, to apprise them of
my situation . . . A smoke seen to rise from behind the sand-hills announced,
shortly afterwards, the approach of the men . . . .”54 In June of 1834, Back was
once again “firing the moss” to help his party regroup:

As the Indians did not make their asapearance by the following
noon, the men were sent to light large fires with the moss,
which by that time was dry on the neighbouring hills; a well-
understood signal, which, if they were within sight, would
immediately bring them in.55
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While commanding a search party looking for Franklin in 1848-1849, Sir John

Richardson also wrote some detailed accounts of signaling throughout the

Mackenzie River region. In August 1848 he observed numerous “signal
smokes, raised in succession” by Eskimos near Harrison Island which were
“intended to spread the intelligence of strangers in the country . . . .”56 While
on the Coppermine River later that year, Richardson’s party communicated
with a camp of Indians:

- - - We were not many minutes in sight before they signalled
their position by raising a column of smoke. This was replied to
by us as soon as we could strike a light and gather a few handfuls
of moss; and our answer was immediately acknowledged by
them with a fresh column.57

Fire had many other uses in the North’s forests in the era prior to
government involvement. “Gumming” holes in canoes was almost
impossible without the use of fire. There is also evidence of fire being used
during warfare, for hunting purposes, to provide entertainment, and to melt
snow or thaw the ground so that people could forage for food. Fire was a tool
of great flexibility. To some native northerners it even held divining powers.
Near Fort Resolution, Caribou hunters are known to have built fires where
trails forked—one fire close to one trail and a second near the other. After the
fires had burnt down the hunters would choose the lucky l:rail by noting the
pile of burnt remains which best resembled Caribou tracks.58 In the hands of
northern man, fire’s utility was truly astounding; that it often blackened

forests was not.
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Figure 1.3. Smoke-filled sky over upper Mackenzie River as depicted by
George Back, August 3, 1825. (NAC, PA-8953)



CHAPTER 2

Fire in the Early Northwest

The New World’s history has been largely the story of man’s
struggle with nature. . . . [it] has been the ever-present factor, the
constant influence shaping the mentality and the conduct of
every inhabitant. —A. R. M. Lower, 1938.1

From a very ‘extensive personal knowledge of the condition of
the forests of Northern Canada, I am able to state that fires have
become more and more frequent as we approach the present
time.

—Robert Bell, Forest Fires in Northern Canada, 18882.

When, on May 2, 1670, Charles II granted to the Hudson’s Bay
Company (HBC) a huge portion of North America known as Rupert’s Land, a
unique period of environmental change began in the northern boreal forest.
There followed the slow penetration by commercial adventurers, and with
this a rather different rel#tionship between man and forest; in the lands north
of 60 degrees latitude, subsequent forest protection policy was rooted in this
process. In fact, the North’s fire regime would undergo its first significant
shift as the fur trade pushed into Eupert's Land and beyond. The fur trade
brought more than a new economic system to isolated regions, it also affected
fire incidence, especially along major transportation routes like the
Athabasca, Peace, Slave and Mackenzie rivers. As we have seen, the new
commercial pursuit promoted both carelessness with fire, and habitat
management by fire. But these early shifts in the region’s fire history reflect
only the beginning of change in the forests of the northwest. English interests

in the Hudson Bay and Mackenzie River drainage gave way to Dominion
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needs in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Government initiatives
directed at the prairie frontier in the Laurier years began to have influence in
the northern hinterland. By the turn of the twentieth century, as government
surveyors plied the Mackenzie river and its environs to gauge the value of
the far flung forests, embryonic protection regulations applied to the newly

settled West were also haltingly implemented in the Mackenzie region.

The seizure of the northwest by the trading companies in the late 1700s
was the greatest conquest of Canadian business in this era.3 But this did not
happen quickly. Over one hundred years separated the 1670 granting of
Rupert’s Land and the pushing back of its entire frontier by commerce. Taking
advantage of already established trade centres around the Bay, the HBC was
the first to investigate the commercial possibilities in parts of the Mackenzie
region. Though they had made excursions north and west before, Samuel
Hearne’s “exploratory” loop with Matonabbee in 1770-1772, from the Bay to
the Arctic Ocean and bick via Great Slave Lake, was the first comprehensive
survey. At the time, the HBC was not interested in greatly expanding its trade
lines; they needed incentive from rivals before pushing northward.4 The
Montreal-based North West Company (NWC) provided the crucial impetus.
In 1778 Peter Pond was lured into the rich Athabasca region after crossing the
Methye Portage which links the Hudson Bay drainage basin with the larger
western watershed drained ultimately by the Mackenzie River. Following
Pond’s “discovery,” the NWC carried out extensive investigation of the new
fur frontier. Alexander Mackenzie set out in 1789 to study the great rivers of

the northwest and locate an economical water route that would enable
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efficient expansion of the fur trade. Although his hopes of finding a river
with a Pacific outlet were dashed, Mackenzie’s expedition did manage to chart
the river that took his name, the second longest North American waterway
(known to the Dene as Deh Cho). Thus a new empire in the west was opened,
an empire based on the plentiful wildlife inhabiting the Mackenzie’s boreal
forests.

The Athabasca and Mackenzie regions became the final battleground
for fur as the 19th century opened. The aggressive NWC had established posts
on Great Slave Lake as early as 1786.5 By 1805, they had major trading posts at
Fort Norman, Fort Good Hope, and ot the confluence of the Liard and
Mackenzie Rivers.6 The HBC eventually responded with a rival post right
next to the main depot of the NWC at Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca.
But both competition and cost proved prohibitive. Neither company could
afford to acquire high quality peltries from the North’s isolated posts while
grappling with their rival along established trade fronts. The NWC had even
closed their Mackenzie River posts in 1815 due to food shortages. However,
the companies could not afford to ignore the new territory. The more
accessible fur supplies to the south were drying up, and action had to be taken.
In 1821, the economically fragile Nor'Westers amalgamated with the HBC.
With one commercial interest monopolizing the region, there finally existed
the potential for starting a land management policy.

Though forest protection policy was still decades away, commercial
involvement in the Mackenzie made the effects of large scale fires a matter of
concern. Fire-induced disruptions of the fur supply were a great threat to the
Compahy’s vital needs. An example of one such disruption beset traders in
northern Saskatchewan during the fall of 1813. After huge fires decimated the

animal population, fur returns were substantially weakened throughout the
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Saskatchewan districts.” The more northerly fur trade was certainly no less
sensitive to the relationship between large scale fires amd wildlife
populations.

As we have seen, the evolution of a fur trade economy in what is now
northern Alberta shifted Indians’ traditional burning patterns.® By
encouraging natives to trap the most prized pelts—beaver, fox and marten—
the traders affected the evolution of Indian pyrotechnology. What followed
was the maintenance of habitats frequented by animals of high value. That
fashion whims in Europe could have had such an early influence on
environmental management in Canada’s hinterlands is an interesting
concept.? However, there were more dramatic changes springing from the
establishment of trade in the Mackenzie region; the consequent increase in
population played a role in reshaping the forest environment. Besides the
Europeans, the Cree flowing northwest with the trade lines, exemplified the
shifting demographics.10 Throughout the latter half of the 18th century, there
was also an influx of more Chipewyan Indians lured to the region by the
prospect of trade while the original Slaveys moved to the Mackenzie!! This
surge in the local population certainly increased the possibilities of man-
caused fire. Moreover, as the number of hunters swelled so did the volume of
prescribed ignition. While it is known that the Cree used prescribed fire to
maintain trapping areas, there is less certainty regarding the Chipewyan. HBC
officers certainly viewed the local Chipewyan as a serious cause of fire. “Fires
in every direction” reported an astonished officer at the Fort Chipewyan post
in 1826, “these Chipewyans I can’t imagine what prepossession has now taken
hold of them, blazing the Country in this manner.”12 The prolonged era
belonging to nomadic tribes and explorers was ending and, through activity

surrounding the nascent fur trade, a slightly different fire regime was being
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established.!3 Indians and Europeans had begun redefining their roles in the
northern ecosystem, effecting a transition in the distribution and load of
wildfire.

The traders had to work out a more permanent relationship with their
environment. Setting up shop in the northwest was a relatively expensive
proposition. A large capital investment was necessary to establish and
maintain the isolated posts. In May of 1815, the Carlton House Journal reported
that the “country all around” and for a “considerable distance” was ablaze.
The men worked around the clock to prevent the fire from “communicating
with the works.”14 The need to protect the cache of furs, food, and
manufactured goods found at trading posts, was the inspiration for initial
protection plans. The posts were the first in a long line of northern
commercial operations requiring protection from the ravages of fire. By the
1840s the HBC had several posts strung along the Mackenzie, and Fort
Macpherson on the Peel River. Though few references to wildfire exist in the
journals for posts in the WWT, Gregory Thomas’ investigation of fire and the
fur trade in the Saskatchewan District does offer insights into the HBC'’s
northern situation.1> While focusing on the plains fire and its usefulness as a
weapon in the fur trade, Thomas describes rudimentary precautionary
measures taken by company officers to protect their pnsts: rubbish was cleared
from around buildings; water was kept on hand; nearby fires were patrolled;
in some cases all post residents would be sent to battle the flames. Thomas
concludes that the very survival of HBC officers was dependent on a respect
for fire.16 Soon such respect was to be reflected in the development of formal

written regulations regarding fire protection.
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I1
Elaboration on the genesis of policy in the west provides a contextual
base upon which the northern drift of forest protection can be understood,
since the spread of policy west was an essential precursor to its flow north.
Agricultural settlement on the western prairies initiated fire policy and as a
result, most of the attention was centred on the problem of prairie fire. The
Red River Settlement and Assiniboia District received the first government
directions regarding wildfire in what is now western Canada.i? When land
was granted, colonists accepied the same hazards traders kad traditionally
grappled with: desolation, drought, flood, famine, Indian enemies, and fire.
Though little could be done to thwart the natural danger of their
environment, attempts could be made to limit the number of man-made
fires. With this in mind, the Council of Assiniboia dealt with the matter in
May, 1832. To halt “the great injury done to the Woods of the Settlement by
fire” either willingly or through negligence, it was decided that regulations
were needed to “check this evil.”18 The Council made two resolutions
prohibiting people from lighting fires between February and December on
their own property or “within 1G miles of the banks of the river on either side
.. .19 A hefty ten pound fine gave the legislation ample weight though there
was a clause excluding persons who had lit fires “through absolute
necessity.”20 Various minor amendments were made to the regulations over
the next thirty years, the most important being the narrowing of the necessity
provision.21
The acquisition of Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory had
always been the intention of the Fathers of Confederation. Prompted by fears
of American expansionist ambitions, the Macdonald-Brown coalition

government of 1864 declared iat the future interests of Canada required
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strong federal authority in the North West.22 The development of Ottawa’s
colonial rule over the western territories at this early date set up the often
difficult relationship between federal and territorial authority that has
typically marked the evolution of government agencies in the North.23
Dominion authorities had been planning for the acquisition of Britain’s
adjacent possessions. In 1869 they passed an Act for the Temporary Government
of Rupert’s Land ana the North-Western Territory when united with Canada.24 The
following year the Northwest Territories became a political entity
encompassing Rupert’s Land and the remaining North Western Territory.
Although Metis resistance symbolized the difficulties of such a large and
obstinate land transfer, the administering council was able to meet officially
by 1872. Political problems and concentration on the establishment of
rudimentary administrative needs left little time for land management
matters let alone those pertaining to the non-agricultural lands north of the
60th parallel.

However jllusory, the trickle of settlers into Canada’s new western
territory did have some effect on the Mackenzie basin. The “North” was
becomirg a more precise geographical term as the advance of frontiers
continued. Lands lying north of the prairies became the next frontier but
change was occurring there as well. The creation of an agricultural hinterland
on the prairies pushed the fur trade further north, ircreasing trade traffic
passing through the bottleneck of the Fort Smith portage. Situated along the
banks of the Slave River, the post was quickly becoming the important nodal
point within the transportation system of the fur trade.25 Nomadic trappers
and river workers began to give way to the more permanent inhabitants
employed hauling and shipping the increasing volume of goods down the

Mackenzie River. The possibilty of man-caused fire increased commensurate
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with the population increase. Also, horses and oxen introduced to the area in
the late 1870s promoted the burning of hay meadows to ensure ample
fodder.26 The flow of Europeans into the area, augmented by small numbers
of missionaries and miners, continued to grow into the twentieth century.
Though there was a distinct lack of governmental authority in the region
during the 1880s and 1890s, this would not last long. The story of Dominion
involvement begins with the gradual unfolding of the western agricultural
frontier.

In 1871 the Dominion Lands Branch was given responsibility for
managing the vast western plains. With the enactment of the Dominion
Lands Act a year later came a preliminary outline for the setting aside of
timber lands. A precursor to the reserve system that followed, the Lands Act
was official recognition that timber was a basic need of settlers on the sparsely
wooded prairie. The Department of Interior, created in 1873, replaced the
Lands Branch and took over the land management role in the North-West
Territories. Headed by David Laird, the Department initiated general surveys
in the west though the northern areas remained to be charted until the 1880s.
In 1875 the Liberal government led by Alexander Mackenzie presented The
North-West Territories Act. Successfully passing parliament, the Act created a
revised Territorial Council that would permit elected members as the
population increased. Though not entirely based on the principle of
responsible government and without fiscal power, the Council did attend to
the various needs of the western settlements. During their first meeting in
1875, the reconstituted Council quickly passed Ar Ordinance respecting the
Prevention of Prairie and Forest Fires.” Though the ordinance was essentially the
same as that instituted decades earlier by the Assiniboia Council, it now

encompassed the entire Northwest Territories.28 In 1879, members of the
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North West Mounted Police  gained the distinction of being the first
Dominion employees officially and actively engaged in suppressing fire in the
West.29 While symbolic of the government’s earliest confrontations with fire
on the territorial frontier, organized protection was still decades away.

The early forest protection policies Ottawa implemented in the West
were not conceived in an ideological vacuum. Like the Dominion’s influence
on the prairies, and in turn, the prairies’ influence on the North, the United
States commonly guided Canada’s approach to the problem of fire. The
momentous beginning of this historical trend can be traced to April, 1882, and
the first meeting of the American Forestry Congress. Convening in
Cincinnati, Ohio, the Congress was a direct result of the burgeoning
conservation movement in the United States. Canadian members of the
American Forestry Associatior. were invited and contingents from Ontario
and Quebec—representing broad general interests—were able to send
delegates. The Canadian group convinced the Congress to hold a fall meeting
in Montreal the very same year. Though the majority attending these
preliminary meetings were drawn from the lumber trade, the Montreal
session included a number of Members of Parliament.30 The destruction of
forests by fire was a major concern at the meeting and, while most of the
attention focused on the fire issue was a result of the concerned lumbermen
attending, there was also general discussion regarding fire and settlement.3!
Proposals made by the meeting’s forest fire committee included the
establishment of forest reserves, stricter regulation of brush burning, and the
creation of an agency “to enforce regulations and to organize fire suppression
activities when necessary.”32 Although inspired by the central Canadian
lumber industry, the committee’s recommendations prompted future

legislation and heightened the profile of forest conservation in Canada.
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Fire was becoming a more important issue in the minds of Dominion
bureaucrats during the 1880s. Robert Bell, a prominent geologist and
naturalist with the Geological Survey of Canada, reported widely on his
surveys of Canada’s forests.33 Bell’s evocative writings on fire in the boreal
forest were breathtaking, if not somewhat embellished, and undoubtedly
fueled the cause of Canadian forest protection. Prior to an emotional
description of “terrified” animals “overtaken and destroyed” by a

conflagration in a northern forest, Bell offers this account:

When the fire has got under way the pitchy trees burn with
almost explosive rapidity. The flames rush through their
branches and high above their tops with a terrifying sound. The
ascending heat soon develops a strong breeze, if a wind does not
happen to be blowing already. Before this gale the fire sweeps on
with a roaring noise as fast as a horse can gallop. The irresistible
front of flame devours the forest before it as rapidly as a prairie
fire licks up the dry grass. The line of the gigantic conflagration
has a height of 100 feet or more above the tree tops, or 200 feet
from the ground. Great sheets of flame disconnect themselves
from the fiery avalanche and leap upwards as towering tongues
of fire, or dart forward bridging over wide spaces, such as lakes
anld rivers, g:ld starting the fire afresh in advance of the main
column.. ..

Bell’s intimate kr.owledge of Canada’s forest lands stemmed from lengthy
practical experience. Northern and western surveys conducted by Bell in the
1870s helped map the northern limit of Canada’s forests and imbued him
with a conservation ethic. Bell tied his eloquent description of a fire raging
through Canada’s woodlands to a strong plea for forest protection. Estimating
the yearly loss of wood to fire as enough to “supply the domestic wants of the
whole Dominion for nearly half a century,” Bell called on the government to
create an agency to enforce fire ordinances.35 “Officers” or “guardians” would
have the power to prosecute people caught fire raising while keeping an eye

on “careless Indians, explorers, and bush travellers.”36
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The Government had already recognized some of Bell’s concerns.
Interest in the Dominion’s entire forest wealth grew in the 1880s as surveys
pushed further into the Territories. Sir John A. Macdonald’s administration
was making tentative steps to address the shortage of timber near western
settlements and paid increasing attention to the fears of forest destruction
expressed by government officers like Bell. Growing out of the American
Forestry Congress of 1882 was the appointment of J. H. Morgan as head of a
forestry commission that surveyed forest conditions and needs while raising
the profile of forestry issues. In 1885 his first official report summed up the
uselessness of fire control in the Canadian context and, unwittingly revealed
the thrust of northern policy for the next half century: . . . [the] immensity of
our forests, and their great distance from settlement, renders any such
measures impractical in Canada. There remains, then, but one hope for us,
and that is in prevention.”37 Like in the United States, a firm belief in the policy
of prevention became entrenched in Canada, but means were still needed to
put fires out38,

The quickening pace of settlement, greater, more localized legislative
power, and a railway linking and increasing the population centres, all
provided the crucial impetus needed to develop forest protection policy in the
West. By 1891, the North West Territories population had climbed to 95,000—
almost double the 1871 figure of 48,000.39 Not only did the growing
population emphasize the intractable relationship between fire and man, it
altered the face of government. In 1888 the population growth enabled
Parliament to establish a legislative assembly in the Territories. Though not
an instantly powerful nor autonomous governing body, it was able to wrest
greater legislative authority from Ottawa through the North West Territories Act
of 1891. However, until granted an executive council in 1897, the Assembly
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lacked the power inherent in a fully responsible government. Still without
full control of funding and natural resources, the Territories were unable to
initiate their own comprehensive policies regarding fire. This role remained
in the hands of the Dominion government.

Ottawa felt a new sense of urgency when the arrival of rail
transportation in the West introduced a new source of fire to the landscape.
Throughout the railway’s early years reports frequently implicated firebrands
thrown from railroad engines as the cause of prairie and forest fires.
Murphy’s investigation of fire control policies in the West leaves little doubt
that railways cfeated major and persistent fire problems for many years.40
Although a railway was non-existent in the present day NWT until 1964, the
fact that developments in conveyance could have such disastrous effects on a
comparable fire regime is relevant to the story further north. The fires
powering the engines of industrial progress were strengthening the trend of
man as incendiary. Though lacking railways, the North had its own fire
difficulties stemming from transportation. By 1885 steam transport began
taking over sections of the Mackenzie waterway.4! Like the trains that rolled
across southern Canada, steamers plyi‘né northern rivers would create fire
problems of their own.

Between 1883 and 1887 the HBC launched three vessels in the
Mackenzie River Basin: the Athabasca to service Athabasca landing; the
Grahame which worked the lower Athabasca, Slave and Peace Rivers; and the
Wrigley on the Slave and upper Mackenzie Rivers. The steamer routes along
these major rivers contributed to an intensification of trade and travel
throughout the entire northern waterway. Noting that the HBC had
participated in a “transportation revolution,” Morris Zaslow pointed out that

this was not completely to the HBC’s advantage since the northern districts’
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traditional inaccessibility had been “one of the company’s greatest sources of
strength.”42 Competitors could now use the expanded transportation system
to penetrate the last great fur region. The HBC’s new rivals were transient
“free traders,” an apt label given their propensity for intercepting pelts
normally bound for company-run posts by offering higher prices.

Steam transport brought native trappers some competition of their
own. By the turn ot the century white trappers were scattered throughout the
region’s accessible forest.43 Though the disruptive effect these newcomers had
vn the fire regime can only be surmised, the damage inflicted on game
populations was evidently dramatic. The government responded by initiating
the first specific regulations applicable to renewable resources in the North.
Through the Unorganized Territories’ Game Preservation Act of 1894, the
government sought to protect threatened species—wood bison and musk-
ox—while limiting the hunting season for smaller fur-bearers.4 This act was
more symbolic than practical as the North-West Mounted Police (NWMP)
were only thinly spread in northern forests. The Mackenzie District was
without patrols of any sort until 1896 and waited until 1903 for a permanent
police detachment.45 However impracticable, the wildlife policy was a clear
indication of the government’s desirz to extend its civilizing influence into
the North.

Trappers and traders were not the only beneficiaries of steam transport.
Greater accessibility enabled many groups to investigate the North’s
development potential. Launching dreams of adventure and riches,
surveyors, miners, tourists, and séortsmen clambered aboard northbound
vessels in the 1890s. Like the addition of migrants into the area’s fur trade,
these people were a dynamic force in the boreal forest environment.

Initiating a good deal of the speculative activity were the government
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surveyors. Bell still typified these officers and continued to build on his early
explorations of Canada’s forest wealth. But in 1899 his final northern study
was devoted exclusively to the geology of Great Slave Lake region. The thrust
of northern exploration had been altered within the thirty year period Bell
served with the Geological Survey. His general examination of Canada’s
forest belts in the 1870s gave way to more precise examinations of Canada’s
resources near the turn of the century. With greater stress placed on the
practicalities of development, the forested north came under strenuous and
often surprising scrutiny.

By the 1890s survey work was been carried out along the breadth of the
entire northern frontier.46 A Senate committee struck in 1887 diverted the
energies of survey officers away from the agricultural west and into the
largely unknown hinterland of the Mackenzie Basin. Much of the work was
devoted to mapping and describing the area’s potential value in terms of
minerals, pastoral land, petroleum, fish stocks, furs, and forests. As
mentioned, :the government was willing to exercise informed judgement
regarding the wildlife resources inhabiting the region’s forests but little
attention was focused specifically on trees. In most cases survey reports
treated timber wealth in a superficial manner. Sliding down well forested
river valleys gave many visitors the impression that vast stretches of
merchantable timber existed throughout the North. Bell’s survey of 1880
alluded to spruce along the Coppermine River “to within twenty or thirty
miles of the sea.”4” R. G. McConnell’s reconnaissance of the Slave River in
the late 1880s prompted a typical description: “On both sides of the River are
level plains, which . . . support extensive forests of white spruce and banksian
pine . . . . The Spruce frequently attains a diameter of eighteen inches, and

affords excellent timber.”48 McConnell’s boss, G. M. Dawson, wrote similarly
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glowing reports but ‘was able to put the timber’s practical value in better
perspective. Calling the remote districts places “in which no volunteer will
ever voluntarﬁy settle,” he felt the area could “afford timber which the world
will be glad to get when the white pine of our nearer forests shall become
more nearly exhausted . . . .”49 Dawson was thinking clearly, since lumber
mills serving local needs had only recently been erected ir. the settled west
and would only move slowly north.

Ahead of the lumbermen, raced the fires.50 Those set by Yukon bound
miners posed a more immediate threat to Mackenzie District forests than did
the lumberman’s saw. While forest potential ggmerated little in the way of
development, geological finds were set upon eagerly. The mineral wealth
sampled by survey teams in the late 1800s sparked a frenzied immigration of
prospectors. A small society of 250 miners was established in the Yukon River
valley as early as the mid-1880s.51 Beginning in earnest after a discovery in the
Yukon in 1896, the Klondike gold rush had a substantial impact on the
surrounding woodiands. The Mackenzie River route, one of many
approaches to the Klondike, was utilized by hundreds of entrepreneurs.52
Miners would take the northerly route via the Rat and Porcupine Rivers
across to the Yukon River or a southerly rivate up the Liard and down the
Pelly River. Predominantly summertitn¢ routes, they became increasingly
susceptible to fires set by careless travellers. |

Lutz concluded that an incredible amount of forest had been burnt
during the peak of the gold rush.53 Apparently the Yukon experienced
explosive fire seasons in both 1898 and 1899. One witness to the fires gave this
description: “At night camp fires were visible in almost any direction one
could look. The moss and brush by this time had become very dry, and as a

result of the carelessness of campers in leaving their fires, forest fires began to
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rage along the valleys.”54 Fire was also commonly used to clear camps and aid
placer mining.55 Established mines would employ fire to thaw through the
northern permafrost. Burning cord after cord of split wood, the miners would
gradually penetrate the top layers of earth until they reached bedrock. Though
the number of fires escaping from these operations was probably limited,
there is Aproof that prospectors burned off heavy forest cover to expose the
deposits. Historian Arthur Lower noted that prospectors regarded the forest as
an enemy to be got rid of: “The prospector . . . sees in the forest simply a
covering preventing his knowing what kind of rock is under his feet.”56
Commenting on a prospector’s work in the Peel River region in 1898, a writer
observed that “Prospecting for this stuff [auriferous quartz veins] means
hunting the veins through the rock with pick and dynamite, after having first
burned dowr. the forest to let the surface of the rock be szen.”57

Though mining was traditionally centred in the Yukon, the search also
included areas in the Mackenzie District. Miners following the Mackenzie
River route searched for gold along the way by sampling tributary river-beds
and surface sediments. There were certainly surveyors and Yukon-bound
travellers prospecting around Great Slave Lake during the 1880s and 1890s.
Activity in the area allegedly promoted some huge fires. On a hunting trip
near Great Slave Lake in 1889 Warburton Pike was struck by the lack of

caribou near Fort Smith and the Mackenzie River:

.+ . they [caribou] keep a more easterly route . . . This is in great
measure accounted for by the fact that great stretches of the
country have been burnt, and so rendered incapable of growing
the lichen so dearly beloved by these animals. The same thing
applies at Fort Resoluticr, where, within the last decade, the
southern shore of the Great Slave Lake has been burnt and one
of the best ranges totally destroyed.58
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A decade later Charles Camsell filled his report with similar descriptions
while surveying the well traveled Salt River area near Fort Smith. Camsell
was seemingly forever in “an area of burnt rolling country” and estimated the
size of one twenty year old burn: “. . . I may say, that this area extends for a
distance of 25 to 30 miles from north-east to south-west and runs as far to the
north-west and south-east as could be seen from the tops of the hills.”59
Though extensive tracts of burnt forest were certainly not the reason for the
government’s move into the North during this era, mining had introduced
another source of fire to the boreal environment. Other indirect effects of

development would hasten the consolidation of federal control in the North.

III

Before the Dominion government could hope to deal with wildfire in
the Northwest it had to provide a more lasting and effective presence. This
was especially evident during the days of the gold rush. Associated with the
flood of prospectors and settlers was growing concern regarding the lack of
government supervision in the area. In an attempt to tighten contrel over
the activities of the largely American speculators, the Yukon District was
made a distinct Territory in 1898 and given more intensive administration.
Eager to encourage further economic activity in the region, thg government
ratified Treaty 8 in 1899 thus removing native title to a broad expanse of land
including the Slave River corridor to Great Slave Lake.5® By 1897 a constable
was stationed at Fort Smith and as the representative of law and order in that
section of the country he evidently had a noticeable impact.61 Clearly,
rudimentary steps were being taken to provide the region with a government

infrastructure. However small such advances seem, they set the pattern of
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government growth and control in the North for the next century.
Development interest in the Canadian North has traditionally come in
bursts. The public and private initiative needed to open the frontier has rarely
been sustained long enough tc promote any constant economic activity or
settlement. At the turn of the century this was especially true. The inspiration
for development remained in the hands of government authorities in Ottawa
or those speculating capitalists who would find in the North very little in the
way of bureaucratic interference.

Intensification of the government’s presence in the northerly sections
of the NWT was preceded by their continual concentration on western
settlement. Following the establishment of the District of Keewatin in 1876,
the provisional Districts of Alberta, Assiniboia, Athabasca, and Saskatchewan
were created out of the southern part of the Territories in 1882. Of the five
only Athabasca and Keewatin lay north of the fifty-fifth parallel. The
remaining northerly lands were separated into the districts of Franklin,
Mackenzie, Ungava and 'Yukon in 1895. Lying to the north and east of those
previously established, these four districts were unorganized and, excluding
the Yukon, received little consideration from government.52 Besides
regulations pertaining to wildlife resources and a handful of survey parties,
Dominion authority in the new unsettled districts was largely non-existent.
Moreover, during the 1890s the NWT’s own Legislative Assembly rerained
unable to do much for the isolated districts. Even after receiving an Exetutive
Council and the complete trappings of responsible governnient in 1897, the
territorial governmerit centred in Regina was effectively powerless. As the
territorial population rapidly increased at the turn of the century, Ottawa
continued to limit Regina’s legislative authority while remaining cool to

proposals for increased financing.63
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Regardless of the inadequate Dominion funding available for fire
protection as the century came to a close, the Territorial government did
exhibit a keen interest in preventing wildfire. In 1886 the Territorial Council
established “fire districts” and appointed a small group of “fire guardians” to
enforce the fire ordinance first promulgated by the Council in 1875. Amended
several times throughout this period, the ordinance became quite
comprehensive. By 1898 the revised act reflected the West's incipient
agricultural settlement. Aptly referred to in 1898 as “The Prairie Fire
Ordinance,” it ran to four pages and described provisions regarding
fireproofing and agricuitural machinery, railway regulations, and the fire
guardian’s responsibilities.64

During this same period the Dominion government was realizing a
more eniightened approach to general forest management. The 1890s saw
federal attention focusing on irrigation, reforestation, and protectior. Activity
surrounding the creation of forest reserves encapsulated these various issues.
The need to set aside forest land reflected how closely conservation was tied
with settlement. A desire to preserve specific woodland areas was broadly
rationalized by two goals: to ensure an enduring wood supply while
maintaining critical watersheds.65 The Department of the Interior officially
adopted a reserve system policy in 1893 and simultaneously passed the first
North West Irrigation Act. Timber and water were acknowledged prerequisites
for successful settlement. This was not lost on western settlers who realized
that their hopes were pinned on the government’s resolve to deal with
forestry issues, particularly the problem of fire. A survey conducted in the
early 1890s attests to the fact that many settlers in the Northwest were
concerned with the forest environment and conservation.6 Fire damage was

a prominent theme of the surveyed response and garnered an increasing
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amount of attention in contemporary government reports 67 Though little
had been accomplished to control fire, a widespread realization of the
pioblem was becoming evident.

The Canadian conservation movement gained further practical
strength in 1896 when Clifford Sifton became federal minister of the interior.
Sympathetic: to American public lands policy and scientific forestry, Sifton
stimulated government leadership in resource use.$8 A direct result of
Sifton’s conservationist ideology was his creation of an investigative fo:estry
agency in 1899. Elihu Stewart, an able, forward looking man, was appointed by
Sifton to the new position of Chief Inspector of Timber and Forestry within
the production-oriented Timber and Grazing Branch. Citing a desire for
Stewart to “give special attention to forest preservation . . . . Particularly in the
North-west,” Sifton backed Stewart’s appointment by assuring colleagues that
the inspector would be “one of the busiest men in the department.”6 Busy
indeed: by 1901 Stewart's efforts were seen as important enough to warrant
the establishment of a Forestry Branch independent of the Timber and
Grazing Branch. With Stewart at the helm of the new agency, forestry was
able to acquire an even higher profile in the eyes of Dominion bureaucrats.
Moreover, in doing so the government would finally take a good glance at

the forests north of the settled West.
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CHAPTER 3

The Rise of Federal Forestry and its
Northward Expansion, 1900-1920

We burned the meadows to keep them dlear of poplar, every
spring while there was still snow in the bush . . . . But we had to
stop, before I was 20 even.

—Chipewyan man near Fort Smith, born 19091

In this District, when a fire has got well under way, it appears to
me to be a waste of money to try and control it as can be done in
civilization.

—Ranger, Mackenzie River Fire-ranging District, 1915.2

The turn of the century emergence of the Dominion Forestry Branch
(DFB) was important. The DFB was the impetus for scientific forestry
throughout Canada and its policies had a great influence on the forests of the
West. The support the fledgling DFB received from Clifford Sifton untl 1905
(while Minister of the Interior), was resumed to a degree when Sifton became
chairman of the Commission of Conservation in 1909.3 Although forestry
had to compete for attention with other Commission interests, it did become
a leading cause in the postwar period of revitalization.4 The rise of the DFB’s
status, however, stalled in 1918. Serious rivalries surfaced as the Commission,
DFB officials, and the Timber, Mines and Grazing Branch vied for control in
forestry matters.5 With the dissolution of the Commission in 1921, the DFB
{also referred to as the Forestry Service after 1917) once again became Canada’s
pre-eminent forestry agency.6 The DFB’s stature, however, was threatened
again in the late 1920s when it became clear that western Canadian forest

resources would fall under provincial control.
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Prior to the 1930 devolution of Dominion responsibility for western
natural resources, the DFB exhibited a strong interest in northern forests. .The
brisk rise of federal forestry from 1900 to 1920 is well reflected in events in the
NWT. Active forest protection began in the present NWT almost as soon as
the century opened: police officers and seasonal rangers well-schooled in fire
regulations began patrolling the Mackenzie District; Elihu Stewart, the
superintendent of foresiry, made a much-publicized trip into the North in
1906; and, just prior to the Great War, more specific surveys of the region’s
forest resources were carried out. The government’s initial interest in the
distant woodlands was spurred by the potential value of the timber in
conjunction with a budding conservation ethic which was common to North
America. The government was developing a surprisingly forward looking
attitude with regard o wildlife resources in the North and began linking the
whole question of forest habitat to game populations. Encapsulating these
various issues was the creation cf Wood Buffalo National Park in 1922, which
in time profoundly influenced the delivery of fire protection services to the
lands lying immediately north.

As head of the DFB, Elihu Stewart's post demanded that he carry out
two related tasks: which were to sell his vision of forest conservation and
propagation to the government while instituting services that would earn a
constantly greater commitment from Ottawa.”. In doing both, Stewart proved
to be an able advocate and a solid, practical administrator. The duality of the
position suited Stewart. He educated Canadians about the centrality of forest
resources to the nation’s well-being, and confidently implemented programs

in the West that quickly enhanced the status of the young DFB.
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In 1900, Stewart set the tone for an impressive eight years as head of the
DFB. Avoiding niceties, Stewart’s first .ontribution to the Department of the
Interior's Annual Report went straight to the heart of the matter and described
the government’s shoddy record in dealing with fire.8 Apparently consumed
by the subject of fire, Stewart was plainly distressed by the catastrophic
destruction of Canada’s forests. Providing a very general review which
touched on various aspects of forest protection, Stewart addressed the need to
assist the RNWMP in their effort to control the fire problem?® Naturally, the
bulk of the report was devoted to the Dominion controlled lands lying
beyond Ontario and his insights were applicable to the Northwest and North.
The boreal forest of the then NWT was included within Stewart’s discussion
of what he called the “Great Northern Belt.” Lending strength to the belief
that man was to blame for the majority of fire activity in isolated districts,
Stewart presumed the fire load in this remote region to be relatively light, but
he concluded that the government should accept the “responsibility of
preventing as far as possible these virgin forests from meeting the fate that
has overtaken those in more frequented parts.”10 Until 1930 that simple
philosophy guided the introduction of fire protection policy in the NWT.
With experience, Stewart honed his arguments for forest protection on
Dominiow Yands, and sitvfflture in the prairie West. He realized that the
miss@h to halt forest destrudion depended on those with control of the
pullic purse and presented the ise of the underfunded DFB as if before a
Wleepy tribunal, dramatically emiphasizing that the government had a
“responsibility to protect woodlamgs since they were a communal possession
>that would surely suffer if left in private hands. Stewart called forest
rmunagement a “legitimate fultion of government,” and asserted that it was
the state’s “duty to expegg Such of the public funds as may be necessary” to
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protect forests for future generations.!l In making his point, Stewart often

borrowtd from reports by government officers who could vouch for the

potentialty merchantable spruce stretching to Canada’s northern shores. He

also pointed out the nzed to conserve these tracts of spruce by describing the

once great pine stands of central Canada, stands largely destroyed by fire and

axe.12

Defending the “philosophical dissertations, detailed explanations and

rationalizing” so characteristic of Stewart’s early efforts, Peter Murphy’s recent

analysis lists many concrete results stemming from his promotional vsork.

For example, in 1901 timber regulations pertaining to fire were bolstered,
seasonal forest rangers were being gradually added to the government payroll,

and renewed attempts were made to eradicate fire along rail corridors.13
Stewart’s influence appeared instantaneous, his initiatives apparent even on
the distant Mackenzie River; by 1902 river travellers were meeting
conspicuous fire notices throughout their journey.14 Stewart was successful in
certain reforms, such as in getting forty seasonal rangers distributed
throughout the Dominion by 1904, but unsucessful in that he saw fires as still
needing more attention. In 1904. Stewart—now known as the Superintendent
of Forestry—continued his traditional and fervent appeal for forest

protection:

The spectacle witnessed by the traveller passing through our
unsettled forest country is sad indeed. On every hand he beholds
the charred remains of the old time forest. . . . Everywhere this
destruction of public property is before his eyes, and it is
humiliating to confezs, as we must do, that the fires which
caused this great loss were not only permitied but in most cases
caused by our own people.15

Stewart’s missizin was not without broader support during this period.

His preoccupation :with advocacy yielded him a substantial ally in 1900. Upon
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taking office in 1899, Stewart became painfully aware of forestry’s low status
in Canada, and with Department of the Interior support he hurriedly
organized a national organization along the lines of the American Forestry
Association. During the spring of 1900, the Canadian Forestry Association
(CFA) held its first meeting in Ottawa.l¢ Attended by an eclectic group of
businessmen, bureaucrats and politicians, the meeting gave the CFA its start
as an effective and influential lobby group.l?” In 1906, the Association
sponsored a Canadian Forestry Convention which effectively raised Stewart’s
argument for a national forestry policy to the higher political and public level
it needed for success.18

At the 1906 convention, the Superintendent of Forestry spoke at length
about the idea of preserving forests in the “far north.” Acknowledging that
the land was unsuited for agriculture, Stewart linked the preservation of the
subarctic spruce to future demands for pulp-wood and spoke of the forest’s
vital role as habitat for valuable fur-bearing animals.!? Following Stewart's
presentation to the 1906 convention, the eminent geologist and explorer
Robert Bell lent his support to the notion of forest preservation and, in a
typically overblown fashion, shared his unique perspective on the fire

problem in the subarctic:

[Tlhis northern forest is subject to fire in a special degree, because
the trees stand close together and many have branches down to
the ground; so that, when a fire is raging, its fuel is close enough
together to make a solid mass of flame. When one of these fires
starts, it sweeps on with remarkable velocity, and, in the course
of a day or two may destroy ten million acres of forest.20

Bell went on to report that lightning, not Indians, was causing the greater part
of the fires, and he mentioned having seen “several fires burning at the same

time, where not an Indian was within a hundred miles of them.”21
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During; the 1906 convention, Stewart also ra‘led against the government’s
suddenly non-committal attitude to forest exploration.22 Stories alleging well-
sized northern spruce were legion by 1906 and Stewart was curious as to their
accuracy. Leading by example, the Superintendent embarked that summer on
a steamer trip down the Mackenzie and up the Yukon Rivers.23 The voyage
was a prudent and symbolic way to combine his plea for the protection of far-
flung woodlands with the matter of exploration. A saw-mill at Fort Simpson
and the supplies of whip-sawed lumber utilized throughout the Mackenzie
Valley alerted Stewart to the potential of the impré.jssive spruce stands he saw
as he travelled along northern rivers.2¢ R. H. Campbell, who succeeded
Stewart as Superintendent in 1907, continued to push for protection in these
isolated regions. Deeming it the last great forest area of the West, Campbell
did not want the area to suffer the fate of other districts in the Dominion,
presenting nothing “but a blackened and almost barren waste instead of the
forest which once clothed it and made the whole district rich and habitable.”25

Prior to World War I, forest protection in Canada received its most
significant push as a result of the conservation movement. It is certainly no
coincidence that a systematic fire program in the NWT got under way while
the Commission on Conservation sat from 1909-1921, years when the
government seemed especially attentive to conservation issues. No amount
of pleading on the part of the DFB was as influential in publicizing the
devastation of Canadian forests as the political climate during the early years
of the commission.26 Influenced by the American conservation movement
and the lead taken by President Theodore Roosevelt in holding a conference
on the issue in 1908, Canada established the Commission one year .la_ter. :
Forest conservation was perhaps the commission’s pre-eminent interest.

Professional foresters and various forestry officials exhibited serious interest



in conservation and are credited with initiating the Canadian movement,
stimulating its growth, and directing its energies.” Their ideology did away
with the romantic notions of preservation popularized by Victorian Canada’s
fascination with natural theology but, like its predecessor, the conservation
movement did assume that man enjoyed a special place above and beyond
nature.?8 In the early twentieth century, Canadian conservationists were
guided by the progressive liberal tradition which imbued society with the
belief that by way of scientific methodology, exploitation could be managed so
as not to destroy the resource.29

Two notable themes sprang from the application of conservationist
thought to the question of remote forestlands. The most obvious was the
growing conviction that fire protection was a form of conservation. This
belief lent strength to the DFB’s campaign against fire. Growing support for
conservation finally helped provide a positive response to forestry officials’
decade-long call for expanded services as a greater commitment was made for
fire prevention in unsettled areas. Many Canadians began accepting the fact
that forest resources were not infinite—even the forests of the North were
gradually perceived to be limited.

The other theme centred upon the liberal belief that all resources have
a potential for use. With the help of the Commission of Conservation,
questions regarding the utility of subarctic forests were answered more
comprehensively.30 Studies instigated by the various committees helped
define why the distant woodlands were important. Of course, anyone familiar
with the settlement of the plains realized this.3! In the West, a managed
supply of timber had become a priority. Settlers in the North suffered similar

problems. In areas near or beyond the Arctic Circle, trees of any size were a
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precious cominodity. Besides providing material for construction, trees were
a crucial source of fuel. The numerous steamers chugging up amd down
northern rivers consumed tremendous amounts of wood and there was a
good deal of concern that the most valuable spruce stands would be fed into
steamboat boilers. Wildlife conservation efforts in the NWT also continued
to emphasize the importance of healthy forest cover as habitat for animal
populations. After 1910, caribou and buffalo studies carried out in the region
helped drive home the fact that rangeland destroyed by fire could undermine

even the most earnest preservation projects.32

II

The conservation movement hastened the delivery of fire protection
services to the frontier. By 1908 there were 34 seasonal rangers in Alberta.33
Working as far as the Peace and upper reaches of the Slave River, the patrols
were getting progressively closer to the NWT. Assisted by members of the
HBC, the RNWMP, and missionaries, the ranger’s work lay largely with fire
prevention. Scattered over a huge landscape, the best this small number of
men could hope to achieve by their efforts was a reduction in fire starts along
major transportation routes in the unsettled regions. Apparently the results
justified a constant enlargement of patrol routes. In 1908, R. H. Campbell
continued crusading for extended patrols in the northern Peace River district
and the placement of a special inspector for timber matters in the northern
districts.34 During the 1911 fire season, he successfully pushed the patrol
routes north of 60 degrees latitude. That summer, A. J. Bell, Dominion
Government Agent in Fort Smith and Chief Ranger for the Great Slave Lake
River district, reported on patrols from Fort Chipewyan to Fort Resolution.
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He also reported that fire notices in Cree, Chipewyan and English, were
pested and handed out to explorers, traders and other northern travellers.35
Although such advances were small, they gave the DFB a presence in the
North that eventually influenced traditional fire practices.

Attempts at providing a patrol system in the Mackenzie District from
1510 to 1920 were fraught with problems. The greatest handicaps were created
by the North’'s cruel geography and almost insurmountable distances. Poor
communication, inconsistent transportation, and the matter of introducing
natives to the foreign idea of fire regulations, all presented unique difficulties.
Mail facilities were infrequent and irregular; mail in and out of the
Mackenzie District could take months getting to its destination. Not
surprisingly, a 1913 report from the ranger at Fort Smith took over five
months to find its way into the DFB office at Ottawa. Distance has
traditionally retarded development in the North, but in the case of forest
protection, it appears to have been particularly pronounced. For instance,
how was the northern population, spread across the vast landscape, to be
educated in matters of fire prevention? Not to mention the anxiety and
potentially furious paddling a large and distant smoke plume might cause a
northern ranger working the fz~ end of his beat and perhaps 100 miles away.
In 1915, for example, one ranger’s patrol route encompassed the area of Fort
Smith to Fort Resolution, and the country adjacent to Great Slave Lake, its
tributaries, and the Mackenzie River, as far as Fort Providence.36 The various
barriers to controlling fire on the frontier were certainly not lost on forestry
officials who cherished any small success in their quest to civilize a forest
environment that refused to be tamed.

Another typically perplexing matter was that of transportation. Steam

powered vessels were still the traditional means of working northern rivers.



59

By 1915 two forestry department steamers, the S. S. Rey and the S. S. Hope,
were each carrying three to four men on patrols in the NWT. The S. S. Rey
operated above Smith’s Landing on the Slave and Peace Rivers while the S.
S. Hope worked the lower Slave and Great Slave Lake. Ironically, the forestry
patrol boats of this era significantly added to the fire problem, but they were
apparently not the sole contributors. In 1913, a ranger reported that four HBC
steamers were not properly equipped with “spark arresters.” Compelled to
suggest precautionary measures for the vessels in question, the ranger
prudently remained silent after noting that the government boats were
equally guilty and threw out “just as many and as large sparks as any of the
others . .. .”37 Fueling the steamers also had a detrimental effect on the timber
stands that bordered northern waterways. Government agents were appalled
by the vast amounts of merchantable spruce “ruthlessly hewed down” for
fuel, in spite of the fact that the vessels often had equal access to burnt or dead
timber. In 1917, a report initiated by the Commission of Conservation

summed up the destructive nature of steam transport in the North:

[Als soon as the boat has loaded up [refueled] and forced draught
is put on in order to get the boat off shore numerous
incandescent fragments of cinders are vomited out of the
funnels into the woods with disastrous consequences.
Additional steamers are continually employed on these
waterways, all of which requires large quantities of wcod for

their power. A new steamer . . . is operating on the Peace river
this year which consumes no less than 2 cords of wood per
hour.38

Besides the distressing wrack and ruin caused by steamer transport,
forestry officials had some reservations about the effectiveness of the fire
patrol boats. Department correspondence on the matter reveals two schools of
thought: there were those who felt steam powered patrols represented the

most efficient means of fire ranging, while others viewed a fleet of canoces as a
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more practical option. In 1915, E. H. Finlayson, then District Inspector for
Alberta, expressed his concerns about moving to a greater reliance on canoes.
In a letter to Campbell, Finlayson recounted that a fire ranger, previously
employed by the DFB to patrol in the region, had spent much of the 1913 fire
season making small excursions to visit friends in the “neighbourhood.”
Finlayson felt that even a more motivated ranger traveling by canoe could
afford but little protection from fire and reminded Campbell that it was, of
course, quite easy to go down the river in a canoe but coming up meant the
laborious process of tracking.3? Without canoes howsver, lifs for the rangers
was difficult. Skiffs we 2 found to be cumbersome #nd the fire patrol boat
drew too much water, making it difficult for the meri to go ashore.

The end result of the canoe-patrol boat debate was a coordinated system
employing both modes of transport. In various forms, this remained the basis
of fire protection services in the NWT for the next few decades. H. J. Bury,
Timber Inspector for the Department of Indian Affairs, can be credited with
outlining this systematic method of patrolling the region. Bury’s plan
established the canoe as the chief means of transport for extinguishing fires,
with the patrol boats acting in an auxiliary capacity. Each spring, the rangers
were to proceed to their respective territories with the fire boats meeting
them on specific dates to dispense supplies and instructioiis. The rangers
would move downstream by canoe and utilize the fire boat for moves
upstream. In outlining the system, Bury summed up the objectives of fire

protection services ever since:

Celerity of movement is the essential thing in fire patrol. The
important feature is to get around the beat as quickly as possible
and consequently be on the scene of a fire before it attains serious
proportions.40
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Of course, successful implementation of the patrol system was
dependent on its front line employees. The DFB had a constant problem
enticing good men to become northern fire guardians. The job entailed a good
deal of independence and isolation, with limited supervision. In 1912, H. A.
Conroy, Inspector for Treaty No. 8, provided a typical description of the kind
of man the DFB should employ:

A fire-ranger in these northern districts must be able to speak the
native languages, and must be an expert in a canoe and among
horses. He must know a very large tract of country like a book,
for on many occasions he is called upon to make long trips
inland from the rivers, where there are no trails to follow or
blazes to guide him.41

While records from the period reflect the understandable difficulty the DFB
had in gaining the services of this sert of rnan, some solid individuals were
hired to patrol the North. One particularly capable ranger was glorified in a

Saturday Evening Post article:

A thousand miles north of the British line one has seen a fire
guardian, the only officer of his kind in a section of countr
hundreds of miles in extent . . . . A splendid, quiet, self-
respecting chap this man was too . . . . One day during a steamer
voyage this fire guardian saw smoke on the horizon far inland
from the river on which we were travelling. He stopped the boat
at once, got his pack together and went ashore. As he figured it
out, this fire was forty miles away, probably at the edge of a
certain large prairie surrounded by heavy woods . . . . All alone, a
sturdy and self-reliant figure—representing the law, representing
civilization even in the wilderness, representing a decent regard
of organized society for the organized society that is to follow
us—he set out on foot for his wilderness journey across an
untracked country. In all of one’s experience with outdoor men,
rarel A has one met a better, simpler and nobler figure than this
one.

The ranger's primary duty was to educate the northerners about the

Dominion fire regulations. Fire prevention was traditionally a more effective
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means of reducing annual area burned than was fire control. But introducing
Dominion fire regulations—let alone enforcing them—was a delicate,
difficult process. As we have seen, there were overt differences between how
native northerners viewed fire and how it was viewed by those of European
descent. Preventing anthropogenic fire in the North, like elsewhere, meant
addressing the cultural environment in which the fires occurred. Traditional
fire habits—campfires left to burn, smudges, burning for habitat modification,
signal fires—had to be altered.4® This was no easy mission as these practices
were ingrained in northern society and reached back through millennia. The
success of the rudimentary fire control system rested on the ability of
government awthorities to educate the scattered population that fire,
deliberate or accidentz!, was a destructive element.

Frontier justice was shunned by Mackenzie District personnel who
proved to be a rather flexible lot. The rationiie “or punishment was summed
up by a ranger after he had investigated sorie man-caused fires during the
1915 season: “The penalties imposed in the cases tried were light, and the
object was rather to prevent carelessness for the future than to punish for the
past.”4 The popularity of moral suasion over more stringent measures was
in part due to the fact that many seasonal rangers made their homes in the
area and could ill-afford to have themselves ostracized in an environment
where one’s survival could depend on the goodwill of neighbours. There was
also the matter of retaliatory fires. Since the extensive forest frontier often
made it impossible to locate the parties responsible for starting fires, any
individual unhappy with enforcement officials or policy could go about
touching off fires, safe in the knowledge that he would probably never be
caught. Rangers toyed with various ideas to counteract this type of

maliciousness: informants could be offered rewards, drastic examples could be
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made of those convicted, and some thought was even given to tailing
potential lawbreakers at the start of each season.

Introducing the will of Ottawa’s forestry officials in the faraway
Mackenzie District was certainly a complex matter as is evident by the

comments ranger T. W. Harris offered his supervisors in 1915:

The Indians do not show any active ill-will towards the action of
your Department, but with native cunning they would like to
make their compliance with the law, a source of profit to
themselves, and the “Barrack-room lawyers” among them tell
the ranger when warned about fires, that if the Government
wants them to obey, that they must be fed. Of course, this is mere
bluff, and there is absolutely no danger of these poeple(sic) ever
committing any overt act in contavention(sic) of the law, as they
are far too much wanting in energy and in initiative to do so.
When any remarks have been made to me on the this subject of
the Government’s prohibition to the Indians, before acquiring
the country by Treaty, I have replied that the prohibition was not
to the Indians at all, but applied to everyone, and was for the
benefit of the country.4

Harris was able to report a much improved situation the very next season. He
felt inhabitants were already taking more care in extinguishing fires, “and the
more intelligent among the Indians, are beginning to be convinced that the
preventative measures . . . are for the good of their country, and are willing to
co-operate with us if they can do so without too seriously compromising
themselves with the other Indians.”46 In 1919 surveyors returning to the
Mackenzie region after a long absence noted that “the waste by fire is by no
means as great now, and the natives are being educated to see the folly of
allowing fires to spread.”47 That such apparently good results could be
attained so soon after Government representatives moved into the area is

astonishing.
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III

Fire prevention and fire control were not the only conservation efforts
made in this era. Until wildlife protection in the NWT was placed under the
charge of the Parks Branch in 1917, officials of the DFB, with the help of the
RNWMP, were given the chore of invectigating the Mackenzie District’s
wildlife resources. The use of the DFB’s men for other conservation matters
was certainly a prudent way to stretch Department of the Interior funding and
energy, but it also made sense in scientific terms. In fact, the 1910-1920 period
can be viewed as one of the most enlightened in terms of conservation and
government organization that the NWT experienced. With the same officials
looking after both forest and wildlife protection, the critical link between fire,
habitat and wildlife popuiations had a chance to become well established.
Unlike other regions in Canada, fire protection policy in the NWT during
this century was shaped to a large degree by the necessity of maintaining
animal habitats, and in so doing, native northerners’ ability to live off the
land. So, while the linkage between forestry and wildiife in the early era had
little tangible influence on forest protection policy, the contemporary
evolution of the two interests within separate agencies has certainly not been
to the advantage of northerners or, for that matter, the federal government.

The most notable legacy of wildlife conservation in the Mackenzie
District is Wood Buffalo National Park. The DFB’s involvement in the
establishment and administration of the Park can be traced back to 1911, when
the DFB was given the responsibility of protecting what was the last wild herd
of Wood Bison in the country. For the most part, protecting these animals
meant locating and extinquishing fires throughout their range, but forestry
personnel also carried out some of the first buffalo research projects. Earlier

investigations by the RNWMP had pointed to hunting and wolf predation as
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factors in a declining herd population, but it took a more comprehensive
study in 1911 by the men of the DFB before conclusions and
recommendations could be «=frered. Working out of the Office of the
Government Agent in Fort Smith, the “Buffalo patrols” revealed little proof
that wolves had an effect on the population, and found that the natives were
too afraid of the RNWMP to kill the animals.48 For the next six years, the DFB
continued with investigations of the bison range and made various plans to
save the herd. Moreover, R. H.. Campbell maintained the reduction of fire
damage on the herd’s range as a priority.49

The issue of Wood Bison preservation precipitated the fateful division
of forestry and wildlife administration in the southern portion of the
Mackenzie District. The Parks Branch jealously viewed the fact that game
preservation in the area was being handled by forestry officials. In 1914 the
Parks Commissioner went so far as to imply that his branch should be given
sole responsibility for game throughout the whole of the NWT.50 Campbell
on the other hand, felt that the management of wildlife should be a forestry
responsibility since game was a product of the forest environment, and more
pointedly, he stated that foresters were better trained in game protection than
members of the Park Branch.5! In 1917, after four years of interdepartmental
bickering it was decided to put all wildlife protection in the NWT under the
control of the Parks Branch. Historian Janet Foster correctly views this
decision as critical in giving wildlife protection policies in Canada some
much needed strength.52 But, without the constant support of forestry
officials, the Parks Branch would have had more limited success in the
North. Long after the 1922 creation of Wood Buffalo Park, the DFB would
spend a significant amount of its time administering the Park’s forest

environment.
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Figure 3.1. Fire patrol steamer S.S Hope on Slave Kiver, 1916.
(J. A. Doucet)



Figure 3.2.40n the banks of a northern river, fuel is readied for
~ Steamboat boilers, 1917. (H. . Bury)
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Figure 3.3. Group of northern Forest Rangers near Norway House, Manitoba,
1913. (A. Knechtel)
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Figure 3.4. Northern Indians pledging to honour fire regulations at Fort
McKay, Alberta, c. 1915. (n. doc.)
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CHAPTER 4

Fanning Northern Flames: Development
and Disinterest in the NWT, 1920-1950

Much of the best forests of the region . . . have been destroyed
by fires over the decades, notably in places and at times of
active prospecting and settlement. Thus the forests of
Omineca and Cassiar suffered in the 1870's, those of
northwestern Alberta during and after the Klondike gold
rush, while in the district of Mackenzie the heaviest
destruction appears to have come since the middle 1930's.
—Morris Zaslow, “The Development of the Mackenzie Basin,
1920-1940.”1

My impression of the Mackenzie Disirict is that it is likely to

offer some fire protection problems that will be more or less
unique. —Harry Holman, Dominion Forest Service, 19432

During the years 1920 to 1950, the urge to advance systematic fire
protection in the NWT was as spasmodic as the rolling back of the resource
frontier itself. This tendency was a reflection of public and private
development interest in the North during the same period. The external
forces (such as conservationists and foresters) that had previously pushed
fire control programs into the Mackenzie District became increasingly
impotent as the harsh realities of political disinterest and economic
retrenchment surfaced; as well, the conservation movement had run its
course by the 1920s, and Dominion foresters became increasingly
preoccupied with the reduced status of their national operation in light of
the National R- sources Transfer Acts of 1930. Consequently, until the
1940s, frontier fire protection remained a peripheral concern. To fully
understand the dynamics of the era’s protection policy it is necessary to

chart the evolution of the labyrinthine bureaucracy controlling northern
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affairs. Much as the NWT’s earliest fire operations rested on the fate of the
DFB-and the conservation movement, protection after 1920 became closely
linked with broader federal activities in the North.

From the outset, the intensity of fire protection roughly paralleled
economic interest in the area. An oil strike at Fort Norman in 1919, for
example, caused a relatively greater concentration of administrative power
in the Mackenzie District that briefly enhanced fire protection efforts. The
creation of the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch (NYB) within the
Department of the Interior in 1922, enhanced government supervision of
many activities on the frontier, but in the case of forest protection, the NYB
spelled trouble. Soon after, responsibility for territorial fire ranging
devolved from the DFB to the NYB and forest protection quickly became
lost among a myriad of other government responsibilities. By 1930 the new
agency had undone much of the DFB’s work. For the next twenty years the
RCMP would play a more central role in fire protection than would
experienced seasonal rangers. Until the paagues uv' w4 of a strong federal
presence in the NWT, Ottawa’s progress in imiplementing fire control was

wholly inconsistent.

Although the DFB had attended tc: the Mackenzie and Slave Districts
since 1911, there was little support for their activities within broader
government circles during the interwar period. It is not surprising that
wildfire in the NWT was a concern to so few outside the DFB. In fact, as
late as 1920, some Members of Parliament were still ignorant of where the

area embracing the NWT was. On one occasior Arthur Meighen, then
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Minister of the Interior, felt compelled to explain: “The area is two-fifths of
the whole area of Canada and a rich territory it is,” adding that, “The time
will undoubtedly come when it will be a prized portion of the Dominion.”3
While the 1920s saw fleeting curiosity and control on the part of Ottawa,
fire in the North had yet to become an issue.

At the same time, Dominion forestry officials were fighting to
intensify fire protection in the more isolated forests. They viewed the
extension of protection as both necessary and inevitable; moreover, DFB
Director, R. H. Campbell had grown accustomed to a constant expansion of
operations. This was only natural, since from 1910 to 1920 the DFB's
appropriations had risen from $200,000 to over $800,000.4 As was common
to all forest protection organizations, a disastrous fire season presented
officials with the best justification for bolstering their programs. The heavy
fire season of 1919 is a case in point. Although the Mackenzie region had
few fires that year, over seven million acres may have burned in eastern
Alberta and Saskatchewan.5 All the fire action strained the energy of DFB
staff and, Campbell complained, “emade clear what has been known all
along, that in a dangerous season the patrols of each fire ranger are too
extensive for safety and that a much larger staff is urgently required.”6
Nowhere was this point better exemplified than in the NWT where patrol
routes were commonly a hundred miles or more.

Campbell’s men continued to address such logistical problems. By
1921, E. H. Finlayson, then inspector of fire ranging, had reorganized much
of the DFB’s work on the forest frontier, including the NWT's patrol
system.” Rangers working out of Fort Smith had previously been
supervised by that settlement’s Government Agent. But Finlayson’s

arrangement bypassed the Agent altogether and Chief Rangers in northern
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Alberta began to directly supervise the handful of patrol routes along the
Slave River and Great Slave Lake.8 The goal of the revamped system was to
enable more consistent communication and to reduce the patrol overlap
on the upper Slave. Further north, the Government Agent’s office in Fert
Simpson remained in charge of the men covering the Mackenzie River
valley. This section of NWT forest was still not a great concern to DFB
officials and ali efforts there were characterized as educational. It was hoped
that the very existence of an organized force of rangers would help prevent
serious fires until more intensive and better equipped fire operations could
be carrie: cun”

Larg~!7 due to the organizational talents Finlayson displayed in the
prairies and the NWT, he moved quickly through the ranks and, in 1924,
took over from R. H. Campbell as Directcr of Foresiry. MNo longer able to
personally monitor frontier fire protection, Finlaysun {zit it wise to give
control of the Mackenzie District to the young NYB.10 His attempts to bring
greater order to the district’s patrol system had failed. Finlayson blamed the
muddled situation on the “remoteness of the location and thke lack of mail
and transprtation facilities.”11 Department of the Interior correspondence
from 1921 to 1923, clearly indicates a confused state of affairs. Patrols,
particularly in the Wood Buffalo Park region, were again overlapping, and
there was some question as to whick department agency should pay for
protection in and around the Park: the NYB, the DFB, or the Parks
Branch.12 Consequently, in the spring of 1924, the transfer was completed
and all equipment and files pertaining to the Mackenzie District were
transferred from the District Inspector's Office in Calgary to Fort Smith.13
To secure an end to the duplication of services in the area surrounding

Wood Buffalo Park, northeastern Alberta, and the NWT, game wardens
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working out of Fort Smith were authorized te extend the southerly
portions of their patrols to the natural boundary formed by the Peace and
Slave Rivers.14

Although the NYB continued to administer fire and game patrols in
the Park after 1924, fire ranging all but ended in the NWT. Ironically, the
man charged with the duties of Chief Fire Ranger for the Mackenzie
District in 1924, John A. McDougal, had hastened to put an end to the fire
protection work in the NWT a year earlier:

In my opinion it is a waste of money to carry on the fire

ranging system on a scale carried on during the past few years.

Owing to the vastness of the District, unless a fire ranger was

fortunate enough to be at the spot when a fire started or to
arrive in time to prevent it spreading, he would have

difficulty securing assistance to fight a fire owing to the
scarcity of the population.15

Almost immediately after the DFB relinquished control of fire protection
in 1924, McDougal took action and dispensed with much of the already
small operation working downstream of Fort Smith. The Mackenzie River
fire program was halted and rangers working out of Fort Simpson were let
go. The NYB justified these actions by insisting that timber resources were
not of sufficient value to warrant the expense of patrol work. Going
further, McDougal intimated that the cuts were supported by a great many
northerners.16 But a less principled rationale was at work; McDougal
wanted to safeguard the NYB from the cost of maintaining a fire ranging
system along the lines of that implemented by the DFB.!7 From 1925 to
1943, the entire system was discontinued. And so, for that eighteen year
period, the RCMP, acting as ex officio fire guardians, offered what meagre
fire protection they could when not busy with police work, such as

organizing fire action near settlements, and enforcing fire regulations.
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Although NYB officials in Fort Smith successfully rid themselves of

fire duties in the NWT, they continued to supervise the operation in
Wood Buffalo Park.18 In the latter part of the 1920s, that entailed a great
deal of work. Serious fire seasons beset the Mackenzie region in 1925, 1927,
and 1929. In each of these years the Fort Smith office had to mount rather
extensive suppression operations in and around the Park. The Crane Lake
fire of 1925 kept a crew of14 men busy for more than three weeks.19 In 1927
substantial fires burning throughout the area south of Great Slave Lake
brought a barrage of excited wireless messages to Department of Interior
personnel in Ottawa; one estimated a fire in the vicinity of Fort Fitzgerald
at 30,000 acres.20 The Park fires of 1927 demanded action if not retribution.
O. S. Finnie, director of the NYB, outlined his position on the latter point
for Finlayson’s consideration: “We know that certain Indians and half-
breeds are the only trappers within the Park . . . . it might be advisable to
take steps looking towards (their) exclusion from the Park, as well as white
people.”?! The situation was worse in 1929. A fire covering an area of
twenty square miles came within twelve miles of Fort Smith, and one of
several conflagrations in the Park, the Murdoch Creek fire, burned over
200,000 acres, obviously exciting Warden D’Arcy Arden. “The ‘whole
country is on fire” Arden reported, adding that the “fire came like hell.”22
Civilians were alarmed as well. A spokesman for Western Canada Airways
was shocked to report that the south end of the Park was nearly all burned
away.2? The ramifications of what many perceived as a negligent pratection
policy also found their way onto the pages of the Edmonton Journal : “The
government has a large crew to fight the fire that is in the Buffalo Park, but
the fires outside the park are left alone, which will seriously hurt the next
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few years’ fur catch. Most of the hunters are in from the bush with very
small catches. All report fires all over the country.”24

In light of the heavy fire years, the cutbacks to the rudimentary fire
program were anything but timely. Not surprisingly, Finnie and his mien
decided to reverse their tack. In 1929 they approached the Department of
Interior for financial support to rebuild the fire ranging system.25 Funding
increases, however slight, were unusually difficult to obtain in the 1930s.
The depression had forced the government to slash public administration
budgets and few activities were as vulnerable to the cuts as fire protection.
The reduced involvement of the Forestry Service (DF:, and the DFB'’s
official rame after 1930), and its almost complete demise after 1930, did
little to help the effort to revitalize fire operations in the NWT. The
transfer of natural resources to the western provinces combined with the
budget tightening devastated the DFS. By 1933, the program had been cut to
a third of its 1924 operating level.26 With the reductions to the DFS,
frontier fire protection lost its greatest advocate. Support for forest
conservation had dwindled throughout Canada since the mid-1920s and
was one of the first victims of economic retrenchment.?’ In the political
and economic milieu of the 1930s, there was little opportunity for an
expansion of fire protection services.

Attempts to gain increased funding were certainly nothing new.
Justifying the cost of fire protection has traditionally been one of forest
management’s tcughest tasks; protection is often seen as a frill and this was
especially true in the NWT. It could not be rationalized and underwritten
by timber production as it was elsewhere, nor did it parallel the relatively
vigorous steps made by Ottawa to protect diminishing wildlife resources

and the traditional trapping economy. During the 1930s the government
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made attempts to protect native’s hunting rights, giving them preferred
access to the game preserves established in the 1920s, while implementing
new trapping legislation which, for example, regulated the number of
white trappers.28 At the same time, the government experimented with
reindeer-herding, and pursued the development of a Canadian reindeer
industry with the hope that it would provide the Inuit with an alternative
to the dwindling number of wild animals. By 1935, a herd of 3,000 Alaskan
reindeer was established at a reserve in the Mackenzie Delta. Driven to the
Delta from Seward Peninsula over a five-year period, the reindeer covered
some 2,500 kilometres.2?

At first glance it seemc odd that the intensification of the
conservation effort was not matched by a strengthening of forest
protection. It was, however, only natural for the government to take a
stronger approach to protecting game than it did to protecting forest habitat.
Wildlife programs were more easily justified given that the fur trade was
still the most important northern industry. Moreover, it took
comparatively fewer dollars to herd reindeer, set aside game preserves, and
tighten harvest regulations, than it did to mount a serious fire operation.30
Wildlife conservation made some economic and political sense, fire
control did not. In the 1930s, fire only merited attention when it threatened
to impede industrial development and, unlike most of North America’s
forested areas, there was little demand for protection from local
inhabitants. Although northerners have since generated broad support for
the idea of fire exciusion, their interests during the interwar years lacked
definition. It is quite probable that natives in the NWT viewed fire
protection as a positive step in that it would halt wholesale destruction of

the forest and provide much needed seasonal employment. Until the
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pnostwar era, however, many northerners maintained traditional fire
practices, and a belief in the positive role played by fire in providing a
diverse habitat. Prior to the 1950s, the absence of a local demand for fire
protection gave the government little reason to act

When related to general government activity, the neglect of
northern fire protection seems unexceptional. Throughout the interwar
period, the administration of northern affairs was as disinterested as it was
complicated. Economic retrenchment and the transfer of resources initiated
a reorganization of the entire Northern administration. In 1931, the NYB
was abolished and responsibility for the territories was briefly given to the
Dominion Lands Board—Ilater entitled the Lands, Northwest Territories
and Yukon Branch—under the Department of the Interior. In 1935,
austerity measures coupled with reduced responsibilities, resulted in the
termination of the Department of the Interior, which was then
amalgamated with three other government departments to form the
Department of Mines and Resources (Figure 4.1). The department was
divided into five branches and existed until 1949. The Lands, Parks and
Forests Branch (LPFB) administered the new bureau of NWT and Yukon
Affairs, and the DFS (Figure 4.2).31 Both agencies were involved in the

wpostwar evolution of forest management in the NWT.

11

Of course, the ebb and flow of fires continued regardless of
administrative change. The flow was particularly pronounced and reflected
@ gurge in the number of fires generated by man. Mining activity beginning

in the 1530s, wartime projects, and the mobility offered by aircraft,
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influenced the pattern and frequency of forest fires in the NWT. These
developments acted as a catalyst, bringing the specialized talents of foresters
back ¢p bear on the frontier fire problem. In 1941 the DFS listed aerial fire
protection in the NWT as an “essential requirement” for Canada’s forestry
program.32 The Canol Pipeline, initiated in 1942, presented perhaps the best
single reason for renewing a more systematic approach to forest protection.
The influx of American military forces working on the pipeline and
smaller projects, brought dramatic and often unique fire hazards into the
northern forests. By the end of the war it was evident that huge,
uncontrolled fires were more than a menai to riverways and settlements,
they also threatened the hope for a major industrial infrastructure in the
subarctic. For exampie, a semblance of protection was needed before
resource exfraction companies could comfortably invest in an operation.
Adjacent lumber supplies were becoming increasingly precious, especially
in the case of mining where hauling the necessary timbers ahy substantial
distance was an expensive proposition. Essentially, northern development
had a twofold effect on the implementation of more intensive fire
protection: it made the need for forest protection greater while
simultaneously introducfng an ar;ay of new ignition sources.

Press{n'e to act on the new fire problem brought about by changing
conditions mounted again in the late 1930s. The era’s rash of bad fire
seasons was well documented in southern newspapers. During the
summer of 1939 The Edmonton Journal carried no less than five different
articles devoted to fires in the NWT.33 Western Canadians demanded
explanations as palls of smoke emanating from the North frequently filled
the sky, obscuring the sun and grounding air traffic.34 Scientists were also

concerned. A paper presented at a meeting of the Federation of Ontario
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Naturalists in 1941 deplored the “inadequate fire control in the Mackenzie
Basin” and stated that besides the effect on wildlife, the fires endangered
settlements, ruined valuable timber, and increased the hazard of flying
because of heavy smoke conditions.35 In 1942, Dr. C. H. D. Clarke, a biologist
with the Dominion Wildlife Service, deemed the number of fires that
summer and their influence on wildlife populations as “disastrous.” He
counted no less than 12 large conflagrations along the main river system.36
Dr. Clarke recounted the severe fire seasons that prevailed in the
Mackenzie District from 1937 onwards to support his theory that the
woodland caribou of the southwest NWT was in danger of extinction as a
result of burnt rangeland.3”

Naturally, HBC officials shared a similar view. Government
inaction coupled with the purported carelessness of the natives, intensified
their frustration. In 1938, the HBC strongly suggested that the laws
regarding fire be better enforced.38 But the most influential &iticism
probably came from the rapidly expanding mining community. Mining
was quickly displacing fur as the primary industry in the NWT. The
Department of Mines and Resources had an obvious interest in keeping
the mining developers content and went to some trouble to reassure them
that a reliable source of local timber existed.® Following devastating timber
losses near Great Slave Lake inx 1944, the reassurances had apparently worn
thin.40 An article in The Northern Miner expressed serious reservations
about the viability of the NWT’s forest supplies: “The loss of such timber
in an area that could be easily patrolled by aeroplane is a rebuke to the
administratior,”and concluded that, “having in mind the ultimate

demand which is certain to develop for mine timbers . . . the government
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should commence immediately to provide the necessary equipment and
organization to promptly deal with fires as they arise next year.”41

That conflagrations were a menace to mining properties was not lost
on the government. As early as 1939, the Director of the LPFB, R. A.
Gibson, acknowledged the problem but reminded his charges that that
there were “no funds available for extensive activities . . . in fact we are
right now in the position where we will have to ask for additional funds
on account of expenditure made on fire fighting to date.” Gibson further
rationalized the sorry state of northern fire protection by comparing it with
that offered in the provinces where, “on account of limited funds,
protection is restricted to the timber of established value.”42 Taking a

different approach, the administration in Fort Smith defended the

impotent protection « ¥ +: *w reasoning that the fire difficulties arose from
the activities eople most willing to- criticize: careless
prospector- : ~ ‘nitentionally set fire so as to expose rock
formaticc - ‘ed the fact that development was taking
place on nining companies that devired fire-killed
wood as & ' -+ ..a; and aircraft companies that set fires in the

hopes of dras......s up business.43 Whether or not the bulk of fires could
be attributed to these agents, government officials were certainly aware that
the fire problem was aggravated by development.

The unsubstantiated claims regarding the influence of aircraft were
not completely out of line. The evidence does tend to suggest that the
pattern and frequency of ignition was altered by the arrival of aircraft.
Enhanced mobility has alWays bedeviled fire protection agencies. Air
transportation helped access remote areas, thus spreading authropogenic .

fire more widely across the northern landscape. This trend was so
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noticeable in the early 1940s, that officials attempted to ban plaigs fram
Wood Buffalo Park.# The most curious example of fire caused by aircraft
manifested itself during the war years when otherwise inexplicable blazes
began popping up beneath regular flight paths. It was felt that firebrands
(cigars and cigarettes) dropped from large military transports were igniting
the fires. Harry Holman, a Dominion Forester who surveyed the NWT's
fire situation in the early 1940s, was convinced that many of the worst and
most inaccessible fires were due to “the practice of throwing cigar butts from
aircraft.”45 Holman was not alone. T. F. Blefgen, Director of Forests in
Alberta, advanced the idea in 1942 after a string of fires started in the Lesser
Slave Forest coincided perfectly with a radio beam corridor used by aircraft
headed for the Yukon and Alaska.46 Blefgen made reference to tests carried
out in the United States which found that “a cigar butt would be alight on
reaching the ground from a height of seven thousand feet.”47

While fires may have become more frequent with the advent of air
travel, they also became more noticeable and much easier to control. The
suitability of aircraft for fire work quickly overshadowed any negative
influesce. Air—pdwer, an integral part of fire operations worldwide, has
been especially critical in hurrying the evolution of northern fire
protectiorn.?® Few places on earth have such an impenetrable expanse of
forest, where Jand dwarfs transportation corridors so absolutely. The use of
aircraft had two very different influences on the postwar resurgence of fire
protection. The primary effect was certainly the plane’s ability to detect and
help suppress fires. Fire detection in the NWT has traditionally been a
matter for aircraff, Lookout towers came slowly to the region and as yet
cover only a few southerly sectors. Another, more subtle influence was also

at work; a growing reliance on air transportation made large-scale
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conflagrations ail the more undesirable. As we have seen, smoke
conditions often grounded flights, playing havoc with the air industry and
drastically reducing the mobility of northern developers and
administrators. And so, at mid-century, a marriage of convenience took
place in which commercial flights would serve as the LPFB’s eyes, in return
for the an assurance that attempts would be made to keep the skies
relatively smoke free.4?

The carelessness of the U.S. military finally awakened the
government to the necessity of fire protection. Although the NWT’s forests
were safely beyond the environmental devastation inflicted along the
Alaska Highway corridor, they did suffer at the hands of the thousands of
American military personnel 'and contractors associated with the
construction of the Canol pipeline, the air staging route, and various
exploration projects. One observer commented that “it seems to be the
opinion of the troops to let the country burn, it's no good any way.”50 The
fires generated during the war years were serious enough to merit
ministerial attention. The Hon. T. A. Crerar, Minister of Mines and
Resources, took the matter up with his American counterpart in 1943,
reminding him that “the only force available to suppress fires started along
the transportation routes is that controlled by the United States
engineers.”51 As was by now tradition, the Mackenzie and Slave River
valleys absorbed the brunt of the damage. Many of the fires were attributed
to American troops “travelling in power boats and pontoon barges”
making “cooking fires and mosquito smudges on shore.”52 The growing
frequency of ignition combined with dry seasons to burn huge areas (figure
4.3). In 1942, one of the biggest fires ever recorded in North America

originated from unburnt slash piled along the Alaska highway in the
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southern Yul .n. The fire covered some 30,000 square miles, burning as far
as the Mackenzie River, which it reportedly jumped near Fort Simpson.53
Besides the obvious environmental impact, the extensive burns delayed
wartime projects. While visiting the region in 1942, Malcolm Macdonald,
United Kingdom High Commissioner at Ottawa, reported that the fires
posed significant transportation difficulties:

This has been a remarkably dry season in the north, so fires
galore are raging. Consequently, a thick pall of smoke, as
dense as a bad fog, has hung over the whole country between
Edmonton and Great Slave Lake week after week, at a time
when air and river transport is usually very active. For long
periods every aeroplane in the place has been grounded, and
small craft like scows have been tied up. The pipe and much
other important equipment §ot stranded hundreds of miles
south of where it was needed >4

By the end of the 1943 season the government took its first steps
towards establishing a fire protection agency for both the NWT and the
Yukon. To draw up plans for the organization, the Department requested
the services of Harry Holman, a Forest Officer with the DF$, who had made
extensive surveys of tiie Yukon situation that summer. Holman proved to
be an excellent choice. He quickly got a firm grasp on the essential
requirements and was praised for the “concise and impartial manner”with
which his observations were presented.55 At the outset Holman realized
that the blanket coverage offered to well timbered portions of the country
was out of the question. “At the same time,” he added, “we have got to
recognize that something must be done, and at once, if we are to hold
down losses even to what they have been. With each added activity in the
north, the danger mounts.”56 His statement effectively recapitulated the

fire history of the NWT since 1930.
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In making his plans, Holman travelled some 11,500 miles of the
NWT over the course of two summers. His reports were remarkably
comprehensive, and included sections devoted to fire incidence, settlement
protection, forest values, causation, policy, detection, communication,
equipment, and all-important cost estimates. The main thrust of Holman's
reports laid bare the essentials required to “practically eliminate all large
fires in the vicinity of the waterways, and at the same time prevent many
bad fires from developing in the hinterlands; even though the degree of
protection afforded the latter areas would be of a very sketchy nature.”57
With the objective made clear, Holman suggested an immediate capital
expenditure in the NWT of $75,000 for equipment and buildings, followed
by annual operating expenditures of $60,000.58 A man of obvious
conviction, Holman warned the department to take his recommendations
seriously and took a potshot at the government’s decimation of the

Wildlife Service:

I have not made these recommendations without considering
them very carefully, and I may say at this point that if a policy
of parsimony is adopted it is my considered opinion that it
will entirely defeat the whole aim and purpose of the
organization. I have seen such a policy in operation with a
gsimilar organization in the Territories, and I am not
impressed with the results.59

With that said, the work of building a fire protection agency began in
earnest. The 1924 devolution of fire protection to the North's
administrators had had a tragic effect on the forests of NWT. The
northward drift of industrial civilization generated an incredible flow of
fire. It is ironic that industrialization was made vulnerable by the very fires
it often produced. But nothing was threatened more than traditional

native culture. Although the impact the increased fire frequency had on
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wildlife resources is impossible to gauge, it must have been dramatic. Fire
protection and prevention would offer all industries, both new and old, a
more stable resource base. While years of neglect had made the task of
implementing a system enormous, there existed a wealth of experience
into which administrators could tap. The NWT could build its
organization by borrowing ideas from established agencies, supplanting
them with the hard earnad lessons only fire on the northern frontier could
provide. Help was also forthcoming from the renewal of federal interest in
the North. Wartime developments and postwar Soviet-American relations
gave the region unprecedented significance and alerted Ottawa to the need
for better monitoring of activity in the territories.6? In so doing, officials

came to realize that expanding developmnent also entailed controlling fire.
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Figure 4.4. Bush plane with canoe slung beneath, N. W. T., ¢. 1930; two
necessary modes of transportation for northern fire work.
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Figure 4.5. Unexpected sources of fire ignition were brought north. Here
Dominion Forestry Branch personnel examine remains of tent set on
fire by field glasses exposed to sun near Pine Lake, Wood Buffalo
National Park, N. W. T., c. 1928. (NAC, PA-165996)



Figure 4.6. Fire set by river boat personnel near Wrigley Harbour, N. W. T.,
September, 1944. (NAC, PA-165934)



CHAPTER 5

Fire Protection and the Search for a Policy, 1950- 1987

G is for Game

The Forest’s its home.

When the Forest is burned

It has no place to roam.

—Department of Resources and Development,
The A. B. C.’s of Forest Fire Prevention, 1950

I remember flying down the Mackenzie with my boss from
Ottawa (it must have been 1956), we were going just past Fort
Norman and a goddamn big smoke started coming up on the
west side of the Mackenzie River and he looked at that and said:
‘What-d’you gonna do with that fire?’

I'said, Tm gonna take a picture of it.” And that’s all we did, that’s
all we could do. —R. T. Flanagan, Superintendent, MFS, 19881

The postwar re-emergence of organized fire protection in the NWT
came with a flurry of federal initiatives aimed at developing the North.
Beginning in the 1940s, an increasing interest in the North was evinced by
government, scientists, and business.2 Although the indirect catalyst for all
the attention was concern for Canadian sovereignty and security, there were
other benefits to be gained by implementing more authoritative policies on
the frontier.3 The demand for fuel and minerals had once again enhanced the
North’s potential. In turn, resource extraction -activity enhanced the value of
the North’s merchantable timber stands. By 1959 three lumber companies in
Wood Buffalo National Park were producing in the order of one and a half
million board feet of lumber annually, with mine timber production in the

Mackenzie amounting to a half million linear feet.# Along with the precious
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settlements, buildings, and equipment. The rush of fires generated by postwar
industrialization combined with a need to protect white man’s livelihood to
revive Ottawa’s conviction that fire protection was necessary on the frontier.

The redirection of federal policy in the postwar era was symbolized by
numerous changes in government structure. Federal departments, their
branches, names and responsibilities, were shuffled about in repeated attempts
to intensify Ottawa’s northern presence. In 1950 the Department of Resources
and Development was established, taking over from the Department of Mines
and Resources. For the first time ever a whole branch of government, the
Northern Administration and Lands Branch, became specifically devoted to
affairs in the NWT and Yukon Territory. Despite all good intentions, the
Branch still found it difficult to create an important niche for northern affairs
within the department.> So, in 1953 the North was given an entire
department—the Department of Northern :iffairs and National Resources.
Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent explained that the department’s name
change was indicative of the fact that its centre of gravity was moving north.6
This shift in Ottawa’s focus was expensive as administrative expenditures for
the North took off in the 1950s. During the fiscal year ending in 1950, the
Department spent approximately $4.5 million, while by 1960 this figure had
risen to some $40 million.” The simple fact that the North had a department to
cali its own, one willing to throw money into potential development, makes it
clear that during the 1950s Ottawa had decided to play a more permanent role
in the North.



99

I ihe spring of 1946 the Department of Mines and Resources
established the Forest and Wildlife Division of the NWT.8 Harry Helman'’s
thorough and stubborn approach to the establishment of a fire protection
organization had finally met with success. Initially the new agency was
charged with giving a measure of protection to renewable resources, while
drawing up comprehensive management plans for the future. Operating costs
for the fire protection component rose swiftly and by 1949 were running well
over $100,000.9 E. G. Oldham, the first Superintendent of the division, treated
forestry and wildlife as separate components; even though the two
components were closely linked by way of numerous shared employees doing
fire related work in summer and game management the rest of the year. At
the outset the new agency’s primary goal was to preserve game in the
unburned forests of the Mackenzie District. The consensus of opinion was that
some fifty per cent of the region had been lost to fire from 1940 to 1945.10
Moreover, it was thought that the serious fire seasons had contributed more to
diminishing game populations than hunting and trapping. In Oldham’s view
the agency’s success rested firmly on fire protection. “The most thorough and
accurate surveys [wildlife] possible can be completed but if protection is
disregarded and uncontrolled, fires sweep the country,” which would result in
there being left “little to conserve or manage.”11

Although the Dominion Forest Service was not responsible for the
development of the fire operation, it continued to play a critical advisory role.
Holman frequently visited the NWT to report on its progress and make
recommendations. While in Fort Smith during the spring of 1949, he was
impressed with the strides made and the calibre of the organization’s men but

noted some misdirected effort. Holman was critical of the agency’s zeal in
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fighting remote fires and reminded the men to concentrate their efforts on the
most valuable timber areas instead of attempting to control fires in
“wasteland.” Holman felt that protection policy should focus on the stands of
merchantable timber along the Slave, Mackenzie and Liard Rivers.12 His
proposal was at odds with that of men more intimately involved with the
situation in the NWT. Holman’s fire plans made little reference to the
protection of wildlife habitat. But “much of this wildlife is in areas where
timber is not classified as merchantable,” observed one official, and therefore,
“might not be included in the areas to be patrolled under Mr. Holman’s
plan.”13 Such divergent views on the matter of policy would characterize the
next thirty years.

Holman noted improvement in the operation on his return to Fort
Smith in 1950, declaring that the “fire suppression set-up here will eventually
become as efficient as anywhere.”14 Given that 1950 was the worst fire season
since the war, this was a strong compliment. Suppression work in the
scuthern portion of the Mackenzie was beginning to prove itself. The Point
Ennuyeuse Fire of 1950 is a case in point. Travelling south for 32 miles in the
first day or two, the fire posed an immediate threat to Fort Smith. Aided by a
shift in winds from north to south, a suppression crew from Fort Smith was
able to secure the southern perimeter while a patrol boat, barge, and tractor
were held as back-up near the fire line. For the first time officials appeared to
have a fairly well thought out fire strategy in place—a pronounced
improvement over 1945 when practically nothing resembling a suppression
organization existed. Holman was inspired by good judgement in deciding
where and when action would be taken: “It must be realized that in an area as
large as this, every fire cannot be fought, for if one attempted to do so fire

suppression would mount into astronomical figures.”15
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The organization was tested again in the mid 1950s. A handful of major
conflagrations originating south of the NWT converged on Hay River, and
the settlements and timber leases along the Slave River. Bursting out of Wood
Buffalo Park in 1953, Fire 41 approached Fort Fitzgerald on a twenty mile front
and threatened Fort Smith. After the fire stopped just short of the villages, the
fire fighting efforts were deemed to have been “an excellent exercise in civil
defense.” Two years later sixty men were dispatched to fight a conflagration
threatening Park timber. The fires were brought under control, but they forced
officials to question the relatively weak suppression capability and caused
them to initiate discussions with the Alberta Department of Lands and Forests
on the matter of jurisdiction along their shared border. In 1956 the first formal
cooperative agreement between the NWT and Alberta enabled each respective
agency to take action on fires within the other’s boundaries.16

As forest protection services gradually expanded beyond the Fort Smith
region, pressure mounted for the inclusion of areas further afield. As early as
1952 the first in a string of demands for the protection of barren-ground
caribou rangeland was considered. The request involved a relatively
inaccessible area of about 50,000 square miles in the Lac La Martre area
northwest of Yellowknife and was quickly turned down; remoteness, a
deficient fire detection system, and excessive cost weighed heavily against its
inclusion in the protected area.17 Later that year the Canadian Wildlife Service
asked for special fire protection of the caribou’s winter range in the same
area.l8 Southern interest groups added their own demands. The Canadian
Conservation Association worried about the rising fire potential associated
with development activity. At a 1953 meeting in Ottawa, members resolved
that a policy should be adopted “to protect the tundra- against fires and to

preserve it in its natural state.”1? But forestry officials repeatedly reminded the
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public that protection had to be within the limits of practicality. “All we can
hope to do in protecting this northern couniry,” stated Holman, “is offset the
effect of human activity, and we may consider ourselves very fortunate if we
are able to do that.”20 Hence, efforts were to be undertaken only in areas where
human activity centred.

The public’s demands and criticisms were often hard felt by local
officials. L.A.C.O. Hunt, District Administrator at Fort Smith during the heavy
fire years of the early 1950s, sympathized with northerners dismayed when
local fires were left uncontrolled because fire:fighting resources were tied up
elsewhere. He cited lost trapping areas as posing a serious economic threat and
hoped that future funding increases would lead to “fairly large scale coverage,”
or, he asked rhetorically, “are we to continue the present meagre policy which
does very little in any case to protect the forests from destruction?”2! Qutside
of directives stipulating that action be taken on fires threatening settlements
and Park timber leases, forest fires were to be fought where deemed feasible
and worthwhile. What Hunt wanted was a clear cut policy upon which better
fire plans could made, but the search for more specific guidelines continued
throughout the 1950s.

In spite of the administrative problems, the agency did make sound
progress operationally. A suppression crew was kept on call at Fort Smith.
Land and water transportation capabilities were improved. Large quantities of

fire fighting equifment were cached, reconnaissance aircraft were chartered to
help with detection, float planes were used to move men and supplies, and
helicopters began to play a role. In 1951 a comprehensive forest protection
ordinance was completed, giving forest officers sweeping powers, including
permission to arrest without warrant.22 Statistics and publicity—two

bellwethers of a sound fire program—were also given due consideration. A
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summary of the inaugural 1946 season, for example, reported that 58 fires had
burned a totai afea of 1,452,487 acres.23 Annual statistics helped illustrate the
fire problem for officials in Ottawa and were combined with short reports on
weather, equipment supplies, aircraft use, prevention programs, and
expenditures.

A large component of the fire program was devoted te prevention and
education. In 1950 a broad publicity offensive began. Hundreds of letters were
sent to mining companies, sawmill operators, and business organizations
explaining forest protection and prevention. Residents and visitors to the
Mackenzie District were asked to co-operate with the agency in the detection
and suppression of fires, w:zile church authorities and teachers were implored
to help in the fight against fires by “teaching lessons of good citizenship.”24
Educational films on forest conservation with titles like “Tomorrow’s
Timber,” “Temagami Ranger,” and “Forest Commandos,” were shown
throughout the NWT. Fire wardens stationed in the various districts gave
lectures on the subiject, fire prevention signs were posted, and ads carried by
newspapers and commercial radio networks repeatedly warned the public
about the dangers of fire. The effects of the prevention blitz were evident as
early as 1952 when officials proudly reported only nine convictions for
infractions of fire laws.25

By the end of the decade the fire protection section centred at Fort Smith
had become known as the Mackenzie Forest Service (MFS). In late 1959, R. T.
Flanagan, MFS Superintendent since 1955, symbolically renamed the
‘organization to recognize the fact that they “weren’t just a handful of people
running around with posters and shovels.”26 In fact, MFS personnel, when
not busy with fire duties, spent much of their time administering wildlife and

lumbering concerns in Wiood Buffalo National Park. Although the search for
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a formal fire policy continued, the Park—with its timber supplies, buffalo, and
whooping crane nesting grounds—had undoubtedly become the primary
concern. Between 1950 and 1960, over $1 million was spent building all-
weather roads in the Park, enhancing both the viability of timber operations
and their protection from fire.27

In 1959 Flanagan formulated the first comprehensive fire plan for the
Mackenzie District. Entitled “Forests for the Future,” the scheme was greatly
influenced by Prime Minister Diefenbaker’s 1958 naticnalist “vision” of
northern development, the “Roads to Resources” program, and the renewed
public interest in resource conservation. Much of the plan described how fire
protection would match the predicted increases in industrial activity.28
Enshrining the then traditional approach of protected and non-protected areas,
it called for coverage to broadly parallel developments in transportation while
offering limited protection to the vast back country (Figure 5.1). In short,
protection remained localized to settlements, transportation corridors, and
commercial timber operations within a national park.

But Flanagan’s plan alsc recognized that the MFS would have to give
more inclusive protection in the 1960s. Realizing that forests in the NWT had
value beyond their commercial potential, Flanagan felt that preparations
should be made to “protect as much of the forest cover as possible in order to
ensure maximum fur-bearing habitat area.”2? Flanagan warned his superiors
in Ottawa about the adverse consequences stemming from burnt-over caribou
range and trapping habitat, but he stopped short of suggesting blanket

coverage:

Because of the high costs of attempting to build our forestry
organization up to the point where it could cope with most tree-
line and tundra fires, we do not recommend such expansion. But
we point out the problem, suggest that we take control action
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whenever possible, and bring the whole matter to your attention
because it puts the frontier of our activities far beyond the
obvious which forest inventories would suggest.30

As the 1960s opened, the MFS and district administrators were aware that fire
control in the NWT would have to involve more than just the traditional
protection of resources held dear by southerners. In extending security to the
livelihood of developers, conservationists, and lumbering interests, the

government was also forced to recognize the value of the forest to its

inhabitants.

II

By the early 1960s the MFS had equipped itself with the trappings of its
provincial counterparts. An organized pool of Indian fire fighters existed, a
reasonable communications system was in place, detection towers and
buildings were constructed, training programs established, and heavy
equipment—including aircraft with water drop capabilities—were increasingly
employed. The MFS now had access to a range of alternative fire control
techniques. As a member of Canada’s Associate Committee on Forest Fire
Protection, it had annual contact with expérts from across the country. As a
consequence, the NWT’s less advanced fire control strategies were quickly
modernized. Typical of the general upgrading was an emphasis on initial
attack techniques. By the late 1950s fire fighting crews were flying in the wake
of lightning storms, detecting and extinguishing fires before they became a
problem. Backfiring was also increasingly used on large, distant fires.

The technical expertise of federal foresters was also applied to MFS
activities in the early 1960s. That much of the early research lay outside the
realm of fire protection, emphasized the fact that Ottawa still justified fire

control costs by the North’s timber potential: timber inventories carried out
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since the 1950s continued northward; white spruce characteristics were
studied; outbreaks of spruce budworm were monitored; and in 1961 an
arboretum was established at Fort Smith.31 Focusing squarely on commercial
forestry, these projects underlined the interest the North’s merchantable
timber resources attracted. Fire did merit some scientific attention. After
repeated requests by the MFS, federal foresters were sent to Fort Smith in 1961
to draw up a fire danger index. Published in 1962, the forest fire danger tables
for the region provided a numerical expression for the possibility of fires
occurring, and gave a projection of fire behaviour for those that did.3?2
Knowledge of localized fire danger was imperative to the MFS, whose small
pre-suppression force had to be spread over a huge area.

Advances made in the ability to deal with more remote, lightning-
caused fires created a whole host of new policy options and problems. In the
space of a few years, aircraft had allowed the MFS to access a large portion of
the district. In doing so, fire protection now entailed more than simply
offsetting the effects of human activity, and protecting amenities. Although
many of the logistical problems of mounting distant fire control efforts
remained, so too did man’s urge to put fires out.33

As the feasibility of fighting remote fires rose in the 1960s, so too did the
cost. Heavy fire seasons in 1961, 1964, and 1966, pushed annual fire control
expenditures up around $500,000.3¢ While certainly expensive, the ability to
suppress back country lightning fires made it undeniably seductive. %x 1966 the
MFS took action on 182 fires within a protected area of some 135,00 square
miles.35 This represented almost 25 per cent of the district's iand base, an
enormous area. Indicative of the protected area’s consiani growth was the
inclusion of the barren-ground caribou winter range it %:3. Pressed by the

unrelenting demands of the Committee for the Preseryztion of Caribou, the
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MFS, with funds from the Treasury Board in Ottawa, extended the protection
capability to a 43,000 square mile strip south of Fort Reliance and east of Fort
Smith (now known as the Caribou Range).36 Of course there were limits to
what the MFS could do and, more importantly, spend. After 1966, department
officials in Ottawa began expressing concern that the MFS was protecting
“certain areas of little or no value.”37 And so in the fall of 1966 the MFS was
asked to classify all district lands by their potential cash value, with the hope of
more effectively allocating fire control expenditures.

Input from this assessment helped create the first formal fire control
policy in 1967. Based on the old concept of protected and non-protected areas,
the new policy prioritized zones within the protected area by resource values.
Timber, recreation, watersheds, and wildlife habitat figured into the new
policy, but life and property remained the highest priorities.38 By the end of
the 1960s it became clear that the NWT could not base its fire protection efforts
on traditional (southern) forestry concerns. Like elsewhere, settlements and
merchantable timber were offered protection, but to an increasing degree
forestry officials had to consider critical trapping habitat, wildlife rangeland,
and recreational areas. More than any other fire program in Canada, the MFS
had to deal with the complexities of protecting multiple-use forest values. The
breathtaking growth in fire fighting capabilities had inadvertently taken the
agency into new fire frontiers and complicated the formulation of policy.
Constantly redefined and reevaluated, the search for a policy was now
beginning to reflect broader cultural and political changes in the NWT.

In 1966 the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development
(DIAND) was created, replacing the Department of Northern Affairs and
National Resources. By 1967 administration over the NWT began to devolve

from the Northern Affairs branch in Ottawa to the Government of the
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Northwest Territories (GNWT) based in Yellowknife. The natural resource
components, with the exception of game management, remained DIAND’s
responsibility and were left in Fort Smith. Cons#quently, the fire program was
virtually untouched by the reorganization. It was practical to leave the
operation’s centre in Fort Smith, as it was already established and well
connected with the Ottawa head office. This was crucial. Access to Treasury
Board authorities was a priority since they had become decisive in keeping a
lid on fire protection expenditures. In a sense, Treasury officials were
adjunctive policy makers in that they held the MFS liaison officers in Ottawa
strictly accountable. The only substantial change in MFS jurisdiction began in
1964, when Parks Canada began to assume administrative responsibility for
Wood Buffalo National Park, and that process was compieted with the transfer
of fire duties in 1968. MFS resources continued to be called upon to protect
critical park values, like whooping crane nesting grounds and buffalo
rangeland, but the distraction of running the park had ended.

Historians have often likened Ottawa’s administration of the North to a
form of colonialism, meaning external administration over the territory by
“foreign” officials in Ottawa who were not directly linked to the area except by
their government’s power.3® Fire protection was one of the best examples of
this relationship whereby Ottawa officials directed matters of local concern. In
the early postwar period, the decision-making process had been left largely in
the hands of local officials working in conjunction with federal foresters.
Unlike the 1950s, a high turnover rate of senior NWT staff in the 1960s and
early 1970s prevented the local perspective from having much influence on
policy. Moreover, the growth of the NWT organization and its mandate in the
1960s had taken policy formulation out of its proper context—the forests of the

Mackenzie. To an increasing degree, those most responsible for guiding fire
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protection policy sat in air conditioned offices thousands of miles away,
increasingly detached from fire activity and the voices and needs of NWT
residents.

The fire seasons of 1968 and 1971 set the stage for a further re-
examination of policy. Although 1968 was not an exceptional season, one
particularly noteworthy fire raced towards the settlement of Inuvik in early
August. At the time, officials described Fire 34 as “probably the most serious
ever experienced in the Mackenzie District, in: that it presented a very real and
serious threat to a major community.”40 Large military aircraft stood by in the
event of an evacuation as 400 men successfully fought the 87,000 acre
conflagration. Fire 34 exemplified the NWT’s unique and diverse fire
environment. R. E. Schmidt of the MFS put fire conditions at Inuvik in
perspective by saying that: “Until someone devised a hazard rating which used
e comparative and superlative of extreme like ‘extremer’ and ‘extremest,’
there would be no real description of what the unrelieved midnight sun could
do to the forest fuels at those high latitudes.”4! Having never before mounted
an intensive suppression effort of this kind, the MFS benefitted from the
experience.

The 1971 season, on the other hand, was a complete disaster. Fire costs
swelled to five million dollars as 322 fires burned an estimated 2.3 million
acres and almost razed the town of Pine Point42. Tragically, the loss involved
much more than forests and money. Two men were killed on the fireline by
falling snags; another four died the following week in an aircraft accident.
Circling a downed helicopter in the dense smoke at Fire 6, two Canso water
bombers collided head-on, killing all four crew members; the pilot of the
helicopter survived.43 A iournalist visiting the central fire office at Fort Smith

was stunned by the logistical problems confronting MFS personnel:
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The huge wall map of the Northwest Territories bristled with
coloured pins—bright red for active fires, yellow for suspected but
unconfirmed fires, black, appropriately, for burned out fires. I
counted 263 of the red and yellow pins, and riew ones were being
added. On the wall next to the maps were charts which indicated
falling humidity and the nearly total absence of water in the
environment . . . . The fire control officer had bigger problems
than supply and demand. He explained that when the electrical
storms scattered the fires across his district in such numbers he
had cannibalized the Yellowknife Fire District on the north side
of Great Slave Lake. Now, that zone had its own outbreak of
serious fires. One had cut the Mackenzie Highway, Yellowknife’s
only land link to the outside world, and knocked out power from
the town'’s hydroelectric plant on the Stagg River. The territorial

capital was getting by with emergency power from a diesel
generator.44

The 1971 season and the criticism that followed overwhelmed the MFS.
Treasury Board officials in Ottawa were astounded by the cost of protecting
what they considered useless forest. They went so far as to send analysts north
to get a first-hand look at the destruction.4> Northerners, of course, had a
much different view. The destruction of valuable wildlife habitat angered
many NWT inhabitants who felt that areas valued by industrial society had
received the bulk of protection. For the first time, local trapping interests took
their complaints directly to Ottawa and Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau.46
Pressure from both the government and the increasingly politicized public
initiated yet another round of policy evaluation in the mid 1970s.

That northerners were beginning to express such strong concern about
fire policy had significant implications for the future. Certainly the most
notable trend in the North during the 1970s was the rising dissatisfaction of its
native people. The emergence of a younger educated generation and vocal
interest groups slowly began to have an impact on policy formulation. The
most profound influence in terms of fire protection came from the Hunters

and Trappers Councils. Established in the late 1960s, the Councils received
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growing support from their respective communities and the territorial
government. In the 1970s federal officials suddenly found themselves
confronted with a host of demands from groups committed to having their
rights with respect to wildlife and fire management recognized.¥

Another influence on policy was born out of more imgensive research
into the complex relationship between fire and the northern ecosystem.
During the early 1970s the range of projects and research parties involved was
astounding. For instance, in the spring of 1973 a meeting held to better co-
ordinate the work that year was attended by representatives of no less than six
different agencies and universities.#8 Perhaps the most significant fire research
was carried out by the Arctic Land Use Research Program (ALUR). Although
the bulk of the data generated by ALUR studies had few apparer.t practical
applications, it contributed to a greater appreciation of the environmental
impact of fire, and the possible impact of fire control technology. More
importantly, the research reflected a general redirection of effort by fire
agencies working in the North and elsewhere. Fire control organizations were
becoming technocracies. More precise meteorological measurements,
advances in aircraft suppoi't, and an improved understanding of fire
behaviour, had all come about as a result of scientific work, and were

increasingly taken advantage of by fire protection officers in the NWT.

II1

Political fallout from the 1971 fire debacle generated an extensive
reorganization of the fire program in the mid 1970s. Bolstered by the addition
of a policy adviser, head office staff in Ottawa drafted a new fire protection
policy for the MFS—by then renamed the Northwest Lands and Forest Service
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(NLFS). Implemented in 1973, and revised throughout the decade, the new
policy’s stated objective for fire management was “to reduce forest fire
damages to a level consistent with the present and future needs of the people
to ensure the continuation of their enjoyment and use of the resources.”4? To
that end, the NLFS added specialized staff and continued with a program
developed in the late 1960s that saw a handful of forest officers sent to the
Forest Technology School (FTS) in Hinton, Alberta, to learn the most modern
fire control techniques. In addition, the NLFS reinstated basic spring training
for its fire fighters, hired a fleet of contracted aircraft, enhanced their initial
attack capabilities, and made progress on a 1100 mile VHF communications
system.

The new policy divided the area into four zones and defined fire control
objectives for each on the basis of priority. Put simply, priority zones 1 and 2
encompassed settlements and industrial amenities—such as mines, tourist
lodges, merchantable timber, and highways—while the majority of important
wildlife and trapping areas were to be assigned to zone 3, with zone 4
including all other lands.50 “In remote areas, where protection of life and
property is not required, the general aim will be to limit fire damage to a level
believed to have existed for thousands of years.”5! This was an innovative but
complex policy and officials in Ottawa immediately recognized its drawbacks.
A 1973 memo from H. B. Robinson, Deputy Minister of Indian and Nortl.ern

Affairs, to the Treasury Board, laid bare the basic weakness:

It is important to recognize that some well known trapping areas
could not be included in Priority Zones 1, 2 or 3. The other major
weakness of the existing policy relates to the possibility of some
fires in Zone 4 burning into Zones 1, 2, or 3 prior to being
actioned. Hopefully by 1974, an extension of the protected area
and additional funds . . . will enable us to eliminate these
problems.52
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Robinson’s words were prophetic. The funding increases never materialized
and policy “wavered,” in the words of one NFLS employee, “from ‘fight all
fires’ to fight ‘as few fires as possible.” 53

By 1976 annual fire control costs had gone over three million dollars
and Ottawa was directing the NFLS to stop taking any action on fires in zone 3
unless settlements were threatened. By 1977 the zone had officially been
abandoned.’¢ In effect, the protected area once again encompassed only
traditional values: communities and areas adjacent to major watercourses.
Large areas, in particular those used for trapping and hunting, were left
unprotected.55 Head office personnel in Ottawa knew this would be an
unpopular move and expected “protests as smoke and the number of
abandoned wildfires materialize.”56 On cue the Northwest Territories
government, its fish and game branch, local trapping councils, and native
associations, demanded that protection be reinstated in zone 3 areas and
argued for the inclusion of important and previously overlooked game
habitats.

Such demands were increasingly difficult to ignore. The political
activism and influence of native northerners reached dramatic heights in the
mid 1970s. Justice Thomas Berger’s Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry from
1974 to 1977, and the concomitant rise of native self-determination symbalized
by the “Dene Declaration” of 1975, radically altered the balance of power in the
region. A native majority became established in the Legislative Assembly of
the NWT. Natives still comprised the bulk of the NWT’s population and
resource policies could no longer be successfully implemented without their
input. Berger’s 1977 report eloquently dispelled southern Canada’s traditional
notion that the North was simply a development frontier, and gave life to the

native people’s growing conviction that the region was their political and
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cultural homeland.57 Berger’s inquiry was a landmark event not only because
it postponed the pipeline. The inquiry’s methodology was in itself important.
Berger took the decision-making process to the people of the NWT. His local
hearings created a “solidarity among them, and a divisiveness between native
and non-native . . . that might never otherwise have come about.”58

In this new political environment, the federal government’s long
search for an adequate fire protection policy broke down completely. The fires
of 1979 recapitulated the problems of the two previous decades, and
precipitated loud and prolonged protests from native interest groups who felt
that too much had burned. The 1979 season was tremendous by any standard;
380 fires burned almost five million acres. Hardest hit was the south
Mackenzie region. The Fort Smith District alone absorbed half the fires and
over two thirds of the total area burned. The fires devastated forests, trapping
and hunting, not to overlook the NLFS, and Ottawa’s resolve to control the
fire program, but they also transformed and regenerated. All fire programs
benefit from a busy season and the NLFS was no exception. Events following
the conflagrations of 1979 established the NWT as a model for fire programs
that depend on the integration of multiple-use wilderness areas into a
protection scheme. The NWT became the first region in North America to
offer its inhabitants an active role in policy formation.

The first outbreak of fires in 1979 began after a mid-June lightning
storm. Oﬂy those fires in the first two priority zones received control efforts.
By the end of the month the Fort Smith District was taking action on ten large
fires and had almost exhausted fire fighting resources. July opened with heavy
smoke blanketing the southern portion of the District, grounding air
operations and reducing fire detection capabilities. A startling example of how

-smoke could limit the effectiveness of a fire control organization was
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provided by two fires that began during the first week of July in the Slave
River Valley north of Bell Rock—the fires were 8,000 acres upon discovery, too
big to control but impossible to ignore. At the time, NLFS staff decided against
actioning large fires in any zone unless they threatened lives or property.
With the pattern set, a seemingly endless array of large, expensive, and
destructive fires, rolled across the southern forests of the NWT. By summer’s
end, the Native Councii of Canada had organized its own crew and fought a
fire not being actioned by the Forest Service. In addition, the Hunters and
Trappers Association (HTA) had met with Jake Epp, Minister of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development, to complain about the fire situation and call for
an inquiry, while the mining community of Pine Point had been threatened.
With these developments the NLFS had become completely fatigued.59
Ottawa responded to the vociferous complaints of northerners by
appointing an independent Ministerial Fire Review Panel on November 1,
1979.60 Focusing on the Fort Smith region, the panel was to “assess the
eificiency of operations, adherence to fire policy, and the adequacy of
information dissemination,” while reviewing fire management policy in the
NWT as a Wwhole. Fashioned after the Bergei' Pipeline Inquiry, the panel held a
series of iheetings throughout the western NWT, and coordinated various
research projects into the influence of fire on wildlife habitat, and its
socioeconomic implications.61 Only five months later, in the spring of 1980,
the review panel presented its report. It deemed the 1979 season “particularly
hazardous,” and a “difficult challenge even to a more mature and better
equipped organization.”62 With the report came 96 recommendations. Besides
suggesting that the complex priority zone system be scrapped in favor of a
simplified policy delineating attack zones and observation zones, the panel

emphasized the need for comprehensive detection, a stronger initial attack



116

capability, and better planning for extreme seasons. More important than
operational reforms, however, was the panel’s suggestion that the public be
brought into the policy-making process. They saw an overriding need for a
“fire management plan based on the needs of the people and involving them
in its preparation.”63 The following year, meetings were held with the Dene
Nation, the Metis Association, the HTA, the GNWT and their Department of
Renewable Resources, and several northern communities, to discuss the
panel’s recommendations and the formation of local committees to advise the
government on fire management policy.

- Increasing public involvement was an admirable sentiment, but not
altogether practical. A case in point was offered by the Fire Management
Committee set up in 1981 to advise on policy matters. An evaluation of the
committee’s first year found it unproductive, overtly critical, and not at all
representative of the NWT’s impoitant land users.64 This was not surprising.
Native activism, especially on the part of the influential Dene group, had
made it impossible for the federal government-whose representatives chaired
the Committee to build a fire management policy by consensus. With the
issue of tand claims looming, northern natives had become extremely wary of
any initiative made by Ottawa. Put simply, the Dene viewed the policy-making
process as a sham and wanted nothing less than complete control of the fire
program. In their own words, Dene control of the budget and program “would
achieve what they them selves (sic) want and eliminate the need for a
conglomeration of organizations determining the priorities and objectives for
the people and their land.”65 With federal authorities in charge, the Dene
would be happy with nothing but a policy geared towards complete fire

exclusion.66
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It was in this dissentient era that the federal government designed its
final fire policy. Implemented in 1983 and improved upon seasonally, the
policy put to work many of the recommendations made by the 1979 Review
Panel. The overall concept was simplified to incorporate a “Fire Action Zone”
(FAZ) and the “Observation Zone” (OBZ). The FAZ amounted to
approximately twenty percent of the total area below the tree line and was
determined in consultation with local interest groups (Figure 5.2). The
cornerstone of the new policy was its emphasis on aggressive initial attack on
all fires within the FAZ, and a commitment to analyze all escaped fires in
conjunction with affected communities to determine an applicable level of
suppression.67

The policy, however, also noted the impossibility of complete
protection under certain conditions and implied that fire management should
allow for, and “incorporate the role of fire in the northern environment.”
Although a guiding principle and not a component of the policy’s objective,
this was a critical point. Fire exclusion in the NWT was simply impossible; fire
conditions would, at some point in time, become too severe. Moreover, the
new fire management program implicitly supported the maintenance of fire’s
natural role in the northern boreal forest. Unless the NWT’s historical fire
regime—a combination of frequent light surface fires and the odd intense
conflagration—was maintained, the forest ecosystem would be altered
immeasurably. Ironically, fire management was suddenly faced with the tricky
task of dispelling the notion (much vaunted by the fire organization since its
conception) that forest fires were exclusively detrimental. The public had to be
made aware that man influences the forest environment as much through

successful fire exclusion as he does through increased fire activity.
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Fire research in the 19805 augmented the new policy. Cooperative
projects carried out in the NWT by staff at the regional office in Fort Smith
(now called the Territorial Forest Fire Centre) and the Canadian Forest Service
(CFS) had strong practical applications. The 1982 Porter Lake Project allowed
Fire Centre experts and CFS researchers to document experimental fires
burning in typical black spruce-lichen woodlands under various conditions.68
The experimental fires yielded a better understanding of fire behavior in the
NWT—even a wildfire that escaped from the project helped support the data
collected and became an excellent case study for students of fire behavior.69
Perhaps the most important research-driven component of the fire program
was an advanced pre-suppression strategy unveiled in 1986. It provided NWT
“fire managers with a procedure, based on potential fire behavior (current and
forecasted), to systematically build-up or build-down initial attack resources.”70
Although this philosophy was shared by all modern fire agencies, and
borrowed from them, it was an approach developed specifically for the diverse
nature of the NWT’s fire environment. N¢ longer were strategies employed
elsewhere simply refitted for use in the }Morth. Lightning location recorders,
sophisticated meteorological equipment, computerized technology, and staff
well acquainted with fire in the northern environment, enabled the
Territorial Forest Fire Centre to better organize its relatively limited resources.

While federal officials busied themselves with the details of the new
fire policy, the GNWT initiated the transfer of the entire fire program to their
control. Although only the start of a general trend toward the devolution of
all resource management to the GNWT, the transfer could not have come at
more opportune time. The 1979 season had embittered northerners to the
federal program to a degree that would have made its traditional structure

unworkable. Moreover, the devolution of fire protection responsibilities
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would not simply quell the hostility of northerners, it would #}¢5 ndisve a few
headaches in Ottawa. Besides getting rid of the obvicus lagistiral
complications of controlling a fire program thousands of miles away, federal
officials would hardly miss the animosity kindled by tize fires of 1379.

The transfer was a practical solutior. The fire program would rec<ive
greater public support after devolution (the Dene and Metis supporiei vhe
transfer), and future policy changes would more likely be tailored i ‘ocal
demands. The Hon. C. M. Drury’s 1980 report on coastitutional development
in the Northwest Territories (the “Drury Report”} implied as much in
recommending that the GNWT assume greater respoensitiility for its forests. In
doing so, Drury felt that the GNWT would have to “becorre accountable to the
territorial residents for its own performance and expeni:iture ir this field.”71
The complex devolution process began in earnest during 1985 and became
effective on April 1, 1987. The historic role of the federal government as
keeper of the NWT’s forests was over.'It now remained to be seen if a purely
regional program would be able to solve the enduring problems posed by fire
in the NWT.
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Figure 5.2. Caribou Mountains fire tower, Wood Buffalo Natio1.'.
(NAC, PA-165995)
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" ark, 1953,
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Figure 5.3. Deck of white spruce logs on timber berth near the Peace River
in Wood Buffalo National Park, 1961. (NAC, PA-165991)
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Figure 5.5. Making camp near fire line, Siltaza Lake (Snowdrift River),
N. W. T., July 1962. (NAC, PA-165988)
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Figure 5.4. Swanson Lumber Company sawmill on the Peace River,
Wood Buffalo National Park, 1961. (NAC, PA-165991)



Figure 5.6. One of the first water-bombers used in the N. W. T. ; an Otter
fitted with spill tanks, c. 1961.
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EPILOGUE

Hunting and trapping areas adjacent to native settlements have .
. . become more critical in terms of fire effects since the native
has adopted the fixed settlement idea of the white man.

—H. W. Gray, Superintendent, NLFS, NWT, 19751

The historical record reveals an expressive relationship between the
federal government and the NWT's boreal environment. Ottawa's
stewardship of the region's forestland was a role it took rather seriously. This
was particularly evident in the the postwar era. Moreover, the evolution of
fire programs and policies in the North provides an excellent example of the
government's attempt to exercise a civilizing force in one of Canada's most
remote regions. As we have seen, this was a difficult, expensive, and at times,
unsuccessful undertaking. Although much of the previous discussion has
focused on the gradual development of fire operations, administration, and
policy, it is important to emphasize the overarching theme of man's complex
and dynamic interaction with the boreal ecosystem, a story well reflected by
the NWT's fire history.

The federal government certainly precipitated the most sweeping
changes in the relationship between fire and man in the Canadian North.
This point is probably best clarified by the historical circle completed when
native northerners demanded fire exclusion in the late 1970s. Only fifty years
earlier, the bulk of the federal government's protection work involved trying
to convince inhabitants of the same region to give up traditional fire practices

in the hope of preventing fires. Within half a century, Ottawa's fire
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traditional perception of fire. Of course, there were influences besides fire
protection at work—the most significant was the increasing rate of settlement
which did away with the nomadism of native northerners, and left them
more dependent on the forest resources close at hand. No longer could
hunting communities simply move after a fire had swept through their
lands: they were settled. As a consequence, there grew a more pressing need
for the protection of habitat in areas surrounding communities and the
structural values at risk, lest they be completely destroyed by fire. Like most
North Americans, inhabitants of the NWT had come to view fire as both
unwanted and unnecessary.

Today, the protection of resources traditionally valued by the NWT's
citizens remains a legitimate concern, and one that fire managers must
continue to address. Equally pressing, however, is the need to re-educate the
public about the beneficial role fire has played, and will continue to play, in
the northern environment. As the trend in fire policy throughout North
America moves closer to accepting, allowing, and in some cases, prescribing
the burning of forestlands, the public's belief in former policy objectives must
be altered. The nagging quest for an acceptable fire policy (described in the last
chapter) was in many ways a result of the unrealistic expectation's northerners
had attained over previous decades. To a large degree this was simply a
matter of poor communication. The transfer of the fire program to the
GNWT in 1987 has given fire managers a new opportunity to address and
inform society's concerns regarding fire. That opportunity must not go to
waste. The NWT's latest fire program has not yet been tested by a fire season
like 1979, but there is little reason to expect that the next round of severe

conﬂdgrations will be calmly accepted by the public as “nature’s way.” Though
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the federal government's direct involvement with fire protection in the

NWT ended in 1987, the lingering effects of that involvement will remain for

years.

1H. W. Gray, “Wildfire in the North,” Proceedings of the 1975 Annual Meeting of the Western
Forest Fire Committee (Portland: Western Forestry and Conservation Association, n.d.), p. 11.
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