
The incandescent sun sits low in thenorthernAlberta sky, illuminating thedirty
mud flatsbelowon thiswarm springmorning.
ParksCanadamanagerMikeKeizer stands in frontof a lonelymoundofwhite salt

thatglistens amid fieldsofbrown. “It’sbubblingoutof theground, righthere atmy
feet,” says theWoodBuffaloNationalParkguide. “That’s the spring.”

Keizer is referring to themineral that gushes generously from this ecological splendour
hiding deep in theheartof theworld’s second-largestnational park.

Herein lies the saltof the earth, precious tohumans andonce
traded for gold. It symbolizes the geographical storyof the
North, exemplifying howthe landbubbles its riches to the sur-
face and freely gives thatwhichman taketh away.
Agriculture, fur andoil are among the resources thathave

contributed to the economicprosperityof northernAlberta.Ex-
plorerAlexanderMackenzie firstnotedwhathasbecome to-
day’sbounty—bitumen— seeping from the sandybanksof the
PeaceRiver in the 1790s, althoughhedidn’t recognize its value
at the time. Inhis journals, he describedhowthenatives used
the tar-like goo: “Thebitumen is in a fluid state, andwhen
mixed . . . serves to gum the canoes.”
Oilwas again foundoozing outof the gravel in 1912 along the

PouceCoupeRiver—in thewesternportion ofPeaceRiverCountry—where gaswas also
detected lingeringbetween the stones. Similar reports followed fromother locations along
thePeaceRiver,whichbegins inB.Candwinds itsway throughnorthernAlberta.
Butpetro-richeswould come later.The early giftsof the landwerebeaverpelts and grain.

In the 1870s, surveyorCharlesHoretzky andbotanist JohnMacounwere senton aquest to
explore the agricultural potential ofPeaceRiverCountry.Theydescribed a “veritable gar-
den ofEden,” leading theCanadian government to encourage large-scale farm settlements.
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Alberta’s booms have been fuelled by fur, trees and now bitumen
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