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the north: charging ahead
The majestic birthplace of our province is

poised for growth, but rooted in its rich history
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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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northern
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Alberta’s booms have been fuelled by fur, trees and now bitumen
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Today, the salt sparkles like diamonds, casually re-
minding observers this isone ofAlberta’soldest in-
dustries.Forhundredsof years, aboriginal people
used themineral to cure fish andmeat, and to tan
hides. In later years, missionaries and theHudson’s
BayCompanyharvested salt and shipped it for export.
In 1920, itwas sold for thegainful sumof 10 centsper

pound (22 centsperkilogram), theequivalentof 99
cents ($2.18 perkilogram) in today’sdollars.
Whenoutsiders think of the geographyof the

North, it’s usually the image of lushboreal forests that
comes tomind, not an ancient sea thatwashedover
the land thousandsof years ago.All that remainsof
that today are the saltplains,whosewhisperings re-
mindusofwater’s infinite importance to the region.
“Water is life,water is sacred,” saysFrancoisPaulette,

who lives inAlberta’snorthernmostcommunity,Fort
Fitzgerald, situated justoutside theparkanddowna
gravel road from theNorthwestTerritories.Hisances-
tors, theDeneSuline, havebeenhere since “time imme-
morial,”according to theband’smission statement
framedon thewallsof thenewcommunitycentre.
The extensive rivers andpristine lakeshave always

defined theNorth.Theywere thehighwaysbefore the
age of theblacktop, openingup theWest to early ex-
plorers, trappers, missionaries and settlers.Longbe-
fore that, aboriginalshadused these same land and
water routes for thousandsof years.

TheAthabasca andPeace river systems are the
largestwaterways in the area.Hundredsof tributaries
flow into the rivers,which eventually join themighty
Slave thatpours into theArcticOcean.Fertile prairie,
ranchland and farmland surround thePeace.The
Athabascaoilsands, one of theworld’s largestde-
positsof oil, dominate the surrounding areaof the
AthabascaRiver andFortMcMurray.
Theoilsandshavebroughtbillionsof dollarsof in-

vestment to the region— and another $100billion is
on theway.The impacthasbeenhuge.Entire towns
are employed, throughdirect and spinoff jobs,while
the surrounding landscape isbeing transformed.
Logging,mining, and oil and gas operations are us-

ing up chunks of land and of the northern boreal for-
est.The trend has seen the international scientific
community pressureCanada to adopt tougher con-
servation efforts,while corporations develop
stronger, andmore innovative, environmental plans.
In a study released last year, scientistsDavid

Schindler andBillDonahue noted the flowof the
AthabascaRiverhasdecreasedbyone-third since
1970, a resultof human and industrial activity, and cli-
mate change.Other research is still trying todeter-
mine howmuchwater the river can afford to losebe-
fore itshealth is threatened.
The geography of theNorth, though, ismore than

water andminerals.Heavily forested, themassive

expanse of land north of Edmonton to theN.W.T. is
relatively flat. ImagineAlberta’s southern open
skies, but add a carpet of trees.
“This country is so level that, at some seasons, it is

entirelyoverflowed,which accounts for theperiodi-
cal influx and refluxofwatersbetween theLake of the
Hills and thePeaceRiver,”wroteMackenzie.
TheLakeland regionnortheastofEdmonton is

wheremany early fur-trading postswere established.
Elevatedplateaus includeSwanHills at 1,200metres,
and theBirch andCariboumountains, the latterpro-
viding a core habitat for the endangeredwoodland
caribou.Aspenparklandmakes up the southern area,
whileboreal forest and the low-lyingbogs and
marshesofmuskeg are found to thenorth.
The importance of the boreal forest, amassive car-

bon storehouse, can’t be overstated. It’s been called
the second lung of theEarth after theAmazon, pro-
viding animals and plantswith a natural habitat large
enough to act as a buffer for any climate change af-
fecting northern species.
EnterWoodBuffaloNationalPark—aWorldHer-

itageSite slightlybigger thanSwitzerland thatprotects
a significantchunkofCanada’sboreal forest. Itpro-
videsa refuge for the largest free-roaming, self-regulat-
ingherdofbison in theworld. Inmanyways, it isa
microcosmformuchof thegeographyof theNorth,a
magicalcanopyofonly those treesheartyenough to

Muskeg and boreal forest dominate Wood Buffalo National Park, a UNESCO World Heritage Site slightly larger than Switzerland. The red-sided garter snake, seen here in a mating ball, is the only species of r
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adapt to the long,coldwintersand short summers.The
mostcommon speciesare theconiferouswhiteand
black spruces, jackpines, firsand larches.
Thepark is a crucialbreeding ground formore than

30per centofNorthAmerica’sbirds. Ithouses the
only remaining nesting ground for the rarewhooping
crane, and contains thebiologically richPeace-
AthabascaDelta, one of theworld’s largest fresh-
waterdeltas.Thepark is alsohome tobeavers,
muskrats, moose, lynx,wolves andblackbears.
The easiestway into the remote park isby air.

NorthwesternAiroffers regular flightsoutofEdmon-
ton andFortMcMurray.Otherwise, there arebut two
roads through theNorth.The overland route iswest
ofEdmonton, throughPeaceRiverCountry toHigh
Level andnorthof theprovincialborder, loopingback
south toFortSmith,N.W.T.Awinter road fromFort
McMurray isdriveable fromDecember toMarch,
when the lake and rivers freeze.Thebreathtaking
journeywinds throughoilsands and theAthabasca
sanddunes, across thePeaceRiver andoverLake
Athabasca, intoFortChipewyan,Alberta’soldest, per-
manentlyoccupied community.The route goes
throughmarshland, a gorgeous red-willowstand and
into adense,magical areaof trees known to the locals
as the “enchanted forest,” saysParksCanada’sKeizer.
“You reallydo expect to see the sevendwarfs come

marching around the corner.”

THE SPIRIT OFTHE NORTH
ArithavanHerk,UniversityofCalgaryprofessorand

authorofMavericks:An IncorrigibleHistoryofAlberta,
believes thenorthernwayconstitutesan importantpart
of theprovince’sadventurousandentrepreneurial
spirit.The landscapemost important toher is the
MethyePortage, the 20-kilometre route fur tradersused
toenter theprovince fromSaskatchewan, eastofFort
McMurray, in searchofmore lucrativebeaverpelts.
“It’s just themost circuitous, horribleback-and-

forth route, andyet, along theway, they’re encounter-
ingwhat is thenaturalwealthof thatplace,” says van
Herk. “And it is stillwealthy in trees, inbeaver— at
that time itwould havehadwoodbuffalo— and just
sheer unexpurgatedbeauty; it’sbeautiful.”
The route toAthabasca countrywas arduous and

harsh.Explorers, thirsty for richer pelts, dragged
their canoes over incredible heights of land, through
inhospitable forests and heavymuskeg infestedwith
mosquitoes.
“Whenyou think about the confluenceof theEuro-

peans comingouthere looking forwealth, thebeauty
of the landscape, the incredible harshnessof the land-
scape and the real struggle theyhad toget intoAl-
berta,youbegin tounderstand there’s something else
thathappenshere. It’s infectedour spirit inways that
wedon’t evenknow200 and someoddyears later.”

WhileEuropeans sawthe land for its economicpo-
tential, natives such asPaulette say it represents spiri-
tual freedom in awaynotpossibleby religionor
prayer alone.Paulette spent 25yearsnegotiating a
treaty settlementwith the federal andprovincial gov-
ernmentsonbehalf of hisband,Smith’sLandingFirst
Nation. In the end, theband took lessmoney so it
could keep all nine strategic and sacredparcelsof land
members identified as important.
OneofPaulette’s favourite spots isMountainRapids

on theSlaveRiver, just eight kilometres fromFort
Fitzgerald, a townof about 30people.
The treacherousClass 6whitewatersofPelican

Rapids rushnearby.There are four rapids in theSlave
River series, representing oneof the finest examples
inNorthAmerica.
Acolonyof pelicans sitsoff in thedistanceon the

pink graniteof theCanadianShield.A ravenglides
above, and the air smells fresh and thickof thawing
earth andwet leaves.The thundering roarofwater
drownsout all thoughts.
Paulette’sblack eyes run asdeep as the treasuresbe-

lowthe ground— andheknows the lureofbringing
the richesoutmustbedelicatelybalancedwithpre-
servingwhatnaturehas giftedAlberta.
“I love the land,”he says.
“Everythingbelongs.Andyoubelong, and there’s

balance in this life.” !

cies of reptile found in Wood Buffalo National Park. “I love the land,”says Francois Paulette of the boreal forest near his home in Fort Fitzgerald.“Everything belongs.”




